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To you, bold venturers, adventurers, and whoever has embarked

With cunning sails upon dreadful seas—

To you, who are intoxicated with riddles, who delight in twilight, and whose souls

Are drawn by flutes to every dizzying abyss;

For you do not want, with cowardly hand, to grope for a rope

And where you can guess, there you disdain to decipher.

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, Also Sprach Zarathustra
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I n theory, war is simply a means to an end, a rational, if very brutal,
activity intended to serve the interests of one group of people by

killing, wounding, or otherwise incapacitating those who oppose that
group.1 In reality, nothing could be further from the truth. Even econo-
mists now agree that human beings, warriors and soldiers included, are
not just machines out for gain. Facts beyond number prove that war ex-
ercises a powerful fascination in its own right—one that has its greatest
impact on participants but is by no means limited to them. Fighting itself
can be a source of joy, perhaps even the greatest joy of all. Out of this
fascination grew an entire culture that surrounds it and in which, in fact,
it is immersed. Like any other culture, the one associated with war con-
sists largely of “useless” play, decoration, and affectations of every sort;
on occasion, affectations, decoration, and play are even carried to coun-
terproductive lengths.2 So it has always been, and so, presumably, it will
always be.

A full discussion of the culture of war would require not a single vol-
ume but an entire library. The culture in question ranges from the often
far from utilitarian shapes and decoration of armor (or, before there was
armor, war paint) to today’s “camouflage” uniforms and “tiger suits”; from
war games played by the ancient Egyptians with the aid of tokens on spe-
cially made boards all the way to the enormous variety of present-day war
games, exercises, and maneuvers; and from Yahweh’s commandments in
the book of Deuteronomy,3 which laid down some elementary rules for
the treatment of various kinds of enemies confronted in certain kinds of

I n t ro d u c t i o n
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war, to the numbered paragraphs of today’s international law. It includes
the values and traditions of warriors as manifested in their deportment,
customs, literature, parades, reviews, and other assorted ceremonies, as
well as the endlessly varied ways in which wars have been declared,
brought to a formal end, and commemorated.

In many societies, especially tribal ones as described by Tacitus and
feudal ones such as Homeric Greece, medieval Europe, Mamluk Egypt,
and samurai Japan, the culture of war enjoyed extremely high status. For
example, Chrétien de Troyes in Perceval says it was “the highest that
God has created and commanded”; a sixteenth-century French knight,
Brantôme, called chevallerie “the religion of honor” and claimed that it
ought to be given priority over all other forms of culture.4 By contrast, in
today’s self-styled “advanced” countries, for the culture of war to be held
in such high esteem is rare. Soldiers, war gamers, collectors of militaria,
and even military historians know the score. At best, their culture is seen
as a quaint leftover from a previous, presumably less rational, less utili-
tarian, and less humane, past. At worst, it is denied, put aside, ignored,
ridiculed, or denounced as childish “warmongering.” As countless jokes
about the (supposed) quality of military intelligence, military law, mili-
tary music, and even military cooking imply, too often it is despised as
loud, vulgar, and crude.

Some people go so far as to claim that war and culture are absolute
opposites. Like Lord Byron, all they see is “the windpipe-slicing, brain-
splattering art”; as a result, each time a flag is raised or a bugle calls, they
look away or stop their ears. Others, while prepared to admit that a cul-
ture of war does exist, look at it as an expression of that worst of all bad
things, “militarism.” Academics, many of whom are politically on the left,
are especially likely to consider things in this light. This may explain why,
in spite of the undoubted popular appeal of works with titles such as
Medieval Arms and Armor, Uniforms of the Wehrmacht, and Military

Aircraft of the World, a scholarly, comprehensive study of the subject
has yet to be written. Perhaps it also explains why one volume whose de-
clared subject is “the symbols of war” in the ancient world is completely
dominated by discussions of weapons, armor, and tactics.5

Even if the charges were true, it does not follow that the culture in
question does not deserve close attention. War has always played a criti-
cally important role in human affairs. No empire, civilization, people, or
religion has ever risen to greatness without, as one British officer once
put it to me, excelling at “the smacking business.” Very often, the most
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successful ideas, religions, peoples, civilizations, and empires are simply
those that acquired the most cannon and, having done so, used them to
crush the rest. Conversely, few if any great ideas, religions, peoples, civi-
lizations, or empires have fallen without trying to reverse their fortune by
force of arms first. Much as bleeding hearts may dislike the fact, war and
its culture form an integral element of human history and human life and
are likely to do so for all future to come. As part of human life, they need
to be understood. To be understood, they deserve to be studied no less
carefully, and no less sympathetically, than any other parts.

As this volume will try to show, very often the charges are not true.
Even today, when most developed countries no longer have conscription
and professional forces have made a comeback, no sharp line divides
most people from soldiers.6 True, soldiers are not a homogeneous lot.
Some may even be insensitive, callous, and vulgar. Yet there is absolutely
no reason to think that such men are more numerous in the military than
anywhere else; conversely, it could be argued that one reason why so
many “civilized” people can engage in refined feelings is because there
are soldiers who do their dirty work for them. Thus only prejudice can ex-
plain why the culture they create, and in which they are immersed, is so
often considered inferior to that of other groups, be they priests, mer-
chants, professionals, workers, whites, blacks, women, or people who
have recovered from cancer.

In truth, war paint, armor, uniforms, and weapons are quite as inter-
esting, have quite as long a history, and are as intricately linked to every
aspect of economic, social, and cultural development as civilian dress is.
Not only are military ceremonies as sophisticated and as full of symbol-
ism as civilian ones are, but they have often served as models for the lat-
ter. It is true that the law of war has often been ignored, violated, or used
as a veneer to justify people’s cold-blooded interests; however, the same
applies to any other laws designed to regulate any other field. Starting
with Homer and ending with Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, war, with its
incomparable triumphs and unfathomable sorrows, has always inspired
some of the greatest literature of all. From the Winged Victory of
Samothrace to the black, V-shaped Vietnam Veterans Memorial in
Washington, D.C., the same is true of the monuments erected in its
honor.

Many of those who look down their noses on the culture of war may
be dismissed as mere snobs, or else as people who, fortunately for them,
have no idea what war is all about. Some of those who deliberately ignore
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it don’t know a thing about it either, but, unfortunately for the rest of us,
they are much more dangerous. I am referring to the self-styled “neo-
realists,” gremlin-like creatures who really think that war is the continu-
ation of politics (or, as often as not, bureaucratic battles over budgets)
and nothing else. Never having served, they are oblivious to the fact that
war calls for the highest sacrifice of all, and that those who wage it are
made of flesh and blood. Ensconced in their offices, they deal with mere
abstractions. Closing their eyes to anything but “utility” and “interest,”
they see the culture in question as irrelevant to the “real” business at
hand and treat it accordingly. Among them are some who, holding senior
office in Washington, D.C., and other capitals, are in a position to drag
their fellow citizens into war should they be so inclined.

Now, it is true that, as with any kind of culture, much of what sur-
rounds war is based on unreason and does not fit into a utilitarian frame-
work of any kind. However, this fact does not reduce its importance one
whit. One reason for this is because, stripped of its “useless” culture, war
will degenerate into a mere orgy of violence, a thing sustained by no or-
ganization, no purpose, and no sense. It goes without saying that history
has witnessed many such orgies. On occasion, some of the best armies in
history have been guilty of them. Throwing discipline to the wind, losing
control, and lashing about them in a blind fury. However, such orgies do
not war make. In general, those who failed to distinguish between the two
have been no match for well-organized, well-regulated armies with all
their cumbersome cultural accoutrements.

This brings us to the real reason why the culture of war matters:
namely, the critical role it plays in overcoming men’s natural inclination to
avoid, or flee from, danger while at the same time preparing them to
make the supreme sacrifice if and when required. Troops of every kind
may be prepared to kill, rob, and destroy in order to serve this or that
purpose. They may also possess every attribute needed for realizing
those goals: resources, numbers, organization, equipment, whatever.
However, unless they are also prepared to defy nature and risk their lives,
they will be useless and worse.

Admittedly, Patton’s quip that the purpose of war is to make the
other guy die for his country contains a large measure of truth; neverthe-
less, it is only a half-truth. This in turn means that pundits who, whether
out of ignorance or snobbery, refuse to take the culture of war seriously
are committing an error so momentous as to cast doubt on anything else
they may say, or write, or do about it. A story told about the German chief
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of staff Alfred von Schlieffen (1893–1905) sums it up very nicely. “Yes,”
he once told a carping critic, “it all comes down to this foolish question,
how to win.”

The outline of the volume is as follows. Part I deals with the culture of
war as it manifests itself in ordinary times. This includes the decoration of
military dress and equipment, the inculcation and transmission of martial
values at military educational institutions of every sort, and the huge num-
ber of exercises and games whose objective is to prepare for war and sim-
ulate it. Part II deals with the culture as it may be observed during
hostilities, including the transition into war and battle, the joy of fighting,
the rules of war, and the transition from war back to peace. Part III briefly
describes the culture that is created in the wake of war, such as monu-
ments, literature, movies, museums, and so on. Part IV focuses on civiliza-
tion since 1945—the so-called post-modern, post-military, post-heroic
civilization. Here my aim is to show that a world without war is not in the
cards. On the contrary, every one of the elements discussed in the book’s
previous parts remains alive and well. Though often treated with con-
tempt and sometimes suppressed, they are present just under the surface,
waiting to emerge.

Those are the historical parts of this volume. But what can we expect
to happen in case the culture of war is absent? To answer that question is
the purpose of the fifth and last part. Here the focus is on some of the
things that have always been considered to stand, and in many ways do
stand, in direct opposition to the culture in question, to wit: the wild
horde, the soulless machine, men without chests, and feminism.

The objective of the exercise is a double one. First, I want to put any
number of assorted “ists”—such as relativists, deconstructionists, de-
structivists, post-modernists, the more maudlin kind of pacifists, and
feminists firmly in their place. Pace all these people, not only does such
a thing as a culture of war exist, but much of it is magnificent and well
worth studying. Furthermore, in many ways it has remained essentially
the same at all times and in places. In one sense, my objective is just the
opposite from that of John Keegan in A History of Warfare (1993). He
tried to show how when culture changes, the conduct of war must follow.
I, on the contrary, want to show how some very basic things stay the same
in spite of all changes in weapons, tactics, and so on.

Flipping the coin to its other side, I want to confront the “neo-
realists.” Focusing almost exclusively on information, capabilities,
weapon systems, and what the editor of one well-known periodical in the
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field calls “strict strategy,” all they do is prove their own inability to un-
derstand what motivates war as well as their unfitness to run it. By con-
trast, my aim is to bring back into the study of war all the vital things they,
and of course their amanuensis Clausewitz, have left out of it. Thus I am
taking on opponents on both sides of the political-cultural spectrum, the
more sentimental kind of left and the “hard-headed” right. But then I
have always enjoyed a good fight.
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I n theory, war is simply a means to an end, a rational, if very
brutal, activity intended to serve the interests of one group

of people by killing, wounding, or otherwise incapacitating those
who oppose that group. In reality, nothing could be further from
the truth. Whether war is profitable has often been doubted.
However, its ability to fascinate men and, in a different way,
women is beyond question. For every day that World War I
lasted, several books were written about it and continue to be
written about it; had anybody been made to see all the films ever
made about World War II, no doubt he or she would have spent
years doing so. More than any other factor, it is this fascination
that accounts for the fabulous sums and enormous creative tal-
ent often spent in decorating men, equipment, and weapons.
Other parts of the culture of war comprise the preparation of sol-
diers for battle as well as devising and playing war games of
every kind, even to the point where, seen from a purely military
point of view, the investment made was sometimes counterpro-
ductive.

• • •

I

Preparing for War
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Logically, men should enter war decked out in the most economical,
most utilitarian way possible—for is not war the most wasteful of

human activities? In reality, very often they do just the opposite, covering
themselves with elaborate decorations that might take hours, even days,
to apply. As far back into prehistory as we can look, war paint has always
been part of the culture of tribal societies.1 Originally such paint may
have been intended purely for going on campaign, thus helping create a
sharp distinction between war and peace. As with so many other ele-
ments of what we have called the culture of war, though, very often it
ended up being used for ceremonial purposes on other occasions as well,
so much so that it is often very hard to say whether war has penetrated
culture or culture war.

Usually the paint was made from locally available materials, espe-
cially vegetable ones mixed with small amounts of minerals ground or
pounded into a powder. Occasionally, though, it was obtained by trade.
Among the Indians of North America vermillion paint was highly desired;
in 1756–63 it became one of the commodities in which both the French
and the British paid their Indian allies. Usually it was applied with the aid
of the fingers, though here and there specialized instruments were used.
The objectives included magic—certain devices were considered capable
of providing protection—inspiring fear, and to some extent identification.

Whereas normally each warrior decorated himself as he pleased,

1
From War Paint to Tiger Suits
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4 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

each tribe also had its own pattern to serve for identification. The Sioux
used red, the Crow white. The fearsome reputation of the Catawba of the
Carolinas may have had something to do with the asymmetrical way they
painted their faces. One eye was surrounded by a white circle, the other
by a black one; the rest was blackened as well. Often different colors in-
dicated different moods. For example, among the Cherokee red stood for
victory. Blue stood for defeat or trouble, black for death, and white for
quiet, peace, and happiness. Very often entire mythologies were woven to
explain why a people had chosen to put on this or that color for this or
that purpose. Too often, all the tales did was to cover the fact that the
choice was, in reality, perfectly arbitrary.

Originally the Indians of North America traveled and fought on foot.
No sooner had horses been introduced, however, than the same colors
started to be applied to them as well. Horses were painted symmetrically
on both sides of their bodies, each side telling the same story. The sym-
bols used included circles around one or both eyes of the horse, perhaps
intended to make them look more threatening, as well as long zigzag lines
that symbolized lightning, apparently with the intention of adding power
and speed to terrify the enemy. The various symbols were not isolated
but understood to build upon each other. They formed, or were meant to
form, a whole that appeared harmonious to their creators even if it
looked outlandish to outsiders.

What was true of the Indians of North America was equally true of
other tribal societies scattered all over the world—even though, before
the advent of the white man, very few of them can have so much as
heard of each other’s existence. Neither Zulu warriors in South Africa
nor Sioux ones in South Dakota went into battle as their gods had cre-
ated them. The same applies to the headhunters of New Guinea and
fighters throughout Polynesia, as well as the braves of countless societies
in what is now known as Latin America. Instead they did so with their
bodies covered with decorative patterns and/or special hairdos, as in the
case of the Meru of Kenya. Very often the paint was not laid on but per-
manently applied by means of tattoos painfully created during initiation
rites; tattoos, indeed, were among the distinctive marks of the warriors.
For example, Briton warriors around the time of Christ covered much of
their bodies with animal designs. This gave them a bluish color and, as
Julius Caesar commented, made them “frightful to look upon in battle.”2

Roman soldiers did not take long to adopt the practice. Over the next
centuries they spread it throughout the empire until the first Christian
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P R E P A R I N G  F O R  W A R 5

emperor, Constantine I, banned it because he felt it went against “God’s
handiwork.”

