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PROFESSIONAL

READING

REVIEW ARTICLE
MANAGERIAL STYLE IN THE INTERWAR NAVY: A
REAPPRAISAL

by

Thomas C. Hone*

and

Mark David Mandeles**

In an interesting and provocative
essay,l” the historian Waldo Heinrichs
has argued chat uvnderstanding the
actions of the U.S. Navy in the decade
before World War II is impossible
unless one realizes that the interests of
any peacetime navy are shaped less by
military chan by bureaucratic and
political needs and constraints. Hence,
in preparing for war, a peacetime naval
establishment ("conservative, complex,
and political™) will build warships,
organize its resources and plan its
maneuvers “'as efforts to encompass
new realities within an existing
framework of compromise and
consensus,” not as the result of “unitary,
decisive, and adaptable” planning and a
"hierarchical organization.” (pp. 197-
198) There are two claims here. The
first is a hypothesis about the way in
which peacerime navies, as institutions,
will and must plan and prepate for a
war, The second claim is that the U.S.
Navy's experiences in the 1930s provide
evidence in support of the hypothesis.
This paper disputes both claims. The
goa!l is not simply to show that

phisinsichs, was inyseveral important o

respects mistaken,; it also is o test some
conjectures about which factors allow
organizations to respond effectively to
uncetrainty. In otder to do this, we argue
(1) that che failure to develop the carrier
striking forces in the thirties was
because of treaty and technical factors,
(2) that the Navy's "unrealistic”
commitment to Plan Orange (pp. 204-
220) was, in fact, realistic, and (3) chat
financial constraints, far from being
lifted in the thirties, continued to press
on the Navy and stimulated innovation
instead of a stubborn adherence to
craditional doctrines. The critique and
comments are considered applicable to
more situations, to more organizations,
than those discussed in detail here.

Hypothesis. Heinrichs holds whatis
probably a widespread view of the
nature of a peacetime navy:

¢ Assistant Professor, Indiana University.

** Associate Inscrucror, Indiana University.
1“The Role of the United States Navy” in
Dorothy Berg and Shumpei Okamoto, eds., Pear/
Harbor as Hirtory (New York: Columbia

I_llgslgel‘slty Press, 1973), pp. 197-223.
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It is a moored to civilian life.
Doctrine, precedent, routine, and
habit take hold. Money is scarce
and cruising is costly... its most
ptessing engagement is the battle
of the budget.... Within the
peacetime navy power is diffuse.
Decision is a matter of reconcilia-
tion and coordination among
diverse groups of specialists. ...
The impulse at the top is to play
safe and rely exclusively neithetron
the weapons of the last war nor on
new, untried ones. (p. 197)
According to Heinrichs, this sitacion
will prevail especially where funds are
plentiful or increasing. When funding
declines, the pressure to make rhe right
decisions builds. "We might hypothe-
size that a starving bureaucracy is
innovative, a fartening one compla-
cent,” (p. 199) The policies of the Navy
Department between 1929 and 1941
supposedly support this claim.
Innovation was greatest in 1930-32 and
during 1939-41; in the former period,
money was scarce, while in the lacter the
major constraint was strategic, as the
military leaders of the Navy, wrestling
with the problems of a two-ocean war,
finally examined critically the two-
decades-old Orange war plan.
Through most of the thirties,
however, Navy Department policy was
set by three factors: (1) a commitment
to the Orange Plan, (2) the goal of a
“balanced fleet,” and (3) a willingness ro
build and to maintain a "treaty navy.”
{p. 203) Heinrichs lumps these factors
together; all, he mainrains, were used ro
determine and justify building
programs and strategic plans. Though
Navy officers complained publicly about
the constraints of rhe Washingron and
London naval agreement, Heinrichs
claims that the constraints served as
targets and limits around which rhe
service debates about weapons, tactics
and strategy could revolve. As he purt it
These three mutually dependent

“balanced fleet,” and the "treaty

navy ' —provided a satisfactory

bureaucratic strategy for resolving
internal differences and securing

external support, (p. 200)

This is a ptovocative claim. Heinrichs
does not hold that military bureaucra-
cies need some doctrine, any doctrine, to
turn into or to guide policy. That much
he can safely assume, Instead, he has
really said thac it is (and was) in the
organizational interests of a navy (and,
in particular, the US. Navy) to be
decentralized, formally complacent and
conservative, and slow moving unless
financial pressure, war or the imminent
threat of war force drastic organiza-
tional and perceptual changes. So the
Chiefs of Naval Operations who
followed Adm. William V. Pratt
(September 1930 two June 1933) were
less inclined to support innovation
because the benefits of cencrally
initiated or directed change were not
perceived to outweigh the costs of
administrative wrangling and political
controversy that would inevitably
accompany them. In a period of
increasing congressional authorizations,
strong Chiefs were organizationally
unnecessary, even harmful, because the
immediate needs of the Navy could be
better met by administrators who did
not force reevaluations of strategic and
tactical assumptions.

