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Foreword




    

      An air force is a very expensive thing. Drones offer small countries very cheap access to tactical aviation and precision guided weapons, enabling them to destroy an opponent’s much costlier equipment such as tanks and air defense systems.




      Michael Kofman, military analyst, CNA, on the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh war1


    




    There is always another war to analyze, and I’ve done some of that in my time. But this is not that sort of book. It’s about how war as a whole works, and why we do it, and even how we might stop. In many countries popular opinion has finally turned against war as a way of doing business, but almost every nation still keeps an army, however remote the possibility that they will have to use it may seem to most of them.




    We have made significant progress. No great power has fought another directly in three quarters of a century, the longest interval in the past several thousand years. They may sometimes wage proxy wars or attack smaller, weaker countries, but their weapons have become so destructive that they have repeatedly avoided open war with each other, despite some terrifying crises.




    Moreover, the toll of war in lives lost and cities destroyed has fallen steeply since 1945, when more than a million people were being killed each month. By the 1970s it was down to a million a year, and it is now in the low hundreds of thousands—fewer people than die in traffic accidents. Indeed, apart from the chronic conflict zones in southwestern Asia and Africa, as of this writing, there is only one war of any size underway anywhere in the world.




    There are also international organizations and laws, almost all new since the Second World War, that aim to reduce the threat of war and restrict its impact on civilians, and they have had some successes. The media constantly feed us new images of war because they know we cannot resist watching them, but they usually come from the same few places. Despite occasional dramatic events like the war in Ukraine, this is probably the most peaceful time in world history.




    Yet the weapons are still there, more lethal than ever before. The general staffs still make their plans, the armies still train their soldiers to kill (these days quite explicitly), and defense budgets have actually grown in most countries in the past ten years. Even in this time of unprecedented peace and prosperity, war continues to be seen as possible by both the soldiers and the diplomats. And harsher times are coming.




    The bill is falling due on our two-century binge of eightfold population growth and mass industrialization, and we will find it very hard to pay. The climate is already moving out of the stable state in which we have grown our civilization over the past ten thousand years, and we will be lucky if we can stabilize it before it passes the +2oc threshold and goes runaway.




    Even if we succeed in avoiding that calamity, the delayed action of greenhouse gas emissions already in the atmosphere but not yet producing their full effect on the climate, plus the effect of the other emissions that are bound to follow even if we now take the most radical steps to switch from fossil fuels to other sources of energy, will cause enough warming to do great damage to global food production, particularly in the tropics and subtropics.




    That will almost certainly lead to refugee flows far larger than anything we have seen in the past, forcing governments in the destination countries to make agonizing choices about whom to let in and whom to keep out—and what means can legitimately be used to keep them out. Governments that cannot feed their people tend not to survive, so we may end up with large “ungoverned” spaces in some of the worst affected countries—think ten to twenty Somalias. Countries that share major river systems may find it hard to avoid war when the total flow is way down and the upstream country is tempted to keep more of the remaining water for its own people.




    These future probabilities, not often discussed in public, are already being taken into account in the strategic assessments that are made by senior planning staffs in the largest military powers. It’s not that they are looking for trouble, but it is their professional responsibility to foresee and prepare for it. In their judgment, there is big trouble coming that cannot be, or at least probably will not be dealt with by nonmilitary means. War between the great powers, the kind of war that kills in the millions, is not dead. It’s only sleeping, and recently it has been twitching a bit.




    This is bad news, but it is also a good reason to reexamine the whole phenomenon of war. Until only a century ago—up to midway through the First World War, say—the general view was that war is a noble enterprise and a Good Thing (provided you win). The mass slaughter of citizen-soldiers in the trenches put an end to that, and ever since, the attentive public has believed, correctly, that war is a Problem. They didn’t even have to wait for nuclear weapons to come to that conclusion.




    Most of us, though, are not very well informed about where war comes from or how it really works. This is in large part because we fear that too close an examination will undermine the reverence and gratitude we feel toward those who sacrificed their lives in our own country’s wars. Nevertheless, with due respect for the “fallen” (and they deserve better than such a weasel word), we should proceed.