Nor is the use of paint to modify the appearance of men and animals
at war limited to “barbaric” peoples most often met in ethnological muse-
ums. Thus eighteenth-century British regiments used to color their
horses so as to make them look alike. Originally developed for parades,
the practice was sometimes continued on campaign even though it was
harmful to the animals’ health, which was why it was finally prohibited in
1811.3 Later in the century French officers whose moustaches happened
to be blond were under standing orders to blacken them by applying shoe
polish. In today’s armies war paint is still in use—so much so that it is
often employed as a synonym for preparation for battle. At least two
books, Cynthia Enloe’s Does Khaki Become You? and Andrew Bacevich’s
The New American Militarism, carry pictures of young soldiers, female
and male respectively, their faces painted in a greenish black pattern, on
the dust covers. A third, Bill Goshen’s autobiographical novel about his
experience fighting in Vietnam, uses the words “war paint” as its title.4

To tribal people, one reason for applying war paint was to exercise
magic power either for protecting oneself or for harming the enemy.
Other, more practical reasons may be to provide camouflage—especially
during night operations, ambushes, and surprise raids—or to terrify the
enemy. In the modern world the situation is even more complicated. On
the one hand, with most people priding themselves on their rationality
and freedom from superstition, the magical-power explanation (suppos-
edly) no longer applies. On the other, since most soldiers, instead of
clashing hand to hand with edged weapons, operate at such long ranges
that they hardly see the faces of enemy troops, the second and third rea-
sons do not apply either. Among the few exceptions—soldiers who still
fight at close quarters—are commandoes. Not by accident did Goshen
belong to, and write about, a Ranger unit.

This explains why, the practical uses of war paint aside, modern
armies have turned it into the trademark of elite warriors. It is sometimes
adopted by other soldiers who feel envious of them and want to imitate
them so as to earn the kudos that are usually reserved for these elite war-
riors. To this should be added other reasons, among them the hope to
draw courage by engaging in a ceremonial act as well as the need to mark
the transition from an existence in which one’s life is generally safe into
another where it is in constant jeopardy. So intricate is the mixture of mo-
tives that accounts for the use of war paint—psychological, social, prac-
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6 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

tical, and magical—that separating them is probably impossible. The
same, we shall soon have occasion to see, is true of almost every other el-
ement in the culture of war.

In countless societies, war paint, whether applied to the skin or per-
manently tattooed, was complemented by other forms of decoration.
Plumes made of feathers or the tails of animals, rings of every kind and
shape, pieces of bone or wood or metal that pierced the nose or the ears,
the horns and claws and teeth of various animals that were used to deco-
rate headgear or put on a string and carried as necklaces—all these and
many others were pressed into service. As with tattoos, the objectives
varied greatly. One was probably to make warriors look larger and more
ferocious than they were. Another was to ensure that the qualities of the
animals whose body parts were thus taken into battle would transfer
themselves to the warriors who wore or carried them. Another still was to
bring protective magic into play so as to render the wearer invulnerable.
In North and South America, Micronesia, Polynesia, New Guinea, New
Zealand, and much of Southeast Asia “battle dress” might also include
dried, shrunken, or pickled body parts of enemies who had been killed in
previous encounters and now served to demonstrate the wearer’s
prowess.

Modern soldiers on campaign seldom carry real valuables other than
sentimental items such as pictures of wives, children, girlfriends, and the
like. The members of older societies often behaved quite differently.
Going to war, they took their belongings along, wore them, and displayed
them as prominently as they could. In part, this was because they had no
choice; after all, there were no banks, often not even permanent
dwellings, where they could leave their belongings knowing that they
would still be there when they came back. In part, perhaps, wearing their
finery was one way they inspired themselves with courage. As late as the
aftermath of the Battle of the Nile in 1798, Napoleon’s soldiers were
found fishing in the river so as to catch their opponents’ bodies and re-
lieve them of the gold and silver coins they carried.5

From very early on, the warriors of many societies no longer fought
more or less naked. Instead they covered themselves with some kind of
dress that also provided protection; in other words, they wore armor and
headgear. Others supplemented this by carrying defensive devices such
as shields. In this study we are primarily interested in those aspects of
dress and armor that are not functional, at least not in the sense that they
are strictly bound up with the need to protect their wearers.
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P R E P A R I N G  F O R  W A R 7

Historically, not all warriors wore protective clothing or armor or car-
ried shields. In the case of some, such as the Roman velites, or “fast”
troops, this was because they preferred to rely on agility for protection.
More often, perhaps, it was because people could not afford the latter
two in particular; depending on the time and place, prices might vary
from the equivalent of a few days’ work to a small fortune. The fact that
protective gear was costly also helped turn it into a status symbol, en-
couraging competition among the men. Right from the beginning, those
who did carry shields and/or wore armor or protective clothing usually
covered them with extremely elaborate, and frequently very costly, dec-
oration.

As in the case of war paint, tattoos, and various objects carried on the
body, some of the decoration was meant to impress and to terrify. In
many societies, fighters used to put on battle dress made of the skins of
wild animals such as tigers, leopards, and pumas. Often the dress came
complete with the animal’s head, glass eyes and teeth specifically in-
cluded; the most famous case in point is the ancient Greek demigod
Heracles, who always wore a lion skin in battle. Also from Greece came
the warrior goddess Pallas (“robust”) Athena. Her shield, the aegis, was
made of goatskin. To it was fixed the severed head of Medusa, who had
serpents growing from her head instead of hair. Myth had it that anyone
who so much as looked at the head was instantly turned into stone. To
Sigmund Freud, the myth arose because, to the unconscious mind, it
symbolized castration and a return to the mother’s genital from which
men had come.6

The Iliad presents us with several elaborate descriptions of armor.
Old Nestor carries a shield made entirely of massive gold (probably the
poet meant that it was covered with a very thin layer of the material, 
or else it would have been quite useless). Preparing for battle, King
Agamemnon starts by putting on “beautiful greaves with silver ankle
clasps.” Next, he dons a corselet with “ten bands of enamel, twelve of
gold and twenty of tin. Enameled snakes arched towards the neck of the
piece, here on either side, like the rainbow which Zeus fixes firmly in the
clouds as a sign for mortal men.” His “man-protecting, skillfully wrought”
shield had “ten circles of bronze; the twenty studs were of white tin
around its rim. On its middle was a boss of dark enamel enclosed by the
mouth of a ferocious Gorgon, and on each side of her were Fear and
Panic. . . . The strap for hanging the shield was of silver on which a dark
blue serpent of three heads twined on one trunk.” The elaborate outfit
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was completed by “a double-ridged helmet with four white crests of
horsehair, which nodded terribly above it.”7

Achilles’s shield was even more famous. It was ornamented with a
complete panorama of human life worked in gold, silver, tin, and lapis
lazuli; among other things it showed the sky, the earth and the river
thought to surround it, cities, people voting in the assembly, scenes from
agricultural life, and much more.8

Clearly, Heracles, Nestor, and Agamemnon all put a high value on
decoration. The first two were presumably prepared to pay what it cost,
whereas the third had his equipment made for him by the divine smith
Hephaistos. Their motives, as far as they can be made out, were different.
Of the three shields, the one belonging to Achilles was the most elaborate
and the most beautiful—art for art’s sake, to use a modern phrase no an-
cient Greek would have understood. The one carried by Agamemnon was
designed to terrify, and the one owned by Nestor showed how rich and
powerful its owner was. All three motives existed during the Trojan War,
more than three millennia ago, and all three are very much in evidence
today.

Still remaining in ancient Greece, we have countless vases painted
with scenes of warriors fighting and phalanxes advancing against each
other. In these paintings we can clearly see how highly decorated greaves
and armor were; Socrates at one point criticized the practice, arguing
that close-fitting armor was preferable to the kind inlaid with silver and
gold.9 It was standard practice for citizen-soldiers to buy their own arms
and armor from the craftsmen who made them. This may be one reason
why, as far as we can judge, hardly two of them are identical. Some
greaves and cuirasses were worked until they became real works of art,
carrying reliefs of mythological figures, animals, birds, and symbols of
every sort and description. More often, though, their decoration con-
sisted merely of geometrical devices etched into the metal.

The shields carried by Greek warriors fell into three kinds, gilded,
brazed, and white; discussing the advantages of ones made out of bronze
over wooden ones, Xenophon simply says that they could be brought to a
high polish.10 Some shields carried geometrical devices. Others were
painted with a variety of threatening animals, such as lions, bulls, boars,
rams, snakes, scorpions, fighting cocks, and various birds of prey; an-
other favorite emblem was a human eye. The Spartans used to paint the
letter lambda (the initial of the Spartan state’s name, Lacedaemon) on
the shields they carried. However, this use of shields for identification
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seems to have been exceptional. Probably it is linked to the fact that, out
of several hundred city-states, Sparta alone had a system whereby arms
were centrally purchased and distributed to the troops; perhaps this sys-
tem itself was meant to prevent soldiers from going their own way and in-
dulging their taste for splendor. Less is known about the way the soldiers
of Alexander and his successors decorated their shields. Still, our sources
do tell us that some elite units carried expensive ones made of or covered
with silver, and were accordingly called argyraspides.11

The helmets worn by Greek and Macedonian soldiers were, if any-
thing, even more shaped by aesthetic considerations. The Iliad is full of
references to waving crests, the most famous one being that decorating
the helmet won by Hector, which terrifies his infant son Astyanax.12

Helmets varied according to the region where they were made. Depending
on the identity of their owners, the particular corps of the warrior, or the
class of the wearer they tended to become more elaborate over time, cul-
minating in those worn by the royal guards of Alexander and his succes-
sors. Their elaborate visors, ear and neck flaps, and ostentatious plumes
reflected both the need for visibility in mounted attack and the privileged
status of the warrior. If wearing them risked attracting the attention of
enemy pikemen, apparently it was felt that this was a risk worth taking.

In ancient times, as today, some of the more elaborate, more expen-
sive pieces may have been part of the culture of war rather than of war it-
self. They were intended for reviews, parades, ceremonial occasions,
presentation by important personages to each other and to their under-
lings, or simply the display cabinet. Some were plainly too delicate to
serve for anything else.13 That, however, was by no means always the
case, for two important reasons. First, commanders and troops who only
carry the most common, cheapest equipment on campaign are thereby
making a statement about themselves: that they lack pride in themselves
and that they do not trust in the outcome. In other words, they are at a
psychological disadvantage before the fighting even gets under way.
Second, as we shall see in greater detail later in this study, during most of
military history battles themselves were the greatest parades of all.

In any case we have plenty of literary evidence that expensive, highly
decorated equipment often was carried in battle and was used for fight-
ing. Of Xenophon we know that he always wore his finest armor. So did
other commanders; indeed, in the Anabasis he himself says so.14

Describing the Samnite army in 309 B.C., Livy says that half of their fifty
thousand men were dressed in white with crests and plumes on their hel-
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mets. The sight made enough of an impression for the Roman com-
mander, Lucius Papirius Cursor, to tell his troops that “crests do not
cause wounds, and the Roman javelin goes through painted and gilded
shields.”15 Caesar, counting on his soldiers’ avarice to make them fight
better, encouraged them to use weapons inlaid with gold and silver.
Conversely, at Pharsalus in 48 B.C. he worried lest the Pompeians’ splen-
did equipment would have an adverse psychological effect on them.16

At Mont Graupius in A.D. 84, the British chieftain Calgacus told his
men, “Be not frightened by [the Roman troops’] idle display, by the glitter
of gold and of silver, which can neither protect nor wound.”17 The fourth-
century A.D. writer Ammianus Marcelinus says that the Romans used
their “magnificent” equipment in order to intimidate and overawe their
Germanic enemies, sometimes with success. Vegetius adds that centuri-
ons’ armor and helmets were ornamented with silver so that they might
be more easily distinguished by their respective soldiers.18 In fact, so
overwhelming is the evidence that at least some expensive equipment
was used in battle and not simply on parade that one can only wonder
why some people refuse to believe it.

Both in classical Greece and in Republican Rome, soldiers were nor-
mally citizens of middle-class origin who purchased their own equipment
and kept it at home, bringing it with them as they were called up for mil-
itary service. Of imperial Rome we know, and of the Hellenistic monar-
chies we may guess, that their professional armies drew most of their
rank and file from the lower classes; yet even in these periods it was the
legion and the phalanx, not the individual, who counted.19 As many sur-
viving representations show, these facts were far from dictating absolute
uniformity in dress and armor.20 Still, they must have limited the extent
to which soldiers competed with each other or were allowed to do so by
the regulations; to armies whose strength consisted precisely of the fact
that they fought in formation, such competition would have been damag-
ing. The situation in proto-feudal and feudal societies as they devel-
oped—for example, during the European Middle Ages as well as in
samurai Japan—was quite different. In them, the middle classes were ab-
sent almost by definition. By definition, too, they were dominated by war-
rior aristocrats who spurned regulation while treasuring their personal
honor and independence above anything else.

In the field of aesthetics, as well as any other, such attitudes are
likely to lead to strong competition between individuals. Hence it is no
surprise that European armor of the period came in an amazing variety
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of shapes and forms. Excavations of Anglo-Saxon graves in Britain, pre-
Viking ones in Scandinavia, and pre-Carolingian ones in Germany pre-
sent an interesting picture. Whereas those that contain the remains of
women are full of jewelry, those of men abound with highly ornate arms;
evidently it was thought there was some kind of equivalence between
the two. Of particular interest in the present context are so-called
Spangenhelme, high, conical helmets found throughout Germany and
spreading into northern Italy as well. Many are gilt and decorated with
figures of animals and flowers. Some carry the mark of sword blows,
proving that they were used in battle and not merely for display. Shields,
made of wood, were also often highly decorated, coming as they did with
metallic appliqués of silver or brass representing birds of prey, lions, and
other animals.21

Though the suits of chain mail worn during the early Middle Ages
were hard to decorate, pictorial representations such as the Bayeux
Tapestry leave no doubt that warriors on both sides entered battle while
carrying multicolored, highly ornamental shields. The next two centuries
witnessed any number of developments, yet the most elaborate, as well
as most expensive, forms of decoration had to wait until after plate began
to replace mail late in the thirteenth century. From then until the middle
of the sixteenth century the manufacture of armor became a highly de-
veloped, highly specialized craft whose centers were in such cities as
Nuremberg, Augsburg, and Milan.

The basic material of which armor was made was iron, which was
forged and hammered until it turned into what was, by our standards,
low-quality steel. Very often it was inlaid, emblazoned to create various
patterns, burnished, and brought to a high degree of polish. Those who
could afford to do so had their sets decorated with gold and silver. They
were encrusted with precious stones and etched with all kinds of em-
blems such as mottos, scrolls, coronets, crowns, biblical and mythological
figures, and whatnot; some of the etchings were based on the work of fa-
mous artists such as Daniel Hopfer, Hans Holbein (both father and son),
and Albrecht Dürer. An entire vocabulary, much of it incomprehensible to
anybody but experts, developed to describe the various types: jacks,
corselets, cuirasses, brigandines with and without ribs.

The “Chain-Mail Reinforced Period” having ended early in the four-
teenth century, we go through the “Cyclas Period” (1325–35). Next come
the “Studded and Splinted Period,” the “Camail and Jupon Period,” and
the “Lancastarian or Surcoatless Period.”22 Since few pieces of armor dat-
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ing to these periods survived, this particular periodization is based mostly
on the brass reliefs found in English churches; other experts have pro-
duced their own systems. The Lancastarian Period in turn was followed
by the “Tabard Period,” also known as the “Gothic” one, from which many
sets still survive. As the name indicates, armor took on elaborate Gothic
forms. Even this was not the end, however, since later still it began to be
fluted or ridged or gadrooned.

