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Surprise Despite Warning: 
Why Sudden Attacks Succeed 

RICHARD K. BETTS 

Most major wars since 1939 have begun with surprise attacks. Hind- 
sight reveals that the element of surprise in most of these attacks was unwar- 
ranted; substantial evidence of an impending strike was available to the victims 
before the fact. The high incidence of surprise is itself surprising. The 
voluminous literature on strategic surprise, however, suffers from three fixa- 
tions. One is a focus on the problem of warning, and how to improve intelli- 
gence collection, rather than on the more difficult problem of how to improve 
political response to ample warning indicators. Another is a common view of 
surprise as an absolute or dichotomous problem rather than as a matter of 
degree. Third is the prevalent derivation of theories from single cases rather 
than from comparative studies. This article puts these fixations in perspective.' 

INTELLIGENCE AND WARNING: THE RELATIVITY OF SURPRISE 

Warning without response is useless. "Warning" is evidence filtered through 
perception; "response" is action designed to counter an attack (alert, mobiliza- 
tion, and redeployments to enhance readiness). The linkage between the two is 
accurate evaluation and sound judgment, the lack of which is the source of most 
victims' failures to avoid the avoidable. Just as analysts of arms-control agree- 

I For eight case studies on which this article is based see, Richard K. Betts, Surprise and Defense 
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, forthcoming), chaps. 2 and 3. 

RICHARD K. BETTS, research associate at The Brookings Institution, has taught at Harvard, Co- 
lumbia, and Johns Hopkins Universities, has served on the staffs of the National Security Council 
and Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, and is author of Soldiers, Statesmen, and Cold War 
Crises. 
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ments distinguish between monitoring and verification (the former detects 
possibly discrepant indicators, the latter is political determination of what 
evidence constitutes satisfactory compliance), analysts of surprise attack need to 
distinguish more carefully between intelligence, warning, and response. The 
issue in most cases is not a yes-or-no question of whether there is warning or 
response; rather the issue is how much warning there is and how soon response 
begins. 

For most Americans, the shock of Pearl Harbor made surprise attack seem 
something that comes without warning; therefore obtaining warning should 
avert the threat. Only if communication were instantaneous and uninhibited 
and judgment did not intervene between information and action would this be 
true, and these conditions never exist. Warning derived from intelligence gather- 
ing is a continuum in several dimensions: the amount or weight of threatening 
indicators detected; the ratio between these and contradictory nonthreatening 
indicators; and the timing of receipt, evaluation, and reaction to indicators. 
This is also true of the response by authorities - the intensity and duration of de- 
bate about whether and how to react, and the degree of response eventually 
chosen: none; some; or complete (full military readiness). 

Consider five phases: data acquisition; correlation, and intelligence profes- 
sionals' decision to warn; communication to decision makers; discussion, assess- 
ment, and decision to respond, by these authorities; and military commanders' 
implementation of the authorization to respond. These phases are logically se- 
quential but in practice often overlap and regress. Communications between in- 
telligence officers and policymakers produce doubt and fluctuations of certain- 
ty; officials may have second thoughts and order more search, or they may 
declare alerts and then cancel them. Information processing may be slower than 
decision time or may be unsynchronized with the deliberations. In the 1962 
Cuban missile crisis, for example, a human source in Cuba reported sighting a 
missile on 12 September, but the report did not arrive at CIA until 21 September, 
two days after the meeting of the United States Intelligence Board. The time re- 
quired to process such reports could have been shortened, but previously there 
had been no reason to invest the resources and take the necessary risks (en- 
dangering agents and communication networks) because the value of these 
sources had usually been minimal. Problems can be reduced by redundancy in 
intelligence collection, such as use of reconnaissance to complement espionage, 
to shrink the potential lacunae in coverage. But in this case, U-2 flights were 
suspended around the same time for political reasons (China had just shot down 
a U-2, and the State Department feared aggravation of the crisis by a similar in- 
cident over Cuba).2 

Even if the process were orderly, the clock is ticking, and at each of the first 
four phases different views about whether attack is imminent (no, maybe, or 
yes) may prevail. Thus at each stage reactions can go wrong. Even if it takes 

2 Graham T. Allison, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis (Boston, Mass.: 
Little, Brown and Co., 1971), pp. 120-22. 
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only a reasonable time to form a consensus that war is coming, this is insuffi- 
cient if it is less than the time the enemy needs to complete preparations.3 The 
final tactical warnings that may congeal the consensus, as well as authorizations 
from the victim's leaders to their troops to move into wartime positions, can 
also be held up in the communication chain. This keeps the rates of speed in at- 
tack preparation and defense reaction in a ratio unfavorable to the victim. On 
the night of 21 June 1941, for example, Red Army commanders picked up 
numerous indicators that the Wehrmacht was going into motion, but reported 
through routine channels that delayed Moscow's receipt of the information.4 
The same night, Marshal Timoshenko delayed the alerting process by putting 
everything in writing rather than just telephoning his commanders -which was 
necessary for survival in Stalin's regime, where subordinates always knew they 
might need evidence that they had obeyed the dictator's orders perfectly. 
Transmission and decoding time further delayed military units' receipt of in- 
structions; some did not receive them before they came under fire.5 

Depending on his strategy, efficiency, and speed of preparation, the attacker 
can strike at many points along this continuum of reaction by the victim. The 
point determines the degree of surprise that prevents the defender from using his 
capabilities fully or effectively. Response necessarily lags behind warning. Even 
if recognition crystallizes perfectly before the moment of attack, the victim may 
still suffer the costs of surprise if alert, mobilization, and deployment to defen- 
sive positions are still getting under way. The victim may not be surprised that 
war breaks out, but he is still surprised in military effect. There is always some 
warning; there is usually some response; yet surprise seldom fails. For example, 
the night before the German assault in the West in 1940 Wehrmacht concentra- 
tions were detected. The Belgian military attache in Berlin said the Germans 
would attack the next day, and Belgian military headquarters issued warning 
orders and recalled men on leave.6 But many front-line French units were stand- 
ing down for training. Important staffers of the Second Army, which was in the 
crucial position by Sedan, had gone to see a play and were asleep when they got 
news the Germans were rolling through Luxembourg.7 

Stalin also hedged against the evidence of war (by declaring a national state of 
emergency on 10 April 1941); in addition he increased troop readiness, assumed 
full power as head of the government on 1 May, and recognized the day before 
Operation Barbarossa that attack might be imminent. The navy was well 

3 See Roberta Wohlstetter, "Cuba and Pearl Harbor: Hindsight and Foresight," Foreign Affairs 
43 (July 1965): 696, 698. 

4 Amnon Sella, " 'Barbarossa': Surprise Attack and Communication," Journal of Contemporary 
History 13 (July 1978): 557. 

5 Ibid., p. 563; Adam B. Ulam, Stalin: The Man and His Era (New York: Viking Press, 1973), 
p. 537. 

6 Guy Chapman, Why France Fell (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1968), p. 94. 
' William L. Shirer, The Collapse of the Third Republic (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1969), 

p. 607. 
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alerted, and the army made last-minute preparations in a few places.8 But "the 
abysmal lack of contingent preparations and the cumbrous inefficiency of his 
bureaucracy meant that even with a few hours' advance warning at the top, the 
system as a whole remained unwarned."9 German tactics also extended the sur- 
prise into the early phases of the war. Initial strikes interdicted lines of com- 
mand, control, and communication, preventing leaders in Moscow from discov- 
ering the scope and character of the assault during the first days and disrupting 
recovery by preventing the flow of instructions back to military units. As a re- 
sult the cohesion of Soviet formations broke down and authority was par- 
alyzed.' 0 

By 6 December 1941 a full alert was declared for U.S. air units in the Philip- 
pines and troops took up defense positions along beaches. But the attack on 
Clark Field, despite the fact that it lagged behind the strike on Hawaii by nine 
hours, was as devastating as if it had come with no warning. The problem in the 
Philippines was not lack of intelligence, but deployments that lacked enough 
flexibility to respond to short warning. MacArthur had ordered his air com- 
mander to move B-17s further south, to Del Monte, but by 7 December only 
half of the bombers had been transferred because the new base was not ready. 
B-17s and fighter planes at Clark were caught on the ground while refueling.' 