    This is not a military history in the usual sense, although I trained as a military historian and spent the first half of my adult life kicking around various parts of the military. It is a study of war as a custom and tradition, as a political and social institution, and as a Problem.




    Tactics, strategy, doctrine, and technology will figure prominently, as cutting people open would in a history of surgery, but they are not the prime focus. The human beings who must accept the extraordinary demands of this institution, leaders and ordinary soldiers alike, must be part of the story too. Mostly, though, it’s a book about why we do this thing, and how we might stop doing it, now that we really need to.


  




  

    
chapter 1




    Origins




    How Old Is War?




    Human beings did not invent war. They inherited it. Our most distant ancestors practiced it, as do some of our primate near-relatives down to this day. Yet for the past couple of centuries most people have believed that war grew with civilization, and had not been a major problem for our hunter-gatherer predecessors.




    This belief was strongly promoted in the mid-eighteenth century by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, one of the most influential philosophers of the Enlightenment, who argued that the “noble savages” who had lived before the rise of the mass civilizations had lived in freedom and equality—and, he implied, also in peace. We could recover that lost paradise if only we got rid of the kings and the priests who currently oppressed the civilized lands. It was an attractive idea, and in his own time people were beginning to act on it. He died two years after the outbreak of the American Revolution, and only eleven years before the far greater upheaval of the French Revolution.




    Rousseau would have known that the “noble savages” of his own time did occasionally fight each other, but their armed clashes were small, caused few casualties, and seemed a world away from the terrible battles between the great armies of civilization. Even two centuries later, when anthropologists began to study the few hunter-gatherer groups that had survived into the modern world, they continued to see the occasional armed conflicts between these little bands—as few as thirty people, and almost always fewer than a hundred—as essentially ritual activities with a low cost in lives. It’s only in the past fifty years that we have realized how wrong they were.




    You can’t blame Rousseau for getting it wrong. In his time knowledge of the past only went back around three thousand years. Nobody knew how old the Earth was (4.5 billion years), or anything about evolution (our own hominin lineage diverged from that of the chimpanzees between 4 and 5.5 million years ago), or even when Homo sapiens first appeared (c. 300,000 years ago). It’s harder to understand how anthropologists managed to ignore for so long the evidence that was piling up on their doorstep, but they went on believing Rousseau until quite late in the twentieth century.




    They ignored the narrative evidence of people like William Buckley, who escaped from a penal colony on the south coast of Australia in 1803 and lived for thirty-two years as a fugitive among the Aborigines.




    

      On the hostile tribe coming near, I saw they were all men . . . In a very short time the fight began . . . [Two members of Buckley’s band were killed in the clash, but they counter-attacked that night] and finding most of them asleep and laying about in groups, our party rushed upon them, killing three on the spot, and wounding several others . . . The enemy fled . . . leaving their war implements in the hands of their assailants and their wounded to be beaten to death by boomerangs.1


    




    They ignored equally the work of pioneer ethnologist Lloyd Warner, who studied the Murngin people of Arnhem Land in northern Australia in the early twentieth century. The Murngin had only recently come into regular contact with Europeans and their oral history tradition was still strong, so people actually knew and could relate the deeds done by and to their grand-parents and great grandparents. Through extensive interviews Warner tried to reconstruct the scale of warfare among local aboriginal bands in the late nineteenth century (before first contact). He concluded that the chronic low-level raiding and ambushes, rarely killing more than one or two people at a time, nevertheless accounted over the twenty-year period he studied for the deaths of about 25 percent of the adult males in the various bands that made up the Murngin people (population c. 3,000).2 But Warner was largely overlooked by the budding profession of anthropology: Rousseau still reigned.




    Fierce People
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    Fierce Reaction: Chagnon’s controversial study




    The debate finally opened up with the publication in 1968 of Yanomamo: The Fierce People, anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon’s study of the Yanomamo people living in southern Venezuela and northern Brazil on the headwaters of the Orinoco and Amazon Rivers. The Yanomamo were some twenty-five thousand people divided among about 250 villages that were constantly at war with one another. Technically they were not hunter-gatherers but “horticulturalists,” practicing a form of slash-and-burn agriculture that required them to move their villages every few years. But their group size was about the same (an average of ninety people per village), and so were their social customs, including the custom of warfare.




