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- Miscalculated Risks: The German
Declaration of War against the United
States, 1917 and 1941

Holger H. Herwig

wice in this century, Germany opted for war with the United States

on the basis of what its leaders perceived to have been “calculated
risks”’ designed to overcome a strategic impasse on the Continent. Twice the
gambles failed. The first miscalculation ended in defeat and revolution; the
second in near annihilation. This paper will attempt to address several
questions. What strategic rationale lay behind both of these “calculated
risks’'? Were the political decisions in line with national interests as well as
with force structure? What cultural factors came into play? What national
stereotypes surfaced en route? And what were the ultimate consequences of
what [ have termed the **miscalculated risks’?

Strategic Rationale

In December 1916, Adm. Henning von Holtzendorff, Chief of the
Admiralty Staff, presented German civilian and military leaders with a
strategic alternative to break the bloody deadlock in the land war. Assuming
that Great Britain possessed or controlled about 11 million tons of merchant
shipping, the admiral calculated that if German submarines could sink an
average of 600,000 tons per month for 6 months and if about half of the
available 3 million tons of neutral shipping could be frightened off the seas,
Great Britain would lose about 40 percent of her shipping, a “final and
irreplaceable loss.”” London would have no alternative but to accept defeat
within 6 months of such an unrestricted submarine campaign.! Admiral von
Holtzendorff brought Emperor Wilhelm II on board by assuring him that
American “military developments” as a result of the U-boat initiative “will
come either not at all or too late to have effect.”2 The admiral informed Field
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Marshal Paul von Hindenburg at about the same time that unrestricted
U-warfare would definitely bring the United States into the war—*‘a serious
matter,”” to be sure—but that this would have to be taken into the bargain as
the Reich could not choose to ignore the weapon *‘that will bring victory at
the right moment.” In fact, the admiral assured the general that the United
States would not be able effectively to reinforce the entente because its
shipping would be destroyed by the U-boats. Holtzendorff recommended
that the campaign commence on 1 February 1917 in order to force peace by 1
August, “even if it brings America into the war, since we have no other
choice.’” Hindenburg concurred, and early in January 1917 established the
army’s official position on the matter: “We fully expect war with America
and have made all preparations for it. The situation cannot get any worse,”™
His alter ego, Gen. Erich Ludendorff, went so far as to term the decision a
purely military one, which did not involve the politicians. Privately,
Ludendorff had already informed the industrialist Hugo Stinnes: ‘“The United
States does not bother me . . . in the least; I look upon a declaration of war by
the United States with indifference.” He was even more blunt to
Hindenburg: ““I do not give a damn about America.’’

The navy was solid in its support of Holtzendorff. Capt. Magnus von
Levetzow of the operations department of the High Sea Fleet paid a personal
call upon Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg 24 hours before the
final decision was to be reached on 9 January in order to assure him that the
U-boats could destroy 500,000 tons of shipping per month. “This I could
guarantee . . . with good conscience for the fleet, and thus I didso.” Levetzow
informed the chancellor that unrestricted submarine warfare was certain to
bring the United States into the war. "It is of no importance to the fleet
whether America enters into the war.””? Vice Adm. Franz Ritter von Hipper
of the Scouting Forces and Vice Adm, Wilhelm Souchon of the Mediter-
rancan Squadron basically seconded this stance. Grand Adm. Alfred von
Tirpitz, recently retired, caustically commented: “The Yankee fleet is of no
consequence to us.’ 8