Other notable examples of the military effect of surprise include MacArthur's 
testimony that even if he had received three days of warning before the North 
Koreans invaded in 1950, it would have made little difference since he needed 
three weeks to get a large body of U.S. troops from Japan to Korea;'2 General 
Westmoreland's miscalculations of the scope and intensity of the Tet Offensive 
of 1968, despite intelligence warnings three weeks prior to the attacks and des- 
pite the repositioning of U.S. forces closer to Saigon;'3 and, in October 1973, 
the Israelis' decision half a day before the Arabs struck that war was inevitable, 

8 Major-General Sir Kenneth Strong, Men of Intelligence (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1971), 
p. 93; John Erickson, The Road to Stalingrad (New York: Harper & Row, 1975), pp. 96, 107, 
110-12; Harrison Salisbury, The 900 Days: The Siege of Leningrad (New York: Harper & Row, 
1969), pp. 30-32. 

9 Barton Whaley, Codeword Barbarossa (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1973), p. 7. 
10 Sella, "Surprise Attack and Communication," pp. 558, 564, 566-68, 578-79; and Georgi 

Zhukov, The Memoirs of Marshal Zhukov (New York: Delacorte Press, 1971), p. 236. Earlier, in 
the Battle of France, similar but self-inflicted problems occurred. Processing blockages, staff short- 
ages, and transmission times between allied headquarters and formations in the field prevented in- 
telligence from catching up with the pace of German operations. See F. H. Hinsley et al., British In- 
telligence in the Second World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), vol. 1, pp. 131, 
137-38, 144, 147. 

I I Roberta Wohlstetter, Pearl Harbor: Warning and Decision (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Univer- 
sity Press, 1962), pp. 83, 361-62, 366-67. 

12 H.A. DeWeerd, "Strategic Surprise in the Korean War," Orbis 6 (Fall 1962): 441. 
13 "Intelligence Warning of the Tet Offensive in South Vietnam (Interim Report)," 11 April 1968, 

declassified 3 December 1975, p. 5, reprinted in U.S., Congress, House, Select Committee on Intelli- 
gence, Hearings, U.S. Intelligence Agencies and Activities, Part S: Risks and Control of Foreign In- 
telligence, 94th Cong., 1st sess., 1975, p. 1997. 
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which, though correct, did not allow enough time to complete mobilization; 
movement of ready forces into blocking positions was also incomplete by the 
time the Arabs struck. 

Surprise is seldom absolute. Militarily, though, warning just before the fact is 
hardly better than no warning at all. 

Obstacles to Warning 

To detect evidence of a threat-through reconnaissance, interception of radio 
transmissions, or espionage -is only the prerequisite for warning. Collected in- 
formation must pass through numerous bottlenecks. It must be screened at low 
levels to raise initial suspicion; it must be transmitted to higher levels of the in- 
telligence bureaucracy to be compared with data from other sources; it then has 
to be passed to policymakers who must judge whether the evidence warrants 
action. The amount and sequence of the presentation of data do much to deter- 
mine how information is appreciated. But warning indicators "are usually scat- 
tered across individuals and bureaucratic units. They are also introduced incre- 
mentally over a long period."'4 Before Pearl Harbor the accumulation of signals 
was disjointed. Not all intercepts were decoded. Of those that were, some were 
transmitted quickly upward, others were held up at low levels, and some never 
got to a level where decisions could be made; "no single person or agency ever 
had at any given moment all the signals existing in this vast information net- 
work."' 5 Some indicators are dismissed as false or meaningless at low levels and 
are never passed to decision makers. 

The process of relaying intelligence can distort its meaning. Content can be al- 
tered unconsciously in transmission. Garbled data are made to appear more co- 
herent when relayed in conversation, allowing actual disjunctions between facts 
to be replaced by false connections; lengthy information can be made shorter; 
details are suppressed subconsciously if they are not consistent with the rest of 
the relayer's message; and transmission errors tend to make the message sound 
like what the person transmitting it had been expecting to hear. Subordinates 
also tend to bias messages so as to minimize distress to their superiors; transmit- 
ting individuals tend toward "closure" of incomplete images and "confabulating 
detail where gaps are conspicuous"; long time periods are reported as shorter, 
and short ones as longer. I6 Early on the morning the Yom Kippur War began, a 
trusted source warned Israel that the Arabs would attack that day. Somewhere 
in the communication chain the time of six o'clock was added erroneously to the 
warning.'7 The Arabs struck over four hours sooner. 

14 Steve Chan, "The Intelligence of Stupidity: Understanding Failures in Strategic Warning," 
American Political Science Review 73 (March 1979): 175. 

15 Wohlstetter, Pearl Harbor, p. 385. 
16 Donald T. Campbell, "Systematic Error on the Part of Human Links in Communication 

Systems," Information and Control 1 (1958): 341-47, 349-51. 
17 Confidential source. 
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Strategic warning has come a long way since the days when one of the prime 
indicators was the enemy's decision to forbid the export of horses. Hundreds of 
bits of information pour in from technical sensors and must be digested and 
summarized as they are passed up to officials with progressively wider responsi- 
bilities. If done well, this may clarify the danger, but the process creates the 
possibility that the whole picture may be less compelling to a high-level policy- 
maker than it might be to a specialist spending all his time on the matter, seeing 
crucial connections between disparate shreds of data. George Marshall testified 
after Pearl Harbor, "If I am supposed to have (had) final responsibility of the 
reading of all MAGIC [intercepts of Japanese diplomatic communications], I 
would have ceased to be Chief of Staff in practically every other respect."18 

Lower-level specialists, on the other hand, do not see all the collected indica- 
tors. Security mandates "compartmentation," and "need-to-know" as a criterion 
for access to classes of data. Secrecy also complicates judgment of the credibil- 
ity of information. Early in World War II the ability to decipher German com- 
munications with the "Enigma" machine was so sensitive that decrypts sent to 
British intelligence staffs were disguised as espionage reports from human sour- 
ces (HUMINT), which are normally much less reliable than signals intelligence 
(SIGINT). Analysts therefore were very skeptical about this information, which 
was really pure gold. Sensitivity also limited circulation of this data at field 
headquarters, and staffs there could not coordinate it with other, less sensitive 
SIGINT and field intelligence.'9 Distrust of HUMINT illustrates how posses- 
sion of information does not guarantee better warning. Frequently wild, incor- 
rect, or contradictory reports from agents in Cuba in 1961-62 led U.S. esti- 
mators to discount them in the period before missiles were discovered by aerial 
reconnaissance. Since protection of sources requires that the identity of agents 
be concealed from middle-level analysts, the analysts have no idea of how to 
verify the reliability of the sources. U.S. analysts of OPEC relied much more on 
embassy reporting than CIA clandestine service reports prior to the 1973 oil em- 
bargo and price rise, and this contributed to the failure to predict the events.20 

The lower the level of authority, the more limited is the access; the higher the 
level, the more coordinated is the evaluation, but also the less time available to 
ponder one particular problem to the exclusion of others. Only nine U.S. offi- 
cials were on the regular distribution list for MAGIC in late 1941, and they 
spent much of their time worrying about Europe in the period during which 
alarming evidence about Japanese moves dribbled in. 

