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Requiem for the Universal Soldier
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He’s five feet two and he’s six feet four
 He fights with missiles and with spears
 He’s all of 31 and he’s only 17
 He’s been a soldier for a thousand years
 He’s a Catholic,  a Hindu,  an atheist,  a Jain, 
 a Buddhist and a Baptist and a Jew 
and he knows he shouldn’t kill
 and he knows he always will 
kill you for me my friend and me for you
 . . . He’s the universal soldier and he really is to blame.


—“Universal Soldier” by Buffy Sainte-Marie1





THE UNIVERSAL SOLDIER ENDURES through time—the unchanging agent of pillage,  destruction,  and death. He carries a torch,  but not as a beacon to mankind,  for he deals in fire and blood. He thrives in popular imagination,  perpetuated by the fear of war itself. Song and art give him breath as the eternal,  faceless killer. Even historians consecrate the universal soldier when they assert that only weapons and tactics have changed,  not the men who have wielded them.2 But does he really exist?


The universal soldier seems uniform and invariable because we view him far away. Separated from him by time and distance,  unable to see his face or hear his words and,  thus,  unable to recognize his individuality or penetrate his thoughts. Standing so distant,  we only make out his deadly actions,  and these usually look very much the same.


Across gaps of time,  space,  and knowledge,  we often have described past warriors in one of two flawed manners. On the one hand,  we generalize too broadly and posit that everyone is essentially alike—consequently,  the universal soldier. On the other hand,  we build a false dichotomy between ourselves and everyone else. This is really only a slight variation on the theme of the universal soldier,  since it again offers broad and essentially static characterizations. The discussion of our military past has been distorted by both these tendencies.


Battle suggests that by adopting a cultural approach to the study of war and combat,  we better appreciate the variety and change that have typified military institutions,  thought,  and practice over the ages. A cultural interpretation is most likely to grant individuals and peoples their full personal,  social,  and cultural character. And it encourages historians,  and in their wake military professionals and the informed public,  to question assumptions and take care in generalizing about war and warriors.


This is not to deny that certain important constants characterize the nature of war. War brings havoc and suffering. The soldier,  an agent of that destruction,  also becomes a victim of it. Fear grips the warrior as he,  or she,  faces discomfort,  danger,  and death. As a casualty of his own war,  pathos also unifies soldiers’ experience over time. Yet so does his courage,  which coexists with danger. War demands endurance,  self-sacrifice,  and heroism,  but conceptions of cowardice and courage or brutality and compassion are hardly constants across human societies; one culture’s bravery is another’s bravado and one’s mercy is another’s meekness. Neither are those values and identities that compel and inspire warriors in combat consistent across age and place.


This volume has come to bury the universal soldier,  not to praise him. Only if this concept of universality is put to rest can those men and women who bore the toil and combat of war escape from obscurity and reclaim their different and distinct human faces. We must recognize that they perceived and understood things in ways specific to time,  place,  and culture. Once we grant this fact,  everything changes,  and we rediscover the lives and passions of past warriors and soldiers. They are not always admirable,  but they are real. Such is the proper task of the military historian,  not building monuments of stone or effigies of straw.






THE CULTURAL STUDY OF WAR





Battle is not the first call for a cultural approach to the history of warfare,  nor is it the first book that has sought to answer that call. In some form or another,  cultural histories of war published as articles or books have been with us for some time,  but our best studies have confined their discussions to specific times and places. We still lack a sound and convincing,  cross-cultural study that adopts a cultural method without going awry. Still,  because there have been historical works that already pursue cultural themes,  Battle often engages in dialogues with other historians. I will discuss the works of such notable scholars as John W. Dower,  Azar Gat,  Victor Davis Hanson,  Richard W. Kaeuper,  John Keegan,  Geoffrey Parker,  Kenneth M. Pollack,  Ralph D. Sawyer,  and Ronald Takaki,  but I have no intention of concentrating my efforts primarily on debating the historical literature. Battle is meant primarily as a series of discussions devoted to the past,  not to what historians have said about that past. Battle will follow its own agenda.


Nevertheless,  it is very important to give credit where credit is due. Working in this volume outside my usual specialty of early modern Europe,  as most of the chapters require me to do,  I am very much indebted for information and argument supplied by others. Moreover,  some historians have served as inspiration or as valued and respected foils. As its title implies,  Battle  is often contentious,  but those with whom I cross pens are all worthy.


In pursuing cultural themes,  Battle will not forget that the ultimate fact of military history is combat,  actual fighting with all its danger and its heavy costs. We have learned much from studies that do not deal directly with combat,  but we cannot turn the history of war solely into the social history of military institutions or some other bloodless inquiry. Here I take exception to certain works of the “new military history.” Also,  I believe we ought to go beyond simply recounting the reactions of soldiers to combat. An entire genre of works about war discusses not the conflict of arms but what can best be called “the experience of war”—that is,  what it was like or how it felt to be there. Such stories possess great human interest and often have much to say,  but there are instances when concentrating on the experience of war can lead us away from understanding the nature of the fighting and the conduct of the war. For example,  I believe this to be the case with Dower’s discussion of race hatred in the Pacific during World War II.


For me,  John Keegan’s now classic Face of Battle,  published in 1976,  began modern studies of war and culture.3 He does not explicitly attack the concept of the universal soldier,  but the logic of his argument certainly does. Keegan argues that in the usual discussion of battle,  military units are considered as if they were blocks on a map. They appear as uniform and faceless bodies of troops that move in response to their commanders’ decisions as they attack or defend. Keegan insists that these units are composed of real men who are not identical and not constant from age to age. Soldiers bring different motivations,  attitudes,  and values to the field,  just as they bear different arms and serve different masters. Keegan has done more than anyone else to redefine the way we regard battle,  and for this the entire historical profession owes him gratitude. Yet,  when Keegan took on a great cross-cultural sweep through time in his A History of Warfare (1993),  he produced an idiosyncratic and unsatisfying study. This explicitly cultural history strongly,  and correctly,  contests Clausewitz’s dictum that war is politics by asserting that war “is always an expression of culture,  often a determinant of cultural forms,  in some societies the culture itself.”4 Keegan errs,  however,  in advocating and extending the cultural thesis proposed by Victor Davis Hanson.


Hanson has become the leading historical author proposing a cultural approach to war through the publication of his Western Way of War in 1989 and the works that have followed it,  most notably his Carnage and Culture:  Landmark Battles in the Rise of Western Power,  which came out in 2001.5 He insists that the classical Greeks created a new form of warfare that has typified the West for 2,500 years. He emphasizes Western “civic militarism,” warfare by willing citizens who understood their rights and responsibilities in a consensual,  constitutional regime. Ultimately,  Hanson replaces the notion of an all-encompassing universal soldier not with variety and change but with a universal and eternal Western soldier and,  by implication,  with an equally universal and stereotyped non-Western,  or “Oriental,” warrior. In his A History of  Warfare,  Keegan makes this explicit by defining a non-Western form of warfare as the “other” juxtaposed to the Western: “Oriental warmaking,  . . . as something different and apart from European warfare,  is characterized by traits peculiar to itself. Foremost among them are evasion,  delay and indirectness.”6 Not only John Keegan but the renowned Geoffrey Parker picked up this theory,  giving it his imprimatur. There are aspects of Hanson’s argument that appeal to me,  including his emphasis on culture,  but ultimately I find it deeply flawed.


A very different kind of cultural military history has been offered up by Azar Gat,  who has written a series of books on the evolution of military thought.7 These works,  which appeared from 1989 to 2000,  provide an impressive history of military theoreticians as representative of their environments. His volumes,  particularly the first,  which deals with the Enlightenment through Clausewitz,  are models of the intellectual history of an immensely practical field. He does not deal in the new cultural history,  because he focuses on great issues and great minds,  not the flotsam and jetsam of daily existence. His works are essential for understanding military writings over the last 250 years.


My intentions differ vastly from those of Keegan and Hanson,  and my subject matter is much more varied than Gat’s,  although our analyses converge from time to time. In Battle,  conclusions do not run through the entire volume,  growing in mass and velocity from chapter to chapter in order to maximize impact. Rather,  the arguments are specific to each chapter. Battle holds together because of its theme,  the importance of conceptual factors in determining military history. To make this point,  it offers a range of examples from across the globe and across the centuries. Each case study differs,  sharing only its own cultural emphasis with preceding and succeeding chapters.






CHALLENGING TECHNOLOGICAL DETERMINISM IN HISTORY AND POLICY





Battle constantly argues against the dominance of material factors in war,  particularly technological determinacy. This is implicit in my cultural approach,  since it by nature advocates the importance of the conceptual over the material.


Unfortunately,  a desire to explain styles of warfare simply as a response to weaponry has long afflicted our view of battle. After World War II,  the galactic importance of atomic and thermonuclear bombs and the fast pace of technological change have made such explanations even more attractive. Yet watershed advances in military technology have been relatively rare in recorded history. The West knew only a few before the Industrial Revolution—essentially,  the breeding and harnessing of horses for war,  the transition from bronze to iron,  the evolution of the successful war galley,  the refining of gunpowder and its weaponry,  and the arrival of the broadside-firing sailing vessel. The other great transitions in warfare,  and there were many,  are better explained as political,  social,  and cultural.


Of course,  after the Industrial Revolution exerted its influence on war after 1850,  advances in weaponry came at a much more rapid rate. However,  even then the most critical aspect of change has not been the technology alone but the choices that different militaries have made concerning it. Technological advance in the last century and a half has brought breakthroughs to developed countries at approximately the same time. In such a situation,  technological improvement has been a tide that raises all boats. With similar menus of technology,  it is,  indeed,  the conceptual choices that matter most.


Interwar tank development provides an excellent example of different selections from the same available menu. With relatively similar technology,  the French and the Germans developed dissimilar armored vehicles. French tanks fit the French concept of a slow-moving,  methodical battle along continuous fronts. These armored vehicles,  designed to support foot-slogging infantry and fight with the aid of powerful artillery,  mounted larger guns and carried heavier armor but were slower-moving. They had few radios and one-man turrets that required a single individual to load and fire the gun while also commanding the tank. All this rendered French armor less capable of dealing well with the challenges of a fluid battlefield. In contrast,  German tanks fit a style of war we have come to call blitzkrieg,  rapid-paced and intent on deep penetration into enemy territory. More lightly gunned and armored in 1940,  German vehicles were faster,  with radios and two-man turrets that allowed tank commanders to worry solely about directing the crew and coordinating the tank with others in the whirl of battle. The same technology produced very different weapons,  which corresponded to contrasting professional discourses on war. The key German advantage was conceptual not mechanical.


