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The Perils of Amateur Strategy as Exemplified by the Attack on the Dardanelles
Fortress in 1915 by Lt-Gen Sir Gerald Ellison, K.C.B., K.C.M.G. Longmans,
Green and Co., 1926, 145 pp.

It is not every day an obscure, out-of-print book makes national headlines, but
when the most avid reader of military history in the United States House of Rep-
resentatives speaks, the Washington beltway defense establishment rightfully takes
notice. Rep. Ike Skelton, the 15-term Democrat from Missouri, assumed the
chairmanship of the House Armed Services Committee with the opening of the
110th United States Congress in January 2007. Three months earlier, in the wan-
ing days of his eight-year tenure as the committee’s ranking minority member just
before the November 2006 congressional elections, Skelton wrote an opinion-
editorial piece for 7he (Independence, Missouri) Examiner, a small daily in his
west-central Missouri congressional district. In it, he referenced Sir Gerald Ellison’s
remarkably crisp and readable 1926 work, 7he Perils of Amateur Strategy, a book
about the British decision in 1915 to conduct the disastrous Gallipoli campaign
during World War I, and asserted bluntly, “In 2006, we find that the Bush Adminis-
tration’s strategic mistakes during the opening years of our misadventure in Iraq
have provided ample material for its sequel, “The Perils of Amateur Strategy I1.””
Skelton used this stinging phrase later in a congressional press release and again
during a brief National Public Radio interview, both in late October 2006.

Bound for a return to obscurity save for the attention of avid military historians,
Ellison’s book reemerged following the midterm elections when control of the House
of Representatives shifted back to the Democrats after 12 years under the Republi-
cans. Soon thereafter, following Washington Post, Associated Press, and Congress Daily
in-depth profiles of the incoming House Armed Services Committee chairman from
Missouri, the book received renewed national media attention.

Given Skelton’s remarks, one could not help but ask what a book written over
80 years ago about the flawed British decision to undertake operations in the
eastern Mediterranean Sea and on Gallipoli in 1915, collectively known as the
Dardanelles campaign, had to do with the American decision to launch Operation
Iraqi Freedom in 2003. What began as an interesting, rare book title that Skelton
then turned into a catchy sound byte for the national media merits further exami-
nation. As opportunity would have it, one of the few available public copies in the
nation was here at Stanford in the Hoover Institution archives. After reading i,
I discovered that the parallels between Gallipoli in 1915 and Iraq today are both
uncanny from a historical perspective and could not be more relevant given cur-
rent war strategy debates. Without question, Ellison’s book is well worth a closer
look by inquiring “historical minds.”! As Ellison himself rightly reminds us, in
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both chess and war strategy “skill comes only as the result of much thought and
prolonged study.”

A career infantry officer, Sir Ellison (1861-1947) received the Queen’s Medal
for his service during the Boer War. In 1906, he served as personal secretary to
the Secretary of State for War, Lord Haldane. A personal friend of General Sir Ian
Hamilton, the Allied commander-in-chief at Gallipoli, he was the deputy inspec-
tor general for communications on his Mediterranean force headquarters (GHQ)
staff in 1915. Without question, Ellison’s “little volume” was influenced by this
friendship but no more than one would expect, as he was the beneficiary of a
by-name-request wartime staff hire and a loyal subordinate. After the war, Elli-
son served as the secretary to the War Office Reconstitution Committee. He also
served as the first Gallipoli official historian for the Committee of Imperial De-
fence before being replaced by Brig-Gen C. E Aspinall-Oglander, another former
GHQ staft officer during the campaign, for unknown reasons.