Postwar reforms in American intelligence organization have ameliorated 
these problems. Creation of the Watch Committee and later the Strategic Warn- 
ing Staff improved the speed of communication and coordination. The need for 

18 Quoted in Julian Critchley, Warning and Response (New York: Crane, Russak and Co., Inc., 
1978), p. 50. 

19 Hinsley et al., British Intelligence in the Second World War, vol. 1, pp. 138, 145. 
20 U.S., Congress, Senate, Select Committee on Intelligence, Staff Report, U.S. Intelligence and 

the Oil Issue, 1973-1974, 95th Cong., 1st sess., 1977, pp. 3-4. 
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secrecy, however, still inhibits lateral movement of information even more than 
in previous years because of the large variety of reconnaissance and electronic 
collection mechanisms. 

LIMITS TO PREDICTABILITY 

Success in warning can be indistinguishable from failure.21 If the defender rec- 
ognizes warning, predicts war, and responds in time with defensive prepara- 
tions, the attacker may cancel the operation. The prediction then appears to 
have been wrong. The commander of the Japanese task force en route to Pearl 
Harbor in 1941 had orders to abort if surprise were lost. If the Israelis had mo- 
bilized in late September 1973, as they had the previous May when threatening 
Arab movements were detected, Sadat might have postponed his attack. The 
victim's intelligence is always at the mercy of the attacker's option to change his 
plans. If success in prediction does not nullify itself, however, it can induce 
complacency. The actual occurrence of a predicted attack does not offer the 
best grounds on which to evaluate the quality of warning.22 

Pure bolts-from-the-blue hardly ever occur. Sudden attacks happen after pro- 
longed political conflict. They often do not occur at the peak of tension, but 
they are usually preceded by periods in which the defender's leaders believe that 
war is possible. And they often follow a number of false alarms. The rountiniza- 
tion of tension desensitizes observers to the danger of imminent war. Crises are 
more common than the actual outbreak of war. American intelligence did not 
correctly assess the warnings coming from Korea in the spring of 1950 because 
there were similar situations all around the border areas of the Soviet Union, 
some of which appeared more dangerous.23 

This simple fact of international relations makes it risky to draw political 
warning out of "learning curves." As Ezer Weizman noted ruefully after the 
Yom Kippur War: "There are two popular folk sayings that are as fatal to mili- 
tary concepts as they are to political ones: 'There is no wisdom like experience,' 
and 'History repeats itself.' . . . for the man of experience who relies on the sta- 
bility of history, wisdom becomes a broken reed."24 Historical context is of 
course a necessary and valuable grounding for strategic assessment, but not a re- 
liable guide. The warnings at issue involve quick and major changes from nor- 
mal behavior. Extrapolations from past behavior and from incremental changes 
are poor bases for anticipating such dramatic shifts.25 Mathematical probability 
theory is no help in predicting one-time events when there is a small number of 

21 See Avi Shlaim, "Failures in National Intelligence Estimates: The Case of the Yom Kippur 
War," World Politics 28 (April 1976): 378. 

22 Chan, "Intelligence of Stupidity," p. 173. 
23 James F. Schnabel, Policy and Direction: The First Year (Washington, D.C.: Department of 

the Army, Office of the Chief of Military History, 1972), p. 64. 
24 Ezer Weizman, On Eagles' Wings (New York: Macmillan Co., 1976), p. 209. 
25 Chan, "Intelligence of Stupidity," p. 172. 
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cases to use as the base. Forecasting is a chain of separate estimates about prob- 
ability - predictions about conditions, events, or decisions that are the pre- 
requisite to attack. Correct estimates of the probabilities in eight out of ten links 
in the chain is an admirable intellectual feat, but warning will nonetheless fail if 
the estimate in the ninth link is wrong. Great success in predicting enemy behav- 
ior under normal conditions of stress does not help prediction - and may hinder 
it -in the rare circumstances in which the stakes of the competition grow much 
larger.26 

Indecision, False Alerts, and Fluctuations 

Simple indecision by the attacker can prevent clear signals from being picked up 
by the defender because there are no clear signals.27 Conciliatory rhetoric by the 
state that eventually attacks may be seen later by the victim as calculated decep- 
tion, but the rhetoric may actually be innocent, reflecting genuine ambivalence 
within the attacker's government. While agonizing over the decision of whether 
to strike, decision makers want to keep options open and minimize provocation. 
Doves may even be temporarily ascendant and use such signals not only to 
reassure the eventual victim and prevent the confrontation from worsening but 
also to dampen the enthusiasm of the pro-war faction with whom they are con- 
tending. This possibility is greatest when the attacker's government is a col- 
lective decision-making system, or when the motivations for surprise attack are 
defensive, and least in an absolutist dictatorship such as Hitler's. Indecision can 
occur even when the attacker's motives are purely aggressive and even up to the 
last minute. On 25 August 1939, the Wehrmacht received orders to cross the 
Polish frontier the next morning. Troops and tanks approached the border that 
night. Later in the evening Hitler ordered a stop because negotiations with War- 
saw were on again. On 1 September orders came down again to invade the next 
day. Commanders expected another cancellation.28 

Whether innocent or planned, such hesitancy deceives the defender. Schedule 
changes and deferral of D-days are more correlated with achievement of sur- 
prise than are attacks that occur on schedule.29 Warning officers are embar- 
rassed by predictions that do not pan out. If their fear of being labeled a 
"Chicken Little" does not lead them to hold off from a second or third such pre- 
diction, they may be derided as hysterical by decision makers tired of false 
alerts. An attacker able to fine-tune his plans is therefore well advised to under- 
take fluctuating preparations, to lend an up-and-down quality to strategic and 
tactical indicators the victim will discern. Fluctuation feeds the defender's ex- 

26 Robert Axelrod, "The Rational Timing of Surprise," World Politics 31 (January 1979): 244-45. 
27 See Michael I. Handel, Perception, Deception, and Surprise: The Case of the Yom Kippur 

War, Jerusalem Paper No. 19 (Jerusalem: Leonard Davis Institute for International Relations, 
Hebrew University, 1976), p. 11. 

28 R. T. Paget, Manstein: His Campaigns and His Trial (London: Collins, 1951), p. 19. 
29 Barton Whaley, Stratagem: Deception and Surprise in War (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Center of 

International Studies, 1969), pp. 176-79, 187, 188. 
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pectation that nothing is likely to happen. The attacker may condition the vic- 
tim by actually creating a new pattern of what is normal, against which subse- 
quent actions are measured.30 The "cry wolf" problem is where the attacker's 
go-stop-go option and the danger of basing predictions on extrapolations from 
past behavior come together. For example, the German attack on Norway in 
April 1940 preserved surprise because the Norwegian foreign minister had 
been immunized against the indicators. Before Christmas, and again in Febru- 
ary, he had received warnings of impending German attack, and nothing had 
happened.3 1 

In the same period numerous false alarms poured into allied intelligence that 
the Germans were on the verge of striking into France. On 9 May, the day 
before the actual attack, French intelligence was advised "Get ready! Attack to- 
morrow at dawn!" But on that day it saw no "abnormal German movements" 
and British Royal Air Force reconnaissance said there was "nothing un- 
usual" -although German concentrations had been noted in earlier days.32 The 
Dutch also failed to react to inside information. Colonel Hans Oster, deputy 
chief of German counterintelligence and a clandestine opponent of Hitler, had 
told the Dutch military attache in Berlin each time the attack was planned. But 
Hitler postponed the attack numerous times between November 1939 and May 
1940, so the Dutch were "overwarned," and Supreme Commander General I. H. 
Reynders ignored the reports. When Oster gave another warning ten days before 
the actual attack, the attache did not even pass it on to The Hague.33 The orig- 
inal German plan required six days of preparatory troop movements to attack. 
But the canceled attacks in November and January had accomplished most of 
those movements (the formations were kept in place after the cancellations), so 
the preparations just before 10 May were less unambiguous to the allies than 
they would have been had there been no previous false starts.34 