Historians who have tried to explain victory and defeat simply in terms of technological difference have generally erred. Historically,  such analyses work only when considering societies with radically different technological bases,  such as sub-Saharan Africans confronted by nineteenth-century Europeans armed with weapons born of the Industrial Revolution. Moreover,  even wise scholars who credit technology with compelling radical change in the broad sweep of military development run into real trouble. Geoffrey Parker has argued that the Military Revolution of early modern Europe came largely as a response to the rise of a new style of fortification,  the trace italienne,  but the subsequent debates have not been kind to his contention.


Of course,  technology mesmerizes modern militaries,  which now talk of Military Technical Revolutions or Revolutions in Military Affairs. Success in the Gulf War and later “victories” have tempted strategists and statesmen to believe that military hardware surpasses all other factors in war. Again,  it is prudent to adopt and stretch technological advantages,  but choosing,  integrating,  and exploiting new weaponry remain essentially a conceptual task. And the ability to maximize new technology depends very much on civil culture,  such as religious,  social,  and political values.






THE DISCOURSE AND REALITY OF WAR





Battle suggests a way of pursuing a cultural approach by examining the relationship between the discourse and the reality of war. Today,  one of the main thrusts of academic historical studies,  perhaps the main thrust,  is the “new cultural history.” Cultural approaches of great sophistication practically define the field of history in American universities. The issues that so fascinate historians have little to do with the “high” culture of major intellectual figures. No,  the “new cultural history” focuses on mass or popular culture and often concerns itself with “daily life issues,” aspects of the past once regarded as trivial.


This book attempts to apply the basic concerns of the new cultural history without being guilty of its excesses. Those who pursue the new cultural history apply elaborate theories borrowed from anthropology and literary studies. Unfortunately,  this theoretical discussion,  specialized vocabulary,  and references tend to make such histories inaccessible to all but the cognoscenti. This book consciously avoids arcane language as much as possible. In the discussion of the new cultural history,  the very term “culture” takes on complex meanings,  and obviously we must define it here. For my colleagues,  the term covers a very broad spectrum encompassing practices and even objects—“material culture”—as well as ideas,  but the essential value of using a cultural approach in military history is precisely in distinguishing the mental from the material. The discussions presented in these pages try to differentiate between the conceptual and the concrete and argue for the importance of the former. Therefore this volume emphasizes what could be termed “conceptual culture,”

 that is values,  beliefs,  assumptions,  expectations,  preconceptions,  and the like. Chapters also strongly differentiate thought from reality,  although extreme proponents of cultural history might dispute the very existence of a reality,  since all is perception to them. In the realm of military history,  such airy discussions become foolish. Thousands dead and wounded as a result of battle is the kind of hard fact that defies intellectual games.


Observers of the military,  both in uniform and in academe,  already use a cultural vocabulary,  and some of it appears here. In general three cultural realms receive attention: societal,  military,  and strategic. Many aspects of societal culture impact upon the military,  matters such as religion and masculinity,  for example. Armed forces also create their own cultures,  influenced by,  but distinct from,  those of society. John Keegan claims to have originated the term “military culture” to encapsule ways in which different armed forces do things in different ways for reasons that are not simply dictated by reality. As well as the way in which armies think about themselves,  I broaden “military culture” to include conceptions of war and combat within a military. Both societal and military cultures combine in strategic culture,  a useful category comprising the way a state’s political and military institutions conceive of and deal with armed conflict. Strategic culture derives from civil values and practices as well as from military conceptions and capabilities. Thus,  in considering U.S. strategic culture,  one must look at the presidency,  Congress,  and popular attitudes toward war as well as doctrine and strategic thought. Given its focus on combat,  this volume concentrates on societal and military culture,  although much that it says will bear,  at least tangentially,  on strategic culture as well.


The case studies presented in the following chapters suggest a way of describing the relationships between conception and reality in warfare. As an aid to my own understanding,  I constructed a model to express these relationships,  and I offer it as an applicable framework. However,  explaining a theoretical model necessarily requires dense prose,  so I have relegated a formal exposition and graphic representation of the model to the Appendix,  which the reader may,  or may not,  choose to read. In this Preface,  I intend only to block out its central elements.


We begin by differentiating between the reality of war and the way in which a culture conceives of war. These seem destined to be quite distinct,  the one not matching the other. Despite my resolve to eschew the language of cultural theory,  I have found it convenient to borrow the term “discourse” for the conceptual pole of the model. Here,  the term signifies the complex of assumptions,  perceptions,  expectations,  and values on a particular subject. Many cultural historians include those practices that reinforce values,  expectations,  and so on,  in the definition of discourse,  but I would like to keep action separate from conception for the purposes of this volume. It is also necessary to point out that a single society can harbor several discourses on war that vary by class,  gender,  and profession—the last an important differentiation with the emergence of a professional military. Thus,  aristocrats might think of war very differently than peasants do,  men than women do,  and career soldiers than civilians do.


For a number of reasons,  the discourse on war tries to modify reality to more nearly resemble conceptions of how war should be. Thus societies impose conventions and laws on the conduct of war. In addition,  discourse must adjust to reality,  if for no other reason than survival. So heroic ideals of warfare as Europe spiraled toward World War I had to give way to much grimmer notions to cope with the reality of the trenches. In fact,  it is often this feedback between discourse and reality that most interests me,  but its operation is not always a simple matter of recognition and reaction.


Two categories of more complex feedback pose particular challenges to societies and militaries. If a great gap separates the ideal from real,  and if reality cannot be modified to match conception,  then a society might very well spin off an artificial and highly ritualized form of military behavior that better matches the discourse on war. Such a perfected version of reality could take the form of a kind of mock combat,  such as the medieval tournament,  or the less war-like,  but more deadly,  practice of dueling. A need for the artificially perfect may also explain the survival of archaic drill and ceremony in modern militaries. Violent sport may even qualify as a perfected form of warfare.


On the other hand,  if the actual practice of combat fundamentally clashes with a society’s definitions of war or of the warrior and,  consequently,  cannot be accepted as war,  then a society might reject it as such and create an alternative discourse to deal with it. In other words,  it constructs a very different set of expectations,  values,  and so on outside the normal conception of war. As it does so,  however,  this alternative discourse abandons the conventions usually associated with armed conflict and,  therefore,  justifies a more extreme reality of war with few if any restraints. If,  for instance,  an enemy’s behavior is considered utterly barbaric,  then that enemy may be regarded as having forfeited any human consideration,  and massacre replaces battle.


The simplicity of this model must of necessity fall short of the true labyrinth of reality,  but the virtue of such intellectual maps is to reduce complexity to an understandable level by highlighting the most important processes and results. I hope that it will be of some aid or interest to the reader.






METHODS AND THEMES





The chapters presented in this volume find unity in their common emphasis on the importance of the discourse,  or discourses,  on war,  but they vary in time period,  geographical setting,  and focus. Works on military history tend to dwell on the recent past and neglect more remote eras. Here I have attempted to balance the studies better,  with chapters addressing ancient,  medieval,  early modern,  and late modern periods. I have also bridged the continents rather than remaining within the Western world; therefore,  the chapters present case studies from East Asia,  South Asia,  and the Middle East,  as well as Europe and America. As the chapters span the ages and the globe,  there is no attempt to fill in all gaps; the history offered here is intended to be instructive and provocative,  not definitive.


This is not so much a work about the why of war but the how of war. The main focus is not explaining why peoples,  nations,  or states resorted to the clash of arms,  but how they carried on those conflicts. This is a story of combat and of the cultural influences that led men and women to fight in the ways that they did. To establish and maintain its focus on the central fact of war,  each chapter begins with an account of a battle.


Efforts at broad comparative history force an author to move away from his or her own comfortable ground of specialization. This requires relying heavily on other historians for information and insight. I have borrowed and built upon their works,  accepting some and debating with others. By taking in the broad sweep,  one becomes a lightning rod attracting bolts of criticism. Experts in particular epochs or areas demand a level of sophistication in discussing their specialties that only a lifetime of narrowly concentrated study can provide. They also often want a richness of detail that would turn each chapter into a book in its own right.


As a brief outline of the chapters makes clear,  the range of cultural factors considered here encompasses philosophy,  religion,  aesthetics,  popular culture,  community values,  and more. Different chapters deal with different mixes of these factors. While the chapters play off one another,  they also stand alone,  although I hope the whole adds up to more than the sum of its parts.


Chapter 1,  “Written in Blood: The Classical Greek Drama of Battle and the Western Way of War,” examines phalanx warfare as conducted by the independent city states of classical Greece. Combat in this era provides a strong example of the way in which societies impose conventions upon warfare in accord with their concept of what war should be. This chapter then critiques Victor Davis Hanson’s provocative claim that the classical Greeks originated a style of combat that then came to typify Europe during the coming millennia. This volume simply must address his assertion of a Western Way of War,  because if correct,  that thesis would set the terms for the cultural history of war.


Chapter 2,  “Subtleties of Violence: Ancient Chinese and Indian Texts on Warfare,” contrasts Greek concepts of warfare with those proposed in ancient China and India. There,  the literature on combat diverged from the Greek,  preferring deception and diplomacy to direct confrontation. Warfare was different but not in a way that justifies Hanson’s theory. Here the wonderfully rich and complete translations of ancient Chinese military texts and the commentaries upon them by Ralph D. Sawyer have proved essential. The differences between the Chinese and the South Asian discourses on war also establish that there was no one “Oriental” way of war to contrast to the Western. Because Chapter 2 emphasizes the ancient texts,  it confronts the discourse on war far more than it defines reality.


Chapter 3,  “Chivalry and Chevauchée: The Ideal,  the Real,  and the Perfect in Medieval European Warfare,” returns to Europe in order to examine the contrast between the formalized and elegant discourse of chivalry and the exceptionally brutal reality of warfare during the Late Middle Ages,  exemplified in the armed raids,  or chevauchées,  of the Hundred Years’ War. But perhaps equally interesting is the fact that the medieval aristocracy created an artificial,  but perfected,  form of combat in the tournament to meet chivalry’s cultural needs for combat. At the same time,  the papacy preached the Crusades,  which offered a different kind of perfected war. The chapter takes advantage of the fine works produced by Maurice Keen and Richard Kaeuper.


Chapter 4,  “Linear Warfare: Images and Ideas of Combat in the Age of Enlightenment,” examines the role played by aesthetics and style in warfare,  focusing on the conscious mixture of fashion and function that reflected European tastes,  rather than simply responding to military effectiveness. This chapter centers on my own particular expertise,  Western Europe,  particularly France,  during the ancien régime,  1660–1789. Considering a potpourri of military practices,  from apparel to organization to operations,  this discussion ultimately suggests that the parameters of limited warfare were conceptual as much as or more than they were technological and material.


