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INTRODUCTION








My trade is courage and atrocities.


I look at them and do not condemn.


I write things down the way they happened,


as near as can be remembered.


I don’t ask why, because it is mostly the same.


Wars happen because the ones who start them


think they can win.


–MARGARET ATWOOD, The Loneliness of the Military Historian1, 1995




In Greek mythology the gods of war brought misery and mayhem. Ares, once let loose, became dangerous and terrifying. His companion, Enyo, destroyed cities, and his children embodied strife, fear, and dread. From Enyo’s brother Polemos came the rarely used word ‘polemology’ for the study of war and the more frequent ‘polemic’ for aggressive language. Polemos appeared in Greek literature as war’s vicious personification. One of Aesop’s Fables describes how, as the gods chose their mates, Polemos struggled to find a partner. Eventually only Hybris was left. She was the goddess of reckless, arrogant pride, from whom we get the word ‘hubris’. Polemos fell madly in love with Hybris and followed her wherever she went. The moral of the story was that the nations of the world should never allow Hybris to come among them for if they did war would not be far behind.


The Romans also linked war with the intrigues of the gods. Virgil’s Aeneid described how war can become all-consuming, its furies sparing neither side, especially when it erupts into discordia—a civil war. Yet they also could see nobility and purpose in war. As Ares transformed into the Roman god Mars, he gained dignity and praise as a guardian of the people rather than as a source of disruption. Enyo became Bellona, who came with shield and sword. She had her own temple for meeting foreign ambassadors, proclaiming victorious generals, and declaring wars. But Bellona was in no sense sedate. In early Roman times she was honoured by human sacrifices and drinking blood. Her role was to inspire and urge on the soldiers to violence. Virgil describes her as carrying a blood-stained whip.


Bellona’s name derives from the Latin word for war, bellum. This word lives on when we talk of people inclined to war as being bellicose or belligerent. The English wordsmiths of the first millennium, however, considered bellum to be inappropriately close to the word for beauty, bellus. They therefore looked for alternatives. The term that came into use was an old English word for struggle or strife—gewin. This was eventually replaced by the German werran, which meant something similar, and is linked to our word worse. Werran became weorre and then warre in English, and guerre in French.


War therefore has a long association with confusion and discord, but also with honour and the defence of all that is most valued. This duality of war means that it is driven forward because something that really matters is at stake, yet shaped by means that are inherently destructive, unruly, hard to control and contain. This is why war invokes such contrary emotions. On the one hand it describes the grim consequences of conflict. War can tear the heart out of communities. On the other it can be a source of extraordinary solidarity. It tends to be filled with desperate moments of tragedy and sorrow, of cruelty and waste, but also of inspiring moments of heroism. The gadgetry of war fascinates just as much as its effects appal. States continue to prepare for war while professing to wish to legislate it out of existence. If they must fight, they insist, they will do so only for the most righteous of reasons, as a last resort, and in the most civilized manner. Western culture, not at all uniquely, is infused with a keen sense of this duality, of war as a terrible thing to happen but on occasion a noble and necessary thing to do. We define war through this duality, acknowledging its inescapable violence but requiring that at least this be organised and purposive. Random acts of violence or conflicts that are conducted without violence do not count as wars.


THE INDICTMENT OF WAR IS THAT THE PURPOSES SERVED can never justify the costs. While instances might be found to refute this charge attempts to defend war as a means of resolving disputes have struggled since the arrival of nuclear weapons in 1945. The possibility that they would be employed in a Third World War created a catastrophic prospect, and not only for the belligerents but also for humanity as a whole. In such a war there could be no nobility and no purpose, and the confusion and discord would reach unimaginable levels. This is one reason why the major powers held back from another great war, even as they kept up their military inventories and conducted research into new generations of weaponry. Without much difficulty, they looked into the likely character of a future war and decided that this was not one they could survive. Observing this in 1985, the historian John Gaddis coined the term ‘the Long Peace’ to describe the years since 1945. This was a period in which millions had died in violent conflicts. The great powers were often involved, but there was comfort to be drawn in the absence of war directly between them.2 Perhaps by reaching such horrific peaks of destructiveness, great-power war had almost abolished itself.


Optimism on this score grew in the 1990s after the end of the Cold War. The Long Peace continued, leading to speculation that perhaps humankind had learnt something about war. The historian John Keegan wondered whether: ‘War… may well be ceasing to commend itself to human beings as a desirable or productive, let alone rational, means of reconciling their discontents.’3 The political scientist John Mueller had long taken a similar view: ‘like duelling and slavery, war does not appear to be one of life’s necessities’. It was a ‘social affliction, but in certain important respects it is also a social affectation that can be shrugged off.’4 The cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker in his book The Better Angels of Our Nature, published in 2011, marshalled a great array of sources to offer an even more encouraging prospect. Slowly but surely over human history, he reported, there had been a steady move away from reliance on violence to settle disputes.5 The reason for this was normative progress, for among ‘influential constituencies in developed countries’ there was a growing ‘conviction that war is inherently immoral because of its costs to human well-being.’ On this basis, he argued, interstate war among developed countries would surely go the way of those domestic customs that over time had moved from being ‘unexceptionable to immoral to unthinkable to not-thought-about’. Here he had a long list of obnoxious practices, starting with slavery and serfdom, and moving on to include disembowelling and heretic-burning before concluding with flogging and keelhauling (a particularly nasty naval punishment).6


He had evidence to support his general thesis on the decline of violence. Fifteen per cent of our early ancestors met with a violent death; by the sixteenth century this was down to some 2 per cent; over the last century around 0.7 per cent of the world’s population died in battle.7 After the book’s publication, the Human Security Project, based at Simon Fraser University in Canada, confirmed a positive trend. The number of interstate wars had shrunk from six a year during the 1950s (including anti-colonial wars) to barely one a year in the first decade of the twenty-first century. More startling was their report that the total number of all conflicts over this period had dropped by some 40 per cent while the deadliest had gone down by more than a half. In terms of fatalities the decline was even more remarkable. In 1950 the annual rate was approximately 240 reported battle-related deaths per million of the world’s population; in 2007 it was less than 10 per million. Even taking account of the growth in the world’s population, and noting that the trend has been far from linear, that was still an absolute and not just relative decline.8 This positive conclusion was picked up not only by commentators but also by governments.9 Pinker was careful not to promise that humankind was on the eve of an ‘Age of Aquarius’ in which violence had been abolished.10 Combinations of personalities, circumstances, and chance could produce unexpected surges of death and destruction. Nonetheless the effect of his work was calming. He acknowledged that the situation might change, perhaps abruptly, but no reason was given to suppose that it would. ‘[F]rom where we sit on the trend line, most trends point peaceward.’11


The long-term decline in rates of homicides and state cruelty and in the incidence of all wars reflected, he argued, the progressive triumph of our ‘better angels’ of empathy, self-control, and morality over the ‘inner demons’ of instrumental violence, domination, revenge, sadism, and ideology. This had come together as a ‘civilising process’.12 The contributing factors were: ‘gentle commerce’ encouraging trusting relationships across boundaries; ‘feminisation’, as women were less belligerent than men; an ‘expanding circle of sympathy’, as more cosmopolitan societies could not dismiss the pain and feelings of others as irrelevant or demonize them as subhuman; and, lastly, ‘the escalator of reason’, allowing for an intelligent, educated critique of claims that might once have been used to justify appalling practices. Underlying his argument, therefore, was a liberal scepticism about state power, opposition to militarism, disdain for mercantilism, and support of cooperative action and internationalism.


There were two big problems with Pinker’s thesis. The first was the methodology. His focus was not the actual number of violent acts but the chances that an individual alive at a particular time would suffer a violent death. The yardstick therefore was the proportion of the world’s population affected by violence and homicides as well as wars, measured as the number of deaths per 100,000 people.13 On this measure he wished to show that there had been a persistent trend over centuries, even including the Second World War, the worst bloodletting of our time. Though past acts of violence may have been less deadly in their time, they represented larger proportions of the global population. Here he got himself into a tangle. As we shall see there is an enormous range of casualty estimates for the Second World War, and he was by no means taking the highest. Moreover, the speed of killing matters. Some terrible violence took place in the past but was over an extended period.14 More seriously, the decline in deaths was not only a measure of violence but also of improvements in medical and social care and therefore longevity. With more people living past their fifties, the proportion of the population prone to street fights and military service declined. Over time the risk of being killed in battle went down.15 Recruits now are likely to be healthier, and so able to cope better with injury. The only violence Pinker consistently considered was fatalities, but his charts might look different if he had looked at attempts to inflict bodily harm. Death tolls from deliberate violence measure consequences rather than intentions.


Knowing the proportion of the total world’s population killed by war (and violence more generally) is unhelpful if the aim is to understand social and political processes. Numbers need to be related to particular contexts. Even during the Second World War some parts of the world were barely affected by hostilities. Governments and individuals do not assess risks by reference to global possibilities but to actual situations. To know that one is living at a time when less than one per cent should expect to die in battle is of little value when facing a heavily armed enemy any more than it is of interest for a new mother in Africa to know the life expectancy of babies in North America.


The second problem with Pinker was his desire to demonstrate the progression of civilisation. With industrialisation and easier trade it was harder to see the gain in war, while the costs were invariably large and the risks high.16 Imperial conquests once promised cheap acquisitions, but by the middle of the last century the urge to seek out more pieces of the earth’s surface to control and exploit was largely spent, and by its conclusion most of those pieces taken as colonies had been handed back to local people. War imposed heavy demands in terms of debt, diverted industrial effort, and the loss of trading opportunities. Simply put, wars became not only more dangerous but also less profitable.