Stalin also received numerous reports of a scheduled German attack, from 
March 1941 onward, which were not borne out. The Germans did delay the Bar- 
barossa onslaught for five weeks. Soviet frontier troops grew less sensitive to 
evidence of threatening Wehrmacht activity in the three weeks before the attack 
because frequent alarms induced alert fatigue.35 

30 Roberta Wohlstetter, "The Pleasures of Self Deception," Washington Quarterly 2 (Autumn 
1979): 54. 

31 George Burns Williams, "Blitzkrieg and Conquest: Policy Analysis of Military and Political 
Decisions Preparatory to the German Attack upon Norway, April 9, 1940" (Ph.D. diss., Yale 
University, 1966), p. 465; Johan J0rgen Holst, "Surprise, Signals and Reaction: The Attack on Nor- 
way, April 9th, 1940-Some Observations," Cooperation and Conflict 1 (1966): 39. 

32 Quoted in Shirer, Collapse of the Third Republic, pp. 606-7. 
33 Henry L. Mason, "War Comes to the Netherlands: September 1939-May 1940," Political 

Science Quarterly 78 (December 1963): 557, 562-64. Hinsley et al., British Intelligence in the Second 
World War, vol. 1, p. 135. 

34 Major L.F. Ellis, The War in France and Flanders: 1939-1940 (London: Her Majesty's Sta- 
tionery Office, 1953), pp. 344-46. 

35 Sella, "Surprise Attack and Communication," p. 256. 
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General Short, the army commander in Hawaii, was not impressed by Wash- 
ington's 27 November 1941 warning of war because he remembered the alarm- 
ism of a navy dispatch of 16 October. Short and Admiral Kimmel had also re- 
ceived reports several times during the year that the Japanese in Honolulu were 
burning their codes. The first message alarmed them, but subsequent ones 
seemed less serious. When they heard in the week before the attack that the 
Japanese were burning papers in their consulate, the commanders did not 
react.36 American intelligence predictions on Korea in 1950 and Israeli assess- 
ments of Egyptian movements in late September 1973 were also hobbled by 
earlier false alarms. 

Crying wolf decreases the decision maker's sensitivity to warning and in- 
creases the intelligence officer's sensitivity to looking foolish by raising false 
alarms. Thus the simple norm of "when in doubt, respond" is unrealistic. And if 
indulged constantly, the urge to collect intelligence full-blast may be counter- 
productive not only politically and financially, but operationally as well. To fly 
360-degree reconnaissance at Pearl Harbor with the planes available, the U.S. 
military would have had to reduce training, delay important shipments to the 
Philippines, exhaust crews, and run down the planes' airworthiness within a 
short time. "An extraordinary state of alert that brings about a peak in readi- 
ness," notes Roberta Wohlstetter, "must be followed by a trough at a later 
date."37 (The United States today would face the same problem if it initiated air- 
borne alert for the Strategic Air Command in response to crisis.) Readiness at 
the wrong time may yield unreadiness at the moment of real vulnerability. 

At least in a small way, the problem of false alarm has been involved in most 
cases of surprise attack. To reduce the danger of relaxation induced by crying 
wolf, analysts and decision makers need to focus on the differences between 
previous false alarms and the enemy actions in the crisis at issue. The prepara- 
tions for final attacks are usually not identical. Some exercises, deployments, 
and changes in communication patterns are noticeably more threatening than 
others. The technical nuances and details are crucial. Warning officers who are 
briefing decision makers, therefore, will raise the odds of response to the extent 
that they can show why the latest case differs from the earlier ones. If the differ- 
ences are merely nuances, however, the weight of similarity may overcome sus- 
picion. When Arye Shalev, the Israeli military spokesman in the cabinet meeting 
three days before the October 1973 War, interpreted new Syrian dispositions as 
defensive, he did note "some exceptional aspects" in the positioning of artillery 
and a bridging battalion. He also said ammunition uploading by Egyptian units 
did not suggest a routine exercise and might be a prelude to a genuine attack. 
Nevertheless, Shalev concluded, the weight of reliable evidence indicated an ex- 
ercise, and he ascribed the intensity of Egyptian alert to fears that Israel might 
seize the moment to attack.38 

36 Wohlstetter, Pearl Harbor, pp. 137, 151. 
3 Ibid., p. 397. 
38 Zeev Schiff, October Earthquake: Yom Kippur 1973, trans. Louis Williams (Tel Aviv: Univer- 

sity Publishing Projects, 1974), pp. 17-18. 
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The Allure of Deferring Decision 

Because warning is a continuum, and because surprise attacks are the end pro- 
ducts of prolonged tension rather than genuine bolts-from-the-blue, decision 
makers are used to living in an environment of some warning. The concern is 
how much accumulated warning warrants military reaction that will pose finan- 
cial, diplomatic, and domestic political costs. As long as the issue is how much, 
it is seductively easy for decision makers to wait for more. They may do this 
without feeling irresponsible by undertaking partial measures of response-the 
illusion of sufficient hedging. One 26 September 1973, for instance, Israel re- 
acted to Syrian troop concentrations by adding an extra brigade, artillery units, 
antitank positions, ditches, and mines to the northern front.39 But this was not 
enough to stop the Syrians immediately when the attack came over a week later. 

The most basic but least helpful kinds of warning are the general political in- 
dications of enemy ambitions to change the status quo or evidence of strategic 
thinking and operational military objectives. On the first point, it has become a 
truism that allied leaders need only have read Mein Kampf to know Hitler 
would resort to subterfuge and war. On the second, for example, one post 
mortem notes that the allies had warning, from writings on naval strategy a 
decade earlier, that the Germans would feel compelled to occupy Norway.40 
Neither of these underdetermining "facts," however, provides any basis for 
guessing the certainty, moment, or location of attack; they are always a matter 
of at least several possibilities. 

Victims sometimes recognize escalating indicators of attack yet still wait too 
long before mobilizing because they expect the enemy to play out more diplo- 
matic moves before striking. When logical political possibilities remain by 
which the adversary could hope to achieve its goals - especially if the defender is 
making obvious its willingness to consider conciliation and concession - it seems 
reasonable to say "the game is not up yet" and to play for time. During the Sude- 
tenland crisis of 1939 evidence of military activity worried some in the West that 
the Germans might attack, but British ambassador Sir Neville Henderson was 
sure that Hitler would not march: "I think it is equally possible that he will do 
nothing irrevocably without giving us a possibly 24-hour chance to prevent the 
irrevocable."'41 And in that case Henderson was right. Two months later the 
Munich Conference ensued and Hitler got what he wanted without a fight. Evi- 
dence of enemy preparations to attack may be seen by a victim as a bluff, de- 
signed for diplomatic coercion. This is what Chinese warnings seemed to be be- 
tween June and November 1950, before their intervention in force in Korea. 

