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DIGtSTS OF SELECTED ARTICLES 
AND ~OCUMEN:rS 

MILITARY CONSERVATISM. 

By Rear Admiral Wm. S. Sims , U.S. N. An address delivered to i 
the gr~duating class of the U. S. Naval War College, 1921. 16 pages. 
- F. S . Nomi !11,l i/11/c P1·occedi119s, March, 1922, p. 346. 

• This interesting address, delivered to the graduating 
clMs ,of tlie U.S. Naval War College, deals with the question 
of military con;;en·atism, a "polite term often intended to 
imply a dangerous class 1·eluctance to accept ne~ ideas.'' 

The dan:.gers of military conservation are analyzed, 
and the Possible disastrous 1·esults of the continuation of 
this quality ah1ong those who sit in the seats of the mighty 
in the narnl organization, are clearly pointed out. Although 
intended to apply specially to the case of the Na\'Y., the 
paper is also of interest from the Army standpoint. 

Starting on the bash; that military men are conser\'a
th·e, anrl that thi ;; <·onsen-ati;;m is fraught with national 
danger, Admiral Sims indicates the nece;;sity of so trailiing 
the military mind in logical thinking a!'. to eliminate, 01· at 
lea-"'t minimize, thi,- rlanger, and state;; his hope and belief 
that the training gh·en at the Nam! \\'ar College will h ... .-e 
that effect. · 

·To illust rate the influence of conserYat ism in the past, 
and to sho\\' it.-: d:rngcrous t> lfects, the speaker gh·es numer
ous insumcc.- from the history of \\'arfat·e, and also refers 
espeeiall~· 10 more recent instnncei; as ;;hmving how the con
i;ern1ti,-m ot' the pa,-;t :still t t• ncl.~ to inOuence the military 
mind of the 1m•~ent. Ile takes up in chronological order 
the intt'.o<luction of new weapons and method,; of warfare in 
his.tor~·. a11d ;;hows that conserrntisni refused.- to accept the 
newer and better weapons and methods until com•inced of 
their \·alue by some disa,,;ter.....,defeat alone ~eing accepted 
as I\, final demonstration . _ 

Among the primitive weapons the bow was Yastly sup
erior for wai-~are .to the S\\'Ord, mace or pike, but alfnost 
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· · without exception was never accepted as a proper arm for 
a knight or warrior. It was not until near the decline of 

·· . the Roman Empire that the bow was finally used by the 11 
Romans. Similarlr the cross-bow was an adva!)ce over the 
bow in power and efficiency, but it never became the predom
inant arm. \ The article then touches on the introduction 
of gunpowder and the deYelopment of artillery, and shows 
the reluctance of the military minds of the time to accept 
that ant_1, as, in the opinion of the military expects, artil
lery would ne\·er supplant the sword and the pike. Even as 
late as the 18th century t,he lance and pike were considered 
superior to the gun. 

The change from oars to sail and from sail to steam is 
discussed. and the same opposition to change is noted. The 
writer dwells particularly on the latter change and cites 
numerous instances and authorities tending , to show that 
''the parting with sails as the moth·e reliance of a ship o~ , 
war,.was characterized by an extreme conserratism," steam ·· . 
being acce-pted first a:-; an auxiliary, for towing, etc. "The 
discovery that steam could be profitably used for the pro
pulsion of ships, and the tardy adoption of the screw, did 
not for many years materially affect the construction of 
war vessels." The reluctance shown by naval authorities 
in general to the · adoption and adaptation of steam to war 
vessels is shown by numerous quotations, from naval 
authorities of that period, showing the undesirability and 
danger of the change. In the fifties, Congress ordered the 
building of "six first-class steam frigates." They were full
rigged ships. with ridiculously small steam power. . "It 
was deeqi.ed a sufficient concession to admit steam on any 
terms." 

How military conservatism tends to prevent the ac
ceptance of new inventions is illustrated by the cases of Ful
ton's floating battery ( The Demologos), and Ericsson's Mon. 
itor, in which it required the pressure of war necessity, or 
strong political influence, or both, t.o insure even a :tiearing. 
There w'as the same reluctance and opposition in the case of 
iron ships, armor for war 'il'essels, breech-loading guns, im
proved projectiles, et.c. 
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Having shown that the .military minds of the past were 
dangerously conservatiye, the author then takes up the 
records of the present day. 
- The difficulties of establishing an efficient>'system of 
gunnery training in our Navy, and the adoption\ ,f the all
big-gun type of ship ' and of the subinarine-a·gainst the 
military conservatism of our high naval authqrities-are 
strongly .emphasized, and the fact is noted that jn the case 
of gunnery tri,.ining its establishment required ' a peretl1ip
tory order fr6m the President. directing that the system 
should be put in practice at once, !lo great was the opposi
tion by the majority of senior officers. 