Chapter 5,  “Victories of the Conquered: The Native Character of the Sepoy,” observes the transmission of eighteenth-century European military institutions and practices to the Indian subcontinent. First the French and then the British created effective armies of native soldiers,  sepoys,  who fought with European weaponry and tactics. Tradition explains the sepoy’s effectiveness on the battlefield as a result of his Western military practice,  but this essay insists that his real power derived from motivations native to South Asian culture.


Chapter 6,  “The Sun of Austerlitz: Romantic Visions of Decisive Battle in Nineteenth-Century Europe,” examines the influence exerted by high culture on military thought and practice in nineteenth-century Europe. This inquiry probes the relationship between the dominant form of philosophy,  literature,  and art—Romanticism—and the systematized analysis of Napoleonic warfare formulated by Clausewitz. The arguments and conclusions presented here owe much to Peter Paret but are most strongly influenced by Azar Gat. Clausewitz,  regarded today as the finest Western military writer since the ancient world,  often receives the kind of deference usually reserved only for Holy Scripture,  as military commentators quote him chapter and verse. Yet Clausewitz was a product of his times,  and his resurrection of decisive battle was definably Napoleonic and of questionable relevance for other ages,  including our own.


Chapter 7,  “The Merciless Fight: Race and Military Culture in the Pacific War,” argues that racial prejudice,  regarded as a paramount factor for the last twenty years,  was of less importance than scholars currently insist. This explicitly questions the cultural arguments of such noted scholars as John W. Dower and Ronald Takaki. To be sure,  racial animosity typified American and Japanese attitudes on the home front and in the field,  but racial stereotyping recognized a profound contrast in military cultures between the United States and Japan. The difference was cultural,  not racial,  but it did exist. Moreover,  calling upon other historians,  most notably Richard B. Frank,  Chapter 7 denies that the race thesis explains U.S. doctrine or strategy,  including the dropping of atomic bombs on Japan.


Chapter 8,  “Crossing the Canal: Egyptian Effectiveness and Military Culture in the October War, ” examines Egyptian military culture to explain repeated failures in maneuver warfare,  1948–1967. In this chapter,  tactical and operational analyses provide the methodology to uncover cultural traits. The arguments presented rely upon the important,  if controversial,  works of Kenneth M. Pollack,  who regards the shortcomings revealed as typical not only of Egyptians but of Arab militaries as a group. The Egyptian commander Isma’il ’Ali carried off the single greatest triumph of Arab armies since World War II,  the crossing of the Canal in 1973,  precisely by recognizing his troops’ inherent difficulties in maneuver warfare and overcoming them by designing a set-piece battle,  which initially defeated Israeli counterattacks.


The Epilogue,  “Terrorism: Forming a New Military Discourse on War,” steps from the past into the present and comments on the need to reexamine warfare today. The overriding assertion of Battle is that the way militaries think is the most fundamental element of their effectiveness. If this is true,  then success against the challenge of extremist Islamic terrorism requires a new discourse that incorporates proper conceptions of the threat and responses to it. Some might reject terrorism and counter-terrorism as actual war,  and,  therefore,  deny that they ought to be incorporated within a broader discourse on war. But it is absolutely necessary that militaries include the full range of counter-terrorism as integral aspects of war. Since 9/11,  U.S. and allied armed forces have fought to overthrow regimes in Afghanistan and Iraq as part of President Bush’s campaign against terrorism,  and there is every reason to expect that the U.S. military will be called upon in the future to battle terrorists again. The struggle against terrorism must have different parameters than traditional war-fighting,  and only if the armed forces accept this new battle as a valid subset of war will they give it the special attention and preparation it requires.


The universal soldier does not exist; he is wholly an imagined being born of fear and projection,  a cultural construction. It is time to intone his requiem. Let us replace that unchanging,  faceless warrior with real flesh and blood: a Greek hoplite,  an Indian mahout,  a Chinese charioteer,  an English knight,  a French fusilier,  a Bengal sepoy,  a Prussian jaeger,  a Japanese pilot,  a Marine rifleman,  or an Egyptian military engineer. Each differed from one another in fundamental ways as they endured,  triumphed,  and perished. In their differences we find the substance of military history.






Notes on the Opening Illustration for the Preface





The resolute figure in this poster from the last months of World War I reminds his fellow Frenchmen that he defeated the Germans twice on the Marne in 1914 and 1918 and demands that his civilian comrades show the same firmness against the “Boche.” He rises up out of the ground in tattered,  decaying trench gear to represent both the fallen and those who fight on. Like the universal soldier,  he is a generalized,  faceless creation of the imagination that embodies the power and suffering of the warrior. But unlike any universal apparition,  this haunting presence is definable in time and place: He is the son and soul of a defiant France.


(Library of Congress)





















 
CHAPTER ONE  

Written in Blood
 


The Classical Greek Drama of Battle and the Western Way of War
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PAGONDAS, THE THEBAN LEADER,  urged the hearty Boeotian farmer-warriors assembled at Tanagra to fight the Athenians,  even though that hostile army had begun to withdraw back to Attica from Boeotia. Some days before,  the Athenians,  led by Hippocrates,1 had trespassed into Boeotia and fortified Delium. Threatened by its powerful neighbor,  Thebes and its Boeotian comrades had allied with Sparta against Athens in this,  the Peloponnesian War. Pagondas insisted that even though the Athenians were homeward bound now,  the act of erecting a fortress and detailing a garrison at Delium could not be permitted. “So much more have we to fear from this neighbour than from another. . . . [M]en whose glory it is to be always ready to give battle for the liberty of their own country,  and never unjustly to enslave that of others,  will not let [the enemy] go without a struggle.”2 The Boeotians rallied to his argument,  broke camp,  took up their arms,  and marched on the Athenians,  reaching the enemy host near Delium late in the day. Little time remained before dark,  but it was time enough to fight and die.


Brandishing their spears,  encased in armor,  and bearing their great round shields,  or aspides (sing. aspis),  the two opposing phalanxes first lumbered and then thundered toward each other. Many ranks deep,  the two great walls of metal,  flesh,  and fury collided; iron spear points struck home through oak and bronze,  shafts splintered,  and shields ground against shields. As the two phalanxes drove into each other,  these Greek warriors,  hoplites,  jabbed with their weapons and clawed with their hands; men stationed in the rear ranks put shoulder to shield and shoved forward,  adding their might to the force of their comrades to the front. Those who stumbled or fell wounded in the crush had little chance on the ground,  where they could be trampled in the press of men or dispatched where they lay by downward thrusts with the butts of spear shafts capped with a spike for this deadly purpose.


The Athenian right,  fighting eight men deep,  surrounded the Thespians on the left of the Boeotian phalanx and cut them down,  but the Thebans,  who marshaled “twenty-five shields deep” on the Boeotian right,  drove the Athenians back. Seeing his left collapse,  Pagondas dispatched a small cavalry force to support it,  and when,  in the heat,  dust,  and confusion,  the Athenians believed this to be another army closing in on them,  they broke and began to flee. The battle dissolved into pursued and pursuers. Knots of Athenians struggled against fear and exhaustion to maintain their order in retiring. One group gathered around a sturdy and resolute stonecutter,  Socrates,  who was “calmly contemplating enemies as well as friends,  and making very intelligible to anybody,  even a great way off,  that whoever attacked him would be likely to meet with a stout resistance.”3 Socrates would virtually found European philosophy,  but now he manifested pride in his weapons,  not his words.


Like countless other clashes of rival Greek armies before it,  the battle of Delium,  424 b.c.,  maximized the fury of battle in a brief but exceptionally costly drama that demanded the most of courage and endurance. The yeomen who fought and died in the phalanx defined a form of battle that purchased decision with blood.


It was a matter of choice. The men who stood in phalanx to defend their Greek city state,  or polis,  fought in a manner that they had decided was right and proper,  as war was supposed to be. The Greeks set the terms of combat by conventions agreed to through a de facto consensus of the community of Greek poleis. No style of combat provides a stronger example of the way in which a discourse on war can set the terms for war’s reality. As its first priority,  this chapter will explore the influence of conception on the life-and-death matter of hoplite battle.


The second task will be to consider the influence of that convention-based combat on the conduct of war in the West during the succeeding millennia. In his provocative volumes,  The Western Way of War and Carnage and Culture,  the noted classical scholar Victor Davis Hanson maintains that the Greek manner of fighting established a pattern that has endured for 2,500 years in the West.4 The implications of his thesis are profound. If it is correct,  then a form of combat that appeared no later than the seventh century b.c. can explain the European conquest of the globe and the continued military preeminence of the West to the dawn of the twenty-first century. Hanson’s thesis challenges us to examine what is essential and distinct about Western warfare,  and we gain by the effort even should we ultimately find its bold conclusions wanting.






CLASSICAL GREEK WARFARE





During the Lyric Age,  800–500 b.c.,  the Greeks developed a distinct and decisive form of warfare. While the mountainous topography of Greece would seem to favor light armed troops who could exploit the rugged terrain for cover and concealment while plying bows,  darts,  and slings,  this was not the case. Instead,  Greeks fought as heavy infantry in tightly packed linear formations suited only for flat land,  the agricultural valleys bounded by the rugged hills and mountains of Greece. Warfare focused on brief but bloody battles between armies composed primarily of yeoman farmers and artisans.


One argument traditionally employed to explain hoplite pitched battle insists that the Greeks fought in order to keep enemy forces from doing irreparable damage to the agricultural land of the polis. However,  Hanson,  an expert on Greek agriculture,  rejects it,  arguing that farming based on grapes,  olives,  and grains remained relatively immune to destruction.5 Vines could only be eliminated by uprooting them,  which required too much time and labor for a marauding army. The unusually robust olive tree was blessed with a very hard wood and quite often a wide girth that defied the axe. This left the possibility of torching an enemy’s grain fields,  yet grains were only susceptible to burning immediately before harvest,  when they had dried from green to brown. Certainly crops could be burned,  but yeoman farmers raiding the fields of a hostile polis just before the harvest had to be concerned with bringing in their own crop back home. Time would be limited.


For Hanson,  agricultural raids did not compel pitched battles,  but instead battle evolved as a matter of principle and,  thus,  of conceptual culture. “Infantrymen marched out not to save their livelihoods nor even their ancestral homes,  but rather for an idea: that no enemy march uncontested through the plains of Greece,  that in Themistocles’ words,  ‘no man become inferior to,  or give way,  before another.’”6 Battle grew out of the Greek sense of equality,  independence,  and intense civic and personal pride.