Pinker pushed this a step further, seeking to demonstrate that humankind was advancing on a long learning curve so that, with regrettable exceptions and occasional setbacks, it was getting progressively better at avoiding violence. When history was viewed as a sort of Manichean struggle between the angelic good and demonic evil, only the civilising process could explain war’s decline. Armed force described the problem and so could never be part of the solution. Relying on balances of power was distasteful because they consigned nations to permanent anarchy by assuming leaders would ‘act like psychopaths and consider only the national self-interest, unsoftened by sentimental (and suicidal) thoughts of morality.’17 The idea that considerations of power might have recently worked to reduce violence by encouraging countries to avoid war out of common prudence was rejected. He saw no consistent effect at work and no correlation over history ‘between the destructive power of weaponry and the human toll of deadly quarrels.’18


It is certainly now rare for states to come directly to blows, but it was also rare in earlier periods. The numbers of all interstate wars stayed low during the post-1945 period, and there was no major war involving the great powers (though the 1950 Korean War was close). The position on civil wars, however, was much more mixed. The recorded conflicts showed a progressive rise from 1945, peaking in the early 1990s. There were forty armed conflicts in the world in 2014, the highest number since 1999. The number had risen from thirty-four in 2013, and they were becoming more deadly, with about a quarter accounting for all but a few per cent of the casualties.19 There was no consistent and reliable trend line. A few of the conflicts had an enormous effect on the amount of violence around at any given time, such as Vietnam during the 1960s, or the Democratic Republic of the Congo in the 1990s, or Syria in the 2010s.


In 2011, the year Pinker’s book was published, five Norwegian researchers, taking account of all the available research, sought to develop a model to predict internal conflict. This was done with considerable precision. They considered ‘the most important structural factors that explain the onset, risk and duration of armed conflict’ as an aid to good policymaking. If, for example, there was a high probability of conflict in Tanzania around 2030 then, the authors argued, ‘the UN should monitor the country closely in order to be able to move early if this conflict should happen, and seek measures to address the underlying causes of conflict.’ Overall their conclusion was optimistic: by ‘2050, the proportion of countries in conflict will be reduced to half the present rate.’20


They looked at the factors prominent in analyses of origins of civil war and the persistence of conflict, such as size, demography, including the numbers of unemployed young people, and the rate of socio-economic development. With economic growth, improved education, and healthcare came a measure of internal stability. On this basis, the ‘main driver of the reduction in conflict that we predict’, they reported, was the ‘poverty reduction that the UN expects to continue over the next decades’. Just a few years of peace could make a real difference to a battered country’s chances of escaping forever from violence. They highlighted ‘the importance of assistance to post-conflict countries in the form of peacekeeping operations and other interventions.’ These interventions could involve a range of actions from peacekeeping forces monitoring ceasefire arrangements to more robust engagements to impose a settlement on recalcitrant parties.


Unfortunately a problem with the analysis was revealed quite quickly. The data stopped in 2010, so it did not include conflicts in countries not mentioned at all in the study, notably Syria. In an interview in late 2012 one of the leaders of the project acknowledged that conflicts in the Middle East had weakened the clear correlation between socio-economic development and the absence of civil war. The fighting in Syria and Libya had shown that ‘we also have to include democratisation processes in the model’.21 The problem was actually larger. By focusing on factors which made states prone to civil war the model could not take account of political developments, and in particular the upheavals within the Muslim world, which had unleashed a new wave of uncompromising, hard-line movements.


The incidence of war therefore is hard to predict. After a period of optimism at the start of the 2010s there was a turn to pessimism. Vicious conflicts in Ukraine and Syria caught the headlines and reminded of war’s terrible cost. The rise of China into full great-power status promised turbulence in the international system. The attitude of the Russian leadership hardened, with President Putin stressing the importance of his country’s military strength, while the replacement of President Obama by President Trump also appeared to put the United States on a more nationalist course. There were concerns about how well states would cope with the stresses and strains of economic downturns or climate change without coming apart in civil wars or finding themselves clashing with neighbours in a struggle for scarce resources.


QUESTIONS ABOUT THE RISKS AND LIKELY CHARACTER OF future war have long preoccupied politicians, military practitioners, diplomats, jurists, journalists, and novelists. They concern the ambitions of powerful states, the reliability of allies, potential performance in battle, the attitudes of oppressed peoples, the likely impact of the latest weaponry, means to mitigate war’s harmful effects, and whether much might be expected from the latest international conference. These questions are now addressed with added professionalism in specialist think tanks, university departments of international relations, planning staffs at the top of governments, dedicated cells in command centres, and horizon-scanning groups reporting to the chief executives of major defence contractors. How they answer determines whether their customers assume the risks of peace or anticipate those of war, or get taken by surprise in either avoidable war or in a fight that they might have expected to win.


A variety of agendas therefore have long informed writing on future war. The intent has rarely been deliberately predictive. This was not only for the obvious reasons—prediction is difficult and likely to be wrong—but also because the concern was often to make the audience aware of lurking dangers or exciting prospects. The aim was to prescribe courses of action that would improve security or avert catastrophe, encouraging governments to put more resources into the military, or shift priorities, or recognize the threat posed by some rising power, or redouble their efforts to resolve the most pressing disputes, or find a way to abolish categories of weapons or even outlaw war. Some were works of cool rationality, demonstrating the folly of war. Others displayed passionate advocacy to alert people to war’s horrors. Some conveyed their message analytically, increasingly employing the methodologies of the social sciences, while others relied on more literary forms.


Whether we go back to what can now seem the naïve optimism from before the First World War, the fearful realism that preceded the Second World War, or the attempts to come to terms with the utterly terrifying prospect of a nuclear conflict, this literature is valuable for what it reveals about the assumptions of earlier times, what was feared and why, and the remedies proposed. It tells us what was thought about the sort of disputes that could trigger wars, the rivalries that mattered, and the critical capabilities that could make all the difference. Observing how our past appeared when it was the future can help us understand why events occurred as they did, how individuals became prisoners of their experiences and missed what was blindingly obvious to later generations, and occasionally saw with Cassandra-like clarity what was coming, only to be ignored by their contemporaries. In short, the future of war has a distinctive and revealing past.


There are examples of imaginative fiction that looked far ahead, most obviously the novels of H. G. Wells. Most writers on future war, however, described worlds resembling their own. They wrote about possibilities inherent in the current state of affairs. Whether or not these would be realised depended on whether the right measures were taken, be they prudent forms of military provision or sensible efforts to resolve conflicts. This is why books about war were often books about peace, including schemes to eliminate war forever. Lastly, they were also about the past, because they picked up on observable social, political, economic, and technical trends. A plausible prospectus referred to events and tendencies that readers would recognise.


Two larger themes recur in this literature. First, a growing appreciation of the difficulties of containing war so that its destructiveness could be bounded in time and space, and second, linked to this, a search for a form of decisive force that might inflict a knockout blow on an enemy and so end a war quickly and successfully. Thoughts of future war often quickly alighted on a compelling strategy that might bring it to a speedy conclusion, promising if followed by one’s own country but dangerous if adopted by an enemy. Far less thought was given to the consequences of a first blow that failed to floor the opponent, or how a war’s course might be increasingly determined by non-military factors, including the formation and breaking of alliances, underlying economic and demographic strength or the public’s readiness to make sacrifices and tolerate casualties.


Explanations for why the first moves in a coming war might be more successful than those attempted in previous wars tended to point to new technologies or tactics. It was easier to anticipate the hardware than the politics, because there was normally some idea on what was in the developmental pipeline. Machine guns, submarines, aircraft, armoured vehicles, radar, missiles, nuclear weapons, precision guidance, digitisation and artificial intelligence all challenged in their time established ways of thinking about the forms battle might take and the effort required for victory.


Although technology was presented as the main driver of change in warfare, its influence was shaped by the political context. The dismantling of empires, and later the implosion of European communism, led to the creation of many new states, a number with fragile political institutions, undeveloped economies, and social divisions. Much contemporary conflict has been bound up with the efforts of the governments of these countries to cope in conditions of continuing instability, the regional reverberations of their inability to do so, and attempts by outsiders to identify and deal with the causes and consequences of these conflicts.


Compared with the continuing and intensive study of how a great-power war might come about and what would happen if it did, until the 1990s far less effort was expended on civil wars, although these were far more frequent and often extremely deadly. There were always available scripts for great-power war and even great-power peace: when it came to civil wars, and external interventions to soften their impact and bring them to a close, the scripts were almost entirely improvised. The more it became necessary to look into particular societies at the violence within them, the more the definitions of war came to be stretched. The category could include both a nuclear war of short duration destroying whole civilisations, and some vicious local combat that had continued for years while neighbours barely paid attention. It has become reasonable to ask whether the more ferocious forms of gang warfare, hidden from view in the slums of modern mega-cities, should now count as armed conflict.


The reason that the future is difficult to predict is that it depends on choices that have yet to be made, including by our governments, in circumstances that remain uncertain. We ask questions about the future to inform choices not to succumb to fatalism. By stressing this aspect of thinking about war, peace, and the use of armed force this book provides a reminder that history is made by people who do not know what is going to happen next. Many developments that were awaited, either fearfully or eagerly, never happened. Those things that did happen were sometimes seen to be inevitable in retrospect but they were rarely identified as inevitable in prospect. ‘History’, as John Comaroff has observed, can be usefully studied as ‘any succession of rupturing events which together bring to light our misunderstandings and misrecognitions of the present’.22


This book locates the writing on future war in the concerns of the time. The aim is not just to assess how prescient different writers were, or whether they could have done better given what was known about new weaponry or the experience of recent wars, but to explore the prevailing understandings about the causes of war and their likely conduct and course. How people imagined the wars of the future affected the conduct and course of those wars when they finally arrived. Unanticipated wars, in forms that had not been imagined, left participants and commentators struggling to understand where they had come from and how they might best be fought. The focus is largely but not solely on the United Kingdom and the United States. These countries are chosen not just because they happen to be the two that I know the best but because they have been at the top of the international hierarchy for some time. Due to their position, they worried more than most about a range of threats: they had a global perspective, and they were anxious about any disruptive challenge to a status quo which suited them well.