Now the pieces that covered the feet sported spikes in front—some
were longer than the feet themselves and must have made it impossible
for their wearers to walk; now they were broad and flat.23 Now the pieces
covering the shoulders and elbows were relatively simple; now they sud-
denly sprouted protrusions resembling nothing as much as cauliflower
leaves. Gauntlets, too, varied enormously. Some were articulated to cover
each finger. Others were shaped like mittens, whereas others still antici-
pated today’s punk culture by carrying pointed spikes in front. Only a few
of the endless variations can be explained on utilitarian grounds.
Probably the great majority reflected changes in fashion in general; many
manufacturers of armor sought to reproduce, in metal, the kind of deco-
rative devices that high-class people wore on their clothes.24

Those styles apart, armor made in Italy, which had a characteristic
“burly” look, differed from its more delicately fashioned German counter-
part. Some modern researchers identify many substyles with names such
as the Schott-Sonnenberg style, the Frederick the Victorious style, the
Sanseverino style, and others. Depending on the place and period, we
find high waistlines and low ones, high necklines and low ones (covered,
in the case of armor, with chain mail), puffs, and slashes. Some suits,
made toward the middle of the sixteenth century, carry that ultimate
symbol of masculinity, a hefty codpiece. Others, manufactured only
twenty years later, have the parts below the waist shaped like skirts; one
might almost think they were meant to be worn by ballerinas.

As had been the case during many earlier periods, helmets in partic-
ular provided opportunities for display. Some helmets were boxlike, oth-
ers rounded, others conical. Some were open in front, others had fixed
visors, still others hinged visors that could be closed. Some had flaps to
protect the ears and the rear of the neck, but others did not. Some had
rims, but others did not. Some were provided with beaks to present a
sharp corner to the enemy in front. Presumably to make them look
threatening, some fifteenth- and sixteenth-century helmets even sported
molded teeth, eyebrows, and/or moustaches.25 Others still sought to
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achieve the same effect by being shaped in the form of various animals—
lions, wolves, and birds of prey were special favorites—or else by being
provided with spikes, combs, crests, and various kitelike devices so as to
make their wearers seem taller than they were. Probably no item knights
wore or carried, however humble, could escape the decorative urge of
those who created it or ordered it. Witness spurs, often made of, and in-
laid with, a variety of precious materials, and often lovingly fashioned into
real, if minor, works of art.26

War horses, too, were covered with—one is tempted to say smoth-
ered by—decoration. Already ancient sources speak of bit bosses, other
parts of harnesses, and even horse sandals being made of precious met-
als or else enameled. To horse trappings, the Middle Ages added stirrups
and saddles. Some of the latter, while made of wood and leather, were so
heavily covered with carvings as to make them resemble ivory; others
were studded with precious stones.27 Whereas the horses shown in the
Bayeux tapestry appear as their creator made them, toward the end of
the thirteenth century some of them began to have their heads protected
by specially made iron masks with spikes protruding from them. Later
still their breasts and sides were lined with armor, their tails carefully
dressed or cropped, and their entire bodies covered by colored, embroi-
dered coats, known as trappers, that almost hid their forms.28 The closer
to the middle of the sixteenth century we come, the more elaborate the
decoration.

To the great Dutch historian Johan Huizinga (1872–1945), the trend
toward more and more elaborate ornamentation presented a sign of de-
cline. Political, economic, and technological factors were causing the
ground on which chivalry has stood for so long to slip away under it;
vaguely aware of this fact, people were trying to obtain one last lease on
life by means of fantastic embellishment.29 Others have disputed this, at-
tempting to explain the development of arms and armor during this pe-
riod on purely utilitarian grounds and coming close to denying that they
involved any form of “culture” at all.30 Personally, I do not find either of
these arguments convincing. In his other great book, Homo Ludens,

Huizinga himself argues that utility and decoration, practical considera-
tions and playacting, have gone hand in hand not just during the late
Middle Ages but at all times and places (except, sadly, those in which he
himself has the misfortune to live).31 There is no reason to think this is
less true of war than of any other human field of endeavor; if anything, to
the contrary.
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Once again, this raises the question as to just when, and what for, the
suits in question were made, purchased, and worn. Some, no doubt,
could only be owned by real grandees and were intended solely for use on
parade or in tournaments. On the other hand, some grandees are known
to have ordered suits of armor specifically in order to prepare for wars in
which they expected to serve; as, for example, Archduke Leopold V of
the Tyrol did in 1618.32 Some suits, now in various museums, are known
to have been taken as spoils. Others belonged to condottieri or captains
of Landsknechte, men who spent their entire lives fighting one engage-
ment after the other. Some are even marked with the words “for the
field.” Turning the evidence around and looking not at the weapons but at
the occasions on which they were used, for some battles we have explicit
evidence. At Nicopolis, in 1396, magnificence, driven by competition
among the Christian knights, was carried to the point where the army
looked more like a pleasure party than a force preparing for war. The
same was true at Granson in 1476.33

Moreover, until the middle of the sixteenth century, sometimes even
later, princes, dukes, kings, and even emperors took an active part in the
battles they commanded. Quite often they fought in person. Among
English kings alone, Harald, William the Conqueror, Henry I, Henry II,
Richard the Lionhearted, Edward I, Edward III, the Black Prince, and
Henry V all did so as a matter of course. So, on the Continent, did Jean VI
of France (taken prisoner at Agincourt in 1415), Charles the Bold of
Burgundy (killed at Nancy in 1477), and Francis I of France (taken pris-
oner at Pavia in 1525). Commanding against the Turks at Bizerta in 1535,
Emperor Charles V had several horses killed under him. King Sebastião I
of Portugal was killed fighting the Moroccans at Alcazarquivir in 1578;
fifty-four years later, King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden lost his life
while fighting the imperialists at Lützen. For reasons discussed earlier,
such august persons could hardly afford not to wear their suits when
leading their troops on campaign. Doing so, they forced their subordi-
nates to imitate them.

Though social conditions and methods of warfare differed very
greatly, developments in other parts of the world paralleled European
ones. Proceeding in ascending order of cost, some Indian shields were
made of bamboo shoots glued together. Some were fashioned out of rhi-
noceros hide, others of damascened steel, and others still of gold-plated
steel—the last being reserved for the highest class of warriors. Yet how-
ever cheap or expensive they might be, almost all were heavily decorated
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with geometrical and floral patterns. Many sported various animals, espe-
cially lions and elephants. Others carried various letters that stood for
magic formulae.34 Even the armor worn by war elephants was decorated.
Much the same applies to Arab armor, Persian armor, Chinese armor,
Ottoman armor (made of oxhide and intended to be carried on horse-
back), and almost any other armor one can think of.

In the entire world, probably no warriors were more addicted to dec-
orating their armor, often fashioning it in truly outlandish forms, than the
samurai. In medieval Japan, as in the feudal West, most arms were not
centrally distributed but commissioned by individual warriors from indi-
vidual craftsmen. Even when this was not the case, samurai were sup-
posed to wear their own personal crests as well as those of their lords.35

As a result, in the whole of Japanese art one can hardly find two warriors
whose dress and equipment were exactly the same. Any number of
means was used to intimidate and, if possible, win the fight before it had
even started. They included shining materials, especially polished metal
and lacquer; emblems in the form of demons and ferocious animals; black
helmets, some looking like the one worn by Darth Vader and others
equipped with antlers (known as kuwagata) or else protruding fighting
teeth; faces covered with war paint in red, black, and yellow; and much
more.

Some of the equipment in question was so elaborate as to be clearly
counterproductive, militarily speaking. A good example were the two-
foot-high gold-lacquered conical helmets worn by the troops of Date
Masamune (1566–1636) as they marched through Kyoto on their way to
Korea in 1592.36 As in the West, the real purpose—if that is the term—of
such monstrosities might be to disguise an ongoing process of decline. As
in the West, that is just one out of several possible explanations, and not
necessarily the most persuasive one. Perhaps even more than in the
West, warriors were willing to go to almost any length to present a suit-
able appearance. We even hear of one man, Kimurai Shinegari, who per-
fumed his head in order that it would make a more attractive trophy if it
was taken—as, in the event, actually happened.

In both the West and Japan, the second half of the sixteenth century
represented a turning point. In Japan this was because, after the
Tokugawa victory of 1603, there were no more wars for two and a half
centuries. In the West, it was because armor, in addition to being less and
less effective against bullets, had become so elaborate and so expensive
that only a handful of great lords could afford it. From about 1550 on,
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armor began to shrink. First the
pieces that used to cover the lower
parts of the legs were done away
with. Those providing protection to
the rest of the legs and the arms fol-
lowed, until finally only the breast-
plate remained, and then only for a
certain type of heavy cavalry known
as cuirassiers. From around 1650
on, its place began to be taken by
uniforms. The origin of uniforms
must be sought in the liveries issued
by lords to their retainers, the ob-

jective being to save money (and, by overcharging those retainers, make
it) as well as to provide identification. Very soon, though, aesthetic consid-
erations were added until they became, in effect, playthings.

In today’s armies, the purpose of many uniforms is to render their
wearers as invisible as possible. With some exceptions, such as light
troops and Jaeger, that was not at all the case for the ones that started to
emerge in the seventeenth century and dominated the eighteenth and
the first half of the nineteenth. This was a period when soldiers, relying
on musket fire and often still carrying pikes, fought standing up in full
view of the enemy, whose troops, also standing erect, were hardly ever
more than a hundred meters away. It is true that after the War of the
Spanish Succession pikes were finally discarded. The replacement of
muskets by flintlocks did not, however, appreciably increase range so
that battles were still fought by living walls of flesh that moved steadily
toward each other. Only around 1860 did things finally change. The intro-
duction of rifled small arms and cannon forced soldiers to lie down and
take shelter; the replacement of muzzle-loaders by breech-loaders per-
mitted them to do so. Until then, not unexpectedly, the development of
uniforms followed a trajectory similar to that taken by plate armor during

Armor as decoration; a Western 
caricature of a samurai warrior admiring
his grim self in the mirror
DVORA LEWY
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the period from 1300 to 1550. Some commanders, notably the Marshal de
Saxe, raised their voices against the trend toward more and more elabo-
rate, more and more expensive, and (sometimes) more and more useless
uniforms.37 Normally, however, they did so in vain.

Adding to the extravagance, uniforms during the period in question
were often designed by amateurs who took to it as a hobby. One of those
who did so was Queen Anne of England; she surrounded herself by a
troupe of uniformed female archers whom she called “Amazons.” Another
was the “soldier king,” Frederick William I of Prussia. He seems to have
been the first monarch in history to wear a uniform; one story has it that,
lying on his deathbed and hearing the chaplain sing “Naked shall I, too, ap-
pear before Thy stern countenance,” he roused himself and shouted that
he would be dressed in his uniform.38 Others were Peter II of Russia, who
(his wife, Catherine the Great, claimed) loved his boots so much that he
did not take them off even in bed; Frederick William III of Prussia, who
owned a huge collection; and George IV of England, who carried things to
the point where he became the object of derision in the press.

Some of Napoleon’s marshals also amused themselves by designing
uniforms for themselves and their men. Joachim Murat, the dashing cav-
alry commander who later became the King of Naples, was a particularly
vain man; so fanciful were some of the uniforms he made for himself that
the emperor at one point compared him to a famous clown of the time.
Far from being limited to crowned heads, the interest in uniforms spread
down the social pyramid. Many colonels tampered with their units’ uni-
forms out of misplaced vanity or sheer boredom, even to the point of
spending their own money to make sure that coat buttons would be made
of a certain material and carry a certain pattern. In the early decades of
the nineteenth century children were able to buy for a few pennies sets
of cardboard soldiers with interchangeable paper uniforms.

Many, though not all, of the devices discussed so far achieve their
aesthetic effect by virtue of their individuality, as each warrior made or
commissioned his own equipment and decorated it as he saw fit. This is
not true of uniforms, which, as the term implies, do so by using standard
patterns endlessly and relentlessly repeated—in other words, by appeal-
ing to what is probably man’s innate sense of order.39 Every late-
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century army had its martinets. The original
Martinet had Jean as his first name and acted as Louis XIV’s inspector
general. He was killed in 1672, but not before leaving his name to other of-
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ficers and NCOs. Armed with the cat-o’-nine-tails—which, in French, is
also named after him—their task was to enforce uniformity to the last
gaiter button. This did not prevent uniforms from coming in a bewildering
array of patterns, cuts, and colors, with accessories of every kind. The
overriding objective was always to emphasize the men’s trim, increase
their stature, broaden their shoulders, exaggerate their strength, and
conceal physical shortcomings (such as scrawny necks, narrow chests,
protruding stomachs, and spindly legs)—in short, to make them look im-
pressive to their selves, to their enemies, and to spectators of both sexes.
Though codpieces had long fallen out of fashion, some uniforms used
other means to focus attention on their wearers’ masculinity, for example,
by having V-shaped stripes or rows of buttons running down from the
shoulders toward the groin.

Some of the heights of sartorial splendor were achieved by the
British army in the early nineteenth century, which may therefore serve
as our example for what could be and was done in this field.40 Uniforms
worn by different branches of the service varied greatly. Coat colors con-
sisted primarily of the traditional scarlet for infantry and engineers, scar-
let or dark blue for cavalry, dark blue for the artillery, and dark green for
rifle units. However, when it came to collars, lapels, and cuffs, each regi-
ment had its own coat colors, the favorites being yellow and green. On
top of this, officers’ coats were trimmed with gold or silver bullion lace,
whereas other ranks had white worsted lace. Coats carried anywhere be-
tween twenty and forty shiny metal buttons. Each button was embossed
with some sign and surrounded by its own button lace. Officers added to
the effect by wearing bullion epaulets in silver or gold, whereas those
worn by other ranks were made of worsted wool.

Headgear, too, received a good deal of attention. The cavalry in partic-
ular tended to adopt tall and imposing hats, their height further increased
by the addition of plumes in red and white or green and white. Even in a
period when tactics were as described earlier, such headgear was a study
in military counterproductivity. As one board of inquiry reported, shakos
were heavy—their “sickening weight” strained the neck and required
broad and uncomfortable chin bands. Some types of hats provided little
protection against the weather. Others directed rainwater “in an incessant
stream” down the back of their wearers, whereas others still absorbed
water, collected dust, or had an unfortunate attraction for insects both on
campaign and while in storage. One amusing, though probably apoc-
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ryphal, story describes how in 1829 the Duke of Wellington was blown off
his horse during a review because of the huge hat he was wearing.

Among the colors soldiers sported, white, owing to its quality of
showing every speck of dirt, occupied a special place. French, British,
and Austrian units (the last of which were sometimes known as “white-
coats”) all wore uniforms that were at least partly white, and which had
to be cleaned by applying pipe clay. Pipe clay, until it dried, restricted sol-
diers’ movements since they had to avoid brushing against anything.
Repeated applications of the material made uniforms inflexible and un-
pleasant to wear as well as reducing their life span. On the march it would
come off in clouds of dust; one British officer noted that pipe clay, which
he called “white dirt,” was “more injurious to the sight and health of men
than anything that can be conceived.”41

Tight uniforms could restrict men’s movements, especially those of
cavalrymen trying to mount their horses, and the famous Wellington
boots were extremely uncomfortable on the march. Yet the most counter-
productive piece of dress of all was the neckstock, a device so quaint that
it does not even appear in most modern dictionaries. Neckstocks were
used in all armies, the U.S. one included. They consisted of a collar made
of stiff leather, some four inches in height, which could be laced shut so
as to keep the wearer’s head erect in the correct martial position. In spite
of many complaints about the discomfort and even injuries it caused, in
peacetime it was supposed to be worn at all times; any attempts to
shorten it or make it softer by scraping the leather were severely pun-
ished. Only in 1845 did the Duke of Wellington finally agree to introduce
a more pliant variety, but even so some colonels resisted the change.