It should be mentioned that Hanson’s interpretations of the character and the cause of Greek battle are highly controversial. Everett Wheeler and Adrienne Mayor insist that in addition to head-on clashes in battle,  the Greeks and the Romans emphasized deception,  ruses,  and dirty tricks.7 John Buckler,  critical of Hanson from the start,  challenges his assertions about the invulnerability of Greek agriculture and counters that Greeks fought to defend their fields.8 Barry Strauss offers a more unusual analysis: he argues that in addition to Hanson’s explanation of the Greek preference for set-piece battles,  we must recognize that Greek hoplites were intensely concerned with glory. Strauss insists,  “The Greeks preferred pitched battle not only because their farmer-soldiers wanted to end wars quickly and get back to their fields or because they wanted to spare human life but because they wanted recognition. With the possible exception of a siege that ended in assaulting the walls,  pitched battle was the main military arena for winning kudos.”9






The Conventions of Greek Warfare 





Traditional conventions circumscribed the fighting between Greek poleis (the plural of polis). It was essentially war by agreement in accord with the dominant discourse,  as long as Greek fought Greek,  although the rules did not apply when fighting non-Greeks. While no absolute list of conventions exists,  quite a few protocols and limitations generally were observed.10






	War should be officially declared.


	Fighting should not take place at certain times,  such as during sacred truces,  as that for the Olympic games.


	Certain places and certain people should be exempt from violence,  such as sacred sites,  those who served the gods there,  and heralds.


	Noncombatants should not be the primary targets of war.


	Adversaries must accept the verdict of battle,  resolving the issue at stake.


	Battles should occur during the summer campaign season.


	Battle should be preceded by a ritual challenge and the acceptance of that challenge.


	The use of missile weapons,  such as bows,  in battle should be limited.


	Pursuit of the defeated by the victor after battle should be limited in duration.


	By constructing a trophy of arms on the battlefield the winners announce their victory.


	Enemy dead should be returned to the defeated,  and requesting the return of the dead recognizes one’s own defeat.


	Those who surrender should not be punished harshly.


	Prisoners should be offered for ransom,  not summarily killed or mutilated. 




Underlying all these conventions was the desire for decisive battle. In important respects,  these conventions appealed to the needs and mentality of yeoman hoplites. Summer,  the traditional time for Greek warfare,  demanded that farmers not be gone from their own fields for long,  so they could ill afford campaigns that dragged on for months. Fighting that might hold out the chance for lower casualty rates,  such as hit-and-run skirmishes,  would not resolve things soon. Battle settled affairs in an hour or two.


Conventions as to weapons are particularly interesting,  as they fit the scheme of decisive combat. By limiting missile weapons such as bows and arrows,  hoplites opted for weapons that inflicted the kind of fatal blows that won battles rather than those that were more likely to wound and wear down an enemy. In the first century A.D.,  the geographer Strabo reported seeing a pillar of great age that bore an inscription banning the use of missile weapons in war on the Lelantine Plain during the eighth century b.c.11 Polybius noted that the Greeks “entered into a convention among themselves to use against each other neither secret missiles nor those discharged from a distance,  and considered that it was only a hand-to-hand battle at close quarters which was truly decisive.”12 In fact,  the convention concerning missile weapons may not have been absolute,  but it placed such restrictions on the use of such arms that they could not compromise the clash of heavy infantry.


The highly ritualized contest between poleis followed the dictates of martial discourse. Both sides abided by a common code and fought as mirror images of each other. This similarity began with arms and armor and extended to all aspects of war.






Arms and Armor





The hoplite bore a heavy panoply of arms and armor,  hoplon; current estimates of the weight of these range from forty to seventy pounds. The latter is about the maximum carrying capacity of a man at war.13 He was heavy infantry in the literal sense of the word. His panoply weighed so much that the hoplite brought a servant or slave on campaign to help him carry the burden.


The key item of hoplon was the shield,  or aspis,  for it expressed the ultimate communal obligation of the phalanx warrior. The round aspis,  about a yard in diameter,  weighed perhaps sixteen pounds. Hard wood made up the body of the shield,  although it might be covered with a skin of bronze. A hoplite carried his shield on his forearm,  first slipping his arm through a broad ring in the center of the shield,  the porpax,  and then grasped a leather handhold near the rim,  the antilabe. The form of the aspis was more that of a bowl than a disk. So concave was the interior of the shield that a hoplite could lever his shoulder under the lip of the shield either to take the weight off his forearm or to put his entire force behind the aspis when driving forward.


The aspis protected more than the hoplite who carried it,  because it overlapped with others to form a shield wall that covered the front of the entire phalanx. In particular,  the left portion of one man’s aspis sheltered the right shoulder and arm of the hoplite standing to his left. Other parts of the panoply protected the individual hoplite,  but in a sense,  his aspis guarded his comrade and the phalanx as a whole,  because a gap in the line could prove fatal in battle. Plutarch put it directly: “Men wear their helmets and breastplates for their own needs,  but they carry their shields for the men of the entire line.”14 A hoplite who panicked might discard his shield to rid himself of its burden so that he could better flee the fighting. Greeks regarded casting aside the shield,  rhipsaspia,  as a form of cowardice; if done in the crush of battle,  it practically amounted to treason. In carrying his aspis into battle and maintaining the shield wall,  the hoplite expressed his dedication to family,  community,  and the polis itself. Thus,  the well-known stern farewell of Spartan mothers to their sons: “Come back bearing your shield or on it.”15 Bringing back the shield meant one had fought bravely,  not abandoning it in battle,  and coming back on it meant that one had died fighting,  because the concave shield was so large that a body could be wedged into its dish and carried as on a stretcher.


The personal armor of the hoplite also included helmet,  greaves,  and breastplate. Ancient Greek helmets of this time,  particularly those of the “Corinthian” design,  encased the head in bronze. These helmets were so sculpted as to be virtually works of art. Eye openings allowed a limited field of vision,  and cheek pieces wrapped around the face nearly completely,  leaving only a narrow slit in the front for breathing. A lack of ear holes made hearing difficult. In the heat of a Greek summer,  the helmet,  weighing at least five pounds,  must have been oppressive. In the same way that the helmet protected the warrior above his aspis,  greaves guarded him below it,  covering the shins from kneecap to ankle. Bronze possessed enough flexibility that the greaves could be bent and snapped into place,  with a final squeeze for a tight fit.


The breastplate,  or cuirasse,  constituted the heaviest item of the hoplite’s panoply; the upper estimate for the weight of this piece of armor ranges as high as forty pounds. With front and back plates lashed snugly together,  the cuirasse completely encased the hoplite’s upper torso. At the waist,  the bronze flared out to keep the cuirasse from digging into the warrior’s flesh; this flare gave the armor a slight bell shape,  so we know it as the bell cuirasse. Hoplites donned the bronze cuirasse for centuries,  but during the 400s b.c.,  this part of their bronze cocoon was lightened or replaced by quilted armor that allowed greater mobility. In this case,  the aspis simply increased in importance,  since it alone would be stout enough to stop deadly spear thrusts. As with the helmet,  the bell cuirasse was stifling in hot weather,  and it is clear that hoplites waited until the last minute to don their armor.


Hoplites relied on spears as their primary weapons. They regarded it as morally superior to close in with the spear than to shoot from a distance with the bow. The archer was seen as a coward and inferior to the hoplite,  as Diomed charges in the Iliad: “Bowman,  reviler,  glorious in your curling locks,  you ogler of girls! I wish you would make trial of me man to man in armor; then would your bow and your swift-falling arrows help you not.”16 To charge,  spear in hand,  implied the greatest courage. This weapon was not a light javelin meant to be thrown,  but a more substantial weapon primarily intended to be grasped and thrust at the enemy. The wooden shaft,  six to nine feet long,  was only about an inch in diameter; thus,  it might splinter on forceful impact. The broad iron spearhead,  a large double-edged blade,  narrowed to a menacing tip. A bronze spike capped the butt end of the spear; this could be used for downward thrusts to dispatch a fallen enemy. At the start of battle,  as phalanx rushed toward phalanx,  the front ranks might grasp their spears underhand to strike beneath the aspis at thighs or groin. With the impetus of the initial rush magnified by a strong arm,  the iron spear point could penetrate or split an aspis and drive into the bell cuirasse,  which provided relative,  not absolute,  protection. In the thick of the fight,  the first three ranks of hoplites could ply their spears against the enemy. In the push of phalanxes,  hoplites necessarily grasped their spears overhand,  striking at exposed necks and the vulnerable openings in the helmet. Hoplites also carried iron swords as well,  but they served as secondary weapons,  to be drawn when spears shattered.


The hoplite’s arms and armor prepared him for a vicious battle,  but it would not allow him to go too far or fight too long. Carrying seventy pounds of wood,  bronze,  and iron,  and confined in metal armor,  even a hearty warrior fatigued quickly. Phalanx warfare suited the impatient hoplite,  for victory or defeat,  or death,  came with little delay.






Hoplite Decisive Battle





Arms and armor fit the convention that armies would fight only on level ground,  which,  in ancient Europe’s most mountainous country,  is most extraordinary. The battle came as the final act to a scripted scenario. Greeks frowned on trick or deception. Invaders would cross into enemy territory during the summer and ravage farms and lands. In response,  the beleaguered polis would send out its citizen muster of hoplites to face the invader in the field; siege warfare played a lesser role. Both sides would draw near each other on suitable ground. Each army afforded the other time to prepare for battle,  as hoplites donned their cumbersome armor.


Hoplites marshaled in a thick,  unbroken linear formation,  the phalanx. Traditionally,  they stood eight ranks deep,  but circumstance or the lay of the land might require a different depth. A phalanx could stretch from hundreds of yards to over a mile,  depending on the number of hoplites assembled. The commanding general had little to do but carry out certain religious preliminaries,  speak to his troops before the charge,  and then provide a potent example by fighting in the front rank.