The book is divided into three parts. The first looks at the period from the middle of the nineteenth century to the end of the Cold War from around 1990. During this period there were dramatic developments in the technology and practice of warfare, including two world wars and concern about an even more cataclysmic third. The starting point, however, was an idealised model of warfare geared towards decisive battles that could be used to regulate relations among the great powers. This model encouraged efforts to achieve the maximum effect with the first blow in the hope that the resulting conflict could be contained and kept short. This model came under strain not only because of the difficulty of keeping wars short but also because of the progressive importance of the civilian sphere—as a source of resistance but also as a target. Attacking civilians became a way of disrupting the enemy war effort, coercing a society into seeking peace terms, and, at the extremity, eradicating a hostile population. These tendencies all peaked in the Second World War, with the Nazis seeking to exterminate European Jewry, partisan warfare in occupied territories, and massive air raids against major cities, culminating in the two atomic bombs of August 1945. Nuclear technology raised the possibility of the obliteration of whole civilisations. The effect of this was to introduce great caution into great-power relations, as war became an extraordinarily high-risk venture, and to encourage searches for ways to fight using new technologies that would reduce dependence upon nuclear threats. Because these were the wars that Western countries had to prepare to fight they dominated writings on future war, in both imaginative fiction and professional commentary.


Part II covers the period after 1990. The great surprise turned out not to be the cunning ways that adversaries found to catch out the West but the speed with which the Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact alliance fell apart. The Soviet Threat that had so dominated all considerations of future war was suddenly absent. With no obvious scenarios for major war, a whole intellectual and policy effort ground to a shuddering halt. Attention soon moved to civil wars, not so much because they were a new phenomenon but because they began to draw in Western powers. As this happened there was no body of theory to illuminate the character of civil wars and provide guidance on intervention. The supposition had to be that the pattern for the future was being established. In trying to make sense of present conflicts, academics and practitioners hoped to set the terms for future engagements. But they struggled to do this. A better understanding of the nature and character of these wars meant that they often appeared even more complicated and intractable than previously supposed.


It was not humanitarian considerations but the al-Qaeda attack on the United States of 11 September 2001 that created the strategic imperatives for intensive Western intervention in Afghanistan and Iraq. The experience was sobering. It proved difficult to find the right mix of armed force and social reform that would make it possible to defeat insurgencies and bring stability to war-torn countries. Somehow to escape from the trap of perpetual conflict it was necessary to address the sources of fragility in states, but this required levels of external support that in most cases was difficult to provide, especially without credible indigenous political leadership. The quarter century after the end of the Cold War thus combined an improving academic appreciation of the sources of conflict in non-Western conflicts, deeper and more realistic than anything available in 1990, with an arc of Western engagement. The arc began tentatively, fuelled by greater commitment and ambition, until disillusion set in, confirming the early inclination to stay clear of these conflicts. There had been a search for a new type of future for war, but it had not been found.


In Part III we see how as enthusiasm for overseas interventions waned, great-power conflict made a comeback. Russia asserted its distinctive interests while China’s rapid economic growth began to put it in a position where American predominance in the Asia-Pacific region might be challenged. Technological advances in robotics and artificial intelligence gave credibility to visions of future battle populated by automatons and offered the prospect of sleek and almost dehumanised versions of the ideal type of classical warfare. The practice suggested continuing tentativeness by the major powers when contemplating war with each other, reflected in the adoption of forms of warfare short of all-out war—perhaps involving attacks on cyber-systems or using information warfare as much as armed force. At the same time, against these idealised models of future combat, or the persistent fears of a nuclear confrontation, there was the everyday reality of grim, grinding civil wars, drawing in outsiders whose interventions were as likely to keep them going as bring them to a conclusion. There is no longer a dominant model for future war, but instead a blurred concept and a range of speculative possibilities.













PART ONE














[ 1 ]



Decisive Battle




And yet we had plenty of warnings, if we had only made use of them. The danger did not come on us unawares. It burst upon us suddenly, ‘tis true; but its coming was foreshadowed plainly enough to open our eyes, if we had not been wilfully blind.


GEORGE CHESNEY, The Battle of Dorking, 18711




On 1 September 1870 a French army, on its way to relieve another under siege at Metz, was enveloped and then overwhelmed at the battle of Sedan. A report described how ‘the battle had commenced at five in the morning, and at five in the afternoon the apparition of a French general waving a flag on the summit of the parapet of Sedan announced to the Germans their astonishing victory.’ The report continued with the subsequent note sent by the French Emperor Napoleon III to King Wilhelm of Prussia: ‘My brother, having failed to die at the head of my troops, I lay my sword at the feet of Your Majesty’.2


This described a classical, textbook military victory. The power balance of Europe had been transformed in a clash of arms, culminating in a battle that was concluded in a single day. That defeated party accepted that conclusion and the political consequences—except that Napoleon III was soon in no position to honour his promises to Wilhelm. He was deposed and the Third Republic was declared on 2 September 1870. The new government refused to accept the verdict of battle and decided to continue the fight. As the Germans put Paris to siege, the French raised new armies in the rest of the country, including snipers, or francs-tireurs (‘free shooters’), who caused heavy casualties and complicated the defence of lines of supply.


The German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck became increasingly anxious that prolonged resistance would encourage other countries to enter the war on France’s behalf and so he demanded ruthless action. Yet even when Paris fell at the end of January 1871, after two months of siege, it then became the scene of a revolutionary uprising. The regular French Army in turn crushed the Paris Commune. Only then could Germany agree terms with the republican French government. These were harsher than they would have been had the initial verdict of battle been accepted, including the transfer of Alsace and part of Lorraine to Germany, as well as reparations of five billion gold francs.


Sedan demanded the attention of all those concerned with the military art. The German victory had been made possible by impressive mobilisation of its forces, appreciating the role of railroads in getting men to the front. By contrast France’s chaotic response to its own declaration of war, into which Bismarck had goaded them, meant that it missed the chance to mount an early offensive. The power of modern artillery had been fully on display. The tactics of Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke showed how to manoeuvre with modern armies in a way that inspired later generations of military strategists. But if order had not been restored in the chaotic aftermath of Sedan the war would have been remembered differently. The Germans drew two crucial lessons. First, good strategy really could produce guidance for a quick victory in a regular war. Second, unless ruthless steps were taken, this victory might be thwarted should irregular resistance develop in a defeated nation.


In this case the resistance failed. It was also viewed as being something uniquely French, reflecting the country’s insurrectionary traditions. For the moment, the main conclusion was that Germany was a very powerful state and an accomplished military actor, capable of moving boldly and ruthlessly against its enemies. The European order was now unsettled, with the balance of power weighted in its favour though its long-term intentions were unclear. Von Moltke’s stunning victory reinforced a classical model of warfare despite hinting at its limitations.


IN MAY 1871, THE MONTH IN WHICH THE TREATY OF FRANKFURT formally concluded the Franco-Prussian War, Blackwood’s Magazine in London published an anonymous short story, The Battle of Dorking. Written by Sir George Tomkyns Chesney, a colonel in the Royal Engineers, it caused such a sensation that it was soon available as a stand-alone pamphlet. It sold over 80,000 copies and triggered a national debate on the state of Britain’s preparedness for war.This was the author’s purpose. As Chesney explained in his original submission to his publisher, he sought to encourage the reorganisation of the British military system by demonstrating how England might be invaded ‘and the collapse of our power and commerce in consequence’. His effectiveness can be measured by the fact that the furore prompted the prime minister of the day, William Gladstone, to complain publicly about how such alarmist talk could lead to unnecessary military expenditure sufficient to ruin the public finances.


Those seeking to counter Chesney’s arguments often did so with their own fictional accounts, demonstrating that when you invent the story you can at least decide who wins.3 These stories about the future made it possible to make polemical points with more vigour than reasoned argument or dissections of old campaigns. The Battle of Dorking’s success meant that it became more than just a sensation of 1871: a whole literary genre was created that provided, in the years leading up to the First World War, one medium by which patriotic anxieties might be stirred, nationalism fed, military innovations described, and preparations assessed. Writing on the future of war was designed to demonstrate what might happen if governments failed to get the writer’s message and then act upon it with urgency.


Chesney was not of course the first to write on this subject or to express his ideas in a fictional form. The Napoleonic Wars had produced a mass of literature imagining invasions in one direction or another, in which the unwary were caught by cunning schemes and devices. There was also a comforting ‘desire to see the enemy as contemptible, inferior, and already defeated’.4 What made a difference in Chesney’s case was that he was a gifted writer and able to take advantage of the rise of the popular press, which had created a growing audience for such provocations. Discontent over the handling of the Crimean War in the 1850s had already helped to move issues of war and peace out of the area of elite consultations and into democratic debate. In addition, his timing was excellent and not coincidental. Coming just after the German victory it reflected the pervasive belief, in retrospect perfectly justified, that the old order had been destabilised. Great-power relations would be in a state of flux for some time. If France with its famed army could be so defeated, who might be the victim of the next upset? In this uncertainty some vital development in weaponry or military methods might make all the difference, leaving the ill-prepared or faint-hearted badly caught out.