All this brings us to the really decisive question: namely, whether
such counterproductive practices were found solely during peacetime
parades or whether they were retained in wartime, too. The answer is
that they were used during wartime, if not by everybody, then by some
units, and if not all of the time, then much of the time. As if to put our
doubts to rest, some contemporary illustrations showing Prussian troops
in their blue coats and white trousers are explicitly entitled “campagne

uniform.”42 The dangers that colorful uniforms posed while on campaign
were, of course, well understood.43 Still British regiments operating in
Europe were expected to wear full dress as a matter of course and, as far
as we know, did so whenever possible; at Waterloo, officers famously en-
tered battle dressed in the very same gala uniforms they had worn to a
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ball held at Brussels the previous
evening.

In the absence of regulations
that could bind the entire army,
British colonels, taking their regi-
ments on colonial service in dif-
ferent parts of the world, adopted
different practices as it suited
them. Some made concessions 
to the climate, which was often
harsh, doing away with the more
obnoxious items of dress and sub-
stituting more utilitarian ones.
Others took the opposite course:
hoping to impress the natives,
they insisted that the troops con-
tinue to wear their red coats and
white gloves even on campaign.
The fact that in the colonies such
items had value as booty and
therefore made it even more likely

that wounded soldiers left on the battlefield would be butchered was ig-
nored. Apparently no place was considered so remote as to make it un-
necessary for uniforms to have pipe clay applied to them. As Lord
Elphinstone was besieging Kabul in 1841, three soldiers went looking for
supplies in the nearby hills and were killed for their pains. Both during the
Crimean War (1854–56) and the Second Burmese War (1855) some sol-
diers even insisted on wearing their neckstocks.44

Looking under the surface, we can easily detect a paradox at work.
War is a matter of life and death. In it, every means is fair and practically
every method permitted, to say nothing of the shortages and deprivations
it entails, along with some of the most intense suffering men can endure.
Logically speaking, therefore, war is the last place where we might ex-
pect nonfunctional practices to make their appearance or to be retained
from peacetime life. In theory all this ought to have led to the abandon-
ment of everything superfluous; yet there is a sense in which a piece of
equipment or dress has to be superfluous if it is to produce any sort of
psychological effect. It is like giving a woman a kitchen utensil for her
birthday. The utensil may be highly practical, even nice to look at. Still, if

Uniform as torture; the neckstock 
in caricature PUNCH, 1854
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the aim is to make her give one a kiss, one had better come up with a
present that is not useful, such as flowers or, better still, diamonds.

To push this analogy a little further, perhaps the correct way to un-
derstand the age-old military tendency toward magnificence—not just in
peacetime but often enough on the battlefield as well—is by referring to
the so-called handicap theory.45 Originally the theory was developed in
the 1970s to explain the behavior of certain birds, such as peacocks with
their enormous, clearly dysfunctional tails; later it was applied to other
species, such as deer with their enormous antlers. The argument runs as
follows. Males, in our case uniformed males, must demonstrate their
strength and vitality so as to attract mates and deter rivals. To do so they
must engage in types of display that are not essential for survival. This
applies to war just as much as it does to love.

As already noted, changes in technology and tactics caused uniforms
to become somewhat less elaborate from the middle of the nineteenth
century on. During the Indian Mutiny of 1857–58 some British units
started dyeing their white uniforms khaki, a much more practical color.
The torture devices known as neckstocks disappeared, although men and
especially officers were still expected to carry themselves as if they wore
them—even today, cadets at Sandhurst Royal Academy must spend the
first six weeks marching about as if they were robots. Other armies were
also forced to give up their traditional bright colors, which had become
too conspicuous and too dangerous to wear. They were replaced with
others whose names, such as field gray, olive green, earth brown, and
horizon blue, sufficiently indicated their purpose. Headgear, too, became
less elaborate, though this process did not take place without some curi-
ous devices, such as the famous Prussian Pickelhaube (a spiked helmet),
coming and going. As the huge epaulets characteristic of the first half of
the nineteenth century were done away with, the amount of gold and sil-
ver braid worn by officers diminished and continued to do so in the wake
of World War I. Still, there never was any question of military attire be-
coming purely utilitarian—as utilitarian, say, as business attire (which
has now remained almost unchanged for about a century), or workers’
clothes or track suits.

Civilians, buying as many new clothes as they want at times when they
want to do so, easily adapt themselves to the dictates of fashion; as new
clothes are added to the rack, old ones are phased out. By contrast, chang-
ing the dress worn by the members of an organization numbering tens of
thousands, hundreds of thousands, or even millions of men represents a
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major logistic undertaking and is very expensive, causing such changes to
be rare and far between. The outcome is that many a uniform is hopelessly
out of date. For example, shoulder straps running diagonally across the
chest originated in the bandoliers of seventeenth-century musketeers, but
they continued to be worn into World War II and even after it. British,
German, Soviet, and some American officers continued to wear riding
breeches, riding boots, and spurs in World War II, long after their regiments
had converted from horses to tanks and even after they no longer knew
how to ride. The cord that runs around the shoulders of officers and NCOs
and disappears into their left breast pockets originally had a whistle tied to
it. These and any number of other dress items started as practical imple-
ments of war. All remained part of officers’ outfit long after their original
function had been lost and forgotten—the very fact that they were old
turned them into objects for veneration.

Yet another reason why uniforms have retained, and presumably will
always retain, more than their share of ornamental elements is the need
to attract recruits. From the time when an ancient Egyptian poet com-
plained that male children entering the pharaoh’s service were destined
to “have their bones scattered”46 in the desert, military life has always had
its dark side; as often as not it was brutish, nasty, and short. One function
of gaudy uniforms—and, before there were uniforms, armor and war
paint—was to compensate for this unpleasant fact or disguise it, creating
an impression of glamour and attracting many a young man who might
not otherwise have enlisted.

Very often, the tactic worked. In eighteenth-century Scotland, ac-
cording to one observer,

young men smitten with military ambition . . . talk vauntingly of [the
Second Dragoons, the Scots Grays], their gray horses, their long
white tails, the scarlet coats, the long swords, the high bearskin caps
and the plumes of white feathers encircling them in front, the blue
overalls with the broad yellow stripes on the outside, the boots and
spurs, the carbines slung at the saddle side, the holster pipes and
the pistols . . . Of these they talk proudly, and depict in their inward
vision the figures of themselves thus accoutered and mounted.47

In Wilhelmine Germany, to be allowed to wear a uniform was the one
great wish of every man; one story had it that officers’ daughters, jealous
of their menfolk, desired to have special military insignia made for
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them.48 Yet there is no need to go back that far. In Israel in the 1950s,
American-style combat boots, issued to paratroopers but not to other sol-
diers, were known as “heroes’ shoes,” and it was the dream of every
youngster to wear a pair of them. In his memoirs, Colin Powell, former
chairman of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, wrote:

During the first semester at CCNY [City College of New York], some-
thing had caught my eye—young guys on campus in uniform . . .
There came a day when I stood in line in the drill hall to be issued
olive-drab pants and jacket, brown shirt, brown tie, brown shoes, a
belt with a brass buckle, and an overseas cap. As soon as I got home,
I put the uniform on and looked in the mirror. I liked what I saw.49

To help recruitment, armies organized, and continue to organize, pa-
rades, reviews, open days, and similar occasions in which splendidly at-
tired soldiers form one of the chief attractions.

Modern uniforms must meet many different requirements, some con-
tradictory. They must impose uniformity, but not to the point where indi-
vidual and unit pride are offended. They must differ from civilian wear,
but not to such an extent as to give rise to contempt or ridicule. They
must change with the times, but not to the point where tradition is
thrown to the wind. They must be comfortable, but they must be attrac-
tive, too. Perhaps most important of all, they must protect the body and
emphasize its contours, but without giving rise to charges of foppishness
and/or effeminacy. Present-day French cavalry uniforms, designed to be
worn on ceremonial occasions such as the Bastille Day parade, do all this
partly by dispensing with any pockets. In the view of at least one expert
who worked with them, they enable the men to achieve a kind of elegance
and panache hardly equaled even by the very best professional models.50

Very often these demands cannot be met by a single uniform—hence
the need for different ones to be worn by different units on different oc-
casions. In theory the simplest, roughest, least ornamental uniforms
should be worn for combat, whereas the most elaborate ones should be
reserved for peacetime balls. In practice, since anything that has to do
with combat confers prestige, things are much more complicated.
Visiting the Marine Corps University at Quantico, Virginia, in late 1990, I
was surprised to see many of the faculty walking about in camouflage
dress—these, of course, were the days just before the first Gulf War,
when anybody who had been left behind in the continental United States
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was ipso facto suffering from an inferiority complex. Visiting the U.S. Air
Force Academy in late 1999, I learned that cadets with the highest grades
were rewarded by being allowed to wear pilots’ suits on campus (for
women in particular, this was highly impractical attire). Conversely, to
display their courage, U.S. enlisted men in Vietnam sometimes defied the
regulations, wearing shiny buckles as well as jewelry. On occasion, the
same objective can be achieved by a carefully studied carelessness, as
happened, for example, when U.S. bomber crews in World War II dis-
carded the grommets they were supposed to wear on their berets.

Modern uniforms are, in one sense, all of a kind. Still, they do display
clear national variations whose origins are by no means easy to explain.51

Russian tsarist uniforms, and after them Soviet ones, tended to be on the
baggy side. They also had large shoulder boards, a tradition still main-
tained in post-1991 Russia. Perhaps this was done to prove that Russians
were, in fact, bears; another peculiarity was the attempt to cover the
chests of their wearers not just with ribbons but with whole medals. The
French retained the kepi, a nineteenth-century piece of headgear, long
after other armies had adopted caps. Some of the most successful uni-
forms, combining a martial look with a businesslike appearance, were and
still are being worn by British officers.

Pre-1945 German uniforms followed a different tradition. Here sol-
diers enjoyed exceptionally high status. Uniforms were very different
from civilian dress and anything but casual. They were tight, snappy, and
gaudy, with numerous multicolored ribbons attached; during the Nazi pe-
riod, the same applied to the Waffen SS. In the judgment of one former
Wehrmacht soldier who wore it for years on end, “no other uniform [was]
so deliberately designed as the German to turn a man into a soldier, ab-
solute and united with his fellows, and not just a civilian in special
clothes.”52 Modern American reenactors, whose expertise is such that
they will readily tell you whether this or that piece of equipment was or
was not worn in 1943, agree.53

By contrast, U.S. uniforms bore, and still bear, a strong resemblance
to civilian dress. Perhaps this reflects the wish to avoid anything smack-
ing of “militarism”; as the Jewish linguist and Holocaust survivor Victor
Klemperer noted, in comparison with their German enemies, American
ones hardly looked like soldiers at all.54 At least one American, the novel-
ist Kurt Vonnegut, who had spent time as a prisoner of war, made a simi-
lar point. “The American Army however,” he wrote, “sends its enlisted
men out to fight and die in a modified business suit quite evidently made
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for another man, a sterilized but unpressed gift from a nose-holding char-
ity which passes out clothing to drunks in the slums.” Italian soldiers, of-
ficers in particular, tended toward dandyism and liked plumes, causing
both allies and enemies to treat them as clowns. Visiting Rome in 1938,
Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels poked fun at the uniforms
Mussolini and other Fascists wore. Later, wags claimed that the blame for
Italy losing the war fell not just on the troops and officers but on their
fashion designers, too.

One modern country that, in spite of its reputation for martial excel-
lence, has never invested much in the uniforms its troops wear is Israel.
There are several reasons for this, all of them interesting since they shed
light on the interaction between the military and the society it serves or
is supposed to serve. First, the Israeli army originated in the pre-state
paramilitary organization known as Palmach. Partly because it was ille-
gal, partly because its members glorified agriculture as the highest occu-
pation known to man, not only did Palmach do without spit and polish,
but it despised them as signs of “bourgeois decadence.” Second, a society
that was initially extremely poor had better things to spend its money on
than shiny buttons, leather straps, and peaked caps. Third, the climate
discourages wearing neckties. Fourth, as any visitor knows, Israelis are
among the least disciplined people in the world; the sloppy appearance of
most civilians is carried over into the army as well. On top of this, during
most of its history there was no doubt in anybody’s mind that the army
was absolutely vital to the country’s survival. Under such conditions ser-
vice personnel did not need gaudy uniforms to enhance their status. To
the contrary, such uniforms indicated that, instead of serving in a combat
unit, one spent one’s days pushing paper from one side of a desk to an-
other, as the saying went.

Not just the armed forces of different countries but different services
and arms belonging to the same forces very often have their carefully cul-
tivated sartorial traditions. A very good example is provided by the
United States. For reasons that are by no means clear twentieth-century
U.S. Army uniforms, colored first drab olive and then dark green, have al-
ways been the least attractive of all. The navy, the air force (which, wish-
ing to distance itself from the army in which it had originated, copied the
navy), and especially the marines all came up with much better ones; this
may be one reason why, after the unpopular second war against Iraq
dragged on and on, the marines found it easier than the rest to attract re-
cruits. Such differences, which may also be observed in other countries,
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are hard to explain and indeed attempts to do so often lead to absurdi-
ties. Though outsiders may tend to trivialize them, to soldiers they are
often very important indeed. For example, the U.S. Army in 2001 had the
bright idea of putting all its personnel in black berets. This made the
Rangers, who until then had been the only ones to wear that color, rise in
revolt—and win their case.

At all times and places, a mere look at soldiers’ attire ought to dis-
prove the “realist” idea that, to the vast majority of them, war is merely a
rational activity waged by robot-like creatures in cold blood to achieve
this objective or that. The available raw materials and the technical capa-
bilities of the societies from which they came; the class to which soldiers
belonged and the position they occupied in social life; belief systems and
religion; the tension between individualism and the need for unit cohe-
sion; their own desire for distinction and commanders’ demand for uni-
formity; the hope to overawe the enemy and the need, at other times, to
render oneself as invisible as possible; pride, fear, and traditions of every
kind, many of them unaccountable and some so irrational as to be coun-
terproductive; the overall balance of forces—all these and many more in-
teracted in a bewildering number of ways.

At all times and places, what people wore on campaign necessarily
reflected the way society at large dressed (or did not dress). At all times
and places, the fact that those who put them on were preparing to look
death in the face tended to make uniforms, armor, and war paint more
gaudy and more elaborate than anything people wore while going about
their “ordinary” occupations. This tendency toward elaboration is one
reason why, on countless occasions, “military” and “ceremonial” almost
amounted to one and the same thing. Which, of course, is just another as-
pect of the culture of war.
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C hinese culture, one of the greatest and most ancient on earth, is
often seen as fundamentally anti-military and peace-loving.

Whether or not that is quite true we shall consider at greater length in
Part IV of this volume; here, all that needs to be said is that already in the
Bronze Age (ca. 2100–500 B.C.) Chinese craftsmen invested enormous ef-
forts in the weapons they produced, decorating and beautifying them as
much as the available techniques permitted.1 Many ax blades, which
today may be seen in various museums around the world, have devices,
such as animals, dragons, and various geometrical patterns, etched into
the metal; in at least two cases, five-legged swastikas are shown. Other ax
blades were fenestrated, that is, provided with holes that may either have
been intended as decoration—it is hard to see any practical advantages
they may have offered—or else served to attach other ornaments such as
feathers or trailers. Dagger blades, too, were decorated with a large num-
ber of different symbols and inscriptions as well as human faces etched
into them. Their hilts were often made in the form of animals or covered
with patterns; some of the decoration, such as a shaft mounting in the
form of a tiger, is of very high quality indeed. Nor were such weapons re-
stricted to China alone. A lively trade in Chinese weapons existed, with
the result that they spread to Korea, Japan, Siberia, Russia, and as far
away as the Ukraine. In all these countries, even the oldest known
weapons were decorated.