The attacker, though, can decide to skip rungs on the ladder of political escal- 
ation. Stalin, for example, expected an ultimatum before the Nazis struck and 

39 Handel, Perception, Deception, and Surprise, p. 32. 
40 Holst, "Surprise, Signals, and Reaction," p. 36. 
41 E. L. Woodward and Rohan Butler, eds., assisted by Margaret Lambert, Documents on British 

Foreign Policy 1919-1939, Third Series, vol. II: 1938 (London: His Majesty's Stationery Office, 
1949), Document 553, p. 14. 
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believed he still had the time in mid-1941 to temporize with economic conces- 
sions. In late 1941 the American interest was to delay conflict with Japan; des- 
pite consciousness that war might be imminent, "the President believed he still 
had some time."42 And in mid-1945 the Japanese asked the Soviet Union to 
serve as an intermediary for a conditional surrender to the United States, mak- 
ing clear their willingness to grant Stalin substantial political and territorial con- 
cessions for this favor. Stalin deceived leaders in Tokyo, who believed he was 
seriously interested in negotiating. Thus they were stunned when Soviet forces, 
violating the Moscow-Tokyo nonaggression pact, struck in Manchuria in Au- 
gust.43 

Another example of skipping stages in escalation prior to attack was high- 
lighted by Secretary of State Dean Acheson's testimony that "the view was gen- 
erally held [before the Korean War] that since the Communists had far from ex- 
hausted the potentialities for obtaining their objectives through guerilla and 
psychological warfare, political pressure and intimidation, such means would 
probably continue to be used rather than overt military aggression."44 An intel- 
ligence cable from the Far East Command on 10 March 1950 noted that North 
Korea could be ready to attack the South by spring, but argued that plans in 
Korea would be contingent on Communist activities in Southeast Asia and that 
direct military action in Korea would "be held in abeyance, at least until further 
observations made by Soviets of results of their program in such places as Indo- 
china, Burma, and Thailand."45 

Two further examples help illustrate this point. Before the 1956 Sinai Cam- 
paign some observers believed Israel would use Palestinian fedayeen raids as a 
pretext for a limited reprisal designed to provoke Egyptian counteraction, which 
"would confuse the issue as to who was the aggressor, and allow Israel to launch 
unrestricted warfare against Egypt.... In fact the Israeli Government had de- 
cided to omit any intermediate steps."46 And, in June 1967 Israel attacked 
rather than wait for diplomacy to play itself out; the notion that Israel would 
wait to give diplomacy a final chance was used for deceptive purposes.47 

Sometimes victims assume erroneously that by the logic of the situation they 
have the initiative, the enemy will be reacting, and therefore they read alterna- 
tive explanations into tactical indicators. In 1904, just before the Japanese sur- 
prise attack on Port Arthur, the consensus among the victim's arrogant elite was 

42 Wohlstetter, Pearl Harbor, p. 269. 
43 John Despres, Lilita I. Dzirkals, and Barton Whaley, Timely Lessons of History: The Man- 

churian Model for Soviet Strategy, R-1825-NA (Santa Monica, Calif.: Rand Corporation, July 
1976), p. 17. Stalin had terminated the nonaggression treaty before the attack, but the terms of the 
treaty required a full year's notice for abrogation. 

44 U.S., Congress, Senate, Committees on Armed Services and Foreign Relations, Hearings, 
Military Situation in the Far East, 82d Cong., 1st sess., 1951, Part 3, p. 1991. 

45 Quoted in Ibid. 
46 Lt. Gen. E.L.M. Burns, Between Arab and Israeli (New York: Obolensky, 1963), p. 179. 
4 Moshe Dayan, Story of My Life (New York: William Morrow, 1976), p. 341. 
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that the decision for or against war would be up to Russia.48 In early April 1940 
the British were planning their own intervention in Norway, estimated the Ger- 
mans would need more divisions to invade Scandinavia than were available, be- 
lieved their naval superiority in itself precluded an effective German initiative in 
the area, and interpreted relevant indicators as evidence of German desires 
either to engineer another break-out of heavy ships into the Atlantic or to inter- 
dict British convoys to Norway. When information arrived via Copenhagen that 
Hitler would attack Narvik and Jutland with small forces, the operation seemed 
too daring. "Incredulity thus was the first response in Whitehall to the Copen- 
hagen message."49 

Among the most critical factors associated with the probability of recognizing 
signals are the perceived rewards and costs of doing so. Officials may have to 
make very distasteful decisions if the warning is real: "Even a dim awareness of 
this prospect," notes Alexander George, "may subtly discourage the policy- 
maker from believing the warning."50 Officials have a natural incentive to wait 
as long as they think is possible because all the while that imminence of attack 
remains uncertain, the costs of preparing completely for it remain certain.5' In- 
telligence cannot be ignored indefinitely. But it can be explained away. When a 
consumer is faced with data he prefers not to believe, he can fall back on four 
psychological mechanisms. 

First, he can be more attentive to reassuring data. The threshold at which evi- 
dence confirming the individual's assumptions is recognized comes well before 
the threshold for contradictory evidence. Information that challenges reigning 
expectations or wishes "is often required, in effect, to meet higher standards of 
evidence and to pass stricter tests to gain acceptance than new information that 
supports existing expectations and hypotheses."52 The consumer can also chal- 
lenge the credibility of the source. An analyst or agency that has been chroni- 
cally wrong in the past can be dismissed. Some political leaders also tend to be 
skeptical of advice from military sources and suspicious that professional sol- 
diers manipulate information in order to gain authorization for desired changes 

48 "Japan was not a country that could give an ultimatum to Russia.... The Russians in Port Ar- 
thur scarcely considered the Japanese to be people" (Denis Warner and Peggy Warner, The Tide at 
Sunrise: A History of the Russo-Japanese War, 1904-1905 [New York: Charterhouse, 1974], p. 11). 

49 Hinsley et al., British Intelligence in the Second World War, pp. 120-22. 
50 Alexander L. George, "Warning and Response: Theory and Practice," in International 

Violence: Terrorism, Surprise and Control, ed. Yair Evron (Jerusalem: Leonard Davis Institute for 
International Relations, Hebrew University, 1979), pp. 17, 19. 

51 "We also refused to believe our intelligence [in 1950] because it would have been very incon- 
venient if we had: we would have had to do something about it. In the end, of course, it was much 
more inconvenient not to have believed our intelligence, but those acquainted with statecraft and 
politics know how much easier it is to rectify an error of omission, even at tremendous cost, than to 
make an embarrassing decision in advance" (DeWeerd, "Strategic Surprise in the Korean War," pp. 
451-52). 

52 Alexander L. George and Richard Smoke, Deterrence in American Foreign Policy (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1974), p. 574. 
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in posture. A consumer's belief -that the person giving him information has an 
ideological axe to grind, or a vested interest in changing policy, will tend to dis- 
credit the information. Third, the decision maker can appreciate the warnings, 
but suspend judgment and order stepped-up intelligence collection to confirm 
the threat, hoping to find contrary evidence that reduces the probability the en- 
emy will strike. Finally, the consumer can rationalize. He may focus on the re- 
maining ambiguity of the evidence rather than on the balance between threat- 
ening and reassuring data, letting his wish become father to his thought. He can 
explain away mounting but inconclusive threats by considering other elements 
of the context, or believing that enemy mobilization is precautionary and defen- 
sive. In many cases such reasoning is quite correct. The likelihood a responsible 
policymaker will let himself think this way varies directly with the severity of the 
specific costs involved in response to the warning and with the availability of re- 
assuring evidence. There are always some real data to dampen alarm. Such data 
can also be fabricated. 

Deception 

Mixed signals can allow a reluctant defender to believe the worst is not yet at 
hand. An astute attacker can affect such a mix by injecting false indicators into 
the victim's view. If the intelligence analysts in the victimized state fail to see 
through the fabrication, then the efficiency of their intelligence collection 
system actually works against them. Improved observational technology hurts 
the victim if it monitors routine indicators that the attacker is purposely manip- 
ulating in a nonroutine way.53 Deception can lull defenders by increasing the 
volume of "noise" and thus the victim's impression that the evidence is indeter- 
minate, as Roberta Wohlstetter suggests, or, as Barton Whaley argues, by re- 
ducing the apparent ambiguity of the data, reassuring the victim that favorable 
signs outweigh dangerous ones. 