To supporr this argument, Professor
Heinrichs gives two examples of
peacetime policy failures that proved
costly to the Navy in World War II: (1)
the failure to develop the carrier
striking force, and (2) the unrealistic—
if also unenchusiastic—commitment to
a strategic offensive in the Pacific (Plan
Orange). Our position is that the first
“failure” was owed to rechnical
problems rather than to organizational
lethargy or conservatism. That is,
Heinrichs has nor appreciated the very
teal and very numerous technical issues
that characrerized carrier aviarion in the

 These ch sracterized carrier aviar
g SRS SRS IR0 M otsassss 3 00 Hetnrichs” analysis of the
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Navy's commitment to the Orange Plan
is based on stronget evidence than his
discussion of the fortunes of carrier
aviation, but two observations are
appropriate here. The first is that the
Navy had to plan for a strategic
offensive against Japan in case the
Government decided to make political
commitments in the Far East that Japan
might regard as hostile. As Heinrichs
notes, the plans of the Navy and the
positions taken by the State Depart-
ment fed on each other; the more
plausible the former, the stiffer the
latter and, when the State Department
and the President made policical
commitments to the territorial integrity
of China, the Navy had to be prepared to
back those commitments with force.
The second observation is that the
battles of the Philippine Sea and Leyte
Gulf look a lot like what was predicted
in the 1930s, except that the capital
ships of the forties were carriers and not
bartleships. And that was foreseen by
influential officers in the thirties as a
likely possibility.

Pressure and Response. The U.S,
Navy faced a number of severe
problems in the 1930s. The most
important was the rate of change of
military rechnology. In January 1929 the
value of the large, fast “fleet” carrier
was demonstrated conclusively in Fleet
Problem Number I1X.2 After thart date,
the issue wasn't whether or not carriers
were needed but how best to achieve the
optimal number within the limits set by
the Washington and London agree-
ments. There was also contention over
how best to use carriers and carrier
aircraft bue, as those in on the debate
knew, that could be resolved only after
extensive experience with the carriers
and their aircrafc with the fleet. There
were other rechnical developments that
provoked both promise and problems
for the Department. Seaplanes, for
example, increased in speed, range and

Catalina PBY flying boat, so prominent
during the war, was actually the product
of regular, planned peacetime produc-
tion (the first models were delivered in
1936).> The capabilities of that aircraft
as a scout, and especially as a bomber,
were only a promise of what might
come along soon after. That promise
was a strategic weapon not limited by
treaty; the problem was thac the
Japanese would also have such aircraf,
making the chance of serious naval
battles at great distances far more likely.
By 1930 centrally directed gunfire in
both cruisers and destroyers was achand
or being developed; this meant that
smaller vessels could engage one
another at ranges open oaly a few years
earlier to bactleships. It also gave
cruisers and destroyers an antiaircrafe
capability that they had not had in the
twenties. The consequence was pressure
on designers to produce, within the
various treaty limitations, warships of
qualitatively greater striking and
defensive power. As it turned out, this
could nor easily or efficiently be
accomplished and so, through the
decade, the technical pressures on the
treaty ceilings mounced.

Bacttleship design also advanced,
especially in one way that revolution-
ized American straregic thinking. The
best speed of the existing battleline was
20 knots® By late 1933, however, it
became possible to build a 28-knot
battleship, adequately armed and
armored against 14-inch shellfire,
within the treaty displacement limit of
35,000 tons. Earlier battleship
replacement plans had called for a fleet
speed not significantly greater than that
already used. The understanding that
faster ships could be built grew out of
special studies conducted within the
Bureau of Construction and Repair at
the request of Adm. William H.
Srandley, then Chief of Naval Opera-
tions.* By 1935 it was clear that future
American battleships would be far

pubmb 63RASIsTtapidly doithe BRAGScThgons, kagrer than their predecessors, though
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just as heavily armored and possessed of
the same great endurance. This gave the
battleline of the U.S. Fleet great
mobility, and it meant that carriers and
battleships would be able to steam
together at high speeds.¢ Unfortunately
for the Navy, it also meant that a whole
new barctleline would have to be buile,
and new destroyers and cruisers,
intended to screen the bactleships,
would have to be even faster in order to
maneuver around the battleships. Naval
constructors were caught between the
Scylla of rising technical demands and
the Charybdis of treaty limitations.
Increasingly efficient engineering
plants were one solution, bur such a
solution created in its turn yet another
problem: the new, fast battleships were
expensive, and buying them meant less
money would be available for other ship
types. The Navy was caught in a circle of
uwncertainty, a circle in which the
demands of military technology ran
against treaty limitations, and where
increasing appropriations were caten
up by more, and more expensive, types
of weapons.