2
From Boomerangs to Bastions
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Owing to the great antiquity of the objects in question, the meaning
of the various symbols is often obscure; we can only guess that they had
something to do with magic. The same is even more true of Bronze Age
weapons produced in the Middle East (Asia Minor, Mesopotamia, Syria,
Palestine, and Egypt).2 Little or no contact seems to have existed be-
tween China and the civilizations of the Middle East during this period,
yet in the latter, too, we find ax blades elaborately ornamented by means
of etchings, reliefs, or fenestration. Here too, daggers often have elabo-
rately shaped hilts inlaid with precious materials, whereas their blades
come inscribed with all kinds of formulae. The blades of many daggers
and spearheads are ribbed; once again, it is hard to see any reason for
this except the desire for decoration. Aesthetic considerations, such as
the wish to attain a high degree of polish, may also explain why the
blades of some daggers and axes contain a higher proportion of lead
than would have been the case if quality had been the only thing that
mattered.

Whereas the population of China has long been relatively homoge-
neous, ethnically speaking the Middle East of the second millennium B.C.
was an extremely diverse place. Here Hittites, Assyrians, Mittani,
Amorites, Canaanites, Egyptians, and countless other peoples lived and
interacted, which itself must have resulted in flux. The fact that the more
elaborate the objects, the more often they were traded in and the larger
the area over which they spread supports this interpretation. There may,
however, have been other factors that pushed development along.
Undoubtedly, the most highly decorated, most elaborate, most expensive
weapons conferred prestige on those who owned and used them. People
further down on the social ladder probably sought to emulate their bet-
ters by purchasing cheaper versions of the same weapons and decorating
them in similar styles—a process familiar to modern fashion. The out-
come must have been constant pressure toward change. Whether or not
this is the correct explanation, of one thing we can be fairly certain: many
of the forms had nothing to do with changes in the weapons’ function.
Such being the case, the demands of fashion are as good an explanation
as there is.

What is true of Bronze Age China and the Middle East is equally true
of other civilizations. The Australian Aborigines may not have had many
kinds of weapons, but those they did have, such as boomerangs and
throwing spears, were brightly painted with all kinds of complex patterns.
The war clubs, bows, arrows, and tomahawks of North American Indian
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tribes, the metal knives and spears of African peoples, and ancient Greek,
Roman, Celtic, and Germanic knives and swords were all manufactured in
any number of shapes. Crude as it was in other respects, even the simplest
medieval weapon of all, the war club, was often heavily decorated; even
the simplest European halberds, intended for use by ordinary soldiers, al-
most always had their blades shaped into a variety of decorative forms or
else fenestrated in the form of a small cross. Japanese arrowheads alone
came in several hundreds of different styles; many were very beautiful.
While some served different purposes, such as bird shooting, game hunt-
ing, armor piercing, and the like, it would be useless to pretend that all, or
even most, did. There and elsewhere weapons were provided with decora-
tive ribs, ornamented with beads, provided with colored feathers, tas-
seled. They were also inlaid with precious materials of every sort, etched,
inscribed, and brought to such a high degree of polish that they could, and
sometimes did, serve as mirrors.

On occasion things were carried to the point where even those who
made the weapons and owned them no longer knew what their real func-
tion was. A striking example of such confusion is the fact that the Hebrew
word for weapon, zayin, means “ornament” in Arabic, to which it is
closely related. Another is an argument recorded in the Talmud. Rabbi A
claimed that weapons constituted tools, hence they could not be carried
on the Sabbath. Not so, said Rabbi B; people wore them as decoration and
therefore they could be. In the end it was the latter interpretation that
carried the day.

“Without tools, man is nothing; with tools, he is everything” (Thomas
Carlyle). What applies to tools in general applies even more strongly to
weapons in particular; without them, man, coming face-to-face with
many other animals, would have been more or less helpless. Once war,
meaning organized violence directed by one group of men against an-
other, gets under way, weapons become even more vital. After all, it is on
their quality, on their ability to crush or stab or slash or shoot or pene-
trate (or to prevent the enemy from causing damage by doing all this),
that the existence of kings, countries, peoples, and men (as well as their
most precious belongings, women and children) depends. They act as
symbols and proof of the fact that their owners are still alive. Is it so sur-
prising, therefore, that, in addition to being as well made as the available
technical means permit, they are very often adorned, decorated, pro-
vided with every kind of embellishment, loved, treasured, cherished,
worshipped almost? That there has grown around them an entire culture,
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one that was and is not a whit less sophisticated, less magnificent, and ul-
timately, less rational than any other?

From the beginning of history, proof that such attitudes did in fact
surround weapons is superabundant. Some of the best evidence is pro-
vided by graves; in countless civilizations around the world, so much did
people, especially but by no means exclusively high-class people, value

Decorated weapons from the Admiralty Islands DVORA LEWY
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their weapons that they insisted on taking them when they died. Here
and there weapons became the subject of what can only be called love-
songs. A Punjabi poem, perhaps three thousand years old, will serve as
our example:

With Bow let us win, Kine, with Bow in battle, with
Bow be victory in our hot encounters,
The Bow brings grief and sorrow to the foeman; armed
With Bow may we subdue all regions.
Close to his ear, as fain to speak, she presses, holding
Her well-loved friend in her embraces;
Strained on the Bow, she whispers like a woman—this
Bow-string that preserves us in the Combat.3

Modern soldiers, too, are often told to look after their rifles as if they
were their wives.

By way of an example of a weapon that acted as the centerpiece of an
entire culture, consider the Malay kris.4 To the uninitiated, the kris is sim-
ply a short, narrow steel dagger with a distinctive twisted blade. Modern
ones are mass manufactured in factories; they can be purchased, for a
few dollars, in any bazaar from Bangkok to Jakarta and beyond. Savants,
however, will know that traditionally there were no fewer than seven
basic kinds of kris. To these were added countless subtypes, all of which
could be distinguished from one another by the length and form of the
blade, the hilt, and the scabbard. Hilts in particular came in an endless va-
riety of forms, ranging from simple geometrical shapes to fantastic birds,
animals, and demons. As to blades, suffice it to say that there were six
different ways for the buyer to measure them. Each of these was accom-
panied by its own special incantations, designed to make sure that the
weapon should bring its owner good rather than bad fortune.

Confirming the ideas of the ancient rabbis, the kris acted as decora-
tion—“in the olden days,” we are told, no Malay regarded himself as prop-
erly dressed if he did not carry one. Rulers issued regulations as to how
many might be worn and how they might be worn; the manner of doing so
in peacetime differed from the one used in war. In some modern coun-
tries, officers attending a wedding of one of their comrades will draw
their swords and form two lines with the swords crossed above so that
the bride and bridegroom may pass under them. The role of the kris in
Malay weddings was even greater, and indeed so closely identified were
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the daggers and their owners that, in one type of ceremony, a kris might
stand proxy for the groom. According to the most authoritative study of
the subject, the kris represented “the essence of Malayness, being a sym-
bol not only of Malay sovereignty but also of Malay masculinity.” Among
other things, they formed part of the court dress of sultans and may be
seen in the emblem of today’s Singapore armed forces.

Much, if not all, of this is replicated by other weapons in different cul-
tures. Eleventh- and twelfth-century German poems tell us of marriage
ceremonies in which the bride received her ring from the point of the
groom’s sword.5 Similarly in eighteenth-century Scotland, dirks stood for
manhood and, being endowed with personalities, as it were, stood as
“witnesses” to their owners’ veracity when swearing an oath. Here and in
other European countries, officers and other aristocrats continued to
wear swords long after most other edged weapons had fallen into disuse;
twentieth-century Fascist and Nazi organizations such as the Blackshirts,
the SS, and the Hitler Jugend (Hitler Youth) also issued their members
with inscribed, highly decorative daggers. In Tokugawa Japan, swords
stood at the heart of an entire aristocratic culture, and only noblemen
were allowed to wear them. It is there, too, that we encounter an inter-
esting paradox. By the time swords took over from bows as the samurai’s
principal weapon, wars had come to an end. As a result, almost their only

remaining use was as status symbols. So much so, in fact, that knights
had to be reminded to wear them at all times.6

The last example is the shebariya, or curved knife. To this day it re-
mains an indispensable part of any Bedouin’s dress, such that he would
feel quite naked going out without it. In part, this fact reflects the practi-
cal demands of a widely scattered society that, until quite recently, did not
have police forces of any kind, so each man had to defend himself if the oc-
casion called. However, it is also linked to the role that the sword plays in
Islam—which, of course, itself started as a Bedouin religion. Along with
the crescent moon, the sword is one of Islam’s principal symbols. It stands
both for the weapons that made its early conquests possible and for the
truth of its message. Consequently the Arabic word for it, sayif, is part of
many a person’s name. The list goes back at least as far as the seventh-
century Sayif ibn Umar, who was one of the early commentators on the
Koran. It reaches all the way to Sayif al-Islam Khadafi, son of the Libyan
dictator Muammar, and the notorious Philippine terrorist Abu Sayif.

Things also worked the other way around. To gain respect, swords
and other weapons had to be more than sharpened pieces of metal. As in
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the ancient Middle East, this led to a constant pressure to find new forms
even if there were no utilitarian reasons for doing so. In Europe, between
980 and 1550, according to one expert, pommels alone fell into six differ-
ent styles, subdivided into nineteen types.7 Many swords achieved their
exalted status by carrying all kinds of inscriptions on their blades. The
meaning of some has been lost, but seems to have consisted of magic or
cabbalistic formulae intended to protect their users or inflict harm on
those users’ enemies. +HDXOXCHMDRCHXORVI+ is the inscription on one
sword fished out of the river Thames. Another, found in Norfolk and now
at the British Museum, has ANTANANTANANTAN.

Some swords were inscribed with the names of their makers or own-
ers. Others carry prayers, or benedictions, or dedications, such as “In
nomine domini,” “Sosmencrsos,” and “Si si non non,” the last mean-
ing, apparently, that the owner keeps his word.8 At least one sword, dat-
ing to around 1500 and currently in the Hof-Jagd und Ruestung Kammer,
Vienna, has a Latin inscription that translates, in part, as “If you ask: I am
for war, not the chase.” Many of these very expensive and, to their own-
ers, very precious swords also had artistically shaped hand guards and
pommels inlaid with precious stones—and again, those stones may have
been valued not just for their appearance but for the magic qualities they
were believed to possess. Pommels could also be shaped to provide cavi-
ties in which to place holy relics. The most famous sword of all, Durendal,
owed its reputation partly to the fact that it had a whole array of them: a
tooth of Saint Peter, blood of Saint Basil, hair of Saint Denis, and cloth
from Mary’s gown.

Durendal was not the only sword to have a proper name. King
Arthur’s sword was called Excalibur. Odin had Balmung, Siegfried Gram,
Charlemagne Joyeuse. We can see similar practices in Japan and India.
Both, as it happens, attributed the invention of the sword to the gods. In
the former the original one was a gift from the sun goddess, Amaterasu, to
her grandson; in the latter, it made its debut in a meteor-shaped lotus
brought into the world when the god Brahma made a sacrifice.9

Muhammad had four swords, called Dhu’l Fakar (the Trenchant), Al
Battar (the Beater), Medham (the Keen), and Halef (the Deadly).
Following him, Mogul rulers also named their swords. Thus we meet
Dusman-Kush (Killer of Enemies), Alam-Sitam (World Conqueror),
Fateh-Lashkar (Army Vanquisher), Kamar-Jeb (Waist Adorner), and Yare-
Vafader (Faithful Friend).10 Some swords were seen almost as living be-
ings. As far back as the Bronze Age, some had pommels suggestive of

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_01_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:33 AM  Page 33



3 4 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

human faces; Roland before his death bade a loving farewell to his faithful
Durendal.11

Perhaps seeking to enhance their own prestige as well as the prices
they could command, swordsmiths did what they could to surround them
with mystery, linking them with the rites of sex, birth, and death.
Japanese ones of the Heian period turned the process of forging blades
into ritual occasions, decorating their workshops with rope and paper
cutouts, washing, putting on special robes, and even refraining from sex,
alcohol, and certain kinds of food.12 Here as in other countries, the most
precious swords became the subject of what can only be called genealo-
gies. Lists were kept recording the names of those who had made them,
those who had owned them, and those who had been killed by them. One
sword, discovered by Galahad during his adventures, was supposed to go
back all the way to King David himself. As history, such tales should not
be taken too seriously. Yet they certainly conveyed attitudes, and pro-
vided the stories were believed, they were not without psychological
value in battle.

Nor were swords the only instruments of war to carry proper names.
The custom of naming warships goes back at least as far as the ancient
Greeks. Originally it may have been a functional means of distinguishing
one from another. In time, however, symbolism and probably affection
got involved as well, or perhaps things worked the other way around. A
series of fourth-century B.C. inscriptions, now at the Epigraphical
Museum, Athens, provides us with the names of about three hundred
Athenian triremes.13 As in English, Latin, and many other languages,
Greek ships were female, grammatically speaking. Some were named
after gods or else mythological heroes and heroines. Others carried the
names of places, districts, abstract qualities, or animals. The most famous
Greek ship was the Argos, called after the district of that name and used
by Jason and the Argonauts to cross the Black Sea on their way to find
the Golden Fleece in Colchis. Other examples are Amphitrite (wife of
the sea god, Poseidon), Thetis (a sea goddess who was Achilles’s
mother), Eleusis (the place where the mysteries were held), Eleutheria

(self-determination), and Dolphis (dolphin).
The tradition of naming warships—and, of course, other con-

veyances—has been carried on straight to the present day and could eas-
ily form a subject for specialized study.14 Nelson at Trafalgar had the
Victory. The Italians at Lissa in 1866 had the Re d’Italia, which was sunk
by the Austrians. The Germans in World War II had the Bismarck.
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Originally it was supposed to be called Deutschland; later, though, it was
renamed because the loss of a ship carrying that name might constitute
too great a blow to morale. Some modern warships are still named after
Greek gods, as when Britain commissioned a whole series of aircraft car-
riers called Hermes. Others carry the names of places (the former USS
Arizona, sunk at Pearl Harbor), victorious battles (the former USS
Saratoga), commanders (USS Eisenhower, Nimitz, MacArthur), ab-
stract qualities considered especially precious or designed to terrorize the
enemy (USS Enterprise, the former HMS Dreadnought, Devastation).
Others are named after animals (the former HMS Lion), birds, or else cli-
matic phenomena, such as Tempest.