    Their villages were fortified, and there were huge buffer zones between them—up to thirty miles in some cases, presumably because raiding parties can travel far and fast. Moreover, the Yanomamo tended to stay in the central parts of their territory, venturing into the border zones only in large groups and leaving them mostly unexploited. From time to time entire villages would be destroyed. And the average death toll of this chronic warfare over a generation, Chagnon calculated, was 24 percent of the men and 7 percent of the women.3




    Chagnon’s ideas gained some traction, and his book became a staple of the university curriculum. But the notion of an in-built tendency to war was just too much of an affront to the doctrines of Rousseau, and to those anthropologists who tended his flame. A backlash from the old guard saw Chagnon accused of distorting or even fabricating his data, and for a time the Venezuelan government banned him from going back to visit the Yanomamo. It was 2012, seven years before Chagnon’s death, before he was rehabilitated sufficiently to gain admission to the US National Academy of Sciences.




    Anthropologist Ernest Burch had an easier time. In the 1960s he conducted a similar investigation into hunter-gatherer warfare among the Inuit of northwestern Alaska. The warfare had largely ended after contact was established with Europeans and Americans about ninety years before, but drawing on historical records and the memories of old men, he concluded that there used to be at least one war a year in the region: between Inuit bands in the local area; against other Inuit from farther away; even against Athabasca First Nation groups in what is now the Yukon. Alliances were constantly shifting as rival groups tried to attain numerical superiority, and the ultimate goal of the war was generally the annihilation of the opposing group.




    The Inuit warriors wore body armor made of bone or ivory fragments strung together like chain mail under their outer garments, and raiding parties as big as fifty men would travel for many days to attack their enemies. From time to time there were set-piece battles in which lines of men would face each other, but more often there were predawn raids on sleeping villages, which would sometimes end in wholesale massacres. Male warriors were not taken prisoner unless they were to be kept for later torture and killing, and women and children were not normally spared. A decade earlier his data would have ignited a huge controversy, but Burch did not publish his conclusions until 1974, and by that time the cat was out of the bag.4




    Chimp Wars




    Curiously, the final nail in Rousseau’s coffin was not another anthropological study, but came from the primatologist Jane Goodall. While observing a chimpanzee troop in Gombe National Park in Tanzania, Goodall noted that her troop also waged war against the neighboring band. Since human beings share more than 99 percent of their DNA with chimpanzees, and have constantly waged war almost everywhere at least since the hunter-gatherer stage, it seems probable that this behavior is shared by the hominin and chimp lineages all the way back to our last common ancestor over four million years ago.
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    Lady and the Chimp: Jane Goodall with David Greybeard, c. 1965




    The chimpanzee clashes were even more distant from civilized warfare than the “wars” of human hunter-gatherers. Chimpanzees rarely use weapons (the occasional tree branch, perhaps), and it is not easy for one chimpanzee to kill another with his bare hands. There are never pitched battles between chimpanzee bands; all the killing is done by ambush, in which a number of chimpanzees from one band encounter an isolated individual from a rival band.




    

      It began as a border patrol. At one point . . . they spotted Goliath [an elderly chimp], apparently hiding only twenty-five meters away. The raiders rushed madly down the slope to their target. While Goliath screamed and the troop hooted and displayed, he was held and beaten and kicked and lifted and dropped and bitten and jumped on . . . They kept up the attack for eighteen minutes, then turned for home . . . Bleeding freely from his head, gashed on his back, Goliath tried to sit up but fell back shivering. He too was never seen again.




      Richard Wrangham and Dale Peterson, Demonic Males: Apes and the Origins of Human Violence5


    




    Was it really war? Well, these attacks did not happen every time a patrol caught a lone member from a rival band. They would listen for the calls that other members of the rival group made to keep in touch as they moved through the forest, and only attacked if there were no members of that band nearby who might come to the aid of the intended victim. Otherwise, they would quietly withdraw and leave it for another day. But it was deadly serious stuff. Despite their extreme caution and the fact that the killing was always done one chimp at a time, there were instances when all the males of one troop were finally eliminated. Thereupon the males of the rival band would move in, appropriate the surviving females, and kill the existing babies to make room for their own.