Given this high level of official support, it is hardly surprising that the
decision to resume unrestricted U-boat warfare was reached at Pless on 9
January 1917 in less than an hour. Holtzendorff pledged the navy’s word that
“England would be defeated within six months, at the most, before a single
American had set foot on the Continent. The American danger did not
frighten him.” Chancellor von Bethmann Hollweg, while concerned with
the political ramifications of the decision, nevertheless argued that it did not
constitute a desperate gamble (Desperadotaktik) and made it perfectly clear
that “‘it was necessary for us to anticipate . . . the entry of America into the
war. "0 The emperor cast the die for war. He approved the U-boat initiative
and informed the Chief of the Navy Cabinet, Adm. Georg A. von Mueller,
that he “fully expected America’s entry into the war’’ as a result."
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The Pless decision was an explicit rejection of the notion of a negotiated
peace—as expressed in the Reichstag’s Peace Resolution of 12 December
1916—in favor of a victor’s peace. Annexations and indemnities, it was felt in
Berlin, alone could shore up the monarchy after 3 years of sacrifice. Germany
opted for a massive assault on Britain’s maritime lifelines in the firm belief
that it would succeed, and that the army would be able to crush Rumania and
Russia in the course of the year—before the anticipated U.S. declaration of
war could bring decisive results. Michael Stuermer recently has characterized
the decision as the triumph of “hubris, arrogance, and an engineer’s
mentality.”'1?

Perhaps not surprisingly, the navy’s position on war with the United States
was much the same in 1941, with the important caveat that it hardly dictated
policy and strategy or originated the declaration of war but merely pushed it
along. Like Tirpitz and his generation of naval officers, Adm. Erich Raeder
viewed Great Britain and the United States as one ethnic and economic bloc,
as a sort of Anglo-Saxon consortium, wherein Great Britain this time around
was the “junior” partner. As a result, the admiral and his Naval War Staff
(Seckriegsleitung) from the start anticipated that any conflict between Berlin
and London would once more bring Washington in on the side of “'perfidious
Albion.” In a top secret appraisal of Adolf Hitler’s overall “program’ in the
summer of 1938, Fleet Chief Adm. Rolf Carls envisaged German hegemony
over the Continent, the reestablishment of a colonial empire in Africa, and
the securing of the major Atlantic sealanes. Specifically, Carls argued, sucha
national policy would entail war with France and Russia as well as with “a
large number of overseas states; in other words, perhaps with 1/2 or 2/3 of the
entire world. 13 The navy’s blueprint for maritime power, the so-catled “Z"
plan of January 1939, called for the construction by about 1947-1948 of a
balanced Mahanian fleet of 10 battleships, 15 pocket battleships, 4 aircraft
carriers, 5 heavy and 41 light cruisers, 68 destroyers, and nearly 300 U-boats,
of which 27 were to be oceangoing, that is, fit for service off the U.S. eastern
seaboard.! There can be little doubt, I would argue, that such a fleet, and the
strategic thoughts that underpinned it, revolved around a hemispheric
strategy that anticipated the United States as a potential adversary.1s

The fall of France in 1940 accorded the navy’s future planning even greater
urgency. On 6 July, Vice Adm. Otto Schniewind, head of the Naval War
Staff, argued that the two Anglo-Saxon maritime powers would soon
combine forces against the Third Reich. ““The USA will by force of necessity
become Germany’s enemy. "6 Admiral Raeder agreed. Especially the Anglo-
American “destroyers-for-bases’’ deal of 2 September 1940 proved to him
beyond the shadow of a doubt the “creation of a corporation USA/
England.”? And America’s occupation of Greenland and Iceland on 7 July
1941 prompted Raeder 48 hours later to push Hitler—albeit, unsuccessfully—
for a formal declaration of war on the United States.18
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Japan’s attack on Pear] Harbor brought Raeder within reach of his goal. As
he hastened to inform Hitler, *The situation in the Atlantic will be eased due
to the successful intervention of Japan.”' Although it was painful to the
admiral that Japan rather than Germany had taught “the decisive meaning of
the terms maritime trade and maritime power" to his land-oriented army
colleagues, Raeder nevertheless stressed ““the significant easing of the burden
that the Pacific brings with it.”" Even the customarily cautious Ernst von
Weizsaecker at the Foreign Office agreed with Raeder’s strategic analysis.?