Deception is cheap. Little investment in men and material is necessary, and 
the return is very high.54 It can also compensate for the erosion of secrecy that is 
inevitable in the extended period during which the attacker gets his ducks in a 
row. "Secrecy and speed are mutually dependent on each other," notes Erfurth. 
"If secrecy cannot be maintained, speed must be increased; if speed is not prac- 
tical, the enemy must be kept wholly ignorant." He concludes, along with Gen- 
eral Alfred Krauss, that "confusion is the only effective method of maintaining 
secrecy."55 Deception reinforces the attacker's timing by slowing the victim's 
perception and keeping the pace of its preparations behind the attacker's. De- 
fenders well versed in intrigue are not less likely to be victims of deception than 
are more ingenuous leaders. A comprehensive survey yielded the conclusion that 

S3 Axelrod, "Rational Timing of Surprise," p. 246. 
54 Whaley, Stratagem, p. 232. 
ss General Waldemar Erfurth, Surprise, trans. Stefan T. Possony and Daniel Vilfroy (Harris- 

burg, Pa.: Military Service Publishing Company, 1943), pp. 39, 6. 
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"the deceiver is almost always successful regardless of the sophistication of his 
victim in the same art."56 Stalin was alert to what he believed was British disin- 
formation in 1940-41, but less sensitive to German deception. Paradoxically, 
alertness to the possibility of deception may increase susceptibility, by inhibiting 
revision of estimates: "Deception provides a readily 'available' explanation for 
discrepant evidence."57 

The first stage of warning is the detection of changes in normal behavior of 
the adversary's forces. Monitoring standard operating procedures helps to de- 
tect this, but sometimes an attacker can conceal changes in posture, provide in- 
dicators that divert the perception of threat to other sectors, or emit signals that 
suggest a totally innocent explanation. An example of the first possibility is the 
care taken by the Germans to maintain a normal pattern of radio traffic before 
striking into France in 1940, so as not to let a precipitous rise in the number of 
transmissions alert the allies;58 an example of the second is the flow of an- 
nouncements from the Wehrmacht at that time emphasizing the role of Army 
Group B, to reinforce the allied supposition that the principal threat was further 
north in Belgium, rather than Army Group A's plunge through the Ardennes;59 
an example of the third is the development of a profile of maneuver exercises 
similar to the movement and concentration necessary to launch an actual attack, 
as Egypt did in May 1973. 

Deception allows the victim to retain confidence in its intelligence collection, 
while not raising alarm. Thus while the attacker is directing communication se- 
curity and command-and-control deception procedures, the victim's leaders 
may be telling themselves that their own forces are alert and responsive.60 On 
the other hand, an attacker might purposely increase the number of signals, by 
spewing out large amounts of disinformation to overload the victim's intelli- 
gence and decision system, creating confusion and encouraging delay in re- 
sponse; "most information processing systems operate with little margin for 
coping with sudden increase in volume."6' This can happen even if the surge of 
indicators is not artificially inflated. In the crisis leading to the Soviet invasion 
of Czechoslovakia in 1968 the situation center at NATO headquarters was un- 
able to handle the flow of information.62 Sudden overload in military indicators 

56 Whaley, Stratagem, p. 146. 

S7 Richards J. Heuer, Jr., "Strategic Deception: A Psychological Perspective" (Paper delivered at 
the Twenty-first International Studies Association convention, Los Angeles, Calif., March 1980), 
pp. 16, 47. 

58 F. W. Winterbotham, The Ultra Secret (New York: Harper & Row, 1974), p. 32. 
s9 Guenther Blumentritt, Von Runstedt: The Soldier and the Man, trans. Cuthbert Reavely (Lon- 

don: Odham's Press, 1952), pp. 65-66. 
60 Lieutenant Colonel A. L. Elliott, "The Calculus of Surprise Attack," Air University Review 30 

(March-April 1979): 62. 
61 Whaley, Stratagem, p. 18. 
62 Jon McLin, "NATO and the Czechoslovakian Crisis, Part II: Invasion, Reaction, and Stock- 

taking," American Universities Field Staff Reports, West Europe Series, vol. 4, no. 4 (Hanover, 
N.H.: American Universities Field Staff, February 1969), p. 6. 
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is a warning itself. But as long as the situation still seems ambiguous, the reac- 
tion may be to wait until better sense can be made of the combined data. 

Once the attack has begun, deception can still cripple the defender's response; 
tactical moves can amount to strategic deception. When the Germans launched 
the 1940 blitzkrieg it involved a strike into Belgium and the Netherlands that 
gave the French and British a mistaken impression of deja vu, suggesting a repe- 
tition of the Schlieffen Plan that began World War I. This view was reinforced 
by the allies' capture of the first attack plan (subsequently changed), which did 
resemble the 1914 operation.63 As a result, there were no allied reserves to coun- 
ter the thrust through the Ardennes. 

THE CIRCUMVENTION OPTION: DESIGNING AROUND DETERRENCE 

Few defense strategies designed to deter attack are invulnerable. A determined 
and inventive adversary can often discover a way to avoid the strengths of a de- 
fense posture and exploit its weaknesses. Designing around the victim's strategy 
is most devastating when the weaknesses to be exploited are ones not fully rec- 
ognized by the victim. There is usually more than one effective option for 
changing the status quo, and a defender who covers a dozen of those options ef- 
fectively is no better off if the attacker uses a thirteenth option.64 Most decisive 
are operational innovations that accomplish what the victim's leaders consider 
impossible, for example, crossing "impassable" terrain, as the Germans did in 
the Ardennes in 1940, or as the Soviets did in the Manchurian campaign of Au- 
gust 1945 when they focused on the Transbaikal Front and crossed the Greater 
Khingan range.65 

Some operations simply turn out to be more feasible than the defender's plan- 
ners assume. So impractical did a German attack on Norway seem in 1940 that a 
British military intelligence official reacted to a warning by saying: "I wish I 
could believe this story. German intervention in Scandinavia is just what we 
want."66 The most significant examples are innovations: those attacks that use 
technical or doctrinal surprises to neutralize the victim's strategy. 

Technical Surprise 

The most militarily telling innovations are those in which the development of a 
new possibility is coupled quickly with an appropriate strategic and tactical con- 
cept, and is applied promptly in battle before the enemy becomes aware of, ab- 
sorbs, and adapts to it. "Every weapon is dependent not only on the strength of 

63 Critchley, Warning and Response, pp. 21-22. 
64 See George and Smoke, Deterrence in American Foreign Policy, pp. 520-21. 
65 Lilita I. Dzirkals, "Lightning War" in Manchuria: Soviet Military Analysis of the 1945 Far East 

Campaign, P-5589 (Santa Monica, Calif.: Rand Corporation, January 1976), p. 28. 
66 Hinsley et al., British Intelligence in the Second World War, vol. 1, pp. 117-118. 

This content downloaded from 68.32.127.75 on Fri, 3 Oct 2014 15:52:19 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


WHY SUDDEN ATTACKS SUCCEED | 567 

the opposition but also on its own willingness to make immediate, maximum use 
of the latest technical developments and thus to remain at the summit of its 
period."67 

American intelligence estimated that the range of Japanese fighters based on 
Formosa was insufficient for an attack on Clark Field in the Philippines. This 
was true until a month before Pearl Harbor, when the Japanese succeeded in in- 
creasing the range by adjusting engines and practicing rigorous fuel-conserving 
flight profiles.68 There is no way to prevent intelligence failures in prediction of 
such short-term changes in threat if both the innovation and the attack occur in 
the window period before order of battle assessments are updated. 

