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26 NAVAL WAR COLLEGE REVIEW 

SELECTED ESSAYS FOR STRATEGY CURRICULUM 

HOW ADAPTIVE HAS THE MILITARY BEEN 
TO TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE'! 

by 

Licutcnanl Commander Charles C. Pease, U.S. Navy 

Sludent, College of Naval Warfare 

One of the more common 
human failings is the tendency to 
react to new phenomena with old 
reflexes. Generals are often the 
slaves of strategies designed for 
other wars and diplomats are 
prone to retain postures and poli­
cies based on conditions of a 
world that no longer exists.1

There can be no doubt that in many 
instances the military has been slow to 
adapt to changing technology. Perhaps 
it is grossly unfair, however, to single 
out the profession of arms for censure 
in this regard. Resistance to innovation 
is certainly prevalent in civilian life. But 
it is equally unjustifiable for the mili­
tary to pretend that the problem does 
not exist. The professional approach 
would seem to be to recognize the 
malady for what it is and to identify the 
symptoms. Analysis with a view toward 
isolating the causes of the disease and an 
attempt to find possible remedies are 
also in order. 

There is ample historical evidence to 
support the view that the military has 
been reluctant to accept change. Con­
sider the classic case of resistance by the 
naval bureaucracy to the improved gun­
nery techniques of Lt. W.S. Sims. This 
might have been expected from the 
group of professionals whose an tece­
dents had retrogressed from steam to 
sail following the Civil War_ Isherwood 
must have felt the same sense of frustra­
tion that haunted Sims a generation 
later. More recently there were the 
problems experienced by proponents of 

naval aviation prior to World War II. 
Within our own period of service we 
have been witness to the struggle of 
Hyman Rickover to introduce the 
nuclear propulsion plant. Who knows 
how many good ideas may have been 
suppressed within the last 10 years? 

Nor is the U.S. Navy the only mili­
tary organization to have suffered from 
"mossbackism." The British and French 
armies, prior to and during World War r,
refused to adapt to the introduction of 
rapid fire weapons. 

The impact of modern tech­
niques was misunderstood or dis­
regarded. In the 80 years between 
Clausewitz and 1911 the rate of 
rifle fire had increased from three 
rounds a minute to 16, the range 
of guns from one thousand yards 
to five or six. Of artillery one 
responsible French officer said, 
"We have rather too much of it. "2 

British Field Marshal Haig claimed 
the machinegun was much overrated. 
Two per battalion were more than 
sufficient, he felt, but fortunately the 
number was increased to eight and then 
16 under civilian pressure. Couple this 
attitude toward modern weapons with 
devotion to Clausewitz' dictum of the 
offensive and senseless carnage was in­
evitable. In one infantry charge against 
entrenched German machinegun posi­
tions, 10,000 Allied troops were fed 
into the grinder. After 3½ hours, casual­
ties amounted to 385 officers and 7,861 
men. German losses were "nil. "3 

But the French staff learned its 
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