    Some of these chimpanzee bands have been observed for fifty years now, and across all the bands studied, this endemic warfare ultimately caused the deaths of about 30 percent of the adult males and 5 percent of the females. The territories controlled by the chimpanzee bands were far smaller than those of Yanomamo villages—only three or four miles between one band and the next—but the chimps spent almost all their time in the central third of their territory. The rest of the territory was equally rich in resources, but was treated as a “no-man’s-land” and only visited in large groups due to the danger of ambush and death at the hands of a neighboring troop.6




    Murngin hunter-gatherers in Arnhem Land, Yanomamo horticulturalists in Amazonia, chimpanzees in Gombe: a bell was tolling for our illusions in the way these statistics lined up. They signaled a style of warfare whose casualties were proportionally far greater than anything experienced by modern civilizations, and that was very ancient indeed. Archaeologists were alerted to start looking for evidence of warfare in the fossil record of humans and closely related species. It wasn’t long before they found it.




    They found Homo erectus fossils from 750,000 years ago bearing signs of violence inflicted by human-style weapons, like depression fractures in skulls (perhaps made by clubs) and cut-marks on bones that suggest de-fleshing and cannibalism. Such killings generally require complex purification rituals afterward, and ritual cannibalism is often part of them. They also found Neanderthal fossils dating back to between forty thousand and a hundred thousand years ago with injuries inflicted by spears, a stone blade lodged between the ribs, even mass graves.7




    Going forward to just a few thousand years before the rise of the first civilizations, they found scenes of mass slaughter that could only have been associated with war, like the twenty-seven people massacred at Nataruk, west of Lake Turkana in Kenya, about ten thousand years ago. They were men, women, and children, mostly clubbed or stabbed to death (although six were probably killed by arrows), and their bodies were not buried but left to rot. The media treated it as a revelation, but no doubt it was just another incident among tens or hundreds of thousands of similar ones in the long prehistory of human and hominid warfare. So what are we to make of all this?




    Two Conditions




    Do we bear the mark of Cain? Are we simply doomed to wage ever greater wars until we finally destroy ourselves? Not necessarily. But we do meet the two conditions needed to account for the warlike behavior of any species toward other members of its own kind: Is the species predatory, and does it live in groups of variable size?




    We and our ancestors have been hunters for millions of years, and we can therefore easily kill other human beings. Indeed, we have been able to kill even the largest animals for at least a couple hundred thousand years, so we definitely tick the “predator” box. (Chimpanzees, who regularly hunt, catch, and eat monkeys and other small game, are the only other primate species to tick that box—and also the only other primate species that fights wars.)




    On the face of it, “living in groups of variable size” is a more puzzling requirement, but it works like this. Solitary predators rarely engage in serious fights with other members of the same species, because there’s about a 50 percent chance of death in such an encounter, and it’s just not worth it in evolutionary terms. In any case, warfare is by definition a group activity. But if those groups are all of similar size, and their members stick together, the likelihood of a head-on battle is equally low: they would be more or less evenly matched, there would be lots of deaths, and any victory would be pyrrhic.




    By contrast, groups of variable size, which must sometimes split up into smaller groups or single individuals to forage, present opportunities for ambushes in which the odds will be very much in favor of the attackers. Attritional warfare is thus possible between such groups, and although the attacks are mostly opportunistic, they may result in the extermination of all the males in one of the groups. Lions behave like this, and wolves and hyenas too, and of course chimps and humans—all predators that live in groups of variable size. But what benefit are the winning groups actually getting out of this? What evolutionary advantage does it confer?




    The world was never empty, and food has always been limited. Whether the environment is desert, jungle, seashore, or savanna, both the predator and the prey species will tend to breed up to the carrying capacity of the environment—and a bit beyond it. Human hunter-gatherers often practiced infanticide as a form of birth control, but the decision to expose the infant seems generally to have been taken by overburdened parents, not imposed as a matter of band policy. It probably didn’t slow population growth very much.