Chesney’s story was about how Britain was invaded by a foreign power, not named but evidently Germany (the victorious invaders spoke German). The enemy had been hatching plans for some time. The moment to strike came when Britain’s guard was down. The Royal Navy was more dispersed than usual on a variety of colonial duties, while the army was dealing with the Fenians in Ireland, an uprising in India, and a challenge to Canada from the United States. The Germans pounced, taking care to honour the formalities by at least declaring war. Telegraphic communication to Britain was cut off so there could be no real warning. A well-prepared invasion force was soon off across the channel, facing minimum resistance when it reached the shore. The narrator of the book was a volunteer, one of many called to a ridge between Guildford and Dorking where, with available regulars, they were to take on the enemy force. Unfortunately the enemy turned out to be far better organised and disciplined. The British fought, as one would expect, valiantly. But without decent intelligence, logistics, and leadership, they were overcome.


To get the requisite knockout blow Chesney had to ensure that everything went right for the aggressors, even before the point was reached where the unpreparedness of the British army made a real difference. The operational key to the German victory lay in overcoming the major problem facing any would-be invader of Britain, its double advantage of being an island and in possession of the world’s most powerful navy. Those earlier anxieties about the possibility of Napoleon invading had supposed that the great moat of the English Channel could be overcome using methods such as tunnelling and balloons. In 1784 an anti-British American satirist imagined how ‘if the English should venture to sea with their fleet, a host of balloons in a trice they shall meet’.5 Long after Napoleon had been seen off, the British continued to fret about all possible challenges to their naval supremacy, including that posed by steamships which offered increased speed and a capacity to overcome the limitations hitherto set by weather and tides. Chesney had the Royal Navy being caught out by a deft manoeuvre by the German fleet and then, most dramatically, by ‘fatal engines which sent our ships, one after the other, to the bottom’. These he makes clear were torpedoes, although at the time the term was used to refer to the floating bombs that later came to be known as mines. It was only in 1870 that the first Admiralty trials took place of the propelled bombs that we now call torpedoes.6 During the next decade navies began to fit them to both their capital ships and smaller vessels, and set in motion a debate about the relationship between the long-range big guns upon which they had previously relied and the new torpedoes with extra range but also uncertain accuracy.


Chesney was therefore up to date but did not move much beyond recent experience. For example, he made no mention of submarines, yet these turned out to be the most important imminent innovation in naval warfare. A crude form of submarine had been in use during the recent American Civil War, although it took until the end of the century for a more reliable version to be introduced by the French. More seriously, he showed little interest in the gruelling nature of the American war. Along with other Europeans he tended to assume that there was little to learn from the supposedly ill-disciplined and alcoholic American armies, other than what might happen with a swift and improvised expansion of relatively small volunteer armies into something much larger.7


According to Chesney the consequences of Britain’s defeat were enormous. A once-proud nation was stripped of its colonies, ‘its trade gone, its factories silent, its harbours empty, a prey to pauperism and decay’. It had been obliged to hand over its position as a leading naval power to Germany. This dire conclusion was solely the result of an attack that had caught the British completely by surprise. It was a surprise not only because of a sly military operation but also a lack of a triggering crisis. German success depended on there being no obvious reason to attack when it did. The war just happened because of an aggressive and opportunistic enemy. As a result Britain’s position in the international hierarchy was altered forever.


The Battle of Dorking, and its subsequent imitators, described an inglorious defeat but not a bloody slaughter or a long-drawn out, agonising conflict. All could be won or lost in a short time. A nation caught by surprise would have no hope of recovery from the first setbacks; once defeated it could expect no mercy.8 Losing such a war meant a loss of sovereignty, a way of life, and a pattern of trade. In this melodramatic view, international affairs would be forever reconfigured by the decision of battle. When Prime Minister Gladstone denounced Chesney’s pamphlet as alarmist and a scheme to spend public money, he observed, ‘Depend upon it that there is not this astounding disposition on the part of all mankind to make us the objects of hatred.’9


Chesney, who eventually became a Conservative MP, did not share the liberal optimism of the free-traders, such as Gladstone, who looked forward to economic interdependence promoting peace by providing formidable disincentives to war. Chesney’s world, shared by many of the military establishment, was one in which all could be lost in a misjudged campaign. This was a view of war which combined urgency with complacency. Military defeat would equal political disaster, but the war itself would not be so bad. The lesson to be drawn from this and similar tracts was that great powers must stay alert and prepare properly for the coming tests, but not that the whole character of war was undergoing a change.


THIS WAS A CLASSICAL MODEL OF WAR, SHARED BY THE POLITICIANS, generals, admirals, and commentators of the time. It was classical in that it was based on a deeply embedded understanding of what war was about and how it should be fought. This view could be traced back to the Greeks and Romans. It was an ideal type in that it was understood that in practice every war might not correspond to the model, and in some cases the deviations would be severe; but it was still the best guide to preparing for war. It was also normative in that it would serve the interests of governments best if war could be fought in this way. If war could be kept short and contained then it could be retained as a serviceable instrument of policy while limiting its wider, disruptive social and political effects. Lastly, it was empirical in that Germany’s success at Sedan confirmed the model, in a way that flattered its continuing validity and played down how it might be adapted in the light of the enormous changes then underway in science, industrial methods, forms of political participation, and the development of a mass media.


The wars of German unification—those with Denmark in 1864 and Austria in 1866 as well as France in 1870—led to the conviction that von Moltke’s swift victories were the strategic precedents for the future. The German General Staff held to this conviction fiercely, and took exception to those who warned that future wars might not turn out so well, with victory coming only after a gruelling campaign of attrition rather than a swift battle in which the enemy would be annihilated. The belief framed thinking about future war elsewhere in Europe, not necessarily because that was how a war was bound to turn out but because the Germans had shown how it could be done and they might well do it again.


THE MOST POWERFUL THEORIES OF WAR OF THE TIME WERE those drawn from the Napoleonic Wars. The most influential theorist was Baron de Jomini who had served with Napoleon’s army and was recognised as the keenest exponent of those principles of warfare exemplified by the Emperor. Following early writings which explored the campaigns of Frederick the Great and Napoleon, his The Art of War, first published in 1838, was the most widely accepted textbook for the armed forces of Europe, and a major influence in the United States. Napoleon himself claimed that Jomini had revealed his closest secrets.10 During his lifetime he was much more celebrated than his contemporary, the Prussian Carl von Clausewitz, who is now considered to be the greater theorist. Jomini also outlasted Clausewitz by almost four decades, passing away aged 90 only a couple of years before Chesney published his pamphlet. In his book,11 Jomini explored the dynamics of war apart from its political context. His advice was geared to explaining how generals needed to mass their forces against weaker enemy forces at some decisive point. Clausewitz, who remained more influential in Germany, had a keener sense of why plans went awry and the varied forms warfare might take, but his was still essentially a theory of battle and the circumstances in which it could be decisive. From Napoleon through Jomini, confirmed by Clausewitz and then demonstrated by von Moltke, the core assumption was that a great commander would eliminate the enemy army in battle, and in so doing deliver the enemy state up for whatever humiliation and punishment the victorious sovereign thought appropriate. In their classical form battles would begin at first light and be over by the end of the day, when the winner would be the side occupying the battlefield. For a truly decisive victory the defeated army side would be so depleted by casualties and men taken prisoner that it could no longer serve as an effective fighting force. That being so, the enemy state would have to accept terms. When the Austro-Hungarian Emperor Franz Joseph was defeated by France and Sardinia in the 1859 Battle of Solferino, he conceded: ‘I have lost a battle, I pay with a province.’12


The assumption that wars could be settled by a well-constructed campaign, culminating in a decisive battle, was the received wisdom of the time. In 1851 Sir Edward Creasy published The Fifteen Decisive Battles of the World: From Marathon to Waterloo, which in its title and its premise confirmed the view that some battles were not only masterpieces of the military art but also, in their effects, a source of significant impact on world history. Creasy noted ‘the undeniable greatness in the disciplined courage, and the love of honour, which makes the combatants confront agony and destruction’, and also the intellectual power and daring of the most effective commanders. Unfortunately, he observed, these qualities were ‘to be found in the basest as well as in the noblest of mankind.’ He quoted the poet Byron: ‘’Tis the Cause makes all, Degrades or hallows courage in its fall.’


What mattered to Creasy was whether battles were part of




the chain of causes and effects, by which they have helped to make us what we are; and also while we speculate on what we probably should have been, if any one of those battles had come to a different termination.13





Turning points in history had regularly been marked by battles. There was no reason to assume that this pattern would not continue into the future. Creasy’s book set a challenge for those with their own favourite yet neglected battles to make a case for inclusion. There were regular updates which included the more recent ‘decisive battles’. Thus when the book was republished in 1899, Gettysburg from the American Civil War and Sedan were added, along with contemporary encounters from the Spanish-American War.14


The appeal of battle lay in the thought that a climacteric encounter between two armies or navies, expending resources accumulated over decades, might, in a matter of hours, change history’s course. Battles offered concentrated and acute drama as the fate of civilisations came to depend on the weaponry, bravery, and tactical acuity of a few—‘we happy few, we band of brothers’, as Shakespeare had Henry V say in his speech before Agincourt. But for battles to be ‘decisive’ depended on their influence upon a wider chain of events and not just who walked away alive and triumphant at the end of the day’s fighting. The word ‘decisive’ had an air of finality, confirming that some large matter had now been concluded, but in other respects—unlike words such as ‘victory’ and ‘defeat’—it was quite neutral. The decision could take the form of a negotiated settlement that left neither side satisfied. The essential feature was that they both accepted the result and that it reflected a situation largely achieved by military means.