The crucial strategic decisions, of course, rested with Hitler. Perhaps
remembering the course of events in 1917 and having vowed on several
occasions not to repeat the mistake of a two-front war again, the Fuchrer
initially had sought to avoid incidents on the high seas involving American
interests. Specifically, in February 1940 he vetoed Admiral Raeder’s proposal
to dispatch submarines to Halifax, Canada, “due to psychological effect on
America.”’? Three months later, he likewise refused the navy permission to
shell the Dutch island of Aruba in the Lesser Antilles because “oil centers
belong to Standard Oil, the American corporation.’*?? And when the navy in
Angust 1940 cstablished a ““war zone’” around the British Isles in which it
would destroy all shipping without warning, it corresponded precisely to that
into which Washington had forbidden its citizens and ships to sail.? Hitler’s
corollary to the Monroe Doctrine for the second Roosevelt in the White
House was straightforward: “America for Americans; Europe for Euro-
peans.”’# On the other hand, by November 1940 Hitler was willing for
tactical rcasons to contemplate “‘acrial attacks against the United States™
front the Azores “in order to force it to build up a large anti-aircraft
defense . . . instead of helping England in this matter.”’” Although he
returned to this stance in May 1941, Hitler eventually had to face the reality
that the four-engined Me 264 bomber—appropriately dubbed the " Amerika-
Bomber”—would not be on line for several years.%

Only for one brief moment in July 1941, when it scemed that the Red Army
might be crushed as planned under Barbarossa within 4 months, did Hitler
abandon his cautious stance with regard to the United States. On 14 July, he
informed the Japanese Ambassador, Hiroshi Oshima, that “he is of the
opinion that we must jointly annihilate” the Americans. *'The Russian war
has been won.”"#7 But the cuphoria dissipated in the Russian defense around
Moscow, and by August the Fuchrer had returned to his original program,
namely, that a future generation "“will line up against America . . . . I will
not live to sce it.”’ And 2 months later, he restated this theme to the ltalian
foreign minister, Galeazzo Ciapo: A future generation will have to occupy
itse!f with the problem Europe-America.”? Returning to his erstwhile
caution on the Atlantic front, the Fuehrer informed Admiral Raeder that for
the time being, he “‘would only like to avoid that the United States declare
war during the eastern campaign.” After successful completion of Barbarossa,
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Hitler reserved for himself “‘the right to take severe action against the United
States.”" In fact, ‘“we cannot get around the reckoning with America.”” U.S.
forces would have to abandon especially Iceland, “even if he [Hitler] would
have to fight for years to bring this about,”! Then, on 7 December, Hitler
heard via BBC Radio of the Japanese action at Hawaii; 4 days later, he rushed
to Berlin and declared war on the United States.

The basic rationale was once again that of the calculated risk. As early as
December 1940, Hitler had confided his grand strategy to Gen. Alfred Jodl:
“We must solve all continental European problems by 1941, since the USA
would be in position to intervene beginning in 1942, In other words, whena
year later Hitler opted for war with the United States he did so in the hope
that this would force the Republic from the start to divide its forces between
an Atlantic and a Pacific theater, thereby denying it the ability to intervene
decisively in either theater.3® Given the Fuchrer’s low opinion of Japanese
military power, he undoubtedly feared that without an immediate German
threat, the United States would be able to dispatch the Japanese quickly and
then turn with full force to Europe. Put another way, Hitler wanted to buy
time, to avoid the World War One nightmare of a two-front struggle
throughout 1942. In fact, the Puehrer assumed personal command of the High
Command of the Army shortly after declaring war on the United States and
planned a massive offensive against the Soviet Union for 1942, one that had to
decide the outcome of the European conflagration since a continued war of
attrition was one that Germany could not win. Success in the East in 1942 was
all-decisive: Hitler referred to this campaign as his “last chance to alter
destiny.”* Success would enable him to create a blockade-safe “‘Fortress
Europe’’ stretching from the Pyrences to the Urals; defeat would only mean
that the United States could eventually partake in the inevitable destruction
of the Third Reich. And lest one think that this rationale sounds too logical,
too much the calculated risk, it should be remembered that when Hitler’s
gencerals at the start of the Polish campaign had urged restraint upon him, the
Fuchrer had cut them short with a brusque reminder that he had always
played for high stakes throughout his career.