    If your band is living up around the maximum carrying capacity of the local environment, even a brief interruption in food supply (e.g., changes in the weather pattern or in animal migration routes) will create an instant crisis, since most of the foods people eat cannot be stored. In a matter of weeks or months everybody is hungry all the time, and since human beings are gifted with foresight, they know what lies ahead for most of the group if this goes on. But if your band has been systematically culling the adult male population of the neighboring band by serial ambushes for a long time, it may now have the option of going for broke, exterminating the rest of the neighboring band’s males, and taking over their food resources to get you through the crisis.
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    Evolution is not driven by rational calculation, and the chronic warfare that fills our prehistory was not consciously designed as a device for ensuring the survival of our own genetic line. But to explain it, you only have to assume that there was always some degree of competition for resources between neighboring bands, even in good times, and that in bad times some groups might be driven to violence. Whether for cultural or genetic reasons, some bands will be at least marginally more aggressive than others. Those are the bands that are likeliest to survive when the resources get scarce, and to pass on both their culture and their genes to the next generation. Put these factors on a low heat and stir occasionally for a few hundred generations, and you get the plight of the Yanomamo people.




    

      [Yanomamo] villages are situated in the forest among neighboring villages they do not, and cannot, fully trust. Most of the Yanomamo people regard their perpetual inter-village warfare as dangerous and ultimately reprehensible, and if there were a magic way to end it perfectly and certainly, undoubtedly they would choose that magic. But they know there is no such thing. They know that their neighbors are, or can soon turn into, the bad guys: treacherous and committed enemies. In the absence of full trust, Yanomamo villages deal with one another through trading, inter-marriage, the formal creation of imperfect political treaties—and by inspiring terror through an implacable readiness for revenge.




      Wrangham and Peterson, op. cit., 658


    




    Just change the names around, and this would serve as an explanation of the relationship between the great powers in the period before the outbreak of the First World War in 1914. And just as the trigger for the First World War—the assassination of an Austrian archduke in a Balkan town—seemed a trivial cause for such a huge event, so the explanations the Yanomamo gave for their wars seem pathetic and even ridiculous. In fact, they usually blamed them on conflicts over women. But many people always suspected that there was something deeper going on too.




    Equality and War




    So far, Rousseau has been a full-spectrum failure as an armchair anthropologist, but he did get one thing right. It was a very big thing: he said that pre-civilized human beings, his “noble savages,” had lived in complete freedom and absolute equality. In fact, this was the main reason for his great popularity: he was finding a precedent in the past for people who wanted to make revolutions in the present—revolutions that would make people free and equal again. He was guessing, but it was a very good guess.




    

      All men seek to rule, but if they cannot rule they prefer to remain equal.




      Harold Schneider, economic anthropologist9


    




    

      The three African great apes, with whom we share the relatively recent Common Ancestor, are notably hierarchical . . . but before twelve thousand years ago, humans basically were egalitarian.




      Bruce Knauft, cultural anthropologist10


    




    For those who concern themselves with the nature of human nature, the greatest puzzle is the fact that all the hunter-gatherer societies and almost all the horticultural societies we know of were egalitarian, at least when it came to adult males. Not just a little bit egalitarian, but intensely, even obsessively so, and this cultural preference continues to be visible even in their descendants who have long had contact with the mass societies of civilization. The elders may carry authority in debate, the top hunters may get the best parts of the kill, but no single individual has the power of command.




    This is a puzzle because the empires, absolute monarchies, and dictatorships that fill our written history until quite recently were extremely hierarchical, unequal, oppressive societies. So are the little societies of our nearest primate relatives, the other great apes, and in particular the chimpanzees who are the closest of all. Chimpanzee bands are tyrannies in which the dominant male enforces his rule by dramatic displays of rage frequently accompanied by physical attacks on the other band members, to which they generally respond with gestures of submission.




    Living out your life in a little band ruled by a bad-tempered despot is not much fun. There are constant attempts by the subordinate males, who can only have sex with the females in the band when out of the boss’s sight, to put together coalitions that will overthrow the dominant male. Sooner or later one of these conspiracies succeeds, generally when the top male is losing his ability to frighten all the others into submission because of age or injury. Unfortunately for the chimps, this only produces a new boss who behaves much like the old one. You would not choose to be born a chimpanzee.