At only 145 pages, Ellison’s book embodies the British tradition of concise his-
torical prose as seen most recently in the writings of Sir Michael Howard, proving
there is no direct correlation between the quality of a book and the number of
pages in it.> Fundamentally, Ellison seeks an answer to one basic question, what
is the most efhicient method of conducting operations of war under a democratic
form of government? This book is not a battle history of the conduct of a specific
military campaign but rather a critique of the decision process to undertake it. In
modern terms, the book is an examination of grand strategy and civil-military re-
lations during wartime. The Dardanelles campaign is Ellison’s definitive and only
case study. Like a well-schooled local beat newspaper reporter, he does not bury
the lead. The booK’s first epigram tells readers clearly where the author wants to
take them. Ellison cites Walter H. Page, United States ambassador to Great Brit-
ain, “The horrible tragedy of Gallipoli [was] where the best soldiers in the world
were sacrificed to politicians’ policies.”

The book uses three primary sources exclusively: Winston Churchill’s 75e World
Crisis: 1915, Admiral of the Fleet Lord Fisher’s Memories, and the British govern-
ment’s official Final Report of the Dardanelles Commission, all published no earlier
than four years after the Dardanelles campaign ended and two years after the con-
clusion of World War I. Unlike the present-day genre of journalistic books about
the US decision to go to war in Iraq and the war strategy itself, to include post-
combat stability operations, Perils is not history or commentary written in medio
bello. Tt contains no pseudo-footnotes of anonymous sources or former unnamed
senior British War Council officials.? Rather, Perils is the kind of well-sourced, de-
finitive assessment that one would expect to be written after a failed military cam-
paign by a military officer who participated in the misfortune. With the failure of
the Dardanelles campaign conclusive historically and with primary sources readily
at hand, Ellison asks and answers three questions: What went wrong strategically?
Why? What are the remedies to prevent similar military failures in the future? The
book addresses these questions in order.
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In the first four chapters of Perils—“Expert Plans,” “Turkey,” “The Valour of
Ignorance,” and “The Short Cut to Victory”—Ellison moves swiftly from August
1914 to the British War Council meeting that took place on 28 January 1915,
when the final “unsound to the last degree” decision to launch the Dardanelles
campaign was made. His narratives of key world events in the first four months
of World War I, the military situation on the Gallipoli peninsula, ongoing British
war-planning efforts, and the competing grand-strategy debates at the time are
succinct and accurate. Here, two important themes emerge. They constitute the
strength of the book for scholars today.

First, “amateur strategy triumphed,” and the British War Council ordered the
commencement of the Dardanelles campaign without giving due consideration to
strategic intelligence and other viable grand-strategy alternatives available to them.
One option supported the main effort on the western front. The other addressed
Russian pleas for substantial Allied military operations in the East. When he re-
turned as First Sea Lord and Admiral of the Fleet for the second time in October
1914, Lord Fisher advocated a naval strategy concentrating on Germany’s north-
western sea flank. His plan sought to deny the Germans use of the Baltic Sea that
remained, according to Ellison, a “German lake” throughout the war. Secretary of
State for War Lord Kitchener championed his “Alexandretta Project,” a detailed
plan whereby an amphibious force landed in the lightly defended Gulf of Alexan-
dretta would capture the Baghdad railway and cut the Ottoman Empire in two.
Neither plan was ever adopted.

For Ellison, the Dardanelles campaign was never “a feasible operation of war,”
and the “abrupt and all-embracing change of strategic conception” from West to
East was a tragic mistake. The greatest lesson of the whole war was that “amateur
civilians” reached conclusions and made “monstrous decisions” while neglecting
“expert military advice.” On 28 January 1915, “political considerations” overruled
the “acquired instincts” of senior military officers. In the end, Prime Minster Her-
bert Henry Asquith chose the Dardanelles course of action “to solve a variety
of diplomatic and strategic problems™ under a miasma that, according to Lord
Fisher, “like a deadly, invisible poisonous gas . . . floated down on [the British War
Council] with rare subtle dialectical skill and proved so incontestably to them that
cutting off the enemy’s big toe in the East was better than stabbing him in the
heart in the West.”

Second, when ordered to conduct a campaign they believed “a pure gamble”
and doomed to failure, most senior military officers chose silence over resignation.
The one notable exception was Lord Fisher. The First Sea Lord, however, despite
tremendous misgivings, did not resign in protest over the decision to launch the
campaign in January 1915. Rather, he resigned 19 days after the British army first
landed on the Gallipoli peninsula four months later. For Lord Fisher, the com-
mitment of ground forces in the Dardanelles neglected grossly and was absolutely
counter to “the decisive theatre of the War.”