The custom of naming rams, catapults, ballistae, and other engines of
war also goes back to Greek times, if not before. Adopted by the Romans,
it was revived when medieval warriors started using these machines some-
time around A.D. 1000. No sooner did the first cannon make their appear-
ance than they, too, were given names, such as the Demolisher, the
Terrible, the Fury, the Madwoman, and others. In China, one famous can-
non of the mid-1400s was known as the Invincible Generalissimo. Germany
in World War I produced the Big Bertha, a huge 42 cm gun named after the
stout wife of industrialist Gustav Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach and in-
tended to demolish the Belgian frontier forts. No sooner did tanks make
their appearance than they, too, started being given names. Ajax, Chablis,
Dracula, Delilah, and Charlie Chaplin were particular favorites; surveying a
field full of shot-up British tanks late in World War I, the famous German
writer Ernst Jünger noted that not one was without a name, whether
ironic, menacing, or lucky.15 Half admiring, half terrified, Allied soldiers in
Italy during World War II nicknamed the huge German railway gun used
against them “Anzio Annie.” Briefly, soldiers have always endowed
weapons with personalities, and the larger and more powerful any weapon
the more likely they were to do so. Perhaps the most famous named ma-
chine of all was the Enola Gay. Called after the pilot’s mother, it is likely to
be recalled with a shudder for all time to come.

Some of the names were intended to remind soldiers of past tri-
umphs or else of the things for which they were supposed to put their
lives at risk. Others were meant to impress the enemy, others still of an
affectionate nature. In 1940, the three ancient biplanes that were all the
British Empire could spare to defend Malta were named Faith, Hope,

and Charity. During the Pacific War, one American crew named their 
B-29 Boomerang. The idea was that a boomerang always returns to the
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place it came from; a real boomerang, with marks corresponding to the
number of missions flown, was carried along.16 Ammunition, too, was
often inscribed with names. Either the names were those of its owners, or
those of the enemies for whom it was intended; in the latter case, wishful
thinking, or perhaps some kind of sympathetic magic, may have been in-
volved. At least one Macedonian arrowhead has been found with the
name of King Philip II, father of Alexander, on it.17 Roman slingstones,
which were cast of lead, often carried the names of those who owned and
fired them. Modern bombs, rockets, and missiles that are dropped on, or
launched at, the enemy are more likely to carry the name of their in-
tended victims. During the 1991 Gulf War, a huge “bunker-busting” bomb,
rush-developed by the Americans for use against their enemy, was known
as “the Saddamizer.”18 As was at least one U.S. Marine Corps tank.19

To return to decoration, when cannon made their appearance it was
not long before they came to bear all sorts of symbols as well as other
decorative devices, scrolls, and mottos—the best-known one being per-
haps Louis XIV’s “Ultima ratio regis.” Guns and pistols, too, had their
metal parts, locks and barrels in particular, inlaid or etched. The same
was true of stocks. Though almost always made of wood, they were
painted, carved, damascened, and inlaid with precious materials, such as
gold, silver, and ivory; one early-seventeenth-century European pistol
has a stock formed like a woman having sex with a creature half man, half
goat.20 Once again, the question arises whether such pieces were in-
tended for real-life war or for other purposes, such as display, presenta-
tion, or the hunt. Once again, the answer seems to be that most of them
were used for all of these. Conversely, any weapon, however beautiful,
that is incapable of being fired in anger is a mere toy, more suitable for
the nursery than for anything else. In some societies it would not be con-
sidered fit even for that.

Most decoration was probably harmless, affecting weapons’ prices
but not their performance in war. Some, however, was not only counter-
productive but deliberately intended to be so. A very good example
comes from World War I. In that war, as in all subsequent ones, victory in
air combat depended very largely on the ability to spot one’s enemy first.
This led to the application of camouflage paint intended to make aircraft
as invisible as possible both from above and from below. Thus their lower
side might be colored gray or blue and their upper one covered with
green and brown patterns so designed as to merge with the landscape
below. Still, we meet aircraft flown by individual aces painted all sorts of
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bright colors. Tactically speaking, giving an aircraft a coat of bright blue,
green, yellow, or red—the last being the color favored by the famous
Manfred von Richthofen—was a foolish thing to do. From the point of
view of morale, the effect was just the opposite. The colors were visible
for miles around. They told the world that the pilots who flew these air-
craft were a bunch of real bastards, ready to take on any opponent and
fight him to the death.

Some modern air forces keep the names of their pilots secret, the aim
being to conceal the identity of the 10 percent or so who are aces. This
was not the case in World War I. At that time, to the contrary, French and
Italian aces often had their aircraft embellished with individual designs
such as coffins, lions’ heads, and the like, thus mounting a challenge that
probably cost some of them their lives. On both sides of the front, late in
the war, some aircraft started having their front ends painted to resemble
a shark’s snout, complete with open jaws, rows of pointed teeth, and
heavily shaded, threatening, eyes. Such eyes, incidentally, already fig-
ured on Greek and Roman warships; as the idea of an “evil eye” shows, at
various times and places they may have had magic meanings associated
with them.21 In World War II some German fighter aircraft had a black spi-
ral painted on yellow propeller shafts. This particular pattern may have
been meant to hypnotize enemies for a split second, thus providing what
could be an important advantage in combat. Other explanations have
been advanced, but many seem contrived. Everything considered, prob-
ably the most important motive behind the decoration was men’s pride in,
and love for, the weapons they operated. Given that their lives depended
on those weapons’ performances, this is not surprising.

Most famous of all was the “nose art” painted on American combat
aircraft, thousands upon thousands of them. Some paintings, such as
bombs and other symbols corresponding to the number of missions flown
and enemy aircraft shot out of the sky, were supposed to record past
achievement and perhaps to taunt the enemy. Others reflected the men’s
wish to maintain their individuality amid the uniformity the Army Air
Corps imposed on them, as well as their fantasy life. Given the context in
which they were created, it is scant wonder that some were clearly sadis-
tic, showing skulls, demons, devils, pirates, or dragons, as well as Hitler,
Mussolini, or Tojo being beaten over the head with a stick. Even less sur-
prisingly, given how young most aircrews were, others were unabashedly
sexual. Many of these paintings drew their inspiration from contempo-
rary magazine artists of the time. Very often they presented young

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_01_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 37



3 8 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

women in various states of undress, and very often those women were
shown seated on, or else in close proximity to, guns and various types of
projectiles.

Some researchers have argued that the farther away from higher
headquarters a unit, the more provocative the decoration, but such
claims are hard to substantiate. Some of the art was very imaginative,
combining the most disparate elements into a more or less coherent,
often quite funny whole. Contrary to popular belief, much of it was not
the work of amateurs. Instead it was competently done by professional
artists who commanded good money for their services—another proof of
how important it was to those who commissioned it. All the more pity
that in our politically correct world such displays are usually prohibited.
Prohibited, that is, until war breaks out, as happened, for example, in
1991. As life suddenly becomes serious and the smell of danger fills the
air, soldiers are metamorphosed from expensive do-nothings into very
valuable commodities. The niceties of peacetime are blown away like
cobwebs, and men are again allowed to become what, just under their
skins, they have never ceased to be.

So far, I have focused on the fact that many of the most heavily dec-
orated weapons were intended for use in battle and were so used.
However, this argument can also be turned around. Today, the very fact
that a tool, machine, or even work of art is associated with war is usually
sufficient to brand it as second-rate, artistically speaking; to admire it
carries the risk of being called a “militarist.” That was by no means the
case at many previous times and places, when, to the contrary, they were
often seen as objets d’art in their own right. Tribal societies in particular
never knew our distinction between “crafts” on one hand and “art” on the
other. Among them, even the most mundane objects intended for day-to-
day use, such as furniture (the little they had), agricultural implements,
containers of every sort, and musical instruments, were heavily deco-
rated almost as a matter of course; if so, why not weapons? To adduce an-
other example, some of the most elaborate European armor of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was certainly made for display ei-
ther during tournaments (see chapter 4) or in the treasure rooms of the
very rich. Yet nobody took it into his or her head that the suits in question
were somehow less accomplished works of art simply because they were
associated with war; if anything, to the contrary.

Today, too, some weapons are manufactured out of or inlaid with
more or less precious materials. They are brought to a high state of pol-
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ish, provided with all kinds of inscriptions, put into nice-looking cases,
and used for either display or presentation. Even some weapons not so
intended continue to be valued for their beauty. An excellent example
comes from the Israel Air Force (IAF). Back in the 1960s the IAF was a
true elite service characterized by tremendous pride, esprit de corps, and
a tradition of victory. At that time Israel was a small, poor country where
aircraft, combat aircraft in particular, were few in number and precious in
proportion. This explains how IAF personnel came to claim that an effec-
tive fighter plane had to be good-looking, too. Odes were written to the
deadly, streamlined beauty of the French Mirage IIIc that served as the
IAF’s first-line fighter. Nor did the Mirages stand alone; especially after
the spectacular victory in the Six Days’ War of June 1967, almost any-
thing military was considered beautiful by definition. It remained so until
1973, when another, less successful war brought people back to earth and
ended the cult in spite of the efforts of some people, such as Prime
Minister Menachem Begin, to revive it.

As with everything else, ideas of what weapons are, or are not, con-
sidered beautiful vary. An excellent example is the contrast between
Soviet and American warships as it developed during the last decades of
the Cold War and, to the extent that the former are not lying at the bot-
tom of the sea or rusting away in port, still persists. Soviet ships were fes-
tooned by array upon array of weapons (guns and missiles), antennae,
and radar dishes mounted on decks and on masts; with them, they glow-
ered at the world. Not so American ones, which tended to have lean,
clean lines. The weapons U.S. ships carried, as well as the electronic gear
needed for communication, surveillance, weapons guidance, and so on,
were for the most part hidden from view. The result was a smooth super-
structure that might have been designed by Walter Gropius or Ludwig
Mies van der Rohe. The interesting thing is that many Soviet warships
were actually more modern than their U.S. equivalents, having been built
under Admiral Sergei Gorchakov from 1976 on; therefore, timing alone
cannot explain such differences.

By way of another example, legend has it that late-nineteenth-
century British navy personnel used to see guns as brutes that, when
fired, caused the paint of warships to crack. With their U.S. successors
the situation is exactly the opposite: judging from the way ships are con-
figured, they must be deeply ashamed of their weapons. Similar differ-
ences may also be seen on other weapon systems, tanks in particular. A
visit to the U.S. Army Ordnance Museum at Aberdeen, Maryland, will
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show that, compared with the World War II German and Soviet tanks on
display, British, French, Italian, Japanese, and even American ones look
like toys; perhaps this has something to do with the fact that the first two
nations engaged in the largest, most ferocious land war that has ever
been fought or is likely to be fought. As each generation of designers
steps into their predecessors’ footsteps, such differences tend to perpet-
uate themselves. Many of them have little, if anything, to do with military
effectiveness.

A century after Freud established, in The Interpretation of Dreams,

the way in which objects can act as sexual symbols, the similarity be-
tween many weapons and weapon systems and the male phallus has be-
come a cliché.22 No great psychoanalytical insight is required to see that
one reason why edged weapons have so often been cherished by men and
treated as representative of manhood is because they tear and enter an-
other person’s body; indeed, in Latin the word gladius (sword) could
also be used as a slang term for penis. The analogy with firearms, which
fire projectiles, as well as bullets, torpedoes, and missiles, which are fired
or launched, is perhaps even closer. Many projectiles accentuate the sim-
ilarity by having their tips brightly painted, red in particular being a fa-
vored color. In the case of bullets, incidentally, each color also has a
meaning; red, for example, is usually used for tracer. At least one British
missile, designed for air-to-air combat and now no longer in service, was
officially designated “Red Top.”

Often those who design the weapons are not naive but perfectly well
aware of what they are doing.23 Some weapons are “sexed up,” which is
slang for making them more attractive in the eyes of prospective buyers
and users; a lick of paint, the right pattern applied at the right place, will
do wonders. Others, such as combat aircraft and missiles of every sort,
are provided with so-called penetration aids (“penaids” for short) to help
them get through enemy defenses and reach their targets. Turning the
argument around, all this may help explain why certain weapons that 
do not resemble phalli, such as mines, poison gas, and napalm, are dis-
liked as strongly as they are. Instead of being elongated and sharp, they
are boxlike, or round, or formless. Nor do they offer their users the
supreme satisfaction of firing and penetrating somebody else’s body. The
same facts may also explain why women’s attitudes toward weapons
seem to be much more ambiguous than those of men. Though there are
exceptions, a woman who collects weapons or replicas of them is a
strange creature indeed.
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If much modern military equipment is sleek and elegant, some pieces
are anything but that. Consider the American Humvee. Originally devel-
oped to replace the nimble World War II jeep, it is a squat, angular, box-
like vehicle that looks like nothing so much as a frowning garbage can
turned on its side and provided with wheels. This very ugliness also con-
stitutes its redeeming feature—some would say its only redeeming fea-
ture, since its usefulness in combat has been hotly debated.24 Advertised
as a “diesel-powered off-road beast,” it disdains any pretense of aerody-
namic form and thus of fuel efficiency (which, in the Pentagon, is consid-
ered “sissy”). Instead it offers the image of brute power; ready to run off
the road anything else that moves. It is this quality that has turned the ve-
hicle into a favorite among well-heeled civilians such as muscleman
Arnold Schwarzenegger, former basketball star Dennis Rodman, and oth-
ers. Not only are they happy to pay for it, but they have demanded and
obtained special editions provided with various comforts the original did
not have.

Another such weapon, whose role in war is growing all the time, is the
attack helicopter. Such helicopters are among the most ungainly machines
ever built. They are angular rather than streamlined, covered by oddly
shaped plates which look as if they have never been properly joined, pro-
vided with stub noses and wings, and decorated, if that is the word, with
bulges of different sizes in unexpected places. Attachments such as rotary
guns, missiles, electronic warfare pods, and antennae, make the machines
look even uglier. The entire contraption is crowned by a rapidly rotating
piece of exceptionally complicated gearing. Combined with their charac-
teristic chop-chop noise, the overall impression is that of brute power,
pushed through regardless of any other consideration. Many observers
have compared attack helicopters to huge winged insects, ready to sting,
and indeed some recent models reinforce this image by carrying enor-
mous optical eyes intended for infrared vision at night.25 The typical tactic
they use is to take cover behind a hill. Suddenly roaring into view, they are
among the most feared weapons of all.

Finally, consider the history of fortification. Far from being merely
utilitarian structures, many fortresses and castles are highly decorated
(as, incidentally, are other military structures that cannot be examined
here).26 Quite a few represent masterpieces of architectural art. In fact,
considering how proud people have always been of other kinds of build-
ing, how could it be otherwise? The Lion Gate at Mycenae, dating to the
end of the second millennium B.C., is world-famous. The gates of ancient
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Babylon, now at the Pergamon Museum in Berlin, were painted an in-
tense blue, glazed, and decorated with various mythological animals, cre-
ating a stunning effect that never fails to impress visitors to the present
day. The crenellated walls of Nineveh, carefully restored some 2,600
years after the city’s fall, served aesthetic purposes as well as purely prac-
tical ones, as did those of the Alcazar in Toledo, Spain.27

Japanese castles, too, had symbolic as well as military value.28

Curiously enough, the Japanese never developed crenellation, proving,
one supposes, that even this most universal feature of pre-modern mili-
tary architecture owed as much to cultural traditions as to utilitarian mil-
itary considerations. Instead they use symmetry and evenly spaced roof
beams to achieve their effect. The best examples appear as if they were
ready to spread their wings and soar to heaven. Clearly great effort, love
even, was invested in making sure they would be as beautiful as human
hands could make them. A good example is Azuchi Castle, not far from
Kyoto in Omi Province. Completed in 1576, a period of intense civil war,
it not only utilized the best natural defensive features available but had
its walls gaudily painted with dragons. The paradox is that, of the castles
that still exist, almost every one was built after the peace of 1603, show-
ing once again how much they have fascinated the minds of men.29

Civilians, too, like to share the feeling of brute martial power: a General Motors 
Hummer. MARIANNE CANBY
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Likewise, many medieval towns were inordinately proud of their for-
tifications and did what they could to make them pleasing to the eye as
well as effective. Islamic rulers followed similar traditions.30 They embel-
lished the walls with which they surrounded their cities with bands of col-
ored stone or brick, various inscriptions, and animals in relief, one famous
case in point being the panthers placed over Jerusalem’s so-called Lions’
Gate. Among the best examples of all are the fortifications of the Italian
Renaissance. With their sloping walls, towers, crenellation, machicolation
(largely rendered out of date by the advent of gunpowder, but still used
for aesthetic purposes), and firing loops all carefully combined, they cre-
ated a whole, which if not always effective was certainly as harmonious as
any architectural style can be.31 And no wonder: many designers were
well-known artists. For example, the man who redesigned the fortifica-
tions of Siena (and, in 1553, helped defend them) was Maestro Giorgio di
Giovanni. Having been trained by Dominico Beccafumi, in peacetime he
made his living as a fresco painter.32 More celebrated artists, such as
Leonardo, Michelangelo, and, north of the Alps, Albert Dürer, also tried
their hand in this field.