Political Parameters

The decision for war in 1917 was taken with precious little assessment of
the economic and military potential of the probable adversary. To be sure,
there were sage counsels to the contrary, Germany was, after all, a land based
on law (Rechtsstaat), with a fairly elected parliament. It is also interesting to
note that a number of Prussian conservatives stood in the forefront of those
who questioned the wisdom of the U-boat offensive. Johann Heinrich von
Bernstorff, the Reich's Ambassador to Washington, strongly opposed the

“undersea initiative, warning Berlin that it was certain to bring the United
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States into the war.3 His caution was deftly deflected by Wilhelm II: “In
case a break with America is unavoidable, it cannot be changed! We will
proceed.”"® The chancellor fully concurred: “I am well aware that with
this step we are running in danger of . . . war with the United States. We
are decided to accept this risk.”¥” Bethmann’s intimus, Kurt Riezler,
however, was not as optimistic. Throughout 1917, he was nagged by the
“terrible fate' that lay in store for Germany “‘despite all vows by the navy”
for success. It remained, in the end, a “leap into the dark.” Moreover,
Germany faced an unsolvable dilemma: ““One cannot believe the navy, but
one can also not deny it faith.’’3 Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, an
army group commander, sarcastically noted: “The gentlemen of the navy
are dangerous optimists.”® And even Bethmann's son-in-law, Julius von
Zech von Burckersroda, was beset by doubts: **‘May God grant that the 9th
of January will not have marked the death of the German Empire.”® Yet, in
the final analysis, who could deny the navy a chance to end the war
victoriously on the basis of its new technology and the impressive array of
economic tables that it marshaled to guarantee triumph within 6 months?
With the accuracy of historical hindsight, it is readily clear that the
decision revealed hubris and the naiveté of a continental mentality that
proved unable to assess accurately the industrial world power across the
ocean and its potential power projection.

The political parameters in 1941 were much clearer and simpler. Once
again, the entry of the United States into the European war gave it global
characteristics. Once again, the decision was taken without critical and
realistic appraisal of the potential adversary’s economic and military
capabilities. And once more, the advice of several sober diplomats and
soldiers—in this case Ambassador Hans Dieckhoff in Washington as well as
Generals Ludwig Beck and Georg Thomas in Berlin—was dismissed with the
magical wave of the hand.*! Hitler reached the decision for war and had it
rubber-stamped by the Reichstag—the world’s largest male glee club, as
some Berlin wags termed it. His foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop,
lamely sought to suggest that the diplomatic initiative still rested in Berlin:
‘““A great power does not allow itself to be declared war on; it declares war
itself.”’2 Army leaders were deeply preoccupied with the all-decisive
offensive planned for 1942 in the East; air force planners had not yet
recovered from the catastrophic losses during the Battle of Britain and in
Russia. And who was left to contest Hitler’s political and strategical
rationale, namely, that victory in the East in 1942 would resolve the present
impasse in the West? ““If Russia drops out of the picture, America too is lost
for Britain. " In any case, as Hitler had assured Benito Mussolini earlier that
same year, “‘From America, even if it enters into the war, I do not see any
great danger.”'™ After all, had the Fuehrer not experienced America’s “inept
military” at firsthand in France in 1917-1918?
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Cultural Factors