When Ellison turns to the question of why the Dardanelles campaign deci-
sion was made, his chapter titles, “The Catspaw,” “Sanhedrim Control,” and “Past
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Warnings” are telling, but his arguments become weaker and not without flaw or
bias. First, his “catspaw” is simply the failure of the British navy and army estab-
lishments to view warfare jointly. The campaign was disjointed from the start and
was a case “of one service being dragged by the action of another service into an
operation which proved its undoing.” Therefore, it should never have been under-
taken in the first place. In hindsight, his point is well taken, but, previously, Ellison
did not highlight the lack of jointness in either the Fisher or Kitchener plans he
advocated as viable alternatives.

Second, Ellison returns to the British War Council and castigates its civilian
members for acting like a blind Sanhedrim. Here, he uses limited pages to pres-
ent his one-sided view of civilian control of the military in a democracy.® Ellison
disagrees vehemently with Winston Churchill on this issue. For Churchill, who
as the First Lord of the Admiralty was a member of the council, “the distinction
between politics and strategy diminishes as the point of view is raised. At the sum-
mit, true politics and strategy are one.”” Ellison counters, “Politics and strategy are
radically and fundamentally things apart from one another. Strategy begins where
politics end.” War is a most serious matter in a democracy, and the relationship be-
tween civilian leaders and senior military officers is not as simple as Ellison would
have us believe. At the highest levels of government, there is no sacrosanct division
of labor when it comes to administration and command functions. In deciding
grand strategy, the “purely military domain” Ellison champions is nonexistent.

The final reason why Ellison believed the Dardanelles campaign was launched
was historical neglect. He describes specific reforms taken within the British gov-
ernment after their Boer War experience. Between 1903 and 1914, these reforms
included the stand-up of a general staff, the appointment of the First Sea Lord
and Chief of the General Staff as the “recognised experts of the fighting services,”
and the creation of the Committee of Imperial Defence whereby senior military
officers could meet alone with the prime minister to “express their opinions freely,
unhampered by the presence of numerous cabinet ministers.” By November 1914
and the stalemate on the western front, all these reforms were set aside, and the
British War Council became the sole deliberative body for grand-strategy deci-
sions. Ellison is confounded as to why the Committee of Imperial Defence was
disbanded and replaced by a much larger war council dominated by civilians. He
believed strongly had the reforms put in place prior to the war been adhered to,
the conduct of the Dardanelles campaign “would assuredly have been avoided.”

In his two concluding chapters, Ellison makes three specific recommendations
on reforms he deemed essential to avoiding future military failures like Gallipoli.
First, a ministry of defence led by a defence minister must be created. Second and
equally as important, a joint general staff led by a single military officer had to be
instituted. Finally, the chartering of a joint staff college for professional military
education across service lines would begin to break down interservice misgivings
and competition. Eventually, these reforms were instituted in Britain, but, in
1926, Ellison’s advocacy for them is shallow beyond his three declarative “ought
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to” statements. He deserves credit for introducing the specific reform proposals
into the postwar debate, but he left the specifics for others to refine into policy.

Many years after the Dardanelles campaign, Churchill was asked to recount the
details of the original concept of operations he advocated so strongly on 28 Janu-
ary 1915 and to which the senior military officers acquiesced. Churchill replied,
“Force a passage through the Dardanelles and either with or without army occu-
pation of the Gallipoli peninsula, to insert a fleet into the Sea of Marmora, which
could then advance to the Golden Horn, intimidate Constantinople and induce
the Turkish government to sue for peace.”® Ellison described the plan this way:
“Sail in the fleet, start a revolution and the Ottoman Empire would sue for peace
... utopian in the extreme.” Seen either way, the plan failed. However, Churchill
and Ellison differ on the reasons why. The former saw it as a failure of execution
and a “short cut to victory” wasted.” The latter believed it a failure of conception
embodied by amateur strategy. Within military history circles, the debate about
the Dardanelles campaign continues.