The actual battle began with an advance by both the opposing phalanxes; this began at a walk,  but finished at a run. The armored hoplite could endure a rush of perhaps 200 yards before becoming too exhausted to fight. As the lines advanced,  each tended to slip to the right,  as hoplites sought to protect themselves better by inching a bit more under the shields of their comrades. Thucydides reported: “All armies are alike in this: on going into action they get forced out rather on their right wing,  and one and the other overlap with this the adversary’s left: because fear makes each man do his best to shelter his unarmed side with the shield of the man next to him on the right,  thinking that the closer the shields are locked together the better will he be protected.”17 


At the moment when the lines collided,  the combatants delivered their most powerful blows,  as momentum joined with arm strength to penetrate shields and armor. After the collision,  the two phalanxes ground into each other in the push,  or othismos. The opposing first ranks shoved into each other,  impelled not only with their strength but by the rear ranks as well. This deadly scrum compressed the phalanx; men whose spears had shattered stabbed with swords or grabbed at one another with bare hands. To fall in this mêlée ensured injury or death. At some point one phalanx or the other gave way,  and when an army started to break,  the collapse came quickly. The victorious phalanx rushed forward to cut down those who had turned to run. Small groups of hoplites tried to ensure their retreat by maintaining some cohesion,  although this effort limited the speed of their flight. Pursuit could continue with what cavalry forces were available. Casualties among the losing army could be heavy but were not usually crippling to the polis.


Hoplites fought in a manner as deadly and intense as Iron Age technology allowed. Deadly it was,  but it asked only modest skill of the citizen militia,  composed primarily of full-time farmers and artisans who were only occasional hoplites. The only exception to this pattern of amateur warriors comes from Sparta,  where,  by enslaving the Helots to do their agricultural labor,  the Spartans freed themselves to devote all their efforts to training. Herodotus reports that foreigners found the Greek way of war incomprehensible; he portrayed Mardonius,  the Persian commander,  explaining the odd character of Greek combat to his king,  Xerxes:




And yet,  I am told,  these Greeks are wont to wage wars against one another in the most foolish way,  through sheer perversity and doltishness. For no sooner is war proclaimed than they search out the smoothest and fairest plain that is to be found in all the land,  and there they assemble and fight; when it comes to pass that even the conquerors depart with great loss: I say nothing of the conquered,  for they are destroyed altogether.18





The key point is that by their sacrifice,  the hoplites achieved decisive battle. But it is important to recognize that battle was decisive precisely because both sides agreed that it would be,  that they would not challenge the result of that one great clash.






Citizenship and the Warrior Role





The Greek city state,  or polis,  based its defense on a citizen militia,  composed of free men of moderate means. Over a thousand independent Greek poleis dotted Greece,  the Aegean islands,  and the Ionian coast,  as well as Greek colonies around the Black Sea and the western and eastern Mediterranean. While some Greeks were far better off than others,  poleis were not dominated by a small,  monied elite. Around Athens,  for example,  there was no farm larger than one hundred acres.19 The majority of hoplites were farmers of moderate means,  joined by artisans and by men of greater wealth. They could not be poor,  because they bore the substantial expense of supplying their own arms and armor. In general,  hoplites constituted a substantial minority of the polis,  on average 20–40 percent of the free adult male population.20


By the close of the Lyric Age,  the hoplites had exerted the leverage afforded them by their warrior role to achieve citizenship,  including the right to determine state policy in polis assemblies. Bronze Age Greece had been ruled by kings,  as described in the works of Homer. The form of warfare then was individualistic,  as opposed to the communal tactics of the phalanx. One spoke of great heroes,  an Achilles or an Odysseus. After the decline and disintegration of Bronze Age Greece,  about 1200–1100 b.c.,  we cannot reconstruct Greek history in detail. Among the skills lost in the Dark Age that followed was writing,  so our record of events disappears until the Greeks begin to create literary monuments again in the Lyric Age. During the Dark Age,  aristocratic government by a small elite of wealth and status replaced the monarchies. Kings might still exist,  but as war or religious leaders,  not as absolute rulers. Power had changed hands. During the Lyric Age,  the phalanx style of warfare emerged,  as all men carried the same weapons and were of essentially equal value as warriors. This military fact gave hoplites the logic and the leverage to gain political rights as a consequence of their military role. The government of the polis broadened to encompass all hoplites as participants. In Athens,  the process that extended political participation to the hoplite militia is most associated with the well-born lawgiver Solon,  who instituted constitutional reform in 594 b.c.


Men in the ranks enjoyed full political rights in a consensual government with a regular constitution that prescribed powers and practices. In this regular and restrained government,  hoplites could both vote and hold office. Thus,  hoplites had a voice in matters of war and peace,  decisions that they must carry out. Their motivations derived from neither coercion nor hope for material reward but from their own civic values,  based on the good of the community and their families.


Hoplite-based government produced not complete democracy but broad-based oligarchy—not one-man-one-vote but one-shield-one-vote. However,  some historians misstate the case,  as does John Keegan when he writes,  “Democracy and pitched battle were,  of course,  two sides of the same coin.”21 Hoplite oligarchies may have granted much wider representation than had the aristocracies that preceded them,  but they were not yet true democracies.


Reliance on a fleet,  rather than an army,  led coastal and island poleis to establish democracies that encompassed all free male citizens. This move to democracy followed very much the same logic that created hoplite oligarchies: Those who fought should have the right to vote. For land-based poleis dependent upon their militia armies for defense,  this extended the franchise to those who stood in the phalanx. But for poleis that saw security in their galley fleets,  all those who rowed deserved political rights. Ancient galleys were rowed by free men,  not slaves,  and because the naval value of an oarsman derived only from the strength of his body,  rather than expensive personal armament,  rowers could be poorer men. In Athens,  the steps toward democracy,  which limited the influence of the well-born and opened up offices to the lower classes of free men,  came with constitutional restructuring designed by Cleisthenes in 508 and later reforms pursued by Pericles,  who held office from 461 until his death in 429.


Among the testimonials to Athenian democracy,  one of the most interesting flowed from the grudging pen of a disgruntled elitist known only as the Old Oligarch. He preferred government by society’s betters but conceded that the role played by common men in the fleet justified their political rights:




First I want to say this: there the poor and the people generally are right to have more than the highborn and wealthy for the reason that it is the people who man the ships and impart strength to the city . . . far more than the hoplites,  the high born,  and the good men. This being the case,  it seems right for everyone to have a share in the magistracies,  both allotted and elective,  for anyone to be able to speak his mind if he wants to.22





Among the inland poleis,  only Thebes evolved democracy,  and it did so through a unique set of circumstances.


Greek democracy required direct participation,  unlike today’s popular governments that ask voters simply to choose representatives to act for them in legislative assemblies. In Athens,  the best known of democratic poleis,  a citizen attended the assembly personally in order to vote. Athenians also insisted that power be shared between economic and social classes,  and that all take a hand by holding offices. Because election by vote would tend to select primarily the well-known,  most offices were filled by lot. That is,  those eligible to serve would scratch their names on pot shards,  or ostraca,  and put them in the container from which the winning lot would be drawn. In addition,  so jealous were Athenians of their participatory democracy that they instituted a system to banish anyone who they believed threatened their government or their state. Citizens voted by again inscribing a name on a shard,  and the individual whose name appeared on the most ostraca was “ostracized,” sent away for ten years,  after which he could return.


Classical Greeks tied political participation to military and naval service,  citizenship to the warrior role. These were cultural choices made all the more imperative because of the hard character of Greek warfare. Greek conventions of battle did not imagine a restrained,  less violent ideal,  but rather constructed a kind of warfare that made tremendous demands on the individual. Such awesome burdens won for the hoplite,  and eventually for the rower,  full political rights. Consequently,  the relationship between the discourse on war and the reality of war in classical Greece is of towering importance,  for it explains the origin of our most cherished political ideal.






THE THESIS OF AN
 ENDURING WESTERN WAY OF WAR





A discussion of Greek polis warfare in and of itself establishes certain basic tenets of this book: the role of culture in shaping combat,  the secondary role of technology in determining military practice,  and the strong relationship between military and civil culture. However,  our consideration of classical combat cannot stop here,  because hoplite battle has become the basis for a much broader thesis about the nature of Western warfare and its perseverance and influence. Victor Davis Hanson claims that the Greeks established parameters for warfare in the West that have endured for 2,500 years,  and his theory has set the terms for considering war and culture today. He broached his ideas first in his The Western Way of War,  arguing that the classical Greeks created a style of fighting based on shock infantry combat by armies intent on seeking battle to gain a rapid decision in war. Then he extended his theory in Carnage and Culture beyond combat style,  to include the political,  social,  and intellectual context of Western armies. For him,  this enduring mix of combat and culture explains the Western military dominance of the world. “This 2,500-year tradition explains not only why Western forces have overcome great odds to defeat their adversaries but also their uncanny ability to project power well beyond the shores of Europe and America.”23


A book on war and culture written in the opening years of the twenty-first century cannot avoid Hanson’s thesis,  for it is the most intellectually grand theory on the subject currently circulating. He certainly has won adherents for his ambitious claims,  including John Keegan and Geoffrey Parker. Carnage  and Culture even hit the New York Times Extended Best Seller List.Notwithstanding such impressive supporters,  this theory concerning the enduring influence of Greek warfare is full of gaps where it claims to see an unbroken record.






Defining the Western Way of War





In its mature form,  as stated in Carnage and Culture,  Hanson’s Western Way of Warfare theory asserts a unique and continuous military culture that is dependent for much of its character on a societal and political culture that is equally unique and continuous. The conjunction of the two created “the singular lethality of Western culture at war in comparison to other traditions that grew up in Asia,  Africa,  and the Americas.”24 In short,  it made “Europeans the most deadly soldiers in the history of civilization.”25


The manner of fighting remains basic to the theory. The Greeks developed a style of heavy infantry battle that relied on shock combat,  toe-to-toe,  shield-to-shield,  spear-to-spear. “Foot soldiers . . . who take and hold ground and fight face-to-face,  are a uniquely Western specialty.”26 Classical Greeks “invented decisive infantry battle” and then passed on to their successors a strong resolve to actively seek battle,  even though such fighting demanded a high cost in lives.27 The Romans added the “idea of annihilation,  of head-to-head battle that destroys the enemy,” which Hanson sees as “a particularly Western concept largely unfamiliar to the ritualistic fighting and emphasis on deception and attrition found outside Europe.”28 He is explicitly talking about battle,  but,  in fact,  he seems to mean something more,  something approaching a concept of total war,  for the Roman style of warfare brought to bear “the entire engine of Hellenic-inspired science,  economic practice,  and political structure to exploit such battlefield aggressiveness in annihilating the enemy.”29 Romans also raised discipline to new levels of rigor and effectiveness. Such discipline,  “very early on in Western culture . . . was institutionalized as staying in rank and obeying the orders of superior officers.”30 This was not slavish obedience,  however; individualism and initiative were always part of the formula. “From the Greeks onward,  Westerners have sought to distinguish moments of individual courage and obedience to leaders from a broader,  more institutionalized bravery that derives from the harmony of discipline,  training,  and egalitarian values among men and officers.”31


The effectiveness of Western warfare is linked to,  and explained by,  social,  political,  and cultural foundations summed up in the term “civic militarism.” The Western soldier is the citizen of an ultimately consensual government. Hanson is most at home in the Greece of oligarchic or democratic poleis or in republican Rome,  where voting citizens also stood to arms: “In the West those who fight demand political representation.”32 Greece started this political/military ideal,  but Rome became far more inclusive,  creating “the modern expansive idea of Western citizenship and the plutocratic values that thrive in a growing and free economy.”33 The constitutional protections of Western governments included freedoms of speech,  action,  and inquiry. He claims political freedom to be “an idea found nowhere outside the West.”34 Economic liberty is also essential to European military success,  because,  among other things,  it ensured the flow of plentiful weaponry of high quality. Capitalism,  which he argues began in Greece and remained the economic pattern in the West,  stayed basic to the Western Way of War. Rational,  scientific inquiry produced improved weaponry in a way other cultures could not and so provided the ever better blueprints that could then be produced by capitalist enterprise. 