The interplay between, firsr,
technological innovation and then
strategic possibilities led to still more
difficulties. As the speed, reliability and
attack potential of carrier aircraft grew,
the need for sufficient large carriers
could not be met within treaty
limitarions. Even had there existed no
political limitations, however, there
would still not have been enough
“good” carriers because the characteris-
tics of the "right” design only became
apparent afcer years of operational
experience. Runger (CV-4), the first
American carrier designed as such, was
designed before any lessons had been
learned from che regular use of
Lexington and Saratopa’ Ranger was
significantly smaller than the first two
carriers {Langley was only experimen-
tal) for two reasons. Despite their size
and aircraft carrying capacity, Saratoga
and Lexington could nor launch many

more airplanes much faster than
Langley, but exercises had demon-
strated the value of being able 1o put a
large number of aircraft into the air
quickly to thwart any aerial attack. The
Bureau of Aeronautics believed that a
greater number of smaller carriers
would be better able to fill the skies
above the fleet with the number of
aircraft necessary to protect airplanes
spotting for the battleline and to attack
enemy carriers.®? The second reason for
the comparatively small size of Ranger
was that the Washington naval
agreements had allowed the Royal Navy
nine carriers, and the Bureau of
Aeronautics wanted to squeeze as many
similar ships as possible out of the
tonnage allowed the United States.?
As it happened, Ranger was not a
satisfactory carrier, despite alterations
made to it based on experience with its
larger predecessors.'® Unfortunately,
the General Board had to set the
characteristics of Yorktown and
Enterprise before Ranger had even
been launched (September 1933) or had
conducted regular flight operations
(beginning in June 1934).!" This
business of placing the cart before the
horse only ended with che design of CV-
9 (Essex class).'? Given the unknowns
involved, it should not be surprising
that it took 10 years to develop the
design of the Essrex-class carriers. The
trouble was that none of that group was
finished when war began in 1941, But
the years of development were neither
wasted nor unnecessary, and the "delay”
in obtaining the Essex type was not the
resule of bureaucratic conservatism or
lethargy. It was instead the result of a
lack of sufficient experience.
Seaplanes could relieve carriers of
scouting duties and serve as a separate
striking force, and so lurge seaplanc
development was pursued (anc
defended) vigorously by the Bureau o
Aeronautics.! The Bureau alsc
experimented with airship aircrafc
carriers as a means of extending the

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwe-review/vol33/iss5/12
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scouting capacity of the fleet,"! The
Navy failed to replace Akron and Macon
because of (1) Presidential intervention,
(2) the progressive increase in seaplane
scouting ranges, and (3) the lengthy
construction time involved. When the
General Board was asked to pass on the
value of airship aircraft carriers in 1937,
the head of the Bureau of Aeronaurics
noted that aircraft would have the range
of the airships within 5 or 6 years; it
might be better, he observed, to put the
available money into aircraft develop-
ment and production. That position did
not carry the General Board because, as
they already knew, the airships, if
successful, could take the place of alarge
number of expensive aircraft.!?

These are only a few illustrations of
the rather rapid and significant changes
that pressured the Navy in the 1930s.
The great increase in the offensive
power and scouting capabilities of
aircraft presaged battle at great
distances and challenged the very idea of
concerted fleet movement. Increases in
the speed of all warships made thelikeli-
hood of a mobile Pacific war greater,
placing a premium on the construction
of a larger fleet train. However, the
need for warships and the shortage of
trained personnel delayed the construc-
tion and commissioning of auxiliaries,!s
The "treaty” Navy could not carry out
the Orange Plan.t” Yet that same Navy
would have to gain the operational
experience so necessary if the "two-
ocean navy'' authorized after the
collapse of treaty restrictions were to
tackle the Japanese successfully.