Since space forbids even a cursory survey of this huge subject, I shall
focus on one group of fortifications to give the reader a better idea of
what was involved.33 At least from the 1140s on, some English castles
were clearly built with aesthetic considerations very much in mind.34 This
fact is particularly evident in those erected by Edward I in Wales, and
even more so in the great fortress of Caernarfon. The very location se-
lected for the castle provides a hint of imperial power, given that it stands
right on top of what used to be Roman Segontium. The most important
decorative effects include geometrical variety in the plan; banded, col-
ored masonry in the walls, said to have been copied from similar ones in-
corporated into the Theodosian wall of Byzantium; numerous turrets, far
in excess of those required for observation; polygonal towers with six,
eight, and even ten sides; and battlements carved with figures, including
eagles on the west tower. As so often, the most elaborate feature of all is
the King’s Gate, from which visitors would get their first impression of the
whole. The design is based on no fewer than three octagons so arranged
as to form a triangle. It has no fewer than five sets of doors and six
portcullises. On top of all this comes an elaborate sculpted niche. Inside
is the seated figure of a king inspired, some authors say, by the imperial
precedent of Frederick II’s triumphal gate at Capua.

Putting their defensive value to one side, some of these features may

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_01_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 43



4 4 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

have been meant to intimidate and to impress the Welsh tribesmen in
whose country they were built. Others, such as loops and machicolation,
must have been valued for their aesthetic effects, among other things.
This is especially true of crenellation. Consisting of equally sized teeth
positioned at equal distances from each other, crenellation probably ap-
peals to man’s sense of order, already mentioned in connection with uni-
forms. This may explain why not just great lords but ordinary people
were prepared to purchase the license required to mount it on buildings;
it served as a symbol of power as well as the latter’s substance. Other fea-
tures, such as water defenses, may have been intended not merely to
present attackers with another obstacle but also to forge a link with the
fashionable contemporary world of Arthurian romance.35 Some of
Edward I’s castles, notably Acton Burnell in Shropshire, carry symbolism
and decoration to the point where they become counterproductive, mili-
tarily speaking. I can do no better than to quote the modern historian to
whose expertise I am indebted for this subject. “The overall impression
made by Caernarfon and its companions,” he says, “is of an elite group of
men-of-war, long-standing comrades in arms of the king, indulging in an
orgy of military expression on an almost unlimited budget; a medieval
forerunner of the recent American ‘star wars’ program.”36

Thus neither swords, nor cannon, nor ships, nor aircraft, nor
fortresses, nor even humble pieces of ammunition, such as lead pellets in-
tended to be hurled from a sling, have ever been simply “instruments” of
war made for, and useful in, fighting alone. They have, of course, always
been that, but they have been many other things besides. Some were
highly prized, even cherished, objets d’art. They were produced and em-
bellished at very great expense over and above the practical require-
ments of battle, though this did not prevent them from being used in
combat. Some were associated with religion, whereas others were bear-
ers of magic powers, whether defensive or offensive. Some were treated
almost as if they had independent personalities. Others served their own-
ers as emblems of manhood, whereas still others (even sometimes enemy
ones) were regarded with a certain kind of affection. Arms and equip-
ment acted as carriers of ideas and traditions, transmitted by means of
the mottos inscribed on them and the names they were given; they in-
spired awe by virtue of their size, shape, and all kinds of special effects;
and, whether because of their shape or because of the decoration they
carried, they stood out as some of the most powerful sex symbols of all.

Above all, the fact that men depended on them for their lives and
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that they were capable of taking lives caused the implements and build-
ings of war to be surrounded by an aura. On one hand, they were often
treated with a respect seldom shared by other implements. On the other,
they served as insignia of power, even, sometimes, objects of worship.
Thus, some Nazi leaders tried to develop a form of “German” Christianity
in which the place of the cross would be taken by the sword.37 Above the
altar in the chapel of the U.S. Air Force Academy, built just before jet en-
gines took over, there is a large cross, in the form of a propeller.

All these ideas, beliefs, and attitudes interacted with each other and
reinforced each other. While the military technology at the disposal of a
given society may be primitive, men’s minds never are; as a result, even
Stone Age societies, such as those of New Guinea, surrounded war with a
culture that was anything but primitive.38 The more any modern book or
treatise focuses on “strategy,” the less it has to say about all of this, and
indeed, from reading most of them one would hardly guess that any of it
existed. Yet without all of this, the behavior of men in war and battle can
never be understood, let alone directed in such a way as to maximize our
own fighting power while minimizing that of the enemy.
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3
Educating Warriors

T he goals and methods of educating young men on their way to be-
coming warriors are broadly similar at all times and places.

Probably this indicates the existence of some very deep-rooted military
requirements and psychological needs that no amount of mollycoddling,
whether carried out in the name of democracy or feminism, can erase. In
the words of one early-twentieth-century commander of cadets:

Gentlemen, you have taken on the highest profession on earth. The
goal you have set yourselves is the highest there is. We are here to
show you how to reach that goal. Here you will learn the meaning of
life and death . . . Everything you have experienced, seen and under-
stood you must forget. Everything you now experience, see and un-
derstand will become your goal. From this point on you have no free
will. You must learn to obey so you’ll be able to command later on.1

While these methods and these goals may be readily seen in the
armed forces of the most advanced modern countries, until not so long
ago they could also be observed among some of the simplest tribal soci-
eties such as the Meru of Kenya.2 In this chapter we shall focus mainly on
the way attitudes, values, and traditions are inculcated and transmitted
from one generation to the next; that, too, is part of the culture of war.

In present-day modern societies, most young people are brought up
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by their families at home. Often they only go their own way into the world
at the age of eighteen or nineteen, if then. This was not true in a great
many previous societies. In them, boys (not girls, who were usually al-
lowed to remain at home until they were married) were taken away from
their fathers and, above all, their mothers so that the process of making
men (read warriors, or less often priests) out of them could get under
way. In many societies, especially so-called segmentary ones constructed
around age groups, a boy would leave home when he had reached the age
of seven or so. Not by accident, the same was true in Sparta. Of all Greek
city-states, Sparta was one of the most conservative, which meant that it
retained the greatest number of characteristics of the tribal society in
which it had originated.

The slave merchants who bought future mamluks for the Arab sul-
tans and janissaries for the Ottomans took boys past their seventh birth-
day, though some appear to have been as old as fourteen. In the
European Middle Ages, the normal age when the younger sons of the
aristocracy were sent away to join the household of some great nobleman
was around nine.3 Other societies started training boys for war when they
were eleven to twelve, as in the pre–World War I German cadet schools
and traditional Japan. Youngsters who enroll in military high schools that
are common in the United States as well as some other modern countries
do so at ages fourteen or fifteen.

In any military education, the first indispensable step is to physically
isolate the youngsters from “ordinary” society, its customs, its tempta-
tions, and the myriad ties by which its members are held together. In
many tribal societies this is achieved by subjecting the boys to a whole se-
ries of stringent taboos. For example, they may be ordered never again to
touch certain kinds of food. They may be forbidden to enter their parents’
huts (except, perhaps, by passing through a door specially designated for
the purpose) and prevented from talking to their female relatives in par-
ticular; if they are to turn into men, their womanish qualities must be
driven out first. Many modern forces, such as the U.S. Marines, aim at
achieving similar results by prohibiting any contact with the outside
world during the first few weeks of basic training, not even a letter or a
telephone call.

Special insignia will be provided, or paint or tattoos applied, in order
to set the trainees apart and mark them off from the rest of society.
Alternatively, they will be provided with clothing as different from ordi-
nary garments as possible. By way of further distinguishing the fresh re-
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cruits both from their own senior comrades and ordinary society, they are
likely to have their hair cut in some bizarre fashion or else shaved off al-
together. In some societies isolation opens with a relatively short period
that consists essentially of sitting around and waiting; deliberately or not,
the same practice is followed by a great many modern induction sys-
tems.4 By the time that period is over the trainees will be bored almost
stiff. They will be frustrated and eager at the same time; briefly, they will
be roaring to go.

Another method used is humiliation. Every military education sys-
tem ever designed starts by humiliating its trainees, not just by way of
serving punishment but also as part of a well-considered plan. The objec-
tive is to cut their ties with the rest of society, do away as far as possible
with any regional and class differences that distinguish them from one
another, strip them of their security and sense of self-worth, and provide

Educating warriors; 
a cadet at St. Cyr, 
circa 1880
FROM NOS GRANDES 

ÉCOLES MILITAIRES ET 

CIVILES
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tangible proof that they are now entirely dependent on their superiors,
making them receptive to discipline as well as the instruction to come.
The methods used can be pretty barbaric. Invariably there are physical
examinations. In the German Wehrmacht, these used to be carried out on
men standing to attention, naked, with their comrades looking on, but
many other armies of the time were not much better.

Then there are verbal forms of abuse. Some involve yelling, some
ridicule, whereas others are merely coarse. The ability of drillmasters to
invent such abuse, often incorporating highly charged sexual terminol-
ogy, is legendary; in places where doing so is still permitted, they will call
their charges “girls.” Some drillmasters will add to the humiliation by
moving their faces as close as possible to those of their trainees while si-
multaneously yelling at the tops of their lungs. Another favorite trick is to
make recruits repeat formulae that are meaningless, ridiculous, or self-
derogatory. Not only are they tormented, but they must inflict some of
the torment on themselves.

Next, there is physical abuse. Trainees may be made to assume pos-
tures that are hard to maintain, such as squatting, supporting themselves
on their arms, or hanging from horizontal bars; at the Citadel, a private
military academy in South Carolina, there used to be an additional refine-
ment in the form of bayonets stuck into the ground and pointing upward
under the cadets hanging from such bars. They may be forced to stand
motionless for long periods of time, made to do guard duty as if they were
robots, go through strenuous exercises, or sustain beatings. Other meth-
ods may be more subtle. A particularly common one, used to teach
trainees to operate under pressure, is to assign them certain tasks but in-
sufficient time in which to perform them, such as making beds, changing
uniforms, cleaning and arranging all kinds of gear, and the like.5 All this
must be done while paying meticulous attention to the smallest detail:
blankets crisply folded, shoes polished to mirror-like perfection and pre-
cisely aligned. Having, inevitably, failed to perform the required tasks in
the time allowed, the trainees are made to perform them again and again.

To reinforce the effects, sleep deprivation—in the U.S. Navy, recruits
can expect no more than five to seven hours a night—hunger, thirst, loud
noises, and flashing lights deliberately designed to unnerve and confuse
may all be used. Thus individuality is eliminated as much as possible, and
uniformity enforced, the objective being to make everybody respond with
machine-like reliability and predictability. On one hand, showing signs of
fear or failing to measure up is discouraged and punished (or used to be,
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until political correctness and the kinder, gentler military took over). On
the other, those who try to stand out by boasting, or doing more than is
demanded of them, or telling their fellow trainees what to do, are consid-
ered an even greater nuisance; if there is one kind of person who cannot
be tolerated in training it is the smart alek. Either way, any instructor
worth his salt will quickly detect the problem and single out those who
show signs of it for special treatment.

To be taken into one of the elite Nazi schools, youngsters had to
demonstrate their courage by swimming a distance of ten meters under
the ice—not something that is entirely without risk, and certainly a some-
what terrifying experience for a twelve-year-old.6 Wehrmacht infantry
trainers, who were often big, powerful men, had recruits lie supine on the
ground and then proceeded to walk right over them, a method also fa-
vored in some other armies.7 Perhaps the worst abuse of all was inflicted
on Waffen SS recruits; they had to stand to attention while a hand
grenade was placed on their helmets and exploded. Recruits may find
themselves rolling in mud, as in the U.S. Marine Corps, or perhaps even
in less pleasant substances. In Israel, the phrase “crawling among this-
tles” has become synonymous with basic training as undergone by the
better infantry units; both there and in other countries people talk of re-
cruits being “polished” as if they were pieces of metal or wood. How
much continuity there is in all this is shown by the fact that Spartan boys
had to go barefoot.8 They were limited to wearing one shirt year-round
and slept on beds of rushes that they themselves had to gather, without
using knives, from the banks of the river Eurotas. Among the Meru, one
test aspiring warriors had to undergo was to sit on a bed made of a sort of
nettle and maintain their position for a long time without moving. The list
goes on and on.

Such methods appear to have something magical about them. What
happens to them during training, recruits are told, will change them for-
ever. The childish, the weak, and the feminine must die to make way for
the manly and the strong; soldiers, in other words, are now prepared to
kill and be killed if necessary.9 The same methods are also used as tests,
enabling instructors to weed out the weakest recruits and grade the rest
in preparation for more advanced training and assignments.

Even these, however, are not the only goals. Even as it humiliates
trainees, a well-considered, well-carried-out program will also instill in
them pride and self-confidence—in fact, this may be as important as any
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skills it imparts. The tests must be devised in such a way as to make them
hard to pass but not so hard as to cause too many trainees to fail. Looking
back on the obstacles they have overcome, graduates will experience a
sense of satisfaction and increased self-respect.10 “Tests” of the kind
often advocated by modern educators, tests in which what counts is not
results achieved but honest effort made and which everybody is allowed
to pass, cannot carry out this function. In this sense the success of most
depends on the failure of some.

For example, we know that some Spartan boys failed to make it
through the education course, or agoge, though just how many of them is
impossible to say.11 Possibly the Spartans went too far; thus helping ex-
plain for the decline in their numbers after about 400 B.C.12 In the pre-
1919 German cadet schools, considered so good at training future
officers that the Allies in the Treaty of Versailles paid them the back-
handed compliment of ordering them closed, the normal failure rate hov-
ered between 4 and 13 percent. This did not deter the Germans; during
the days of the Weimar Republic, only one-third of the officers entering
the Kriegsakademie (which the Allies had also closed, but which contin-
ued to operate undercover) were finally taken into the Reichswehr’s
General Staff.13 By contrast, the failure rate at West Point is about 20 per-
cent over four years. When a misunderstanding once created the impres-
sion that I had failed 25 percent of my Marine Corps Staff College
students at Quantico, Virginia, the scream of anguish could be heard all
the way to the Pentagon thirty miles away. Such a result, I was told, was
impossible; so good were the methods used in selecting students that
everybody always passed.