With regard to the current Iraq War, the scholarly debate is just in its infancy.
While refusing to characterize the war in Iraq as a failure as of this writing, ques-
tions of its conception versus execution are valid. Like Gallipoli during World War
[, Operation Iraqi Freedom is part of a larger war and its original concept of opera-
tions was shortsighted at best and amateur at worst. Historians will have much to
say on this matter.

Additionally, civil-military relations in the United States have moved beyond
both Georges Clemenceau’s famous dictum, “War is too important to be left to
the generals,” and Ellison’s emphatic claim that politicians are not capable of deal-
ing with military strategy. The command relationships and decision-making struc-
tures mandated by the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986 have been and are being
presently tested in war. The great utility of Ellison’s book today is that it demon-
strates the importance of reexamining these structures as we learn both from our
successes and our failures.

All students of civil-military relations must also find value in Ellison’s descrip-
tions of Lord Fisher and the role he played in the British World War I grand-
strategy debate. He understood there were overwhelming political reasons for the
conduct of the Dardanelles campaign, hence his original silent support for the
strategy. “It was my duty,” he wrote later, “to acquiesce cheerfully and do my best,
but when the moment came that there was jeopardy to the Nation, I resigned.”
His was a Madisonian view of civil-military relations that serves as an example for
senior military officers today at the national security decision-making level. Fisher
believed rightly that “Sea Lords are the servants of the Government. Having given
their advice, then it’s their duty to carry out the commands of the political party
in power until the moment comes when they feel they can no longer support
a policy which they are convinced is disastrous.”!® Congressman Skelton’s state-
ment, “Sadly, the eruptive situation in Iraq reflects that we are reaping the ultimate
results of perils of the amateur strategy formulated by our civilian leaders in the
early phases of this conflict,” may be premature.!’ In the absence of any senior
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military officer resignations since the beginning of the war in Iraq, their culpability
in the Bush administration’s grand strategy remains unknown.

Suffice it to say, Ellison’s book falls short of answering definitively his self-
stated central question: what is the most efficient method of conducting opera-
tions of war under a democratic form of government? But 80 years of history
with democracies at war on many levels have yet to yield the definitive answer.
However, his insightful discussions of grand-strategy formulation and civil-military
relations in wartime are very well worth reading. Ellison’s book is to the Dardanelles
campaign as H. R. McMaster’s book, Dereliction of Duty, is to the Vietnam
War.'? For now, we wait for a similar scholarly examination of the war in Iraq. In
this time of war, all credit is due Congressman Skelton for rediscovering Ellison’s
Perils and injecting it into the ongoing national security and military strategy
debates. At the same time, caution is advised. Congressman Skelton would cer-
tainly not advocate a national security policy-making process dominated by the
military vice Ellison, who certainly does.

Lt Col Scott F. Murray, USAF
National Security Affairs Fellow, Stanford University
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Human Rights in the Global Information Society edited by Rikki Frank Jor-
gensen. MIT Press, 2006, 324 pp., $25.00.

Human rights in the global information society are complex and broad based.
While a large portion of the world agrees that unfettered access to information
is a human right, only about half of the world’s governments have taken steps to
ensure this basic human right is preserved for their citizens. In some cases, they
appear to ensure freedom of information is guaranteed, but in reality, the laws
they enact restrict access. As the senior advisor at the Danish Institute for Human
Rights and advisor to the Danish Delegation to the World Summit on the Infor-
mation Society, Rikki Frank Jorgensen is well qualified to edit this volume. She
also serves on the boards of Digital Rights and European Digital Rights.