    We cannot know when a different system of values became dominant among human beings, but it must have been a very long time ago, probably many tens of thousands of years, because egalitarian values and the social attitudes and customs that support them are the norm in almost every aboriginal culture we know of, from the Arctic to the tropics, in deserts or forests, on every continent.




    

      By my definition, egalitarian society is the product of a large, well-united coalition of subordinates who assertively deny political power to the would-be alphas in their group.




      Christopher Boehm, evolutionary anthropologist11


    




    Humans were different from the other great apes in two key respects: they were more intelligent, and they had language. The intelligence allowed them to figure out that their personal chances of emerging as “top dog” in the constant struggle for power were not very good. Ending up toward the bottom of the pecking order, spending their lives being bullied and beaten, undesirable as that might be, was much more likely. It was a relatively short step from there to realizing that the solution would be to overthrow the boss and enforce equality among all the adult males.




    A bright chimpanzee might dimly grasp this concept, but he would have no language in which to express it clearly even to himself, let alone to the other chimps who might join a successful conspiracy. Humans did have language, and could put together a coalition that would not only overthrow the existing despot but shut the whole dominance game down permanently. Obviously, they did just that. Not only once, but thousands of times in thousands of different bands, because the example would spread rapidly.




    It was Christopher Boehm who first articulated this notion, which he calls a “reverse dominance hierarchy.” His model does not require us to reinvent human beings as a species without ambition or envy in order to explain what happened. All it needs is a coalition of subordinate males to use their superior numbers to deter the alpha males from taking control. It rarely even requires physical force. As a !Kung hunter in the Kalahari Desert said to anthropologist Richard Lee, explaining how the social controls work:




    

      When a young man kills much meat, he comes to think of himself as a chief or a big man, and he thinks of the rest of us as his servants or inferiors. We can’t accept this . . . so we always speak of his meat as worthless. In this way we cool his heart and make him gentle.12
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    Every hunter-gatherer band that anthropologists have had an opportunity to study was fiercely egalitarian. The greatest social crime was for one adult male to give an order to another. Decisions were made, when they were needed, by a process of discussion that could last for days, leading to a consensus that was still not binding. People married outside the group, so if you truly hated the decision you could always leave and join another band where you had relatives.




    In aboriginal groups with relatively intact cultures, the tall poppies are always cut down, at least metaphorically. The penalties for trying to put yourself above the others start with mockery and move up through ostracism to exile—or in the past, in extreme cases, even execution. The hunter-gatherers of the long past were not sweet, gentle stewards of nature; they were heavily armed men, proficient in violence, who fought frequent wars with neighboring bands, for the egalitarian revolution did not eliminate the wars. They would kill if necessary to “defend the revolution” (as they certainly would not have put it), but once “reverse dominance” was firmly established, they may not have had to do that very often.




    When did this revolution happen? Not before a hundred thousand years ago, because if human beings had already had enough language for that kind of sophisticated plotting before the last interglacial warm period (131,000–114,000 years ago), they would probably have started in on agriculture, mass civilization, and all the rest way back then. They certainly didn’t waste any time in getting started once the current interglacial arrived. It’s unlikely to have been less than twenty thousand years ago, because entrenching the egalitarian values so deeply in human cultures (and maybe even in the human genome) that those values would survive millennia of universal tyranny unchanged would have taken a long time. But we cannot be more precise.
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    A Bushman family, 2017




    One remarkable by-product of this great change was the institution of the human family. In a band where all the adult males were equal, a single dominant male was no longer trying to monopolize sexual access to the females of the band in the usual primate way. (Was this part of the motivation for the revolution? Probably yes.) Gender equality was not part of the revolution, but henceforth each free and equal male would likely end up with one female consort in a more or less stable relationship, and would know, or at least think he knew, which children were his. He might even help to raise them.




    The Great Change




    And so we arrived at the brink of the agricultural revolution ten thousand years ago, a species transformed. We had colonized every habitable part of the Earth apart from a few ocean islands like Madagascar and New Zealand, and we probably numbered around four million people, all still living in those little ancestral bands. War took a constant toll on all of those bands (except perhaps a few who lived in splendid isolation), but those who stayed alive were free, healthy for the most part, and maybe even happy. Then we became farmers, and everything changed.