It must be stated openly that the declarations of war both in 1917 and in
1941 were taken relatively lightheartedly, in part because of varying degrees
of a feeling of cultural and racial superiority over the United States. Ever
since Germany and the United States had first clashed at sea over the Samoan
Islands in 1889, Berlin had viewed Washington both as an upstart, a parvenu,
and as a rival for the expected “liquidation’ of the British Empire. Like
“perfidious Albion,”” America was seen as a land of Haendler (merchants) as
opposed to Helden {heroes), with Germans naturally constituting the latter
category. Wilhelm II by and large viewed the United States as fit only for
Social Democrats, and he reserved the marginal note “Americanism” for all
that smacked of confusion, inefficiency, and disorder.® Adm. Eduard von
Capelle, Tirpitz's successor as secretary of the Navy Office, assured the
Reichstagon 1 February 1917 that the “example that the Americans gave us in
1898 in the Spanish-American War, where they suffered wretched fiascoes
.. . gives us a sense of calm”” about the unrestricted U-boat warfare.* For
Capelle, the critical reality was that the United States could never get its
troop transports past the U~boats. As late as March 1917, Capt. Karl Boy-Ed
of the Admiralty Staff, a former naval attaché in Washington, reassured the

' Emperor’s brother, Admiral Prince Heinrich, “that the Americans will never
declare war” for fear of losing profits already garnered. The strong pacifist
following of William Jennings Bryan, the American feminist movement, the
“lack of military preparedness” that was endemic to America, and the
possible domestic unrest that a declaration of war might unleash especially
among German and Irish groups in the United States—all these factors
scemed to suggest to Boy-Ed that Washington would stay out of the war.¥

The U.S. envoy in Berlin reported this mood accurately. James W. Gerard
informed his government early in 1917 that official Germany thought
Americans “‘a fat, rich race without sense of humor and ready to stand for
anything in order to keep out of the war.”’ In conclusion, the Ambassador
opined, Imperial Germany had nothing but “‘contempt and hatred for
America.”® In all fairness, however, it should be pointed out that when the
Admiralty Staff in late 1916 had attempted to gauge public opinion
concerning a possible war with the United States, the proverbial man on the
street seemed to be firmly against it

Adolf Hitler, of course, added his own brand of crude racism to the
stereotyped Imperial German image of the United States. His experiences on
the Western front in the First World War had convinced him that American
forces were of inferior quality, hardly up to the high standards of the
Wehrmacht. ““In any case, how could troops who had the dollar as their God
be expected to fight to the utmost of their ability?”™® Overall, the Fuchrer
viewed America as a nation “half Judaized, the other half Negrified.” He
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described his feelings toward **Americanism” as being *‘feelings of hatred and
deep repugnance. s Surely, the European racial stock would not succumb to
the crass materialism of the New World. *'The future will not belong to the
ridiculous, half-cultivated America, but to the resurrected Europe.” History
and race militated against American victory. “The older culture and the
superior intellectual level of Europe would, in the end, emerge victorious. "2
And on 11 December 1941, Hitler poured out a full measure of the venom that
lie had reserved for Franklin ). Roosevelt: “mentally insane and paralytic
iike Wilson,” “anold Free Mason,” *‘a man filled with Christian hypocrisy,”
“the tool of American Jews.’’s3
[t would be tedious to continue any further in this vein. Suffice it to say that
the German admirals were not immune to racial stereotypes, be they of the
recent National Socialist or of the older Wilhelmian genre. In November
1941, they lamented that with the U.S. decision to withdraw its gunboats
from China, “the last ships of the white race disappear from the Yangtze”
River.3* And when the Japanese on 17 December 1941 proposed dividing the
world at a line running north to south from the Kara Sea through Omsk and
Tashkent on down to Bombay (70 degrees longitude), Vice Adm. Kurt Fricke,
the new head of the Naval War Staff, bitterly complained that this would
extend “the yellow sphere of influence” far beyond all reasonable limits.s
Adm. Karl Doenitz’s sycophantic National Socialist rantings of the years 1943
to 1945 need hardly be repeated in lurid detail to make the point. Last but not
least, it is intercsting to note that public opinion in 1941, asin 1917, was not as
optimistic about war with the United States as were Germany's leaders.’