For Hanson it all flows together seamlessly: “Western civilization has given mankind the only economic system that works,  a rationalist tradition that alone allows us material and technological progress,  the sole political structure that ensures the freedom of the individual,  a system of ethics and a religion that brings out the best in humankind—and the most lethal practice of arms conceivable.”35 In his review of Carnage and Culture,  Edward Rothstein perceptively argues that what distinguishes this approach is its combining of “two visions of the West that have themselves been at war during the last 30 years: the celebration of the West for its democratic vision of human liberty,  and the condemnation of the West for militarism and imperialism.” Instead of seeing these as irreconcilable or incompatible,  “Mr. Hanson argues that the reverse is true: they are inseparable. Democratic ideals have led to greater military power.”36


Hanson’s conception is so imposing that it is hard to know where to begin a critique. In order to cut to the heart of the matter,  I will consider only some of the basics here,  focusing on a short list of military and political elements: shock infantry combat,  decisive battle,  battle-seeking operations,  and civic militarism. The thesis of a Western Way of War really cannot be maintained in its most fundamental assertions—the claim that it has maintained a continuity from the Greeks to the present day and its assertion that Western military practices are,  in fact,  unique.






Continuity?





It is easy to draw a direct line of continuity between the tactical and political traditions of classical Greece and those of republican Rome,  but the line already begins to be less sure with imperial Rome. To claim that classical traditions then proceeded through the barbarian armies that defeated the western empire and survived in the various medieval European forces that followed is not at all convincing. And although there is no question that some details of ancient military practice were studied and revived during the Renaissance,  they were adapted to the technological,  social,  and political context of early modern European armies. Breathing life back into the complete complex of the Western Way of War was beyond the alchemy of the age. The time would not be right for resurrecting the military and political principles of Greco-Roman warfare until the close of the eighteenth century.


The tactics of republican Rome evolved from those of the phalanx,  which seems to have been the initial Roman style of combat. Over centuries the very different methods of the legions emerged. In its highest form,  legionary tactics relied upon the short sword wielded by superbly trained and drilled troops fighting in formations that were more articulated and adaptable than the phalanx. For most of the republican period,  509–27 B.C.,  legionaries were citizen soldiers,  a militia called out in wartime and quickly returned to civilian life when not on campaign. This is sanctified in the legend of Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus,  the Roman general who left his plow to lead armies against Rome’s enemies,  and then put down his considerable authority to return to his farm to finish planting his crops. Roman society was less egalitarian than the Greek polis,  yet over the years,  common Roman legionaries extended their political rights through appeal to their role as defenders of the people and the state. The Romans also exercised their political genius by expanding Roman citizenship to wider and wider sectors of people,  not only in Rome but in Italy and eventually the Mediterranean world. Hanson’s paradigm holds both as to combat and civic militarism in the case of republican Rome.


The evolved legionary style of fighting survived and thrived as it passed from the republic to the empire,  but the nature of civic militarism was not so robust. Late in the republic,  ca. 100 B.C.,  the demands of foreign wars became so great that the Roman army ceased to be a citizen militia and became a professional mercenary force. Farmers and artisans could not afford to be away from their livelihoods for the periods of time necessary to fight enemies far from home,  so Rome raised its forces by enlisting paid volunteers who willingly became long-service professionals. Such men made effective troops,  but they fought for themselves and their generals,  and in doing so fueled the Roman civil wars that undermined the republic and led to its demise. A professional army linked to the state no longer by civic militarism but rather by self-interest was a legacy of the republic to the empire. Emperors had above all to command the army’s loyalty,  and most were successful generals. Early in the empire,  emperors ruled through the army,  but later the army ruled through the emperors. At its worst,  the era of the Barracks Emperors brought a series of wars fought by rival generals at the head of their mercenary legions and gave Rome twenty-two emperors in fifty years,  A.D. 235–285. This period of turmoil gravely wounded the empire and so weakened it that it began to succumb to a series of barbarian invasions within a century.


The Germanic peoples that swept into the western half of the Roman Empire after the victory of the Visigoths at the battle of Adrianople (A.D. 378) and continuing through the sixth century were not of one kind. Some,  like the Goths,  came out of the steppes and fought on horseback; some,  like the Franks,  came down from the northern forests and fought on foot. They brought with them different social and political traditions. Some leaders would ape the trappings of Roman rule,  and their peoples would eventually mix with original populations,  but the old practices and institutions of the Roman Empire either disappeared rapidly or eroded with the generations. Tribal societies may have been roughly egalitarian and governed by custom,  but to see in them a continuation of Greek and Roman republican consensual government is dubious.


Instead of developing his continuity with care and evidence,  Hanson offers his readers bold but debatable claims. Consider this sweeping assertion of continued allegiance to civic militarism:




With the transition to empire and Rome’s subsequent collapse . . . republicanism for a time would all but disappear from Europe. Western armies would at times become every bit as mercenary as their adversaries and often in some areas as tribal. Nevertheless,  the idea of a voting citizen as warrior and the tradition of an entire culture freely taking the field of battle under constitutional directive with elected generals were too entrenched to be entirely forgotten.37





He apparently is willing here to admit discontinuity while papering it over with a promissory note assuring us that the West would get back to civic militarism at some unspecified time in the future.


Advancing to the High and Late Middle Ages,  military and political institutions further deny a continuity in the conduct of war and civic militarism. It is difficult to square an infantry-based ideal with the importance of cavalry in the Middle Ages. Heavy aristocratic cavalry,  knights,  dominated the imagination of medieval warfare,  at least from the Norman Conquest of England. It may be debated if they equally towered over the battlefield itself,  but they certainly played a central role on campaign. Keegan tries to make knights seem like Greeks by pointing to their bravery in shock combat,  “a continuation,  in an elaborated form,  of the code of the phalanx fighter,”38 but it is pounding a round peg into a square hole to force a mounted medieval aristocrat into the pattern of a classical citizen hoplite on foot. Medieval battles mixed cavalry and infantry in different combinations,  but the old offensive,  close-order shock infantry tactics were hard to find. Some urban militias used them as did Swiss pike squares,  but these were responses to the military realities of the times,  not primarily the result of studying Greek precedent. In any case,  they were not the rule. In the Hundred Years’ War,  for example,  it is hard to find the phalanx or the legion,  even in instances when most of the fighting was done on foot,  as at the battle of Agincourt.


Feudal armies were made up of aristocratic heavy cavalry serving a fixed period of days in compensation for the land they held from their lords. To this would be added some paid mercenaries and peasant levies composed of serfs. This was not a mix of citizen soldiers. Even when monarchs grew rich enough to hire more mercenaries and rely less on feudal obligations,  that did not increase the level of civic militarism. Only toward the end of the Middle Ages did regular representative institutions emerge to rule with European monarchs,  but such assemblies as the English Parliament or the French Estates General were hardly egalitarian assemblies but rather bodies created and maintained either to extend the authority of the king or to assert the rights of the privileged elites. They might later evolve into democratic legislatures,  but they were hardly that in the Middle Ages.


When we reach the age of the Renaissance,  Hanson may take some comfort in the conscious attempt to copy classical military methods. There is no question that European military reformers looked to classical examples as inspiration and guides,  in something we might fairly call a military Renaissance. Francis I of France wanted to re-create legions but failed. Dutch reformers of the House of Nassau,  particularly Maurice,  incorporated classical solutions to modern problems—drilling troops,  marching in step,  and employing the Roman countermarch to systematize the firing of arquebuses and muskets in combat. Maurice even borrowed his checkerboard formation for Dutch battalions from Roman example.39 I am prone to analyze these changes as refinements in a military system that evolved step by step from late medieval precedents and from the introduction of firearms and artillery.40 Nevertheless,  classic-inspired reforms were important. But even if we grant a classical revival of sorts in tactics,  there are two other matters that forestall claims of a persistent Western Way of War: Military operations were usually battle-averse,  and a return to civic militarism was still in the future.


The Western Way of War posits more than close-order infantry tactics. Campaigns are supposed to be battle-centered,  with commanders seeking quick decisive clashes as the preferred method of combat. Hanson identifies this as the “Western notion of seeking out the enemy without deception,  to engage in bitter shock action.”41 However this may have typified the Greeks,  it was not standard medieval or early modern fare. During the High Middle Ages,  armies were more likely to avoid than to seek a confrontation in the open field. It is a truism that battles were relatively rare during the medieval period,  and raiding and sieges were the rule. Battle-averse armies typified the early modern period as well. Sixteenth-century condottieri,  Italian mercenary commanders,  Paolo Vitelli and Prospero Colonna,  hardly stressed battle,  arguing that “wars are won rather by industry and cunning than by the clash of arms.”42 Armies of the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries may have formed up their infantry in ways that looked classical,  but they clashed comparatively rarely,  and when they did,  battles were anything but decisive. Admittedly the frequency of battle varied from theater to theater on the Continent,  but in the cockpit of Europe,  the Netherlands,  the Rhineland,  and northern Italy,  sieges dominated,  and wars dragged on for years. As Roger Boyle,  first earl of Orrery,  put it,  “We make war more like foxes,  than like lyons; and you will have twenty sieges for one battell.”43 Armies fought battles when it was advantageous to do so,  or when compelled; these were not Greeks who marched right at the enemy and fought furiously by agreement. In contradiction to such aggressive operations,  Louis XIV once instructed Marshal Luxembourg to avoid infantry battles because they were costly but not decisive.44 Occasionally,  commanders such as Frederick the Great saw their salvation in battle,  but the full battle-seeking pattern of the Western Way only returned to Europe with Napoleon and became enshrined in military literature by Clausewitz.