The editor divides this anthology into three sections: “Freedom of Expression,
Access to Information, and Privacy Protection”; “Freedom of Association, Partici-
pation, and Procedural Protections”; and “Equal Treatment and Development.”
David Banisar, William Drake, Ran Greenstein, Anriette Esterhuysen, Robin Gross,
Gus Hosein, Heike Jensen, Hans Klein, Charley Lewis Meryem Marzouki, Birgitte
Kofod Olsen, Kay Raseroka, Adama Samassekou, and Mandana Zarrehparvar also
contributed chapters. Collectively, these authors represent Europe, Africa, and North
America. Their varied experiences yield an authoritative discussion encompassing
the full spectrum of challenges in ensuring human rights are realized in all portions
of the globe. The reader can easily find additional sources to expand knowledge
about this subject using the references cited in each article.

In a gross simplification, ensuring human rights in the digital age is a two-
fold problem. The world is divided into “haves” and “have nots”—the phrase
used to describe this schism is the digital divide. North America and Northern
Europe are on the have side of the digital divide. Most of the rest of the world
is, to varying degrees, on the have-not side of the divide. The book addresses
nontechnological information-dissemination implementations as well, used
by both sides of the digital divide.

On the have side, a primary concern is ensuring that people who must access
the Internet via free access points are not hampered by restrictive filters. Defining
the legal status of various Internet functions can also be problematic. To strike a
balance between ensuring the human right of access to information while deter-
mining appropriate legal limitations and prosecution for inappropriate use is a
significant challenge.

On the have-not side, installing the infrastructure so people can get informa-
tion via the Internet (or any other means) is only the beginning. Once connected
to the Internet, the local culture must be one which will allow users to access the
system, and they must be literate and healthy enough to be able to use the infra-
structure. Basic survival needs must be met to make secking additional informa-
tion worthwhile. Once this level is achieved, all the problems of the have side of

the digital divide fall into place.
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Most articles included in this anthology refer to the World Summit on the In-
formation Society held in December 2003, with a follow-up summit in November
2005. Because of this, the book reads much like a version of the 2003 summit’s
proceedings. While there is nothing wrong with this, it may be a useful reference
point for the potential reader. Other readers may not notice, but this reviewer had
some concerns about the copyright section. It maintains that creativity bloomed in
the era before copyright; however, it does not take into account that most creators
supported themselves through the patronage of the wealthy. Whether a reader agrees
with the discussion or not, this book includes plenty of information for enlighten-
ment, thought, and consideration when determining strategy and policy.

For air, space, and cyberspace strategy and policy makers, this book identifies
areas for improvement and reflection. For instance, Zarrehparvar discusses how
unintentional institutionalized discrimination needs attention. These are hidden
in long-standing social traditions and institutions but result in unintentional bias
when policies are made or carried over from past implementations without regard
to why they are in place. For example, height requirements are one way of
unintentionally (presumably) discriminating against women. Assuming some-
one has Internet access is one way of limiting information access to residents of
the northern hemisphere—specifically to those of the United States, Canada, and
northern and western Europe. While Internet cafés are a common way for citizens
to get access, many societies limit women’s access to public places. Therefore, they
are precluded from obtaining information that outsiders may see as available.

Offensive and defensive cyberspace practices need to consider human rights.
When determining centers of gravity, one must consider the impact on society and
access to information. One must also consider the consequences of reducing the role
of the judiciary and increasing the roles of law enforcement and business practices
on human rights in our own country. Marzouki identifies how—especially in the
aftermath of the attacks of 11 September 2001 and the enacting of Patriot Act provi-
sions—the role of the judiciary was reduced, decreasing judicial oversight or reduc-
ing it to a “rubber stamp” operation while increasing police autonomy.

The combination of terrorism and expanding electronic capability has brought
us to a dangerous crossroads. How we navigate these paths impacts our future
and whether or not we continue to embrace the vision of our founding fathers or
choose a path away from that vision. Before some readers despair, they should note
that we have navigated these concerns before with the advent of photography, the
teletype, and databases. As we devise strategy across air, space, and cyberspace, we
need to ensure we address human rights across the spectrum. The global informa-
tion society is one venue for inclusion. This book will help increase awareness of
these issues in a field in which awareness is sketchy at best.

Maj Jean Schara, USAF
Air Command and Staff College
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