There were specific battles upon which history appeared to have pivoted. Posit a different result from Napoleon’s stunning victory over the Russians and Austrians at Austerlitz in 1805 and almost everything that happened thereafter looked different, or suppose Gettysburg had been lost and wonder whether the Union could have recovered. But a truly decisive battle was unusual. It was a rare war that turned on a single encounter. More often the difference made by individual battles could be understood only in the context of a wider war effort. Some of the most important battles were essentially defensive so that a war which might have been over quickly instead dragged on. Others had a cumulative impact, as one side’s resources, reserves, and morale were steadily depleted because of successive defeats. Some gained their impact as they interacted with sieges (potentially as important as actual battle in shaping wars) or with irregular, guerrilla combat. Once all the other factors that determined military superiority were acknowledged, then battle became a means by which these factors could be demonstrated, a way of proving a capacity that was always there. In this respect some battles deserved a ‘landmark’ status not because of the nudge given to history but more as revelations of a wider cultural and material superiority.15 By confirming this superiority a battle was a form of ‘proof’ of what might otherwise only have been suspected, now presented starkly and without nuance so all would appreciate the message.16


The moment could still be fleeting, and the next battle might prove something else, perhaps about the previous loser’s capacity for finding allies or reviving its national morale. The key question was not the difference made by individual battles but whether wars could be concluded quickly. For those starting wars this was always the hope and in some cases the expectation. If the enemy proved to be resilient then over time non-military factors would become progressively more important. When a decisive battle was being considered before a war as a speculative possibility or a planning directive, what was in mind was the first, designed with ingenuity, planned with care, and fought by fresh and fearless soldiers eager to do their duty, but not the very last, fought by exhausted and scared soldiers, wondering if they could survive the final encounter. A first battle catching the enemy by surprise and inflicting a blow from which there could be no recovery could help avoid a long war. This was the ‘allure of battle’ that led to states gambling on aggression. Few states knowingly entered into an attritional long war, yet that was often what they got, and they suffered as a result.17
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Indecisive Battle




In this final struggle for Britain’s freedom the invader had been crushed and his power broken; for, thanks to our gallant citizen soldiers, the enemy that had for weeks overrun our smiling land like packs of hungry wolves, wantonly burning our homes and massacring the innocent and unprotected, had at length met with their well-merited deserts, and now lay spread over the miles of pastures, cornfields, and forests, stark, cold, and dead.


WILLIAM LE QUEUX, The Invasion of 19101




The influence of the classical model was evident not only in The Battle of Dorking but also in numerous books that followed, up to the start of the Great War in 1914. Although the literature adapted to shifts in international politics and developments in military technology and tactics, the essential framework remained largely the same. ‘Save for rare exceptions’, I. F. Clarke observed, these publications were ‘distinguished by a complete failure to foresee the form a modern war would take.’ They held to the possibility that any future European war would be marked by brief battles and heroic deeds. The application of science would work here, as in so many other areas of human affairs, to make matters better rather than worse. The conflict might be more ferocious, but the methods would also be more efficient so that the dispute would be concluded, one way or the other, quickly. The character of this war fiction was a ‘compound of complacency, ignorance, and innocence’. The possibility of war seemed real enough, yet there were few guides as to its likely character; this allowed either wishful thinking or crude alarmism full play.2


With the rapid expansion of the audience for newspapers and journals, war stories were good for circulation. In 1891 a new venture, a serious-minded journal called Black and White, hit upon the idea of a serial outlining the course of the next European war in a documentary fashion, with fictitious but plausible dispatches from the front, official telegrams, and newspapers’ editorials, laced with exciting narrative and technical detail. When this was announced at the start of the next year the editor introduced the series by explaining:




The air is full of rumours of war. The European nations stand fully armed and prepared for instant mobilisation. Authorities are agreed that a GREAT WAR must break out in the immediate future, and that this War will be fought under novel and surprising conditions.3





To help explain how this war might unfold the editors had consulted the ‘chief living authorities in international politics, in strategy, and in war’, led by Admiral Sir Philip Colomb, a former officer who had published widely on issues of sea power. His team used established military units and existing dispositions of fleets. In terms of prediction the most impressive aspect was that the war was triggered by an assassination attempt in the Balkans on Prince Ferdinand (unlike 1914 it was unsuccessful and the Prince was Bulgarian and not Austrian), which showed some understanding of the possibility of wars developing out of a clash between small states that drew in larger powers. In this case Britain was on the side of Germany against France and Russia. Other than that the war followed known strategies, and was decided by a series of battles on land and at sea, with great generals manoeuvring into position to land a heavy blow on the weakest point in the enemy line. In terms of new technologies, the authors appreciated the importance of the telegraph (including the ability to impose a news blackout by preventing its use) but were tentative about other developments, including the machine gun.4


In 1894 journalist William Le Queux wrote a book for the new Daily Mail newspaper about The Great War in England in 1897, starting with a French and Russian invasion.5 The credibility of such a clash was underlined by the Fashoda Incident of 1898 when Britain and France almost came to blows as their imperial agendas clashed in North Africa. Six years later with the Entente Cordiale these two countries agreed to make up, and instead of being Britain’s ally Germany now took centre stage as its most likely enemy. This prospect was reinforced by the developing naval arms race between the two. So when in March 1906 Le Queux revisited the topic for the Daily Mail with the serialisation of The Invasion of 1910, the Germans were now the enemy. There was the same combination of letters and reports to develop a dramatic story. It was a great success, with a million copies sold and translations into twenty-seven languages. The story was much more elaborate and sensational, with images of German troops marching through a battered London. The underlying strategy was one of a quick knockout blow, taking London and then assuming that a broken country would quickly agree terms. The scenario was always incredible, both in terms of the modest size of the invading force and the low casualties it faced, even when it got into trouble. One of the major editorial changes demanded by the Daily Mail was that the fighting take place near the larger cities where their readers were to be found rather than out of the way places. Maps were published showing where the German army was due to turn up the next day.


One message readers would take away was the importance of spies who had mischievously insinuated themselves throughout British society. Le Queux here and elsewhere was instrumental in encouraging the development of the Secret Service. Spies had also been present in his 1894 book, as had vivid descriptions of innocents being slaughtered as their cities were shelled. 6 In the earlier book civilians did come forward to help resist the enemy, but as volunteers, supporting regular forces. In the new book the invasion was largely defeated by resistance forces developed as the ‘League of Defenders’, who became more substantial and effective as the fighting moved up the country, and were somewhat more successful than their French counterparts of 1870. In this respect, Le Queux’s approach was inspired by Field Marshal Lord Roberts’s campaign to prepare for war with universal conscription and step up military training for the country’s young men.7


THE 1906 BOOK CONTRIBUTED TO ANTI-GERMAN FEELING (xenophobia was a general consequence of much of the war fiction of this period across Europe), but it did not prepare its readers for what was to come. The core criticism of this body of literature has been that it failed to anticipate the stalemate and trench warfare of the Great War and the possibility that a war could go on so long in the face of such carnage.


Was this actually possible to anticipate? In the decades since the Napoleonic War the growing range and lethality of weapons combined with more efficient forms of transport and communication. Mass armies with new defensive capabilities supported by vast reserves of men and machinery steadily undermined the prospects for brilliant and irresistible offensive thrusts. Early versions of the machine gun made their appearance during the American Civil War. The deadly Maxim gun was first deployed by British forces over 1893–1894 in the First Matabele War in Rhodesia. Yet remarkably few of these or any comparable guns were purchased before 1914. It was only after their defensive value became apparent in the early months of the First World War that this situation changed.8 Improvements in the range, accuracy, and ease of use of rifles and artillery had already extended the amount of ground an attacking force must pass and the dangers faced before they could engage with the enemy. This killing zone of concentrated fire in front of the defender’s position was some 150 metres in the Napoleonic era. By the time of the Franco-Prussian War it was some 400 metres, and was as much as 1,500 metres by the mid-1890s. There were also tactics to get round this, including directed artillery fire to force the defenders to keep their heads down, and the use of terrain to reduce the open ground the attackers had to traverse. With larger armies and more in reserve, generals might have to expect greater losses in battles, but in principle offensives could still succeed.9


The military did not so much ignore new developments as struggle to comprehend their implications. As the battlefield became more deadly, and improving forms of transport got more men and materiel to the front, it was going to be harder to achieve an early result against an enemy of similar size and capabilities. But as the exact form a future war would take was becoming increasingly speculative, all that could be hoped was that it would be sufficiently familiar to be manageable so long as prudent preparations were set in motion and a sufficient offensive spirit was nurtured.


The weakness of the theory lay in the claim that whatever the material balances and the quality of the weaponry, battle came down to motivation and will power. It was a test of character, a readiness to press forward, even in the face of likely death, a surge of bravery and dash that would propel sufficient men across the field of fire to engage with the enemy and rip into them. Thus, the British Cavalry training manual of 1907 said: ‘It must be accepted as a principle that the rifle, effective as it is, cannot replace the effect produced by the speed of the horse, the magnetism of the charge, and the terror of cold steel.’10 If all else failed, mass would make the difference. The defence would be spread thinly: the offence would choose where to attack.


It was possible to imagine a different sort of war. In 1898 Polish banker Ivan Stanislavovich Bloch published a dense, six-volume study, entitled The Future of War in Its Technical, Economic and Political Relations. The last volume was published in English under the more provocative title Is War Now Impossible? Bloch’s basic ideas were set out at the front of the book in the form of an interview with the radical journalist William Stead. He mounted the most formidable challenge to the view that offensives could succeed under modern conditions, that troops with high morale and élan could storm through whatever obstacles were put in their way. Instead Bloch insisted that the balance of advantage was shifting from the offence to the defence in land war. When troops moved into the open they would be cut down before they could engage with the enemy. The defence would dig in. ‘The spade will be as indispensable to the soldier as his rifle’. The future war would, therefore, be ‘a great war of entrenchments.’


