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centrally in this assessment as a symbol of old thinking rendered (literally) concrete.   Of
course, that is not how the French thought of the Line at the time: most saw it as a
technological marvel – a cutting-edge innovation reflecting the lessons of the previous war.  
And, although the Maginot Line has come to symbolize the futility of static defenses in an age
of mechanized warfare, it was never intended by its designers to operate apart from regular
forces including mechanized ones.   In the actual event, the French provided fewer mobile
reserves to support the line than the design required.  Most of the best forces had been sent far
“forward” into Belgium and Holland, to the north of the line.[3]  (This suggests a possible
remedy short of the French reconceptualizing their defense posture:  Minimally, they might have
retained a more capable strategic reserve behind the line and not defended so far forward in
the lowlands.  This might have been enough to spoil the German attack.)

Critics also point out that French artillery – however powerful – proved to be overly-centralized
and inflexible.  Nonetheless, the French defense establishment considered its artillery branch to
be “scientifically-organized” in accord with advanced Taylorist principles.  This, the High
Command felt, gave them the ability to mass and concentrate artillery fire and maneuver it
adroitly enough to blunt potential enemy breakthroughs.  

French ground force development before the war

Since the early 1930s the French ground forces had been experimenting with mechanized
cavalry concepts.  Utilizing a mix of light and medium tanks, they created the first such division
in 1935, calling it “Light Mechanized”.   In response to the formation of German Panzer
Divisions, the French also decided in 1935-1936 to build their own armored divisions, although
they designed and used them for infantry support.  They fielded their first one in September
1939.  This, after having observed the 1 May 1937 roll-out of a Panzer Division in Berlin and
having reviewed the lessons of armor use in the Spanish Civil War – which confirmed rather
than upset their prejudices.  The French also conducted their own experimental trials and
exercises in 1937-1938.   

Due to resource constraints the armored divisions incorporated fewer tanks than originally
planned.  Both types of French mechanized divisions also ended up with a less capable mix of
tanks than planned.  The designers had hoped to equip the mechanized cavalry divisions with a
higher proportion of the excellent Souma-35 tank; similarly, armored leaders had hoped
originally that their divisions would employ twice as many of the powerful Char-B1 battle tanks.  
Among the factors that weighed against these goals was the purchase during the 1930s of
many types of lighter tanks and armored vehicles, a growing emphasis on aircraft procurement
(which gave the air force many more planes than it could absorb), and the continuing
requirements of the Maginot Line.  

The tensions among these various procurement priorities occurred in the general economic
context of France’s steep relative decline vis a vis Germany: by 1940 France’s economy was
approximately one-third as large as Germany’s.   Attention to France’s relative economic
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condition also casts a different light on its adherence to conscription.  Building a professional
army was not simply an option that France refused for political or ideological reasons; it was a
choice that would have posed an irresolvable allocation dilemma for France, already strapped
for funds and suffering a deeply divided polity.

“Enduring lessons” or 20/20 hindsight?

With the benefit of hindsight, France’s preparations for war with Germany are an easy target of
critique.   It is another matter, however, to derive guidelines that might reliably help us avoid
errors in our present efforts to envision future war and prepare for it.  In fact, French planners
conformed in a general way to dictums that are today supposed to help planners avoid obvious
mistakes.  They sought to “learn the lessons of the last war” and not prepare to re-fight it.  But
for the dominant clique in French leadership this meant resisting the “cult of the offensive” that
had sent millions to their deaths against barbed wire and artillery during the Great War.  

This disposition did not imply the abandonment of offensive capabilities and operations
altogether.   But it did place emphasis on defensive preparations and defensive operations in
the opening stages of war as a way of buying time and setting the stage for a subsequent
counter-offensive.  This approach also accorded with the French leadership’s assessment of
what types of support it might expect from its allies, how much, when, and under what
circumstances.  In other words, France’s strategic disposition reflected its view of its strategic
circumstances.