Force Structure and Policy

Germany's leaders gambled the Reich’s future upon an incredibly small
force in January 1917. The High Sea Fleet throughout the war remained
primarily a classic fleet-in-being, bottled up in the North Sea by the Grand
Fleet, the Dover Patrol, and, in 1918, the Scotland-Norway mine barrage.
The submarine force on 1 February consisted of about 100 units, of which 38
were at station.’” In addition, Germany possessed only six merchant
submarines—the Deutschland class—capable of operating in American waters;
two long-range U-~cruisers would augment that force the following year. The
Admiralty Staff conceded that, at best, it could maintain one U-cruiser and
two armed merchant submarines in the waters off Boston, New York, and
Chesapeake Bay in 1918! And since Berlin throughout 1917 clung to the
fiction that it was not officially at war with the United States, it is hardly
surprising that Emperor, chancellor, and forcign secretary were united in
their opposition against operations off the eastern seabord of the United
States.®® Nor did the U-boat forces increase appreciably over the years—
partly due to labor and raw materials shortages, lack of building yards, and
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Admiral von Capelle’s fears that this “war of lieutenants” would compromise
future promotion and service in the fleet. In fact, twice in 1917 Tirpitz's
successor considered creating a special *'U-boat cemetery’” after the war in
order to get rid of these nasty craft.® In the final analysis, Germany undertook
but seven raids into American waters between June and November 1918,
bagging a meagre 110,000 tons of shipping. Above all, not a single troop
transport bound for Europe was ever destroyed by the U-boats.

The naval picture was equally bleak in 1941. With regard to the surface
fleet, it was decided in the same month that Hitler declared war on the United
States that the Tirpitz would be relocated in Norway; the Gneisenau,
Scharnhorst and Prinz Fugen would not be fit for sea duty until late March 1942,
at the carliest. Alone the Scheer was ready for service in the Atlantic or Indian
Ocean. No aircraft carrier had been completed; nor had a four-engined
bomber for deployment against America come on line. As a result, any actions
to be undertaken against the United States after 11 December would have to
rest with the U-boats once more. On 27 December 1941, the navy estimated
that it possessed 98 submarines overall, of which 38 were at station. Three
were dispatched at once to ““US coast,” with an equal number to follow in the
near future.® Hitler ordered immediate assaults upon American shipping
under the code name Paukenschlag (drum roll)—a “‘somewhat histrionic
name,’ according to Stephen Roskill—and success was at hand from the start:
470,000 tons of shipping were destroyed in American waters in February 1942,
with an additional 1 million tons in March and April. Appalling American
lack of preparedness and downright negligence—there existed no coastal
blackout; lighted channel markers guided the U-boats into U.S. ports;
merchant ships continued unrestricted use of wireless; and convoy was only
partially undertaken—more than German brilliance accounted for this
“merry massacre,” as Samuel Eliot Morison rightly termed it.6!

Neither in 1917 nor in 1941 did Germany possess anywhere near sufficient
forces, even in submarines, to be able to take the war to America. And in
neither case was a surface fleet—nor, for that matter, airpower—strong
enough to challenge for control of the Atlantic arteries. In both cases,
“miscalculated risks’’ were accepted for the short-term solution of a strategic
impasse on land, without thinking through the long-term implications of such
actions.

Consequences

The immediate consequence of Germany'’s decision for unrestricted
submarine warfare in 1917 was fatal: America declared war on the Reichon 6
April and thereby assured eventual Allied victory. Undoubtedly encouraged
by the Navy's initiative, Foreign Secretary Arthur Zimmermann was
emboldened in January 1917 to make his ill-timed and ill-advised offer to
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Mexico for return of its former territories in Arizona, New Mexico, and
Texas in return for a Mexican (and Japanese!) declaration of war on the
United States.® And when the admirals’ *‘guaranteed” victory did not
materialize in the fall of 1917, General Ludendorff opted for yet another
“calculated risk”—a desperate gamble to snatch victory on the Western
front before U.S. forces could arrive in large numbers. It was too late. The
million men under Gen. John J. Pershing in March and April 1918 effectively
plugged the gaps in the Allied lines created during Operation Michael, At sea,
the U.S. Navy supplied 27 percent of convoy escort as well as 12 percent of the
battleship strength of the Grand Fleet, and maintained 368 ships on 23 stations
in Europe.63 It was a creditable effort for a power so easily dismissed as being
of no consequence by German planners just the previous year. Above all, the
moral impact of America's entry into the war—coming right about the time
when Germany was on the verge of victory in the East—cannot be
overestimated.