Heinrichs does not seem to under-
stand this. Neither does he appear to
understand that the design of any
warship is a matter of technical, tactical
and strategic compromise among
officers committed to the achievement
of different but necessary goals.'® Treaty
restrictions only make it harder to reach
an optional compromise; they do not
eliminate the need for compromise. In
the case of carriers, conflict and mutual

concessions were unavoidable. The
Burean of Aeronautics wanted at least
four squadrons of airplanes (72) oneach
carrier, plus spares, room for pilots, gas
and ammunition for the airplanes, etc.
The Burean of Ordnance wanted each
carrier to mount adequate antiaircraft
batteries. Steam Engineering wanted
enough space and weight in cthe ships to
give them the powerplant necessary for
the required high speed. The War Plans
Division of the Office of the Chief of
Naval Operations wanted the ships w
have endurance and ruggedness. Each
bureau presented its case to the General
Board. The Board then sampled opinion
from within the fleet and from the scaff
of the Bureau of Construction and
Repair {charged with producing the
final design). Only then were the
specific characteristics of a class of ship
set. Contrary to what Heinrichs leads
one to expect, there were lively disputes
among the bureaus as their spokesmen
attempted to sway the opinions of the
General Board.!® This was true in the
case of carriers, battleships, destroyers,
cruisers and submarines.?® In the case of
each such design the General Board had
to write specifications that were the
product of compromises because there
was, given the uncertainties, no obvious
optional design.?! Significantly, the
larger carrier designs were some of the
more successful of these. The smaller
carriers (Ranger and Wasp) lacked the
tonnage necessary to give them
adequate speed, protection and airplane
capacity.?? Unfortunately, there was no
way to demonscrate that before such
vessels were actually tested.

Innovation and Compromise.
Heinrichs also takes too narrow a view
in suggesting that financial considera-
tions played a major role in holding
down the Navy's investment in
aviation:

Naval aviation was an exceed-
ingly costly initial investment....

To place it in the central position

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1980



Naval War College Review, Vol. 33 [1980], No. 5, Art. 12

PROFESSIONAL READING 93

before the war would have required

a radical restructuring of the navy

that leading admirals were not

disposed to attempt.??

This implication is wrong on several
counts. Fitst, Heintichs cannot claim
that the middle and late yeats of the
thitties were not financially short ones
for the Navy and then argue that
expense was the reason why naval
aviarion programs wete not putsued
more vigorously. His real point is thata
buteaucratic commitment to a “bal-
anced fleec” (first set forth in the 1916
naval authorizations) prevented the
Navy from seeing before the war what
would become its wartime strategy. Our
point is thar the Department sought a
balanced fleet as a hedge against
technical uncertainty. Advances in
aircraft came rather quickly, bur dive
bombing wasn’r practical until the
development of radial aircraft engines,
and level bombers and rorpedoplanes
did nor look impressive until the
heavier monoplanes of the late
thirties.?

In 1934, after the General Board had
set the characteristics of Yorktown and
Enterprire (both authorized in 1933),
carrier bombers able to carry thousand-
pound loads still had “very poor”
performance.?* The Bureau of Aero-
nautics had great confidence in the
furure of carrier aviation, but the CNQO's
staff had recommended ggainst building
too many models of any carrier-
launched airplanes on the grounds that
advances in design would too soon
render existing types obsolete.26 There
was also the problem of having more
aircraft than rhe carriers could handle.
Carrier airplapnes and pilots were
extremely specialized; the former were
not suitable for use by the Army (so the
Navy could nor easily pawn off surplus
airplanes) and the latter had to spend
much of their time in carriers if they
were not 1o lose the special skills needed
to tly from such vessels. Thar is, only a
limited number of pilots could be kept

qualified in carriers unless more carriers
wete built, and more cartiets could not
be built until che treaty limitations were
lifted and adequate experience gained
with Yorktown and Enterprise. We do
not question Heintichs' observation
that seniot officers hesitared to invest
more tesoutces in naval aviation. We do
question his explanation for theit
reluctance, and we maintain that out
explanation is more accutate,

The evidence indicates that innova-
tion actually increased, and it did so
because the Navy could financially
support a greatet variety of projects. As
it happened, enough of these "projecrs”
were both successful {or promising) and
expensive enough to absorb the
addirional funds appropriated the Navy
by Congtess after the summer of 1933.
An illustration of this is the Navy's
response to the treary limits set on
aircraft carrier ronnage. Carriers were
scarce, so attempts were made to spare
rhem certain less essential rasks and to
give them berrer protecrion from air
artack. The Bureau of Aeronaurics
designed and purchased large seaplanes
to relieve carriers of long-range
scouting and artack duties, but that
meant money had to be spent on
seaplane ramps, hangars and renders.
Director-controlled antiaircraft fire
became a reality for cruisers and
destroyers in the lare thirries, so the
scarce carriers could be shielded by a fast
cruiser/destroyer screen. The catch was
that directors were heavy and expensive,
and any increase in the number of
antiaircrafet guns per ship made
necessary increased complements when
the money for additional personnel was
not available.?” Submarine artack, a
second real rhreat to the carriers, was
countered by mounring underwater
sound ranging sets on carriers and
cruisers, as well as on destroyers. This
too cost a lot of money and, as it
happened, was not very effective,28

The Orange war plan was itself a
goad ro Navy planners and designers.