A key French failing was their depreciation of the potential pace of mechanized air-land warfare. 
This affected their estimation of force mobility requirements and of command and control
needs.  Also key was the French underestimation of  the potential punch of concentrated armor
and the potential contribution of air power in the battlefield interdiction and close support roles
(that is, with combat aircraft configured as “flying artillery”).  Given the benefit of hindsight it is
tempting to say that these emergent capabilities and their implications should have been
obvious to anyone who cared to look seriously with an open, active mind.   But even the
German general staff (or most of it) failed to appreciate fully what might be accomplished
against France – even as the attack was underway.  

The German decision to proceed with a bold plan for the conquest of France – a plan that fully
tested their presumed new capabilities – was contingent on Hitler’s feverish intervention and on
the fact that the original, more conservative German plan had accidently fallen into Belgium
hands, forcing its abandonment.  In this light, it is unclear what type of enduring lesson France’s
failure of foresight is supposed to teach – apart from a general (and rather risky) prescription to
“assume the worst (or most audacious)” case and “take bold action”.
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Appendix: A note on trends in US thinking about military transformation

Recent US visions of military revolution fall into two broad categories: the “info-tech RMA” (IT-
RMA) and the “post-modernist RMA” (PM-RMA).  The first focuses on how new information
technologies might be exploited to achieve dramatic new battlefield effects.  The second is
more concerned with the effect on warfare of “globalization”, transnational phenomena, and
newly prominent non-state actors who pose an asymmetric challenge to nation-states.

A third area of interest – cyber-warfare – straddles the two major visions.  It is concerned with
the emergence of cyber-space as a new domain of conflict.

Illustrative of the type of revolution that concerns the IT-RMA theorists was the emergence of
German blitzkrieg methods during the 1930s.  Also illustrative is the nuclear weapon revolution,
beginning in 1945.  The prime concern of IT-RMA advocates is the maturation of new military
technologies and their mating with appropriate new operational concepts and organizational
structures. In concert, these changes are supposed to make possible new methods of warfare
that either resolve or impose an operational impasse of strategic import.   (For instance:
German blitzkrieg methods resolved the problem of static fronts evident in the First World War. 
And the nuclear revolution imposed new limits on the use of conventional military power).

The revolution that concerns the PM-RMA theorists is more akin to the emergence of the
nation-state, nationalism, and mass armies during the period 1500-1800.  They focus on the
emergence of new types of strategic agency and agents (“players”)  whose addition to the
global system transforms the nature of war as a social phenomena.  (It is worth noting that
members of this trend tend to speak of  a “transformation of war” or “fourth generation warfare”
rather than a “revolution in military affairs.”)

The two major “schools” can be further distinguished in terms of their roots in earlier US military
policy trends.  For the IT-RMA, these include the development during the 1970s and 1980s of
the Airland Battle, Follow-on Forces Attack, and Assault Breaker programs.   By contrast, the
recent policy roots of the PM-RMA vision trace back to American interest in counter-insurgency,
low-intensity warfare, and maneuver warfare.

Programmatically, both trends seek to change the armed forces’ fighting doctrine, training
regimes, leadership style, and organization.  But the IT-RMA gives pride of place to the
integration of new technology, while PM-RMA theorist tend to emphasize the role of fighting
concepts and leadership.  (Indeed, among PM-RMA advocates are a significant subset who see
the increasing American dependence on complex technologies as a strategic Achilles Heel – an
invitation to asymmetric attack.)

The influence of the PM-RMA vision is apparent in concerns about “asymmetric warfare” and in
the renewed interest in “small wars”, maneuver warfare, and special, psychological, and
complex (military-political) operations, including counter-insurgency, stability operations, and
nation-building.   
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In its most developed form, the PM-RMA vision looks beyond the “military-political” intersection
to one better called “strategic-ideological”.  Under the rubric of “fourth-generation warfare”, it
aims to operationalize the “clash of civilizations” paradigm as Kulturkampf – a type of conflict
that involves all the ideational agencies of society, not just (or even primarily) the armed
services.