Interestingly enough this coincides with the return of civic militarism. Continental Europe would only see the reemergence of the enfranchised citizen soldier with the French Revolution. Until then,  Europe was ruled by monarchs born to their thrones and who usually strove to increase their authority limited mainly by a hereditary aristocracy. Intellectuals might praise the Greeks and Romans while dreaming of representative government,  but it was a long way from dreams to reality. The ideal of “a voting citizen as warrior and the tradition of an entire culture freely taking the field of battle under constitutional directive” was not truly realized until the Declaration of the Levée en masse of 1793. In it,  the freely elected representatives of the French people declared: “From this moment until the enemy has been chased from the territory of the Republic,  all the French are in permanent requisition for the service of the armies.”45 Historians have long summed up the transition in warfare at this time as going from limited war fought by kings to total war fought by peoples. In fact,  Hanson’s mature theory,  with its complex of elements,  works best when one jumps from the late Roman republic to the nineteenth century. From Marius to Robespierre is a gap of nearly 1,900 years in a claimed continuity of 2,500 years,  making it no continuity at all. Even if we credit the Roman Empire with civic militarism,  which seems to be wrong,  the hole would gape for 1,400 years or more.






Asian Contrast?





Arguments that there were no real non-Western parallels for Western military practices result all too much from our ignorance of non-Western warfare. We know precious little about the facts of South Asian military history before the arrival of the Islamic invaders. We know more about ancient China,  but that understanding does not rival our command of Greek and Roman military history. Still,  what we do know suggests that proponents of the Western Way of Warfare overstate the differences and may well be flat wrong. For example,  Hanson sees discipline and drill as a defining characteristic of Western armies,  but during the Warring States Period (403–221 B.C.),  rival Chinese rulers formed huge disciplined armies of conscripted peasant landholders. Discipline is a great advantage to any large military force,  and there is no reason to believe that discipline was any less important in ancient Chinese armies than it was in medieval European hosts.


Comparison with China points to another dubious aspect of Hanson’s theory: his claims for Western capitalism. During the Warring States Period,  single states could have fielded as many as 600,000 troops,  and there were several contending states at one time.46 We do not know for a fact,  but it seems likely that Vedic India also mobilized large infantry armies. The Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb is supposed to have campaigned with an army of several hundreds of thousands ca. 1700. Hanson believes only Western capitalism could produce enough effective arms for great armies. Clearly the Chinese and Indians turned out sufficient arms and armor for great numbers of soldiers. We cannot exactly measure their quality,  but we know that East Asian elite arms could be truly excellent—consider the swords carried by samurai. We also know that Chinese technology was sophisticated. For example,  the West developed great seagoing vessels,  but so did the Chinese. And Chinese junks boasted the most efficient of sails and hulls divided into watertight compartments.


Fundamental contrasts between Western and “Oriental” military cultures and styles of warfare are most boldly drawn by John Keegan,  who asserts: “Oriental warmaking,  . . . as something different and apart from European warfare,  is characterized by traits peculiar to itself. Foremost among them are evasion,  delay and indirectness.”47 Tactically,  this kind of combat avoided direct confrontation,  wore down the enemy,  and only closed for the kill.48 Keegan argues that the forms of war based on massed horse archers,  most notably the horse peoples of the Central Asian steppes,  best typify this “Oriental warmaking.” Among other criticisms that can be leveled against Keegan’s definition of “Oriental” combat,  one could reply that such warriors did not constitute the main forces of Chinese or South Asian armies for much of their history,  as will be seen in Chapter 2. In fact,  it is doing injury to history to posit a single dominant “Oriental” way of war or to see its characteristics as uniquely “Oriental.” In fact,  Western military practice often followed Keegan’s characterization of “Oriental” warmaking. Military cultures are far more varied than Keegan’s dichotomy allows.






EUROPEAN SUCCESS AND ASIAN FAILURE?





 One test of the truth of the thesis of a Western Way of War might be to tally Western victory and defeat,  for,  according to its proponents,  this form of warfare bestowed great lethal advantages upon Europeans and their descendants. “Ultimately,” Hanson points out,  “wars are best decided by men who approach each other face-to-face,  stab,  strike,  or shoot at close range,  and physically drive the enemy from the battlefield.”49 If the Greeks alone created this form of battle,  the non-West never mastered it,  and the West enjoyed a continuity of 2,500 years with it,  should not the West have enjoyed an amazing string of successes?


There is no doubt that the Romans were world-class conquerors,  as much because they held what they took as because they took so much,  but after them the military record of the West is not all that impressive. The Romans lost their empire in the western Mediterranean to a series of Germanic invasions after A.D. 378. Around 450 the Huns swept in,  another horse people of the steppes. They were beaten back,  but in general Western Europe would suffer from a series of armed migrations,  invasions,  and raids for over 600 years. After Germans and Huns,  Avars and Magyars attacked from the east; Muslims of various loyalties swept up from North Africa and the Mediterranean itself; and Vikings,  then pagans outside the Western Christian sphere,  raided and invaded by sea from the north. Muslims took Spain,  and Christians only reconquered the last of it in 1492. Vikings grabbed large parts of England (the Danelaw) and France (Normandy). The Western Europeans may have held on,  but only after losing territory. Were they possessed of a greatly superior form of warfare,  they should have been able to do more than simply hunker down.


Europeans seized the offensive again with the Crusades,  but not for long. The First Crusade (1096–1099) reacted to the conquests of the Seljuk Turks in the Near East and succeeded in taking Antioch and Jerusalem and in setting up a series of Catholic states in the Holy Land. The Second Crusade (1147–1149) was a total disaster,  with several Christian armies defeated or utterly wiped out by Turks. Then,  led by the strong and capable Kurd Saladin,  Muslim forces retook Jerusalem (1187). The Third Crusade (1189–1192) took Acre and won the battle of Arsouf but failed to recapture Jerusalem. The Crusader states continued to dwindle,  eventually falling to Egyptians,  who took Antioch in 1268,  leaving but a few scattered holdings in Christian hands. Europeans occupied Jerusalem for only 90 years and Antioch 170. Even employing the vaunted Western Way of War,  the Crusader states fell to Turks,  Mongols,  and Mamelukes.


Ottoman Turks established themselves in Anatolia in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and then swept into the Balkans,  eventually taking Greece. Constantinople fell to the Ottomans in 1453,  eliminating the last of the Christian Byzantine Empire. Ottomans would reach and besiege Vienna in 1529 and 1683. Europeans reconquered much of what the Ottomans had taken in Europe,  but only after a good deal of time. Greece,  the birthplace of the Western Way,  only became an independent state in 1829–1830.


Of course,  Spain,  Portugal,  England,  France,  and the Netherlands enjoyed considerable success in colonial expansion after 1500. This success was immediately most apparent in the Americas,  where the Spanish laid low great preColumbian nations,  above all the Aztecs and the Incas. Their destruction was truly phenomenal,  a product of amazing leadership,  armed force,  and disease. It is worth remembering,  however,  that Native Americans possessed only Stone Age technologies,  particularly in weaponry,  and in what is now the United States and Canada,  the native population was rather thin on the ground.


Europeans were notably less successful in mainland Asia. Consider the fate of India as discussed in Chapter 5 of Battle. Western triumph came initially only at sea,  where Europeans took control early; for example,  the Portuguese naval victory at Diu in 1509 established European naval preeminence in the Indian Ocean. However,  for centuries,  European presence on land amounted to no more than trading outposts perched on the coasts. When Europeans ventured inland,  as in 1686–1688 when the English first tried to take parts of Bengal,  they met defeat. The Western Way of War may have provided victories for small numbers of Europeans against great empires in the Americas,  but not in South Asia. It would not be until after 1740 that the British began an impressive conquest of South Asian states,  and then only after enlisting native South Asian troops,  which may have employed European tactics but were not inspired by civic militarism.


In fact,  for most of human history,  the greatest conquerors were not Western at all but came out of Central Asia. They typified Keegan’s “Oriental” warmaking,  which he regards as inferior to the Western Way. Nomadic Parthians from south central Asia took Persia in the third century A.D.,  bedeviling the Romans with their horse archers—and the famous Parthian shot. Western Europe experienced the Mongol onslaught as early as the mid-fifth century,  when Attila led the Huns into Europe. Other Mongol raiders,  the Avars and the Magyars,  broke into eastern Europe in the sixth and the ninth centuries respectively. Turkish peoples who at times fled or fought alongside the Mongols rode in the eleventh century into the Near East to stay. These Seljuk Turks were eventually defeated,  only to be replaced by Ottoman Turks. Meanwhile,  Turkish Ghaznis struck down into Afghanistan and raided India in the eleventh century,  where they were later defeated by Ghurids who founded the Delhi Sultanate in the early thirteenth century.


Genghis Khan (1162?–1227) united the tribes of Mongolia and began to expand their domain; after his death,  his grandson,  Kublai Khan (1215–1294),  conquered China and set up the Yuan dynasty. The historian of China John K. Fairbank calls the period from about the fourth to the fourteenth centuries the “millennium of the mounted archer,” which he argues peaked with “the Mongol conquests of Persia,  South Russia,  and China.”50 To that list I would add South Asia. Tamerlane (1336–1405) terrorized much of the known world from Russia in the north to Persia and India in the south. A direct descendant of Genghis Khan and Tamerlane,  Babur (1483–1530) brought his cavalry army to India and defeated the Delhi Sultanate at the battle of Panipat in 1526 to establish the Mughal Empire,  which survived until its remnants fell to the British in the eighteenth century. Mongols and Turks were the horse archers of Keegan’s “Oriental” warfare,  and they represented the most successful military tradition in history,  measured by the span of the globe that they dominated before the modern era.


Thus,  any confident assertion of inherent Western advantages in land warfare deserves to be reevaluated and reinterpreted. In military terms,  the West experienced hard times from the decline of the Roman Empire until the American conquests of the sixteenth century at least. Naval,  not land,  warfare was the real forte of the Europeans until they began their run of Asian and African land conquests in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. On land,  Western warfare experienced a hiatus in forms and in success from the end of the Roman Empire until the mid-eighteenth century,  with the only major exceptions being the triumph of the First Crusade and the amazing conquests in Mexico and South America by the likes of Cortéz and Pizarro. These are certainly notable conquests but not ones that undermine the concept of a hiatus in Western success in land battle.