Bloch’s research was assiduous and few commentators found fault with his technical analysis. It was a prognosis built upon the armaments of the time, which made it harder for those who disliked his message to dismiss. The critiques were often to the implications of his logic. When he came to London to demonstrate how the Boer War of 1899–1901 had reinforced his views on the strength of the defence, he was accused not only of ‘so-called non-jingoism, or non-militarism, the namby-pamby so-called humanitarianism’ but also more seriously of a stress on ‘ballistics’ at the expense of the ‘qualifications and idiosyncrasies of the personnel.’11 To the traditionalists his sin was to deny that cavalry charges and bayonets would still have their place against intense firepower.


The implications of Bloch’s pessimistic assessment were profound: ‘instead of war fought out to the bitter end in a series of decisive battles, we shall have as a substitute a long period of continually increasing strain upon the resources of the combatants.’ The ‘future of war’ did not so much involve ‘fighting, but famine, not the slaying of men, but the bankruptcy of nations and the breakup of the whole social organization.’12 Thus Bloch assumed a war brought to a conclusion not by battle but by economic and social collapse. A great war might begin but there would soon be demands to bring the conflict to a conclusion.




For the vital interests of nations are all closely interwoven as they never were before, and, like people joining hands with him who receives an electric spark into his body, they all feel the shock. As soon as they perceive that the hardship is more than they can reasonably be expected to bear they will find ways and means of putting a speedy end to the war, whatever the belligerents may think and feel on the subject.13





Here Bloch was assuming that societies could not cope with the privations of war and absorb costs. Yet there was already the example of the American Civil War as one in which even in the face of military setbacks governments continued the fight in preference to accepting the dire consequences of defeat. He understood why a war might settle down into one of mutual attrition but not why both sides might continue fighting despite the pain. At each stage the incremental costs of carrying on would seem less than the costs of admitting defeat. Governments could bring in reserves and step up industrial production to sustain the war effort.


THE REAL RISK, THEREFORE, WAS NOT JUST OF UNNECESSARY pain before the impossibility of a decisive victory became apparent, but also of wars dragging on for some time. The longer a war dragged on the more factors beyond the military’s control would become important, most importantly the relative economic and demographic strength of the belligerents, the degree of popular support that could be sustained in the face of continuing hardships and sacrifices, and the ability to split alliances or draw in extra allies. Then there was the question of irregular forces. It was one thing to prevail in battle and quite another to occupy enemy territory in the face of local hostility.


Although they may have had only a limited grasp of how battle might develop under modern conditions, writers of war fiction did recognise the importance of these considerations. The whole theme of Le Queux’s fiction was that a successful military campaign could be challenged by a popular uprising, tying down an occupying force at every turn, adopting guerrilla warfare and even terrorist methods, despite facing harsh reprisals. Such books showed more acuity than formal military strategy in picking up on the importance of political and social changes in deciding the future of war as much as on new technologies. This did not mean that the fiction writers approved—far from it. They were often appalled by democratic trends that led governments to placate the masses with populist policies that risked eroding national will and defences.


For example, although Chesney was well aware of the Paris Commune, underway as he was writing, he drew no conclusions from it about the potential importance of irregular forms of warfare or civil strife. This ‘foolish communism’, which ‘ruined the rich without benefiting the poor’, had brought down the French. Such tendencies led leaders to pander to popular, short-term, selfish demands at the expense of the nation’s defences. He lamented the passing from power of ‘the class which had been used to rule, and to face political dangers’, and which had brought the nation with honour unsullied through former struggles. It was now moving ‘into the hands of the lower classes, uneducated, untrained to the use of political rights, and swayed by demagogues’.14 Tory despair over liberal weakness grew over the following decades, reflected in the laments in Le Queux’s 1906 book about the decline in fighting spirit. He also deplored the loss of a strong aristocratic government to one ‘swayed by every breath of popular impulse.’ It was the mark of the harm done to the country by the German invasion that the country succumbed to




socialism, with its creed of “Thou shalt have no other god but Thyself,” and its doctrine, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die,” had replaced the religious beliefs of a generation of Englishmen taught to suffer and to die sooner than surrender to wrong.15





Another follower of Lord Roberts and his campaign to get the country’s youth ready for the struggle to come was General Baden-Powell. When he began the Boy Scouts movement in 1908 it was to address the problem as he saw it of a deteriorating race that was ill-equipped to cope with the demands of war and the defence of the empire. His famous motto for the scouting movement was ‘BE PREPARED’. The preparation required was ‘to die for your country… so that when the time comes you may charge home with confidence, not caring whether you are to be killed or not.’16


From the other end of the political spectrum this militarism, xenophobia, and alarmism looked like the real danger, encouraging a war fever among people who had no reason to feel hostile to each other. This was the line taken in successive conferences of the Second Socialist International until class unity gave way to patriotism in August 1914. For those who saw in war only misery and futility the rational course was to demonstrate this prospect and hope that good sense would prevail. This meant confronting popular belligerence and deploring tendencies towards aggressive, nationalistic ‘Jingoism’.17 The risk was that in the face of such attitudes it was unrealistic to expect measured and calm responses at times of crisis. Popular enthusiasm might fan the flames rather than dampen them down. War could be even more destructive as rational restraints were overcome.


THE NOVELIST AND ESSAYIST H. G. WELLS WAS THE MOST influential writer on future war of his time. Although a socialist, his vision owed as much to a gloomy view of humanity under stress as it did to his fascination with the potential of new types of weapons. As an advocate of world government, Wells sought consistently through his futuristic novels to demonstrate just how bad war could be, and how its abolition could only take place once this came to be appreciated. He saw fiction as ‘the only medium through which we can discuss the majority of the problems which are being raised in such bristling multitude by our contemporary social development.’18 In 1902 he also issued a manifesto, Anticipation of the Reaction of Mechanical and Scientific Progress on Human Life and Thought. This was the basis for his claim to be recognised as the first exponent of futurology. It included a chapter on ‘War in the Twentieth Century’.


For Wells, the ability to embrace science represented the dividing line between the ancient and the modern, between those wedded to old practices and those embracing the most advanced methods—people he called ‘the efficients’. In his 1902 essay he saw how this might be reflected in the practice of war. Instead of a ‘dramatic little general spouting his troops into the proper hysterics for charging’, the efficient would be represented ‘far in the rear’ by a ‘central organizer’ who would ‘sit at the telephonic centre of his vast front.’19 The war would be won with the seizure of the ‘vital apparatus of the urban regions’, such as water supply, electricity generating stations, and food distribution, despite the efforts of guerrilla bands to prevent the advance.


If we concentrate only on Wells’s prescience we will miss the point of his military imagination. He can be credited with the invention of the tank, although the ‘ironclads’ he envisaged in 1903 were enormous at over 100 feet long and in their size and armament more like battleships (from which he took the name) than the sort of vehicles that could make a mark in a land battle. And while he saw the potential of aircraft at first he assumed that they would take far longer to develop than was in fact the case. Meanwhile he could not take the submarine at all seriously, as it was unlikely to do little more than ‘suffocate its crew and founder at sea’. He was very excited by balloons which he thought would be everywhere on the first day of a new war. The new weapons of his imagination rarely suffered mechanical breakdowns or fell victim to obvious countermeasures.


More impressive was Wells’s ability to appreciate the problems the new weapons might be trying to solve and those they would create. While the generals were arguing with Bloch’s claim that trench warfare might be the natural response to the strength of the defence, he was thinking about the next steps if Bloch was right. While others produced more realistic models of how armoured tracked vehicles might be made to work, Wells’s visions became much better known; his concept had sufficient credibility to encourage those searching in the early months of the Great War for ways to deal with the stalemate on the Western Front.20


For futurists the most exciting prospect was that of flying machines. Some of the possibilities had been indicated by the military use of balloons. The beleaguered citizens during the siege of Paris used balloons then to move people and post in and out of the city, bombard the Germans with propaganda messages although not much else, and attempt to get in supplies. In his 1887 novel, The Clipper of the Clouds, Jules Verne had backward-looking balloon enthusiasts confounded by Robur, a mysterious hero who had actually built a ‘heavier than air’ machine, that was as much helicopter as winged aircraft. At the novel’s end Robur left the scene, taking with him the secret of his machine, observing that he was ‘before his time’ and that the divided nations were not ready for union. He would return when people were educated enough to profit from the invention and not abuse it.21 In a dark sequel, published in 1904, Robur returned with a new machine, ominously called the Terror, which operated as a speedboat, submarine, automobile, or aircraft. The book’s title, Master of the World, now indicated the inventor’s intention. It would allow him, he proclaimed, to ‘hold control of the entire world, and there lies no force within the reach of humanity which is able to resist me, under any circumstances whatsoever’. Yet before exercising control, he died with his machine, and its secrets, in a massive thunderstorm.22


1904 was the year of the Wright Brothers’ first manned flight. Wells, who had already anticipated that aircraft would play a role in future war,23 published in 1908 The War in the Air. In this story German airships terrorised American cities until surrender terms were accepted. Instead of New Yorkers being cowed into submission, however, they became angry and warlike, defying the Germans and so inviting their own destruction. This reflected Wells’s view that war triggered intense, violent, and contagious emotions, so that once begun it was uncontrollable. ‘Nation rose against nation and air-fleet grappled air-fleet, cities blazed and men died in multitudes.’24 Thus air power was not a means to a decisive victory but instead a means by which war would be spread across previously impassable borders and into all areas of life. It posed a challenge precisely because it took war away from the classic battle, ‘inextricably involving civilians and homes and all the apparatus of social life.’ This he saw, apocalyptically, as leading to complete chaos and the breakdown of civilisation.


Wells was not the only writer to consider how a terrible new experience of war might encourage humankind to accept that war was now obsolete. The year before the publication of The War in the Air, the American writer Roy Norton published The Vanishing Fleets.25 As Wells did a few years later (although more accurately), Norton picked up on the recent discovery of radiation. Norton saw this being used as an anti-gravity weapon. He had the president of the United States exclaim that access to the ‘most deadly engine ever conceived’ created a responsibility to use it ‘as a means for controlling and thereby ending war for all time’. The same year, another book, with the title The Man Who Ended War26, also drew on radioactivity, with a pacifist scientist, John King, working out how to turn it into a death ray that could paralyse seamen and melt battleships. King travelled the world in a submarine taking out individual warships from each of the great powers until they agreed to end war, at which point he destroyed himself and his invention.