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwe-review/vol33/iss5/12
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Adherence to the plan meant that
counters had to be found to the
increasingly powerful threats of land-
based and carrier-based aircraft, and of
long-range submarines, As war experi-
ence would later show, the fundamentals
of the Orange Plan were correct. That is,
to wage a straregic offensive against
Japan, the Navy would have to destroy or
immaobilize the capital ships of the
Imperial Japanese Navy, reduce the
Japanese merchant marine, and conquer
Japanese possessions in the mandates so
that the first two goals could be achieved.
The Washington and London agree-
ments denied the Navy the forces
necessary to achieve these tasks, bur the
Department was still responsible for
preparing a war plan and forecasting the
means by which it could be fulfilled. To
that end the “treaty” fleet undertook a
series of "problems,” or full-scale,
realisric maneuvers, to find ways of best
employing the forces it had and those it
would build in the event of mobilization,
These exercises were rather effective
tests of doctrine and material, whether
conventional or innovative,

Fleet problems revealed strengths and
weaknesses. The latter often simulated
innovations. The Marine Corps, for
example, was seriously concerned about
its ability to take and then hold advanced
bases within reach of Japanese sea and
air attacks. In 1938 Marine officers
complained to the General Board about
inadequate air and gunfire support for
assault troops, and they asked the Board
to support their request for more land-
based aircraft. The Marine aviators
feared that they would not have enough
airplanes to shield an island cheir
infantry had taken because carriers could
not remain near such a contested area for
extended periods of time.?? Their
testimony reads like a forecast of
Guadalcanal, The Marines did not get the
airplanes they asked for, but not because
the Bureau of Aeronautics or the General
Board could not understand the issue.
Even had the aircraft been purchased,

there was no agreed-upon means of
transporting them ro a newly conquered
island, nor were there enough auxilia-
ries to supply them once they were
shipped to the frontlines, Finally, there
was no consensus on just what type of
aircraft the Marines should have,
whether carrier-launched models,
amphibians, or Army designs. There
were real advantages and disadvantages
to each. Had there in fact been no
shortage of money for airplanes, the
issue would not have been placed before
the General Board. The monies
appropriated to build, equip and
maintain the “rreaty” fleet fell short of
the amounrt necessary to prepare all
parts of that fleet w0 carry out Plan
Orange.

The Navy was caught in a double
bind. So long as treaty tonnage
limitations were in force, the bureaus
responsible for design and
construction were forced into
frustrating compromises. One sees this
clearly in the hearings before the
General Board. As one member pur it
during some long and exasperating
hearings covering battleship design in
19%6, "We are reaching out and
grasping for too many remote
contingencies in this design. We have
got to dismiss some of these remote
contingencies."* In other words, a
compromise had to be reached,
whether entirely satisfactory (from a
military point of view) or not. And as
if char weren’t trouble enough, there
was only money sufficient for these
poor compromises. Heinrichs is wrong
to maintain that the balanced "treaty”
Navy was a budgetary stratagem. It
made sense for the Navy Department
to request money and vessels to bring
the fleet to “treaty” strength, but a
fleet at that strength was quite unable
to fulfill Plan Orange. There was also
the chance that exercises with such a
fleet would #not reveal the proper form
and composition of the mobilization
fleet. Such dilemmas were the norm;

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1980
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they were resolved through extensive
analysis of experience.