A minor innovation of this sort does not normally have massive conse- 
quences, but the chance that it will is improved if it is compounded by another 
such change. U.S. naval officers had grounds for complacency about the danger 
of attack with aerial torpedoes in Pearl Harbor, because the harbor was too 
shallow. They might have been alerted by the British attack on the Italian fleet 
in the harbor of Taranto which showed that torpedoes could be used in shallow 
water. Secretary of the Navy Knox noted this, but Admiral Kimmel did not 
worry because the torpedoes at Taranto still ran at twice the depth of Pearl 
Harbor. Kimmel rejected precautionary use of torpedo nets because they would 
tie up ship traffic. Until a month before the attack, this view was correct. Com- 
mander Minoru Genda, one of the principal planners of the operation, worried 
that use of torpedoes might have to be canceled. The Japanese managed, how- 
ever, through a fin adjustment refined just a week before the fleet sailed, to de- 
velop torpedoes that would function even in the minimal depth of Pearl Harbor 
and used them with devastating effect on 7 December.69 

A defender may know the enemy has equipment designed to accomplish cer- 
tain tasks, but may assume it will not really work or can be countered easily, es- 
pecially if it is simple. Israeli leaders in 1973 were impressed by the Suez Canal 
as a natural barrier. With little experience in wide water crossings themselves, 
they were not sensitive to how important such operations were in Soviet doctrine 
or to how well Russian advisers had trained Egyptians in the art of bridging. 
Arab use of infrared and other night-fighting gadgetry was also surprising.70 

Major technical surprises are seldom absolute. Most breakthroughs are ex- 
pected by some scientists or strategists in the victim nation. But there is no as- 
surance that this awareness will be transmitted to or appreciated by enough ex- 
perts to generate a new consensus of expectation in the scientific community; or 

67 General Heinz Guderian, Panzer Leader, trans. Constantine Fitzgibbon (London: Futura Pub- 
lications Limited, 1974), p. 42. 

68 Wohlstetter, Pearl Harbor, pp. 358-361, 365. 
69 Ibid., p. 369; John Deane Potter, Yamamoto: The Man Who Menaced America (New York: 

Viking Press, 1965), pp. 53-54; Alvin D. Coox, "Pearl Harbor," in Decisive Battles of the Twentieth 
Century: Land-Sea-Air, eds. Noble Frankland and Christopher Dowling (New York: David McKay 
Co., Inc., 1976), p. 145. 

70 Handel, Perception, Deception, and Surprise, pp. 46-47. 
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enough of the highest professional military to compel a change in defensive tac- 
tics and plans; or enough political leaders to authorize changes in spending, bas- 
ing, readiness, or deployment. The fact that someone in the victim's elite warns 
does not mean the warning will yield results. This applies particularly to the 
joining of technical with doctrinal innovation. Some observers assert that the 
blitzkrieg of 1940 was not a surprise because J.F.C. Fuller, Basil Liddell Hart, 
or Charles de Gaulle anticipated it. But it was a surprise because those in au- 
thority did not anticipate it. 

Strictly technical surprises are frequent. Most are minor or they are recog- 
nized and hedged against with new countermeasures. They are part of the nat- 
ural ebb and flow of defense modernization and procurement. The ones crucial 
for surprise attack are those that occur just before a war, and are not detected or 
evaluated, or those that facilitate not only tactical tinkering but revolution in 
operational strategy. 

Doctrinal Surprise 

Purely technical surprises involve short-term ignorance by the victim; surprises 
in doctrinal applications of weaponry involve long-term misjudgment. The Brit- 
ish assumed the Royal Navy would dominate engagements in the Skagerak and 
the North Sea and failed to assess correctly the ramifications of the development 
of air power. Thus the Luftwaffe was decisive in the German attack on 
Norway.7' The Germans also used airborne forces (paratroops and gliders) for 
the first time as the vanguard of attack in the Norway operation, with novel re- 
sults. (The existence of airborne forces was nothing new; the Russians had de- 
veloped them as early as the 1920s.) This German novelty did not sink into the 
consciousness of all the western defenders. The Dutch commander did issue a 
preliminary alert to his forces on the German border just before the attack of 10 
May, but the warning was not passed on to all units behind the line because ac- 
tion was not immediately expected in interior sectors. As a result the two Ger- 
man airborne divisions that landed at Fortress Holland came up against troops 
that had not been alerted, in the interest of avoiding needless fatigue.72 The Ger- 
mans also used air transport to resupply advanced armored formations with fuel 
and to fly in 2,000 maintenance workers to forward repair bases. "The Allies 
were not thinking in such terms in May 1940," explained Major L. F. Ellis.73 
The fact that the Egyptian army in 1973 possessed Sagger antitank missiles was 
no surprise to Israel, but their distribution and usage was, and caused unantici- 
pated losses of Israeli armor. Similarly, the Egyptians' simple use of a belt of 
surface-to-air missiles around ground forces as a substitute for offensive air su- 
periority, to screen the army in the Sinai, contradicted Israeli assumptions about 

71 Holst, "Surprise, Signals and Reaction," p. 35. 
72 Mason, "War Comes to the Netherlands," p. 566. 
73 Ellis, War in France and Flanders, p. 346. 
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the capacity of Israel's air force to forestall enemy advances on the ground. 
("Logistical surprise" is a related possibility, as in the 1962 missile crisis, when 
the speed of construction of the Soviet sites in Cuba jolted American intelli- 
gence.74 Moshe Dayan also cited Egypt's capacity to build and replace pontoon 
bridges as a logistical surprise in the October War.)75 

The blitzkrieg against France is the clearest example of doctrinal surprise. The 
western allies knew well the strictly technical capabilities of tanks, but not their 
revolutionary operational potential when deployed independently of infantry 
and coordinated with air elements as they were by the Wehrmacht in May 1940. 
German success had little to do with any technical advantages per se. The allies 
had both quantitative and qualitative superiority in armored equipment.76 The 
allies also had some doctrinal warning from German writings and the campaign 
in Poland of the "lightning war" strategy (although Manstein's plan for deep ar- 
mored penetration of France was unprecedented). In this sense the Russians, a 
year later, had double warning. But in both cases the victims still suffered the ef- 
fects of surprise because they had not had time to digest and internalize the im- 
plications within their military organizations (the Russians had pioneered such 
tactics under Tukhachevsky, but abandoned them in the interim). 

German development of the concepts behind the blitzkrieg strategy was ex- 
plicitly motivated by the desire to capitalize on surprise. World War I had dem- 
onstrated the near impossibility of preserving surprise in operations based on 
frontal infantry assaults and massed indirect firepower. The vast preparations 
required to move artillery and ammunition took too much time and were difficult 
to conceal.77 Despite the long peacetime gestation of German ideas for armored 
warfare, allied military leaders failed to appreciate them. Failure to absorb this 
doctrinal warning is not surprising because generational views of strategic reali- 
ty, annealed in the experience of earlier war, are not sensitive to fragmentary, 
inconclusive indicators of enemy innovation; moreover, doctrinal warning is 
fragmentary and inconclusive, because a revolutionary doctrine is often resisted 
within the military establishment that ultimately accepts it at the last minute. 