When, in 1903 anrl 1904, the gunnery training demon~ 
strated the accuracy of the hea,·y turret guns at distances 
beyonrl the effecti\'e range of secondary batteries, thereby 
rendering useless their "smothering effect," and when, in 
consequence, a number of junior officers opposed the build
ing of any more mixed-caliber ships and recommended the 
all-big-gun type, the recommendation was successfully op
posed by most of the senior officers until its adoption was 

· forced by President Roose,·elt. · · 
Although American designers are responsible for most 

of th'e principles upon which the success of the submarin~ 
depends, it was not well received by our Navy,_ and as\late 
as our entry into the World War the capabilities of this 
type of 'Y5el were seriously misunderstood. The same is 
true to_~ even greater .?e~ree of the airplane. While :forei?'" 
countnes· were appropqatmg large sums of money for air
plane development, ourf naYal authorities were actually re
sisting its introduction. 

The foregoing are quoted as examples of the deadly 
effect of unreasoning conservatism-arid it is noteworthy 
that the ·more' important and fundamental the improvement 

, advocated, the more strenuous and prolonged pas been .the 
opposition and, consequently, the greater the delay in giv
ing it impartial and unprejudiced consideration. 

The present attitude of the Navy towards the sub- . 
marine and the airplane, especially the latter, is char'!,cter
iz~d as being the same old military conservatism- a decided 
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reluctance to admit their capabilities and the great. possi
bilities of development. Admiral Sims states his fear that 
a considez:atioi;i of the influence of these r evolutionary weap
ons is not being approached in a judicial frame of mind. 
" In spite of adequate experiments clEferly showing that 
airplanes could make a certain perc~nta~ of hits upon ship 
targets, a secretary of the lla\'r expressed his disbelief in 

' the ability of bombing plane;:; to injure a \·essel by affirming 
his willingness t.o stand on the bridge of the Ostfrie;;/and 
during the proposed bombing experiment ,:. . It is of course 
not remarkahle that a ch·ilian should ha,·e maue such a 
statement; but it is nry significant that this statement was 
based on similar :-tatemenb hy narnl officers and upon the 
assurance of naval act\'l\ser,:. whu were sufferjng the blight
ing influence of conserrntism to un extent nbt exceeded by 
that of any of t he e:rnrnples .iu~t dted from history and from 
recent experience." _ 

The ::irticle dn.~es with an uppeal for a change in the· 
mental attitude witli' \\'hieh all inuo1·atio11il h,\\"e hitherto 
been recein~<l-u 11le,-,; the e1To1·,- uf the pa,;t are to be re
peated-and with a warning against the dangers of lack of 
,·is ion nnd of lack of cont1dem·L' i11 conclusivns <leril·e<l from 
a candid aml logical examination u f the ::ignificanl' t> of estab
lished militury fact:- . 

. Li::crrm-.: ;\UT!::$ o;-; 1'11~ Plt11'C!PLES UF Till:: (BRITISH) t·rELD 

$FR\' ll'E REGL' L.\TI• 1:-.s 
Hy llt. Lt. Col. I., \ ', !fond. R. l·: . !I p:i1t;es,-RfJy,,I 1.·,,f.J;,,,e,-s 

J o,., -, ,.,1, .\lurd,. ! :• ~~- p. IH. I P.~r,rr,dul'ed i 1om lhc July. 1:,21, 
c,,i1rd ....... , l' i - • ·· (,,-t;rH r,'011 oi /,oi,',1 .) 

The,-;c no1e,- refer t o the British"F.S.R. P.irt I (191-i re
print), in which the principle,-; of war were not Rpec iftcally 
enumerated. The author's \'iews are briefly condensed be-

•,,. low: · 
We are constantly told to base instruction on 1iri11ci1,l"s, 

to enforce and pra<:tice the pri11ci}llc.s of the Field ::;en·ice 
Regulations. "':[he fundamental principles of \Yar.'' say 
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