Wells therefore was not alone in his fascination with deadly scientific breakthroughs that would enable the folly of war to be driven home in a great confrontation. But he had the greater literary capacity and broader social imagination.27 He appreciated the two key features of air power. The first was the unequal fight between the airmen and their victims: ‘men who were neither excited… not in any danger, poured death and destruction upon homes and crowds below’.28 Second, he recognised that while air power allowed for new levels of destruction it was limited in what it could achieve militarily. As he observed in a new preface to The War in the Air in 1921:




[W]ith the flying machine war alters its character; it ceases to be an affair of “fronts” and becomes an affair of “areas”; neither side, victor or loser, remains immune from the gravest injuries, and while there is a vast increase in the destructiveness of war, there is also an increased indecisiveness.29





Because they could not hold territory, aircraft could not on their own ‘win’ wars, a point that we shall see was generally missed by the air power enthusiasts of the interwar years.


The world’s problems, for Wells, were the result of nations refusing to accept the ‘wider coalescence’, the ‘reasonable synthesis’, of world government. They were so consumed with their national interests and so suspicious of each other that they could not embrace such wisdom. Instead they were behaving ‘like ill-bred people in a crowded public car, to squeeze against one another, elbow, thrust, dispute and quarrel.’ These habits of mind, according to Wells, produced an almost instinctive urge to violence and vengeance once the fragile constraints of civilisation and peace were broken. His argument, therefore, was that without socialism and world government, there would be compulsive destruction. Men and even whole nations were unable to help themselves. He first set out his credo in his 1901 Anticipations, looking forward to ‘a Republic that must ultimately become a World State of capable rational men, developing amidst the fading contours and colours of our existing nations and institutions’, and until the end of his life was making this case.30


His approach reflected assumptions, not uncommon of his time, about the possible development of a rational, scientific society that would displace capitalism and the system of nation states. The message was that future wars would be run through an educated and disciplined population. ‘The law that dominates the future is glaringly plain. A people must develop and consolidate its educated efficient classes or be beaten in war and give way upon all points where its interests conflict with the interests of more capable people.’ This thought was combined with some alarming social engineering. Advantage would go to the ‘nation that most resolutely picks over, educates, sterilizes, exports, or poisons its People of the Abyss’, and the one that dealt with gambling and the ‘moral decay’ of women, extinguished ‘incompetent rich families’, and turned ‘the greatest proportion of its irresponsible adiposity into social muscle’. He had little confidence in the ability of the masses to make sensible decisions about peace and war. He assumed that social order would soon break down when they were subject to attack. In his novels the dominant impression is often less future inventions or the guidance of a highly competent elite and more the supposed immaturity of public opinion, prey to dangerous passions.


THE LIKELY RESPONSES OF THE WORKING CLASSES TO WAR, whether in or out of uniform, was a subject of both fascination and anxiety at this time. Wells was very familiar with Gustave Le Bon’s The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind,31 published in 1895, which encouraged the view that ordinary, rational people could lose their reason once they got caught up in the mass psychology of the crowd. This influenced views about what soldiers might be persuaded to do in battle as well as what might happen to civilians under fire. The uncertainty about the future of war was less about the hazards of modern battle but how well men could be motivated to meet them. In this respect the greatest vulnerability as far as the military class was concerned was degeneracy and moral decay. Ivan Bloch shared the assumption that modern man lacked the stomach for war, except that he welcomed this as antidote to militarism. He assumed that the stalemate of war would be broken not by a military breakthrough but by popular disgust at its misery and cost. Behind many of the developing theories of war at this time therefore were assumptions about how people in the mass would react to the experience.


This was not the concern of the generals as they advised governments across Europe. They did not assume that war would be easy but only that somebody’s offensive would succeed, and if not their own it would be the enemy’s. Hence the focus on the speed of mobilisation to get into position while the enemy was disorganised and imbuing troops with a spirit of patriotism and self-sacrifice that would propel them forward. Massive loss of life was envisaged but stalemate was not. A German military magazine in 1908 insisted that the 1904 Russo-Japanese war had ‘proved that even well-defended fortifications and entrenchments can be taken, even across open ground, by courage and cunning exploitation of terrain… The concept of states waging war to the point of absolute exhaustion is beyond the European cultural experience’.32 A Russian military commentator dismissed Bloch’s claim that ‘the resolution of such questions by arms in the presence of modern, colossal, peoples’ armies, technologically sophisticated materiel and social relationships is impossible’.33 At the time of the Boer War the humourist Hector Munro (known as Saki) wrote a parody of Alice in Wonderland. At one point he has the Secretary for War, caricatured as the White Knight, telling Alice:




“You see, I had read a book… written by someone to prove that warfare under modern conditions was impossible. You may imagine how disturbing that was to a man of my profession…”


Alice pondered. “You went to war, of course—”


“Yes; but not under modern conditions.”34





Munro died in action in 1916.
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The House of Strife




A day will come when bullets and bomb-shells will be replaced by votes, by the universal suffrage of nations, by the venerable arbitration of a great Sovereign Senate.


VICTOR HUGO, address to the Second International Peace Congress, 18491




Wells’s assumption that only the full experience of a catastrophic war would propel humankind to peace was discouraging to those who believed that all war was self-evidently wretched and futile. Those who populated the peace movement in the second half of the nineteenth century did not believe that there was much new to learn. New types of weapons only made matters worse. Enough was known to get on with the business of outlawing war and finding better means to resolve disputes.


In 1816, Quakers organised the first formal peace society as the British Society for the Promotion of Permanent and Universal Peace. This movement spread rapidly in Europe and North America. There was always tension between the absolute pacifists, who believed that all differences could be transcended, and those who could not see how an enduring peace would be possible without social justice, which to be achieved might require some violence. Their mainstream agenda, however, focused on avoiding disputes by means of a congress of nations and international arbitration.2 It also required a sustained act of political will, based on a moral appreciation that it was wicked to prepare to slaughter other human beings as acts of policy. Such a dramatic departure from past practice might have seemed too much to hope for, but this was a time of a belief in progress and the advance of civilisation. With the growth of trade, nations were becoming bound together by shared economic interests; so common sense without the necessity for complex negotiations and new treaties might suffice to render war obsolete.


Ivan Bloch added to the case for war’s obsolescence by pointing to the probability that a future war would not see quick victories through dashing offensives. Yet he was unconvinced that in making the case against war it was good enough to describe its ‘appalling consequences’. In addition it was necessary to turn back the ‘obstinate fanatics of militarism from the road which they have mapped out for themselves.’3 Militarism meant allowing military figures, arms manufacturers, and patriotic themes to dominate public life. Those who would benefit from war had a stake in its perpetuation—the politicians dazzled by the prospect of national grandeur, the generals by the prospect of glory, and the manufacturers by the prospect of profits. The arms dealers were considered to be particularly culpable, viewing every new type of weapon, from machine guns to torpedoes to heavy artillery, as a business opportunity, ready to create faux crises to generate a war fever and then sell to both sides.4


It was therefore not enough to rely on war becoming obsolescent on its own accord. Action had to be taken at the highest level to ensure that this was so. In 1899, encouraged by Bloch, Tsar Nicholas II of Russia decided to convene an international peace conference to address the issue. Russia’s Foreign Minister wrote to his counterparts to urge them to attend this conference. He referred to the ‘grave problems’ caused by the unproductive effort currently being put into armaments. As ‘terrible engines of destruction’ were acquired their value was neutralised by the similar efforts others were making to acquire their own, and then lost altogether as new scientific discoveries left them obsolescent.


That May delegates from twenty-six countries met in a royal chateau just outside The Hague. There they were joined not only by Bloch but also by representatives of the various peace societies that would now be described as non-governmental organisations claiming to speak for civil society. Although the initiative came from a surprising quarter, the peace movement hailed the gathering. Bertha von Suttner of the Austrian Peace Society, whose hotel flew a white flag in her honour while she attended the conference, confided to her diary that ‘from this time on [our] movement is incalculably nearer its goal; new ways are opening up before it’. The British Peace society thanked ‘Almighty God’ for recognition that its ideals were ‘practicable’ and that ‘such a proposal be made to carry them into effect by one of the great potentates of the world’. Leo Tolstoy, an ardent pacifist but also a foe of the Tsar, was less impressed by such a ‘childish, silly and hypocritical project of universal peace’ at a time when spending on the army was being increased.5


Similar scepticism, if not for the same reason, was expressed by the leader of the American delegation, Andrew White. He complained of being inundated with ‘queer letters and crankish proposals’, and an enormous number of people with ‘plans, schemes, notions, nostrums, whimsies of all sorts who press upon us and try to take our time’, which was combined with ‘the pest of interviewers and photographers’. While surrounded by all this enthusiasm for peace he observed of the delegates that no such group had met ‘in a spirit of more hopeless scepticism as to any good result’.6 Delegations had turned up more because it would have been impolite not to than because they took the Tsar’s views seriously.


This contrast between the enthusiasm for peace as a principle and a project on the one hand and the harsh realities of international politics limited what the first Hague Conference could achieve. It was not judged a success. To encourage states to seek arbitration instead of war to resolve disputes, the participating states agreed to establish a Court of Arbitration at The Hague (which still exists). It had some success, but there were no enforcement mechanisms, an issue which confused pacifists because enforcement implied force.7 Nor were substantial restraints agreed on military expenditures or new armaments, another issue which troubled pacifists as it required distinguishing good from bad weapons. Only in the third area, agreeing a code for the conduct of war, was there progress. The first Hague Peace Conference of 1899 was followed by the second in 1907. This had been scheduled for 1904 but then delayed because of Russia’s war with Japan. A Peace Palace was built for the third, scheduled for 1915, but owing to the First World War it unsurprisingly did not take place. The net effect of this considerable effort had been to confirm war’s role in international affairs while doing little to mitigate its effects.