    Well, not quite everything. War remained.


  




  

    
chapter 2




    How Combat Works




    The Province of Uncertainty
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    A lone US Marine in Vietnam (1966)




    This is a history, so it will spend a lot of time in the past. But the past is a continuum that slides seamlessly into the present, and any attempt at Big History (even a very short one) is at least in part an attempt to understand the here and now. It is useful, therefore, to recall how war actually works in the present—the last hundred years, say—before plunging back into the past. Never mind the strategy or the technology for the moment; just concentrate on the experience of the people who do the fighting on the ground.




    

      War is the province of uncertainty; three-fourths of the things on which action in war is based lie hidden in the fog of greater or lesser uncertainty.




      Karl von Clausewitz


    




    

      As we were going into the position, there was a large rice field we had to walk across, and I remember that I had to send somebody else across first. Now there was one moment of hesitation, when he looked at me: “Do you mean me? Do you really mean it?” And the look I must have given him—he knew that I meant it, and he went across the field.




      I started sending them across in twos, and it was no problem. Then I took my entire force across. When we were about halfway across, they came up behind us, the VC [Viet Cong], and they were in spiderholes, and they caught most of my unit in the open.




      Now tactically I had done everything the way it was supposed to be done, but we lost some soldiers. So did I make a mistake? I don’t know. Would I have done it differently [another time]? I don’t think I would have, because that’s the way I was trained. Did we lose less soldiers by my doing it that way? That’s a question that’ll never be answered.




      Maj. Robert Ooley, US Army


    




    There is no good answer. In combat, officers have to make their decisions fast, without adequate information, while people (whom they generally cannot see) are trying to kill them. Those who get it wrong often die—and so do some of those who get it right. The best they can do is to cling to the rules that previous generations of officers have distilled from practical experience, even though they know that those rules are no guarantee of success. At best, they shift the odds a bit in your favor.




    Major Ooley was trained in battle drills that aimed to reduce the risk of an unpleasant surprise, and limit the damage done if it happened anyway. Tactical doctrines are indispensable but never reliable, because there is no certainty about where the enemy is and what he is doing. Ooley fought a long, losing war in Vietnam, but even in short, victorious wars like the ones fought by General Yossi Ben-Chanaan, bad outcomes can’t be avoided altogether.




    During the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, Ben-Chanaan commanded an Israeli tank brigade on the Golan Heights. On the sixth day of the war, with only eight tanks left, he managed to get behind the Syrian front line.




    

      . . . once we arrived to the rear we took position, and all their positions were very exposed. We opened fire, and for about twenty minutes we destroyed whoever we could see, because we were in a great position there.




      I decided to charge and try to get that hill, but I had to leave a couple of tanks in cover; so I charged with six tanks. [The Syrians] opened fire from the flank with anti-tank missiles, and in a matter of seconds, three out of the six tanks were blown up. There was a big explosion in my tank. I blew out, and I was left there . . . And also the whole attack was a mistake, I think.


    




    General Ben-Chanaan, as the commander, was riding head and shoulders out of the turret to see the situation better. It’s a lethally exposed position if you come under machine-gun or artillery fire, but it’s the best place to be if an anti-tank missile penetrates the hull. Ben-Chanaan was blown out of the turret; his crew down in the body of the tank was incinerated. He was a competent officer, but his attack failed and some of his men died. Commanders almost always have to accept a certain level of risk, because things are moving fast and they cannot afford to wait for better information.




    The armed forces, with their uniforms, their rigid system of ranks, and their general intolerance for deviations from the norm, may seem overorganized and inflexible in peacetime, but peace is not their true working environment. In battle, the seeming absurdity of commands given and acknowledged in stilted terms, of absolute obedience to the most senior person present, of obliging every officer to report his situation in this format rather than some other (when there is no obvious advantage in doing it one way rather than another) are all useful because they reduce the unpredictability of an essentially chaotic situation.