The Case for Decentralization.
We shall now show that the Heinrichs
papcr rests On an iNCOCrect premise:
decentralized administrations (like
that of the Navy in the 1930s) are an
obstacle to  effective acrion and
innovation, Heinrichs argued that "No
central authority existed to rationalize
separate |bureau] technical
competencies  or  enforce  priorities,
Each burcau in effect had a vero on
change' The evidence does not
support this position. The General
Board was the Navy's cencral authority
during the 1930s; though in statutory
terms its authority was only advisory,
its influence made it a “court of last
resort”  when there arose  serious
disputes among the hureaus, or
between the office of the Chief of
Naval Operations and a bureau, The
bureaus were not centrally directed,
but they were compelled to seek the
arbitration of the Board at regular
intervals. Ship design, for example,
was @ continuing activity; when
specific vessels were not being
designed, possible vessels were, and
there was almost always contention
among the bureaus (Construction and
Repair, Ordnance, and Iingincering)
primarily responsible for construction
over the proper balance to be struck
among the wvarious desirable
characteristics (speed, range,
firepower, protection, etc). The
divisions of the office of the Chicf of
Naval Operations (CNO) were ofwen
drawn into these debares, especially
the divisions of Fleet Training and
War Plans. Under chis system, no
bureau had an absolute veto on palicy.
The periodic confrontations before the
General Board encouraged the bureaus
to experiment and to innovate, Indeced,
when a military bureaucracy is faced
with difficult compromises and

management and organized conflict
among administrative units may be
more productive than central direction
and discipline.’??

In the case of aircraft carriers, there
was disagreement over their proper
purpose and future potential even
within the Bureau of Aeronautics. In
1931 the chief of the Bureau argued
thac:

...the primary function of the

main body of carriers is certainly to

increase the major attack power of
the fleet. . .. The use of heavy attack
planes from carriers is compara-
tively undeveloped and the results
of endeavors in rhis direction
should be such as will warrant
placing fleet carriers in exactly the
same category as bactleships for
improving the striking power of
the battle line
This forecast was challenged on several
grounds. First, the vulnerability of
carriers to attack had been demon-
strated in fleet mancuvers. Even the
very airminded captain of Renger was
arguing in 1939 that the Navy should
have put its money into smaller carriers
with armored decks. Second, carrier
aircraft had great difficulty operating at
night or in poor weather, and surface
ships {(especially bactleships) did not.¥
Third, exercises had indicared that
carrier airplanes mighrt be expended
early in any major surface action, so that
surface ships might, by stmply holding
on long enough, determine the outcome
of an engagement.*® Fourth, operations
had suggested thac atcacks by torpedo
and dive bombers on surface ships were
successful to the degree that they were
coordinated, but it was an open question
whether that coordination would
survive under adverse weather
conditions or under tbe stress of
wartime emergencies.?” These chal-
lenges were not raised by "battleship
admirals™ intentionally blind to the
potential of carrier aviation but in the
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Yet, the test of operations had to be
met. As airplanes got better, and che
handling and coordination of them
more sophisticated, the promise of
carriet aviation became performance.
By 1938, for example, the Direcror of
War Plans was arguing in a memo to the
CNO that any Pacific war would be won
by that navy that could establish and
then exercise command of the sea, even
if the opposing navies never met in a
one-shot fleet engagement. His point
was that the power and flexibiliry of
carrier aircraft made possible victory
against Japan even if the Japanese Navy
were not fitst destroyed. The Orange
Plan was based on the assumption rhat
an American move into the Westetn
Pacific would eventually be challenged
hyJapan’s battleline. By 1938 a new kind
of war seemed possible, one in which
opposing fleets avoided direct conflict
and struck at one another’s supply lines
and bases, using mobile task forces
carrying long-range planes. This
analysis was not unwarranted specula-
tion, but was a reasonable estimate
based upon maneuvers and the expected
future of aircraft development.3®

When carrier aircraft proved to be
decisive in 1942, the first optimal
carrier design in the Navy was already
being built and the bases and training
routines so essential to the preparation
of qualified pilots already existed.
Proponents of a balanced fleet did have
doubts about the potential of carriers,
but their concerns did not stem from a
selfish desire to retain a fleet
organization that reserved flag
commands for surface-ship officers
only. There was just not enough
evidence that aircraft carriers had
become the dominant ship type. The
Navy's continuing commitment to the
battleline concept, though subsequently
shown to be mistaken, appeared
sensible when battleship designs were
prepated in the middle and late thirties.
Indeed, the uncertainty over the future