In 1941, the German declaration of war sealed its fate. Massive American
aid continued to Britain and was extended immediately to the Soviet Union.
[ronically, Hitler had been proved quite accurate in his assessment of the
situation to General Oshima just after the declaration of war, namely, that he
did “notknow yet' how “‘one defeats the USA.' ' The failure of the summer
offensive in the East in 1942, which Hitler had termed his ““last chance to alter
destiny,”’ made it fully clear, as he confided to General Jodl, that “victory
could no longer be realized.”s Only the final Goetterdaemmerung remained.
Too late, the Fuehrer had to admit: “The war with America is a tragedy,
illogical, devoid of fundamental reality.”® Closer examination of the
consequences of that decision reached so easily on 11 December 1941 might
have suggested this before the die were cast.

Finally, there are broader lessons of strategic thought to be gleaned from
this brief overview of Germany's two “miscalculated risks” in the 20th
century. More than two thousand years ago, Thucydides warned that a nation
needed to avoid hubris in its strategic calculations. This the Germans failed to
do. They neither knew their enemies well nor judged them rationally and
intelligently. In 1917 and 1941, German planners underestimated first the
American “parvenus” and then the Slavic “Untermenschen” with regard to
their adeptness at modern industrial warfare where their vital interests were
concerned. In war and diplomacy, all available options must be weighed
carefully and cultural stereotypes avoided. The decisions for war in 1917 and
1941 were made in haste and without thorough airing. Nor was Wilhelm'’s
disdain of what he termed " Americanism™ or Hitler’s disgust of America’s
“degencrate mixed race” pertinent to the issue at hand. The hubris of
German policy and the accompanying failures could have been avoided had
the consequences of major actions been thought through the initial stages, and
plans formulated upon Clausewitzian postulates such as interaction and
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escalation; it never seems to have been recognized in Berlin that in almost
all cases, the potential adversary will not remain a lifeless body, but will
react.

The cardinal principle of listening to intelligent counsel from knowledge-
able observers familiar with the potential adversary was ignored. Neither
Ambassador von Bernstorff in 1917 nor Ambassador Dieckhoft in 1941 were
given fair hearings. Had their observations been taken into account, the
simplistic use of short-term historical parallels could have been avoided. The
U.S. forces of 1917 were not those of the Spanish-American War, and the
U.S. ground, air, and naval forces of 1941-45 were not those of the Great
War. In 1917, the Germans sought “‘guaranteed’ victory through a new
technology—without having ascertained whether sufficient U-boats were
available to meet high expectations; furthermore, a 6-month time frame for
certain victory was potentially counterproductive as it carried with it the
seeds of calamity once that period expired without the predicted result.
Strategy and force structure were simply not coordinated in the initial phase,
nor reassessed thereafter. Neither in 1917 nor in 1941 did success in Europe on
land lie with submarine warfare in the Atlantic. Nor had the mood of the
nation been included in either instance. In 1917 and again in 1941, German
popular opinion, as measured by the government, seemed more acutely aware
of the potential danger inherent in a declaration of war on the United States
then did government leaders, who flippantly threw caution to the wind.

Last but not least, the strategic axiom of tackling that which is possible first
was never used to define the parameters of policy and strategy. In June 1942,
Gen. Franz Halder noted with regard to Germany’s admirals: “These people
dream in continents.”’s His prescient observation could well stand as an
epitaph for most German planners of the 20th century. More than a hundred
years ago, Otto von Bismarck showed that with regard to war and diplomacy,
it is best to let Realpolitik rather than Idealpolitik guide the nation. It was a lesson
that later German planners failed to heed.
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