Question:  Choose one example of military technology from the twentieth century.  Describe the purpose of this technology, and how it was used strategically in a time of war.  Was this strategy effective?  Why or why not?  Explain your position.

Topic: German U-Boat Submarines

German U-boats (underwater boats) are essentially armed submarines, equipped with torpedos and large deck guns. Their purpose is to sink and destroy other ships causing loss of life and destruction of military equipment for the enemy. Taking advantage of the stealth afforded by their ability to travel underwater or on the surface with a very low profile, U-boats were able to sneak up on Allied warships undetected and launch explosive torpedos into their hulls. 

Initially, during WWI, the German navy used U-Boats to sink and destroy Allied war ships. They proved so effective that the British navy were forced to moor all naval vessels until a defence could be developed. Once destroyers had developed effective countermeasures, the German navy switched their strategy, and the second, ultimately more successful purpose of U-boats, was to destroy allied shipping.  Admiral Dönitz, the German commander of the U-boats, developed a strategy known as the 'wolfpack', in which packs of U-boats would communicate by radio and approach the enemy convoys at night.  
U-boats were considered to be the most successful component of the German military, destroying millions of tons of allied shipping vessels and causing massive losses of life and raw materials for the Allies.  Typical early war U-boat mission statistics, for example, consisted of 10 U-boats sinking more than 350 allied ships, killing 5000 allied soldiers/civilians while only 7 U-boats were sank and only 302 Germans lost their lives.
 Most months the ratio of the number of Allied vessels sunk to the number of German ships sunk were greater than 20:1 in favour of the German navy.

The combination of the wolfpack strategy and the focus on commercial shipping vessels was extremely effective because it allowed the German navy to drastically reduce British supply lines throughout the war and effectively enforce a trade embargo on European Allied nations. Calculations carried out at the time suggested that at one point, Britain had less than six weeks of food reserves.
 The fact that Britain is an island and depends on shipping for its food and raw materials was a disadvantage that the German U-boats capitalized on with great efficiency. 

Eventually, with the invention of counter technologies such as SONAR, RADAR, depth charges, convoy tactics, air coverage and sea mines the Allied navy was able to cause significant losses to U-boat fleets. Also, around this time, the Engima code was broken allowing allies to anticipate German U-boat attacks. Ultimately, over 1100 U-boats were commisioned to sea with less than two thirds of them ever returning.

Irrespective of the eventual demise of U-boat fleets, in light of the statistics they were inarguably effective.  This effectiveness, like with most other technological advantages depended on the ability of the German navy to exploit the temporary technological disequilibrium afforded by the U-boats revolutionary design in conjunction with clever tactics and implementation.  Had the other components of Hitler’s military been as effective as Dönitz’s navy and had the central decision making been less ambitious and more focused on military victory as opposed to killing Jews, the war may not have resulted in a loss for Germany.
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