The IT-RMA program, in its most recent and ambitious formulation, aims to create “network
centric” armed forces.  This program sees all military assets as becoming nodes in a network
comprising several types of "grids": sensor, information processing, support, and weapon or
"strike" grids. Although widely-dispersed, the assets would be highly-mobile, digitally-interlinked,
and modular.  Ideally, this would enable them to rapidly concentrate in the right combination
and at the right time and place to quickly defeat a foe – and then disperse.  

Less ambitiously, the IT-RMA program is moving forward unevenly along several pathways,
often with service “stovepipes” intact:

# Improved means of reconnaissance and surveillance;
# Better integrated communications systems;
# Increased emphasis on electronic warfare;
# Greatly increased capacities for precision strike; 
# Digitization and modularization of ground forces; and
# More responsive systems for provisioning forces in combat.

To date, the greatest achievement of the IT-RMA architects has been to fashion something
resembling the old Soviet notion of a “reconnaissance-fire complex” – mostly involving air
power.  

Apart from the two major (and one minor) RMA visions, the Pentagon is also pursuing a global
defense posture realignment and, of course, routine modernization of the US arsenal continues
apace.

Notes

1. For the purposes of this essay I define two forms of military revolution (although we are
principally concerned with the first): (1) Change in the military sphere can be considered
revolutionary if it resolves or establishes an operational impasse of strategic significance.  Such
a change is manifest in dramatic new battlefield effects that upset core expectations about what
armed forces in conflict can accomplish.  (2) The second meaning of military revolution involves
the emergence in the world system of new strategic agents or forms of agency that alter the
character of war as a social phenomena.  Here the manifest effect concerns some combination
of the geographical extent, duration, object, instruments, scope, duration, or dynamics of war –
“dynamics” meaning how wars begin, escalate, and end.  Characteristically, this second type of
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revolution compels a system-wide and discontinuous change in the institutions for managing,
preparing for, and conducting conflict.

As a shorthand, the first of these two forms can be thought of as involving the methods of war
while the second can be thought of as involving the employment of war as an instrument of
policy.  Regarding their relation: the first type may prompt the second, while the second often
involves the first as well.  While I refer to both types of revolution as a “revolution in military
affairs”, common usage is to refer to the first only as an RMA, while reserving the phrase
“transformation of war” for the second.

2. Neither Germany’s swift subjugation of Poland, nor the Soviets’ quick defeat of two divisions
of the Japanese Kwantung Army along the Mongolia-Manchuria border, both in 1939, settled
the debates.  The Polish September Campaign did not count as a contest of peers.  As for the
early Soviet-Japanese clash: at the time, neither the scope nor the details of the battle were
widely known or propagated.  Moreover, the strategic circumstances in the East appeared
different enough from those in the West to make it easy to dismiss the battle’s lessons as
irrelevant.  That notwithstanding, the battle did clearly show the potential of combined arms
operational maneuver and the vulnerability of World War I-type defenses.

3. In 1940 the French fielded 18 mechanized and motorized divisions (armored, cavalry, and
infantry); in addition, they had about 118 older-style divisions.  Their campaign plan sent most
of the mobile divisions and the best regular infantry divisions into Belgium and Holland.  Here
they became trapped when a torrent of German mechanized divisions circumvented the
Maginot Line and flooded through a (supposedly impassable) gap between it and the defensive
line in Belgium.  Had the French held back a strategic reserve of mobile divisions they might
have been able to stem this torrent.  At any rate, the Maginot Line did serve as an effective
barrier along most of its extent.

4. At Kursk, the Red Army employed a version of the new synthesis tailored to halting and
rolling back the German challenge.  This involved arraying their defenses in great depth – thus,
establishing a combined-arms area (rather than linear) defense that absorbed the German
thrusts and provided a supportive context for local counter-attacks.  Once the German forces
were sufficiently depleted, the Red Army would launch large-scale counter-offensives.  The
defensive scheme at Kursk is discussed in some detail in Conetta, Knight and Unterseher,
Defensive Military Structures in Action: Historical Examples (Cambridge MA: Commonwealth
Institute, September 1997).
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