balanced fleet. If one portion of the
“balanced” mix proved ineffective, then
the nucleus of the effective fotces would
atleast exist, so it made sense to build up
simultaneously surface ship strength,
submarines, carriers, seaplanes and
their bases and training establishments.
Thar is, such redundancy was a rational,
if expenrive, response to the uncer-
rainty resulting from rapid change.®
Bureau autonomy did have negative
consequences for the Department. One
prominent example was the inability of
the Bureau of Ordnance to develop an
effective middle-range antiaitcraft gun.
Otdnance did design the 5-inch, 38-
caliber gun, which proved effective at
longer ranges, but it was a barrage
weapon. Any airctaft that penetrated its
curtain of exploding shells would face
no challenge until btought under fire by
.50-caliber machineguns. Something
was needed to bridge the gap berween
the barrage weapon and the machine-
gun. Ordnance designed and tested a
1.1-inch machine cannon, but the
weapon was not reliable, nor was a
companion director produced for it
Ordnance failed to produce a better
weapon because its staff did not keep up
on improvements in aircraft perform-
ance, especially improved dive bomber
speeds.®® Ordnance first used a radio-
controlled drone aircraft to simulate
dive bombing attacks in 1939, and the
results were devastating. The existing
barrage weapons (the 5-inch, 25 and 38-
caliber guns) were unable to protect the
ships upon which they were mounted.!
The tests prompted research and
development that did produce effective
weapons (though the 40mm and 20mm
guns used by the Navy during World
War IT were, respectively, Swedish and
Swiss designs) and directors for them,
but that cannot excuse the failure of
Ordnance to do better in the 1930s.
Autonomy also worked the other
way, however. In aircraft design, the
Bureau of Aeronautics faced the
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through the decade.*? The speed, power
and range of Army pursuit and bomber
aircrafr grew steadily, especially in the
early thirties.®> By 1936, when the Army
tested its first squadron of B-17s,a land-
based bomber could avoid the antiair-
crafr fire of surface ships and ourfly
most carrier aircrafr.t Land-based
aircraft did not have to meer the
standards imposed on carrier aircrafe.
The latter had to work from very short
runways; they had to be rugged and
reliable enough to take the shock of
landing on a rolling and pitching deck;
later models had to have folding wings
so that carriers could store encugh of
them. Such planes were, all through the
thirties, inferior to rheir land-based
counterparts. However, Aeronautics
continued development and testing, and
by 1941 effective carrier-launched
aircrafe, such as the TBF-1 and F4U-1,
were in production or being designed,
Heinrichs failed to consider enough
examples such as these in evaluaring the
performance of the Navy's organiza-
tional structure. Take, for example, his
characterization of the General Board:
The General Board had a limited
scope of activity and operated
under the predominant influence
of senior officers on the verge of
retirement who were out of touch
with new weapons and tactics. 4
The Board's scope of activity was
limired, though not so much as to render
its opinions ineffectual, but its members
were not a band of crusty traditionalists.
One of them went so far as to argue, in
1935, that the next war in the Pacific
would not be decided by a confrontation
of batrleships but by the battles between
carrier air forces, with carriers escorted
by fast battleships.® Such certainly
canpot be rermed a “conservative”
position, nor were such views always
the minority position. In 1931 the
Bureau of Ordnance, in commenting
upon the designs that were to become
the carriers Enterprice and Yorktown,

large battery of six-inch, dual-purpose
guns, despite the fact that such weapons
had not yet been buile. Ordnance, aware
that the number of carriers was limited
by treary, wanted to give rhe new
models the maximum prorection
possible. The Bureau of Aeronaurics
opposed the idea because the weight
taken up by a bartery of such guns would
reduce weight available for aircraft
accommodations and limit roo much the
speed and endurance of CV-5 and 6. The
Board, afrer hearings and srudy, sided
with Aeronautics.¥’

It is not claimed that the decisions of
the Board were always correct. [t is true,
however, that the Board played an
analytic, or managerial, role rhat was
and is essenrial rto proper (ie,
openminded and innovative)
administration. Hearings held by the
Board allowed the bureaus to argue their
often disparate cases, giving staff and
line officers a chance to release their
frustrarions and give vent to their
concerns. Heinrichs argues that this is
the weakness of peacetime naval
administeation: its focus on conciliation
and compromise. We believe chat
compromise is inevitable in the design
of weapons and weapons systems, and
that those compromises thar are agreed
to will work when there exists a
coordinating body of great prestige like
the General Board. The members of the
Board were line officers, but most of
their working contacts were with the
staff corps, thus blending the two
perspectives in  the making of
Department policy. The wide scope of
the issues considered by the Board kept
its members from cultivating only
narrow interests, the fact rhat the
Board's membership was drawn from
the ranks of line officers, plus the fact
that high ranking line officers had
usually held both line and staff positions
during their careers, made less likely the
informal collusion of members and
noamembers that might have
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Board not only compelled innovation by
forcing high operational standards on
ship designs prepared by the bureaus, it
also saved the bureaus the time and
energy they might orherwise have spent
building coalitions to support their
favorite projects. Innovation requires
energy, money and a means of testing
new ideas that provides evidence to
show what works and what doesn’t. The
Board could and did force innovation; it
also passed judgment on those
innovations that were produced. At the
same time, however, it respected the
technical competence of the bureaus by
assuming they could handle the
problems assigned them 4#