Joseph Conrad, a novelist with a sharp eye for the political currents of his day, provided a thunderous critique. In an essay written in 1905, as Russia was losing its war with Japan, he expressed his pessimism about the future. The moral infancy of mankind was contrasted with the pressing material interests that drove the great powers to become rivals and grind against each other. The European peace was no more than ‘temporary’, dependent upon alliances based on mutual distrust and preparations for war. Only the ‘fear of wounds’ acted as a restraint. Even though the ‘speeches of Emperors, Kings, Presidents, and Ministers’ were ‘monotonous with ardent protestations of fidelity to peace,’ in practice war had never before ‘received so much homage at the lips of men, and reigned with less disputed sway in their minds.’ Nor had ‘the right of war been more fully admitted in the rounded periods of public speeches, in books, in public prints, in all the public works of peace’. Because this was the right of a sovereign state and must be protected, the humanitarian effort that might have been directed against the very institution of war had instead concentrated on limiting its effects. This process of codifying the laws of war had served, Conrad noted in a telling phrase, to acknowledge ‘the Earth as a House of Strife’. Conrad recorded the ‘alarming comicality’ and ‘touching ingenuity’ with which this mitigation sought ‘to steal one by one the thunderbolts of their Jupiter’, transforming war from a scourge into ‘a calm and regulated institution’. ‘At first sight’, he added, ‘the change does not seem for the better. Jove’s thunderbolt looks a most dangerous plaything in the hands of the people.’8


THE LOGIC OF THE HAGUE CONFERENCES, AS CONRAD RECOGNISED, was not to outlaw war but to make it more palatable by smoothing down its rougher edges. This was a time, as one historian notes, when war had reached its ‘pinnacle of legal prestige’. There was




an impressively detailed edifice of legal rules dealing with the entire phenomenon of war from the opening of hostilities to the signing of the peace, plus all stages in between—including conduct on the battlefield, the occupation of enemy territory, relations with neutral powers, treatment of prisoners and spies, medical treatment for the wounded and much else.9





So long as the rules were followed then acts rightly considered criminal in all other circumstances became legal and were even celebrated.


As the international system assumed the autonomy and sovereignty of states, there was no higher authority to adjudicate on whether a particular war was unjust or improper. Since the 1648 ‘Peace of Westphalia’, which concluded the deadly Thirty Years War, it was understood that the best way to avoid war was for states to mind their own business. The interests of states would be interpreted by whoever happened to be in charge at any particular time, on the dictum ‘cuius regio eius religio’ (‘whose realm, his religion’). These interests, however, also had meaning and durability well beyond the personalities and whims of particular rulers. States acquired their own legal personalities, distinct from the person of their ruler. Thereafter strategic imperatives were more likely to be followed than moral advice, and alterations in the configuration of power mattered more than legal guidance. Because no hierarchy or precedence could be agreed then all states enjoyed in principle a similar status, even if their actual power varied enormously. The rationales for war were still left entirely to the discretion of sovereigns.


The justification for war could be opportunistic, a sense that a natural enemy was weak, a reaction to a perceived slight, or in honour of alliance obligations. All that was required, once a decision was made, was to notify the chosen enemy in a declaration. Once made, a ‘state of war’ was in place. At this point governments and their armed forces could engage in practices that would have been illegal, piratical, and objectionable moments earlier but were now noble and praiseworthy. A declaration might be coupled with an ultimatum, to offer the adversary a chance to agree to a last-minute deal to avert hostilities. Alternatively it might be almost coincidental with the first military action, to avoid giving the new enemy time to prepare defences. The requirement for a formal declaration was captured in Article 1 of the Hague Conventions of 1907, which stated that hostilities should ‘not commence without previous and explicit warning, in the form either of a reasoned declaration of war or of an ultimatum with conditional declaration of war.’


Though the laws of war did not seek to make war illegal they did try instead to make it less miserable. Thus the 1868 Declaration of St Petersburg, an earlier initiative of the Tsar, produced a solemn declaration to eschew ‘the employment by their military or naval troops of any projectile of a weight below 400 grams, which is either explosive or charged with fulminating or inflammable substances.’ The preamble carried the following sentiments, conveying the underpinning philosophy demonstrating how what was in practice a somewhat futile measure was supposed to help contain war:




That the progress of civilization should have the effect of alleviating as much as possible the calamities of war;


That the only legitimate object which States should endeavour to accomplish during war is to weaken the military forces of the enemy;


That for this purpose it is sufficient to disable the greatest possible number of men;


That this object would be exceeded by the employment of arms which uselessly aggravate the sufferings of disabled men, or render their death inevitable;


That the employment of such arms would, therefore, be contrary to the laws of humanity…





The contracting parties wished to set ‘the technical limits at which the necessities of war ought to yield to the requirements of humanity.’10


The impetus for this lay in reports of the misery of combatants post-battle. In 1859 Swiss businessman Henry Dunant came across the aftermath of the Austro-French Battle of Solferino, in which some 40,000 men had been killed or wounded. Appalled at its ‘chaotic disorder, despair unspeakable, and misery of every kind’,11 he urged that every effort should be made to bring relief to those suffering as a result of war, whether from the winning or losing side. This led to the formation in 1863 of the International Committee of the Red Cross as a permanent relief agency and the adoption of the first Geneva Convention ‘for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field’. The next year the first Geneva Convention for ‘Bettering the Condition of Wounded Soldiers’ accepted this as a status that transformed combatants into suffering human beings. It required respect for the neutrality of those trying to help. This would now be recognised by the symbol of the Red Cross on a white ground.


These rules on the conduct of war should be applied even-handedly. The quality of the cause would be no excuse for ignoring the rules. Essentially, ‘war would be fought with more than a trace of the sporting ethos—on the basis of strictly even-handed rules agreed by both sides prior to the conflict, with low practices such as deception kept to a minimum’.12 This was a legacy of the practice of limited war. A limited war was an unfortunate but occasionally unavoidable mechanism for dispute resolution, undertaken between parties who would expect to have a degree of diplomatic intercourse once the unpleasantness was closed off by a treaty of some sort. A yearning for a return to this model was evident in Article 22 of the 1899 Convention: ‘The right of belligerents to adopt means of injuring the enemy is not unlimited.’13 There were conventions to minimise the suffering caused by war, and to ensure the appropriate treatment of prisoners and the wounded. These were legacies of the old chivalric code, matters of honour and mutual respect, and worth keeping in mind in a system in which today’s enemy might be tomorrow’s ally. Yet they did little to alleviate the worst effects of war, and this was why there had been pressure to develop new rules that would provide a degree of protection for those who were effectively hors de combat, no longer able to fight.


A systematic code for the conduct of war was developed for the Union Army at a critical stage in the American Civil War. The author was Francis Lieber, a professor of law at Columbia University. The occasion was President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation of 1 January 1863, which proclaimed the freedom of slaves in ten rebel states. Against the Confederacy’s insistence that blacks serving for the Union side deserved to be shot as traitors, Lieber asserted that they were entitled to the same protections as any combatants. A belligerent must ‘declare that enemies of a certain class, color, or condition, when properly organized as soldiers, will not be treated by him as public enemies.’ This now seems obvious, yet it also went to the heart of the war’s core issue; it meant that slaves could no longer be treated as private property.


Lieber had an unsentimental view of war.14 Within its domain, it should be acknowledged as an unavoidably ferocious business. Beyond its domain, civilisation should be preserved. The question was where to draw the line, and here he was flexible. If victory was at risk, civilised values had to be put aside. His key concept for drawing the line was military necessity. What constituted military necessity, however, was hardly an objective test and, in the end, would depend on a military commander’s judgement. The Emancipation Proclamation itself could be an example of military necessity as it was not just about why the war was being fought but also about how it might be won by galvanising a faltering war effort.


Lieber defined military necessity as ‘those measures which are indispensable for securing the ends of the war, and which are lawful according to the modern law and usages of war.’ It allowed for the ‘direct destruction of life or limb of armed enemies’ but also ‘other persons whose destruction is incidentally unavoidable in the armed contests of the war’. Also permitted was the ‘destruction of property, and obstruction of the ways and channels of traffic, travel, or communication, and of all withholding of sustenance or means of life from the enemy’.15


Indispensability should take the priority. So, for example, while prisoners of war should not be executed, Lieber allowed for an exception in extreme circumstances where there might be no other choice if an operation was to succeed. If the cause was just, humanitarian restraints should not be allowed to prevent victory. Lieber did not claim to have identified any absolute standards of conduct and could be quite tolerant of harsh practices.16 Humanity was best served, in the end, if a war was short, ‘and the way to ensure short wars was to fight them as fiercely as possible. The prospect of fierce wars might even prevent war from breaking out in the first place.’ When the Geneva Convention was revived and expanded in 1906 the issue of military necessity was to the fore. The phrase ‘so far as military exigencies permit’ made regular appearances. The President of the Conference observed the principle: ‘No rules whatever can absolutely bind generals; what binds them are the directions they have been given’.17 This pointed to the flaw in the efforts to control the future of war through international legislation. Whatever the consensus on best practice and appropriate restraint the conduct of wars would be shaped by the strategic imperatives that set them in motion and what appeared to be militarily necessary at any time. Moreover, any restraints would now be tested in circumstances in which the stakes were higher than before and popular passions more engaged.
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