Military strategists tend to mislearn, in cyclical fashion, the lessons of war 
concerning the relative dominance of offensive and defensive capabilities.78 Vic- 
tors do this more than losers; having won the previous war, they see more virtue 
in the dominant strategies of that war. Thus the French Army, beaten by the 
Prussian offensive in 1870, fixated on "l'offensive 'a l'outrance" (attack to ex- 
haustion). This prevented appreciation of intelligence collected in 1913 on Ger- 
man use of reserves that implied the need for French forces to stay on the defen- 

74 Wohlstetter, "Cuba and Pearl Harbor," p. 698. 
7S Avigdor Haselkorn, "Israeli Intelligence Performance in the Yom Kippur War," Hudson In- 

stitute Discussion Paper 2033 (Croton-on-Hudson, N.Y., July 1974), pp. 1, 15n. 
76 R.H.S. Stolfi, "Equipment for Victory in France," History 52 (February 1970): 1-20. 
77 Guderian, Panzer Leader, p. 41. 
78 Robert Jervis, "Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma," World Politics 30 (January 1978): 

189. 
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sive. 79The war that followed was dominated by static defense and attrition. It 
was the German losers who reached first for strategic innovation and new offen- 
sive doctrine in 1940 when faced with the possibility of a replay of World War I. 
The Soviet Red Army had scant reason to be proud of its performance against 
Finland in 1939-40, but it did win the Winter War, and for a short but critical 
time learned its lessons too well. The storming of the Mannerheim Line became 
a model: the defense was to be ground down by gradual application of 
overwhelming force. "We ceased to deal seriously with mobile combat," Mar- 
shal Biriuzov recounted. "We relegated to oblivion the fundamentals of combat- 
in-depth tactics and of combined arms maneuvers which had been widespread 
before the Finnish campaign.... [In 1941] We had to retrain ourselves under 
enemy fire."80 Biriuzov exaggerates, since the Red Army did begin to reinstitute 
armored formations before the onslaught, but the delay from mixed experience 
of the Winter War did little to help. 

In light of history, we might ask whether the victors of World War II over- 
learned its lessons. The Warsaw Pact appears to be organized around rapid ar- 
mored offensive. The United States also won World War II, but NATO's 
posture is more oriented to defensive operations. Some analysts, though not all, 
argue that the advent of highly efficient antitank guided munitions (ATGMs) 
heralds the pendulum's swing back toward the dominance of the defense.8' 
There is ambiguous evidence that since the October War in the Middle East the 
Soviets have recognized the problems this creates for their strategy and have re- 
sponded with even greater interest in the value of preemption and surprise. Yet 
it will be difficult for American observers to anticipate sea-changes in Soviet 
doctrine. 

Doctrinal innovation may be a surprise when it unfolds on the battlefield be- 
cause it is almost a surprise to the attacker who uses it: new concepts may bub- 
ble up from middle-level planners and the leadership may opt for them only at 
the last minute, after a long history of suppressing or arguing over them. Doc- 
trinal revolutions in practice usually follow long and hesitant evolutions in 
theory. If a future victim fails to perceive the new doctrine during its peacetime 
gestation, before it has crystallized and really becomes the new doctrine, it is 
harder to fault its judgment. Should the victim be blamed for blindness to 
change when the attacker who later adopts it is still blind to it? Doctrinal fac- 
tions contend within the military establishments of both attacker and defender. 
If the innovative faction barely wins in the former and barely loses in the latter, 
the defender's failure to be ready is disastrous but hardly egregious. 

79 Barbara Tuchman, The Guns of August (New York: Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 1963), p. 61. 
80 Marshal S. S. Biriuzov, "The Lesson Learned Too Well," in Stalin and His Generals: Soviet 

Military Memoirs of World War II, ed. Seweryn Bialer (New York: Pegasus Publishers, 1969), p. 
137. 

81 See John Mearsheimer, "Precision-guided Munitions and Conventional Deterrence," Survival 
21 (March-April 1979): 68-76, and sources cited in his notes 2 and 3, for arguments and 
counterarguments. 
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Perhaps achievement of doctrinal warning can only be tentative, by paying 
close attention to the progress of dissident strategists or "oddballs" writing in 
enemy military journals, or by extrapolating from apparently anomalous as- 
pects of enemy exercises, or by anticipating circumstances that would allow the 
enemy to shift its doctrine easily.82 But a defender cannot plan against a tabula 
rasa, cannot have a totally flexible strategy of his own-that would be no 
strategy at all. A military establishment must organize and train according to 
some assumptions about enemy strategy, the best educated guess possible. Per- 
haps the western allies in 1940 did blunder because inertia or inattentiveness. 
But the Wehrmacht was incompletely committed to the blitzkrieg concept, not 
only until the May attack, but even beyond. Resistance to Guderian's tactics, 
and second thoughts in the direction of slowing the advance to secure flanks, 
continued as the attack progressed. Guderian was told to halt on more than one 
occasion and had to protest furiously to gain permission to press on.83 

Some critics of U.S. defense policy charge that U.S. planners have en- 
dangered security by failing to understand Soviet doctrine, particularly on nu- 
clear warfare. Richard Pipes believes the Soviets have a serious and ambitious 
nuclear strategy inconsistent with the dominant American conceptions of ra- 
tionality and deterrence, and that Americans "are as oblivious to these stagger- 
ing innovations in the art of war as the French and British in their time had been 
to German strategy of the armored Blitzkrieg. There is a striking parallel be- 
tween their faith in passive defenses anchored on the Maginot Line and ours in a 
'sufficient' deterrent."84 Raymond Garthoff mined Soviet military writings too, 
but came up with very different conclusions, more reassuring ones that mini- 
mize the salient differences between dominant American and Soviet views.85 

Pipes and Garthoff are both experts on the Soviet Union, yet disagree radical- 
ly. How should military experts and policymakers, who do not read Russian and 
who are unfamiliar with the intricacies of Soviet politics and culture, decide to 
hedge against Soviet doctrine? There is no solution free of subjectivity or ide- 
ological inhibition. This limp answer, matched with the earlier analysis, suggests 
two unhappy conclusions for the future. First, the technical revolution in intelli- 

82 See Net Assessment Task Force, "The Critical Properties of Sudden Attack: A Study 
Proposal," mimeographed (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Air Force, Headquarters, November 1976), p. 
75. 

83 Ulrich Liss, Westfront 1939/40: Errinerungen des Feindarbeiters im O.K.H. [Western Front 
1939-40: memoirs of an alienated worker in the Army High Command] (Neckargemund, Germany: 
Kurt Vowinckel Verlag, 1959), pp. 106-7, 143-44; Guderian, Panzer Leader, pp. 89-92, 99, 101, 
107, 109-10, 117-19. Hitler also prevented the complete exploitation of the advance by stopping 
Guderian's forces short of Dunkirk, where the British Expeditionary Force was subsequently evacu- 
ated. 

84 Richard Pipes, "Rethinking Our Nuclear Strategy," Wall Street Journal, 12 October 1978. See 
also, idem., "Why the Soviet Union Thinks It Could Fight and Win a Nuclear War," Commentary 
64 (July 1977): 21-34. 

85 Raymond L. Garthoff, "Mutual Deterrence and Strategic Arms Limitation in Soviet Policy," 
International Security 3 (Summer 1978): 112-47. 
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gence collection of recent decades reduces vulnerability to surprise only at the 
margins, because miscalculation and sluggishness in political decisions are more 
the sources of surprise than lack of information. Second, since history provides 
few grounds for believing surprise can be avoided, the best defense posture is 
one that assumes surprise and provides a cushion for survival in the face of it. 
Surprise succeeds despite warning, so defense must succeed despite surprise.* 

* For helpful criticisms of an earlier draft I thank Major General Shlomo Gazit, Michael Handel, 
John Mearsheimer, and Janet Stein. 
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