CLASSICAL MILITARY LITERATURE: VEGETIUS





Denying the continuity of a Western Way of War does not rule out the endurance of elements of the classical tradition,  and the most important of these was the constant availability of military literature from ancient Greece and Rome. However,  this literature did not necessarily act as an agent of a Western Way of War. No ancient European text was more important than De  re militari,  written by Flavius Vegetius Renatus in the late fourth century A.D. Hanson stresses the value of this work as evidence of continuity,  and it certainly was the most influential military volume in the West until On War by Clausewitz.51 This volume was more than the work of one author,  for it compiled the wisdom of several previous military authorities,  including Cato the Censor,  Cornelius Celsus,  Frontius,  Praternus,  Julius Caesar,  Augustus,  Trajan,  and Hadrian. It thus represented a body of knowledge going back for centuries. Vegetius’s magnum opus was widely read in the Middle Ages; it appeared in the library of Duke Evrard of Friuli during the ninth century,  was read by the great knight William the Marshal in the twelfth,  and was owned by Sir John Fastolf in the fifteenth.52 It is worth noting that in the medieval and modern eras,  Western military readers turned more to Rome than Greece for examples. It is equally true that medieval readers approached that ultimate Roman spokesman,  Vegetius,  in their own way; some editions were titled as handbooks on chivalry. They could read there about courage and hardiness—“Valor, ” he informed them,  “is superior to numbers”53—and they could take lessons from him about prowess and deception in warfare. However,  it was one thing to read about classical militaries and another to resuscitate them. Because it was such a different cultural,  social,  political,  and military environment,  medieval Europe really could not create a Greek phalanx or a Roman legion.


With the Renaissance of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries,  classical texts from the arts to philosophy to history became more important in European cultural life. And,  as already mentioned,  Vegetius and other classical authors inspired military reformers. The reference to classical texts as the source for practical reform justifies the claim for a military Renaissance,  an attempt within that great intellectual movement to learn and apply classical precedent to armies as others had applied it to architecture.


It is important,  however,  to note that De re militari did not simply transmit the Western Way of War in the Renaissance or later. For example,  Vegetius did not preach a battle-hungry style of warfare with a penchant for decisive battle. He did declare that “a battle is commonly decided in two or three hours,  after which no further hopes are left for the worsted army.” But he then immediately cautions against it: “Every plan,  therefore,  is to be considered,  every expedient tried and every method taken before matters are brought to this last extremity. Good officers decline general engagements where the danger is common,  and prefer the employment of stratagem and finesse to destroy the enemy as much as possible in detail and intimidate them without exposing our own forces.”54 Battle,  or a general action,  is to be avoided if possible because of its cost and risk: “fortune has often a greater share than valor.”55 Skilled generals find other ways of defeating an enemy: “Good generals never engage in a general action unless induced by opportunity or obliged by necessity.”56 Rather than leading an army into combat,  sword in hand,  “To distress the enemy more by famine than the sword is the mark of consummate skill.”57


Vegetius carried a message to those conducting campaigns,  but it was more that of the fox than of the phalanx. Early modern military commentators of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,  such as Puységur and de Saxe,  would echo Vegetius’s sense of battle as a theater of loss and risk that should be eschewed by the able general. It was better to win by other means that a commander could manipulate and control by his intelligence and skill. Using military literature alone,  one could argue that maneuver,  attrition,  and avoidance of pitched battle was quite common in the Western tradition and not simply an attribute of “Oriental” warmaking.






CONCLUSION: SOCRATES IN THE RANKS





Greek hoplite warfare highlights the influence of discourse in imagining and designing battle. The Greeks opted to fight as they did; in the last analysis,  they made cultural choices over other alternatives. When Mardonius explains the seeming insanity of Greek warfare he comments:




Now surely,  as they are all of one speech,  they ought to interchange heralds and messengers,  and make up their differences by any means rather than battle; or,  at the worst,  if they must needs fight one against the another,  they ought to post themselves as strongly as possible,  and so try their quarrels.58





City walls might also have held off the enemy and made war too lengthy or costly for the attacker,  posing a powerful deterrent. But this is not what the Greeks resolved to do. They were moved by a sense of moral outrage that their homes and ancestral lands were being violated,  and even more by a keen sense of individual worth and independence. Battle became a consequence of values rather than necessity.


However,  claims that a Western Way of Warfare extended with integrity for 2,500 years speak more of fantasy than fact. No overarching theory can encompass the totality of Western combat and culture. This is a varied and rich treasury of discourse and reality to be unearthed at many places on maps of space and time.


But even if a Western Way of War does not bind together the European experience by a continuous filament,  Greek and Roman precedent has provided us with ideas,  myths,  and a vocabulary of war. Heroism,  for example,  is often dressed in classical attire. Achilles,  Hector,  the Spartans at Thermopylae,  Horatius at the bridge—all represented heroic martial values. This powered imagination and emulation when further buttressed by more recent and immediate examples. Not surprisingly,  the symbol of the United States Military Academy at West Point is a Greek Corinthian helmet. Classical example even penetrated to popular culture. The eighteenth-century military tune,  still a much-heard march today,  “The British Grenadiers,” begins,  “Some talk of Alexander and some of Hercules,/ of Hector and Lysander and such brave men as these.”59 Schools still christen their athletic teams “Spartans”; the British called one of their most successful tank designs the “Centurion.” Societies require heroic myths,  and the West still clings to those of the classical past as significant elements of Western military culture.


Perhaps the most important of these heroic paragons is the citizen soldier. The citizen militias of classical Greece and republican Rome stand as ideals,  although history did not give those ideals an unbroken path to the present. Professional Roman legionaries,  Germanic tribal levies,  mounted medieval aristocrats,  and disenfranchised mercenaries of early modern Europe had little in common with the yeoman hoplites of the phalanx. Only at the end of the eighteenth century did revolutionary transformations resurrect true citizen soldiers. Then the references abound. American officers form the Society of the Cincinnati in memory of the Roman general who returned to his plow. François Rude’s sculptural group known as La Marseillaise on the Arc de Triomphe portrays the departure of the volunteers of 1792 for the front as the resolute march of an ancient militia,  clad in Greek and Roman armor not in the actual uniforms of the French Revolution.


One supposition concerning the citizen soldier remains the notion that the freedom of a society must be maintained by the commitment of the common people to take up arms in their own defense. In the citizen militia,  morality and responsibility meet in an ideal of civic virtue. Only in such an environment could the individual achieve his or her highest potential. Hanson praises the Greek polis for creating “a culture that could produce warrior-intellectuals.”60 This point helps explain one of the more startling observations by the great nineteenth-century art critic John Ruskin: “No great art ever yet arose on earth but among a nation of soldiers.”61 There should be no surprise then that Socrates stood in the ranks at Delium or that the dramatist Aeschylus chose to be remembered on his tombstone not for his plays but for the fact that he had fought at Marathon.62 The link between philosophy,  art,  and combat is also part of the ever-present legacy of Greek warfare in the Western military tradition.






Notes on the Opening Illustration for Chapter One





This seventh-century B.C. Corinthian vase provides our earliest image of a classic Greek phalanx. Two rival forces approach; the heavily armored hoplites overlap their shields to form a wall as they raise their spears to thrust at their adversaries. A musician plays to pace the advance and raise the spirits of the embattled hoplites.

 

(Copyright Scala/Art Resource,  NY)
























CHAPTER TWO 

Subtleties of Violence
 





Ancient Chinese and Indian Texts on Warfare
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THE TIME WAS NOT PROPITIOUS for battle at Chi-fu. Being the last day of the lunar calendar,  Chinese armies would usually remain immobile,  fearing the inauspicious balance between yin and yang. But the brilliant Wu general Ho-lü realized that,  greatly outnumbered as he was by the Ch’u army before him,  he must use surprise to defeat his enemy. Because his enemy would expect a quiet day,  Ho-lü decided to attack the Ch’u that morning in 519 B.C.1


Months earlier,  threatened as they were by the growing power of the state of Ch’u,  Liao,  king of Wu,  and his great general had decided to strike first,  driving into Ch’u territory and besieging Chou-lai. Ch’u marshaled a large host to oppose this invasion; not only did it send out its own sizeable forces,  but it also bullied six small allied kingdoms to dispatch their armies. But as the polyglot Ch’u force gathered at Chi-fu to relieve the siege of Chou-lai,  things went badly for them. Their commander died,  leaving the army in disarray,  and when Ho-lü learned of this he sprang to take advantage of the opportunity. He abandoned the siege and shuttled as many forces as he could by river toward the enemy,  but he could not match the Ch’u numbers. Still he appreciated that his army was united,  whereas the Ch’u forces were not. Moreover,  the enemy’s spirit,  or ch’i,  was shaken,  but that of the Wu army was strong and aggressive.


On the day of the battle,  the large Ch’u army stayed in its encampment,  which was covered by the six smaller allied armies stationed facing the Wu adversaries. Ho-lü concentrated on the three allied forces that held the center of the enemy line. Against these,  he prepared a great ambush—his infantry and what chariots he could muster formed a three-sided square with the open face toward the enemy. The terrain disguised this deployment,  a valley of death for any who entered. He then ordered a body of 3,000 ill-trained and expendable convict-troops to bait the trap by attacking the enemy line. As expected,  Ho-lü’s convict unit broke and fled back toward the main Wu dispositions. Flushed with their initial success,  the Ch’u allies raced forward,  losing their cohesion and order in the process. As they streamed into the killing zone,  Wu troops cut them down. Soon,  Ho-lü captured the three rulers of the allied states,  and ordered them immediately executed at the head of his army in full view of the enemy. Seeing their kings beheaded multiplied the panic that swept the survivors back into the Ch’u encampment. Wu forces now charged,  the center driving forward as the two flanks enveloped the Ch’u. Victory was complete.


A few years after the victory at Chi-fu,  a stranger appeared at the Wu court; he would be remembered as Sun-tzu,  whose great work Art of War ranks as the most honored of Chinese military classics. Sun-tzu at first advised King Liao,  but when Ho-lü turned against Liao,  killed him,  and took his throne,  Sun-tzu counseled the new ruler as well. The military wisdom of Sun-tzu would be valued and preserved not because he was the first great military mind of China but because the Chinese already boasted a rich military and intellectual tradition with sophistication enough to appreciate the genius of Art of War.




Chinese battle in the sixth century B.C. did not resemble the collision of polis phalanxes in Greece. To understand the range of warfare better,  even its Western tradition,  we must span continents to gain perspective. This chapter discusses military practice and thought in China and South Asia during a period roughly contemporary with classical Greece. A comparative approach promises two rewards. First,  looking at several peoples and locales with roughly the same technologies emphasizes the differences imposed by conceptual culture. Second,  case studies of China and South Asia demonstrate their contrast not only with Greece but also with each other,  and thus undermine any simple concept of an “Oriental” way of war.
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