    Rank Necessity




    Even the most bizarre aspect of military organization, the distinction between officers—who make the decisions—and the rank and file—who have to carry them out—makes sense in this peculiar situation. All military organizations are divided into two entirely separate hierarchies of people covering roughly the same span of age and often, at the junior levels, doing much the same kind of job. Army officers at the age of twenty are placed in charge of enlisted men who are older and more experienced than themselves. Indeed, the twenty-year-old second lieutenant, fresh from a year of officer cadet training, is legally of higher rank than the most senior NCO in the army, a regimental sergeant-major who will typically have served at least eighteen years before attaining that rank—and all armies make it very difficult to transfer from the enlisted ranks to the officer caste.




    The officer/enlisted ranks distinction has its roots in the political and social structures of a distant past when nobles commanded and commoners obeyed, but even radically egalitarian states like revolutionary France or Bolshevik Russia never abolished it. It had to be preserved, because it is the duty of officers to expend their soldiers’ lives in order to accomplish the purposes of the state.




    

      You’ve got to keep distant from [your soldiers]. The officer-enlisted man distance helps. This is one of the most painful things, having to withhold sometimes your affection for them, because you know you’re going to have to destroy them on occasion. And you do. You use them up: they’re material. And part of being a good officer is knowing how much of them you can use up and still get the job done.




      Paul Fussell, infantry officer, World War II


    




    [image: Images]




    Red Army shoulder marks, c. 1943




    Officers are managers of violence: except in the most extreme circumstances, they do not use weapons themselves. Their job is to direct those who do and make them go on doing it even unto death. This does not mean they do not care for their men, and it certainly does not mean that they are avoiding danger themselves. Indeed, officer casualties are usually higher proportionally than those of the enlisted men, mainly because they must expose themselves more in order to motivate their soldiers. In British and American infantry battalions in World War II, the proportion of officers who became casualties was around twice as high as the casualties among enlisted men. Similar figures apply for most other armies that have seen major combat in the past two centuries.1




    

      It occurred to me to count the number of officers who had served in the Battalion since D-Day. Up to March 27th, the end of the Rhine crossing [less than ten months] . . . I found that we had had 55 officers commanding the twelve rifle platoons, and that their average service with the Battalion was 38 days . . . Of these 53% were wounded, 24% killed or died of wounds, 15% invalided, and 5% survived.




      Col. M. Lindsay, 1st Gordon Highlanders2


    




    The peculiar role that officers must play also gives them a special perspective on how the world works.




    Professional Ethics




    

      The military ethic emphasises the permanence of irrationality, weakness and evil in human affairs. It stresses the supremacy of society over the individual and the importance of order, hierarchy and division of function.




      It accepts the nation state as the highest form of political organization and recognises the continuing likelihood of war among nation states . . . It exalts obedience as the highest virtue of military men . . . It is, in brief, realistic and conservative.




      Samuel Huntington3


    




    Much of Huntington’s classic definition of the “military mind” would have applied even in the distant past, but military officers have now become a separate and specialized profession.




    Are they really a profession in the same sense as the medical and legal professions? In most respects, yes. The officer corps is a self-regulating body of specialists who choose who may join it and even who gets promoted (except at the highest levels where political considerations often predominate). The military profession is the monopoly supplier of the service it provides, and it enjoys some special privileges (like early retirement) because that service makes special demands on its members. Like doctors or lawyers, military officers also have a wide range of corporate interests to defend and advance. But there is one big difference: what soldiers call the “unlimited liability” of their contract to serve. Few other contracts oblige the employee to lay down his life when the employer demands it.




    

      Politicians may . . . pretend that the soldier is ethically in no different position than any other professional. He is. He serves under an unlimited liability, and it is the unlimited liability which lends dignity to the military profession . . . There’s also the fact that military action is group action, particularly in armies . . . The success of armies depends to a very high degree on the coherence of the group, and the coherence of the group depends on the degree of trust and confidence of its members in each other.




      What Arnold Toynbee used to call the military virtues—fortitude, endurance, loyalty, courage, and so on—these are good qualities in any collection of men. But in the military society they are functional necessities, which is something quite, quite different. I mean, a man can be false, fleeting, perjured, in every way corrupt, and still be a brilliant mathematician or one of the world’s greatest painters. But there’s one thing he can’t be, and that’s a good soldier, sailor or airman.




      Gen. Sir John Hackett
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