If there was anything wrong with the
General Board, it was that its
deliberations lacked sufficient scope.
Design, cngineering and personnel
issues were not beyond its purview, but
only rarely did the Board confront the
issue of the proper Pacific strategy.
Japan had been seen as a potential
enemy for 35 years; the issue for the
Board was how best to design ships for
the fleet that would defear Japan, not
how or whether the Japanese should be
fought. War Plans, committed to the
Orange Plan through most of the
thirties, was part of the CNQ’s office,
and so neither under the control of the
General Board nor suhject to rhe same
kind of influence that the Board could
exert over the bureaus. When warships
were designed, there had to be
compromise; tonnage limitations
pressed against military technology to
insure that. When personnel policies
were ser, there had to be compromise; a
shortage of money running smack
against a need for additional qualified
people insured that. Where the
compromise was easy, where indeed
there was no need for real compromise
because there was no organized dispute,
was in the field of strategy. Conflicts
over designs and spending {and even
promotions) were inevitable because

their different needs and perspectives,
No such conflicts arose over strategic
plans. An assertive Navy Secretary
might have carried a debate with War
Plans before the General Board and
then to the President, but Claude
Swanson was not an assertive cabinet
officer, and his successor, Charles
Edison, was apparently not very
sophisticated.?® When issues came
before the General Board, they received
careful scrutiny. However, many
“issues” not raised before or by the
Board are only that in hindsight. At that
time, for example, the office of the CNO
accepted the Orange Plan; we believe
that no realistic alternative to thar plan
was developed until war threatened
because there was no institutional
conflict, within the Navy, over the
basics of the plan itself. Thar is,
alternate plans did not have institu-
tional proponents.

Conelusion. Organizational re-
search on milirary research and
development indicates that programs
are more effective when (1) parallel
development efforts are initiated in a
deliberare attempr ro keep the
programs flexible in the early stages of
development (to take advantage of whar
is learned), (2) systems and subsystems
are not initially stated in final form, and
(3) an effort is made to keep subsystems
nonspecialized, so thar they can be
compatible with a wide range of
alternatives.*® Case studies of industry
development of new technology (e.g.,
Bell Laboratory's development of the
microwave relay system between 1952-
58) suggest the same points.®!

Although the specifics of each case
are different, ¢there is an interesting
parallel between the problems of the
interwar Navy and the development of
the Fleet Ballistic Missile System (FBM)
in the 1950s. In the 1930s, Navy officers
recognized that there could be no one
best way to conduct a strategic war at sea
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to be pursued simultaneously, even
though money and personnel shorrages
made thac task difficult and risky. A
loose, flexible managerial style made it
possible for the Navy to deal with these
difficulties. A similar managerial style
in the FBM program made it possible to
surmount analogous difficulties in the
1950s. For example, it was not at all
clear in 1955 that a sea-launched
hallistic missile would be strategically
useful or necessary, nor was the
technology at hand co make such a
planned system operational. To clear up
some of these difficulties, the Special
Projects Office, created to develop the
FBM, employed competing organiza-
tions to "generate design alternatives in
each subsystem and in the FBM as a
whole.”*?

These competing organizations were
not managed according to the conven-
tional wisdom regarding hierarchy and
control. The management style of the
Special Projects Office was loose,
flexible and opportunistic. Sapolsky has
noted that, "based on the Polaris
experience, disciplined hierarchy seems
capable of suppressing precisely the

information needed to cope wirh
ftechnological and political] uncer-
tainty."?? What counted was that the
FBM, as developed, was effective, The
missile worked, was deployed ahead of
schedute, there was no hint of a cost
overrun, and the ballistic missile-
cattying submarines were completed
rapidly. 1t should also be noted that
there is evidence suppotting these
conclusions from other fields, such as
development administration.’

Strict adhetence wo initial plans and
objectives courts failure.* The reason
given for this conclusion is substantially
what we have argued in reconstructing
the Navy's interwar hisrory: the final
form of a successful project or program
is based on knowledge notathand in the
initial stages.’® Furthermore, a flexible,
opportunistic style simulates che
growth of knowledge as development
ptoceeds, telling rhe administrators
about other parts of the project and how
these parts may be related. Thus, what
may seem like conservative and crude
ways to plan and organize for the
uncertainties of war actually are good
reasons for success.
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