On the other hand, the methods just mentioned cannot be used for-
ever, for to do so would lead to demoralization. Although they always re-
main available should the need arise, once the initial objectives of
isolation, humiliation, and providing the trainees with a better under-
standing of what is expected of them are achieved, their place will be
taken by a more settled routine. Partly for practical reasons—very often,
time is money—and partly in order to prevent boredom or worse, the
program is organized in such a way as to make sure that the trainees have
as little time for themselves as possible. Supervision is close, abating only
when the trainees are asleep. During the first few weeks, trainees may
have to ask permission to relieve themselves, let alone eat, speak, or go to
sleep. Partly to keep the pressure up, partly because the large number of
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people often involved demands it, every minute is planned. Different ac-
tivities follow one another seamlessly, and woe to those who fail to meet
the schedule.

Hours may be punctuated by a simulated emergency, so designed as
to create even more stress, or else by an occasional ceremony held to
commemorate either a historical event or one in the life of the training or-
ganization itself. However, on the whole they tend to be long and regular.
By permitting trainees to focus, such routines are supposed to facilitate
the learning process. The following will give an idea of what the timetable
of a German cadet school looked like around 1915:14

0600 Wake, wash, dress

0620 Breakfast

0635 Work time, sick call, prepare for classes

0655 Clothing inspection, gymnastics, free exercises

0705 Begin matins

0710–0720 Matins

0720–1220 Five class periods, 50 minutes each (second breakfast 

from 1010 to 1030)

1225 Sick call

1230–1255 Appel

1300–1330 Lunch

1330–1430 Recess or resting time

1430 Prepare for work time

1440–1755 Work time

1610–1630 Vespers, lining up

1730–1925 Exercises and sports

1940–2000 Supper

2000–2100 Free time

2115 Lights out

During this period, punishments will increasingly be replaced by re-
wards. Depending on the time and place, these may consist of freedom
from certain fatigues such as kitchen patrol; the right to wear or carry
certain kinds of dress, insignia, and weapons; a special place in the dining

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_01_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 52



P R E P A R I N G  F O R  W A R 5 3

hall or while on parade; and the like. Outstanding trainees may have their
achievements publicized; at West Point, the so-called merit system dates
to the days of Superintendent Sylvanus Thayer in the 1820s.15 Man, how-
ever, is a pliable animal. Very often, merely inviting trainees who have
performed well to meet with a person of standing and receive a few words
of praise will do the trick. They may also obtain special privileges such as
passes, improved rations, the right to smoke (in the days before smoking
was frowned upon), premiums, and so on. All these may be awarded ei-
ther on a case-by-case basis for good behavior or else permanently, re-
flecting progress made and trust imparted. Some organizations have also
set up special courses or classes. Their purpose is to take in the crème de
la crème on the understanding that being selected for one of these will
help a man in his future career.

The ultimate accolade is always to be given a position of authority
and responsibility. Greek youngsters were often put into the charge of
other youngsters somewhat younger than themselves. In Sparta they
were known as mastigophoroi (whip carriers), a term that sufficiently
explains their position. In Republican Rome, which surprisingly enough
does not seem to have had a formal system for training fresh recruits or
tirones, they consisted of selected hastati, the next oldest soldiers.16

Modern organizations, including not only military academies but paramil-
itary movements such as the Fascist Balilla and the Hitler Jugend, have
devised their own systems.

Quite often senior trainees are given the semblance of power but not
its reality. The goal is to prevent excess; sometimes, however, the system
backfires, as those rendered impotent in this way avenge themselves by
hazing their charges. However it is done, the system of rewards, like that
of punishments, must be handled very carefully if it is to achieve its pur-
pose. Perhaps the most important thing is to avoid anything that smacks
of favoritism. The reason is that if the system appears unfair, it may cause
the rest of the trainees to join forces against the preferred ones, thus de-
feating its own purpose. Instead of building ties between individuals, it
will prevent such ties from being forged; instead of causing trainees to
embrace the culture of war, it will lead to cynicism.

The objective of the training programs is a dual one. On one hand, it
is to break down the ties that bind young men to society at large, to iso-
late them and turn them into atoms. On the other, it is to build up new
ties, such as are made up of discipline and comradeship. So strong should
the ties be that when the time comes, the troops will go on obeying their
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superiors’ orders. At all cost, they must stay with one another and con-
tinue to function in an organized way, even amid the chaos of battle, and
even when looking death in the face. In any military worthy of the name,
the entire structure is erected to support this single overriding need. The
term usually used to describe the tie is brothers, as, for example, in the
Israel Defense Force (including both the elite Golani Infantry Brigade
and the navy), the Philippine Army, and, most famously, Shakespeare’s
Henry V.17

From ancient Sparta to West Point, the methods used to establish
these ties have always been the same. One is to visit punishment for in-
fractions of the rules not just on the individuals who committed them but
on the entire group. This practice, too, is not without risk. If carried to ex-
tremes, it may lead to resistance and mutiny. Perhaps more commonly, it
may cause the majority of trainees to turn on the minority even to the
point where members of the latter suffer severe abuse or are killed,
which explains why Nazi concentration camp guards (who, of course, did
not mind if some inmates died) used it to prevent escape. Correctly and
consistently handled, it will create a situation where trainees help each
other and, by so doing, develop a strong esprit de corps.

Another way of achieving the same effect is to divide trainees into
teams. Many tribal societies have developed a particularly ingenious way
of doing this. Having reached the appropriate age and about to start their
training, youngsters are sent to a specially selected sacred spot. There
they are supposed to remain, without food or drink, until, at long last, they
dream up the totemic animal of the clan to which, from this point on, they
will belong. Spartan youths were also divided into tribes (which did not
correspond to those comprising the citizenry) and subteams, though just
how it was decided which boy would be assigned to what team can no
longer be ascertained.18 Modern training institutions invariably divide
their charges into units modeled on those of the armed forces to which
they belong, such as companies, platoons, squads, and so on. Sometimes
this is done on the basis of all kinds of abstruse psychological considera-
tions whose objective, in theory at any rate, is to achieve some kind of bal-
ance. In other cases the decision appears to be purely arbitrary.

Whatever the method used, each team will be given its own emblem,
flag, or standard. Each team will also be assigned its own elder, com-
mander, or spokesman, who is in charge of it and represents it in its deal-
ings with higher authority. For example, in Sparta they were known as
bouagoi and eirenes; they were selected, Plutarch tells us, for their keen
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intelligence as well as their prowess in fighting.19 From the point of view
of those in charge, one benefit of the system consists of the fact that au-
thority over each team can be delegated, making it unnecessary for them
to busy themselves with every detail. There are, however, other advan-
tages. If only because each team shares the same room, tent, or mess, it
is to some extent autonomous. Given enough time, this will cause it to dif-
fer from others in small but quite significant ways.

The team spirit that invariably results from such a system can be fur-
ther reinforced by the deliberate use of marching cadences, songs, and
slogans that have to be shouted in unison; in bases where recruits go
through their paces, everything tends to be done molto con brio.

Perhaps the most important method of all is to set up interteam compe-
tition with awards for the winners. In Sparta, boys are known to have
competed both in singing and in playing what appears to have been some
rough-and-tumble ball game inside a field marked with lime. From the lit-
tle we know, it seems that the objective was “to catch hold of the moving
ball and throw it back until one side pushes the other over the back
line.”20 Is it necessary to point out that many modern military training in-
stitutes use similar methods?

Among the subjects taught, history is likely to take a major part, and
the more advanced the education the more true this is.21 In tribal soci-
eties, history consists of the legends and traditions of the tribe, stored in
the memory of elders and orally transmitted to youngsters. In the
European Middle Ages it was cultivated by means of the chansons de

geste. The objective was to praise ancestors and present models for em-
ulation. Hence, very often they did not draw a very sharp line between
fact and fiction; when it comes to education rather than training, the fic-
tion can serve just as well as fact, if not better. Later still, military history
came to consist of tales and analyses of past wars, battles, and heroic
deeds. Some of those involved in the education process saw history
mainly as a source of examples from which trainees could draw inspira-
tion. Others, starting with Polybios and proceeding to Machiavelli and be-
yond, saw it more as a practical tool from which practical lessons could
and should be derived.22 The rise of “scientific” history in the first half of
the nineteenth century tended to strengthen the second of these ap-
proaches at the expense of the first. Whether, everything considered,
that was a good idea is another question.

Though punishments and rewards do play a large role in education,
they are not enough. In regard to attitudes perhaps even more than skills,
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the principal method of learning is imitation, but no imitation will take
place when role models are absent. Traditionally this has meant that war-
riors had to be reared by other warriors, if possible those who had already
seen action and distinguished themselves. In Sparta and other Greek
city-states, this included erotic associations between youngsters and el-
ders.23 In many tribal, ancient, and feudal societies finding the necessary
personnel presented no problem. For Greeks during the classical period,
war was such a normal state of affairs that peace treaties were always
concluded to last a set number of years only. For three quarters of a mil-
lennium Roman Republican armies took the field year in, year out, so the
gates to the Temple of Janus almost never closed. European knights in
the Middle Ages and Japanese samurai until 1603 were almost always
fighting either on their lords’ behalf or on their own. Thus there were
plenty of men around who had experienced war and even distinguished
themselves. This is often not the case in modern societies, some of which
have not seen a real war for decades on end.

Sometimes, too, the opposite happened. As an armed force prepared
for war and waged it, the best personnel took up or were assigned com-
mand positions. Consequently, training organizations had to make do
with what was left—men unfit for command, men who were recovering
from their wounds or permanently invalided, overage men. Things were
made worse by the fact that serving in such an assignment, instead of
being a mark of distinction, sometimes spelled the end of a man’s career.
At the U.S. Marine Corps Staff College, those selected for a faculty as-
signment referred to themselves as “children of a lesser god.” The situa-
tion in other U.S. military colleges is hardly any better; in some, so small
is the difference between instructors and students that they can hardly
be told apart. Thus the future was being sacrificed for the present.
Recognizing the danger, the pre-1945 German army took great care to
ensure that the careers of instructors of every rank should not suffer be-
cause of their assignments.24 The result was that men of the caliber of
Erich Ludendorff, Heinz Guderian, Erich von Manstein, and many other
famous commanders spent time teaching at the Berlin Kriegsakademie,
educating themselves in the process. Unless this is done, the quality of
training will be mediocre at best.

Almost as important as the quality of the training personnel are the
physical surroundings involved. Among tribal societies that do not have
large, permanent buildings, warriors are often educated in some field or
clearing in the forest, located at some distance from the rest and so situ-
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ated as to provide shelter from prying eyes. Some societies go much fur-
ther, making future warriors leave society altogether and providing com-
munal houses instead. There they are expected to remain for years,
completely under their instructors’ control. Spartan males entered some
sort of barracks at the age of seven, staying until they married at the age
of thirty or so; even then they had to wait until their first child had been
born before they were finally able to set up their own households. The
Zulu system, instituted by King Shaka kaSenzangakhona (ca. 1787–1828),
kept the men in barracks for an even longer period.25

Training may be decentralized, meaning that no strict line is drawn
between the places where it is carried out and those where the rest of the
troops live. Or else it is centralized, implying a compound separated from
its neighbors by a wall, distance, or both. The Roman army provides ex-
amples of both kinds. In Republican times there do not seem to have been
specialized training bases, which, given that the armies of the period
were disbanded each time a campaign ended, is not surprising. As the
switch to a professional force was completed, though, things changed.
Excavations in places as far apart as Britain and Iraq have laid bare sev-
eral legionary camps dating to the imperial period which give every indi-
cation of having served to train recruits.26 One medieval document,
referring to a son of Harun al-Rashid named Abu Ishaq al-Mutasim
(794–842), who ended up as sultan of Samarra, almost waxes poetic as it
describes how things were done. “He built a wall stretching over a long
distance which he called Ha’ir Halayr. Thus the Turks [the Mamluks are
meant] were placed far away from the markets and from the conges-
tion . . . and there were no other people, such as merchants or others,
with whom they could mix . . . [and the sultan did not] allow any other
strangers . . . to be their neighbors . . . He built within the streets of the
Turks mosques and public baths, and established a small market in
each.”27

In our own day West Point, located up the Hudson Valley miles from
anywhere, is based on the same idea. Originally there were a hotel and an
inn located nearby, but pressure from the academy, whose heads did not
take kindly to the sight of cadets stuffing themselves, forced them to
close. Some other famous training facilities were initially almost as re-
mote, only to be overtaken by urban development later on. Another very
important reason for separating the compound from the rest of the world
is because, as Plato explains, training for war, if it is not to degenerate
into a childish game, should involve modest risk to life and limb.28 To en-
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able the hardship and terror of war to be reproduced as far as possible, it
is essential to have a place that allows safety regulations to be instituted
and enforced while keeping other people away.

Historically speaking, most of the installations where warriors were
educated have tended to be on the austere side—even though some of
the poorer trainees might find the conditions better than the ones to
which they were accustomed at home. In part, it is a question of parsi-
mony, since erecting buildings and maintaining them costs money. In
part, austerity is imposed in a deliberate attempt to support a training
program designed to produce hardiness by avoiding luxury. Needless to
say, what constitutes “luxury” will vary from one case to the next; during
my time at Quantico an Israeli student in the course, a lieutenant colonel
and former battalion commander, told me that the quarters of a U.S.
Marine Corps private were superior to those he himself had occupied at
home. Trainees may be housed either in tents or in temporary structures,
although experience shows that the latter often have an astonishing ten-
dency to become permanent. Even when such is not the case, unsuitable
base layouts, old and ill-maintained buildings, inadequate heating and/or
cooling facilities, insufficient sanitary facilities, overcrowding, and lack of
privacy are often the order of the day. This is the list of complaints sur-
rounding one major American facility; imagine the rest.29

Still, there often is another side to the story. While conditions may be
austere, even harsh, to make them so harsh as to give the trainees the
feeling that the society to which they belong is out to get them or puts no
value on them would be counterproductive. Volunteers, in particular,
must be well treated if enrollment is not to decline. The more an army re-
lies on them, and the more advanced the training, the more comfortable
the facilities tend to be. Conversely, conscripts at the beginning of their
career always get the short end of the stick. Above all, it must be remem-
bered that the objective is not merely to impart skills but to inculcate and
transmit values. Hence, it is probably best if the installation has been in
use for long enough to acquire a certain aura.

In tribal societies the aura results from the place being inhabited by
the part of the tribe that is dead, meaning the ancestral spirits, said to ob-
serve the living, bless those who behave themselves, and inflict magical
punishment on those who do not. Alas, the armed forces of more ad-
vanced societies do not have such a wonderful instrument at their dis-
posal. Hence they try to achieve a somewhat similar effect by naming the
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buildings and other facilities after past warriors, preferably those who
were victorious, but sometimes those who set an example by sacrificing
themselves for the cause. In Rome a similar purpose was served by the le-
gionary standards. Introduced by Marius around 100 B.C. as part of the
shift from a conscript force to a professional one that relied on volun-
teers, at first they were made of silver, later gilded. They acted as the
physical expression of a unit’s corporate spirit and were kept in a special
shrine, carefully maintained, reverently treated, and brought out on suit-
able ceremonial occasions.30 During imperial times the standards were
supplemented by busts and statues of the reigning emperor, and perhaps
his closet relatives—just as the dining room at the British Army Staff
College, Camberley, used to have an oil portrait of Princess Anne.

In modern training institutions, especially those designed for future
officers, inscriptions at the entrances to buildings will commemorate
when they were built and by whom. There will be works of art, such as
paintings and reliefs and statues, in which past wars and the men who
fought and commanded in them are celebrated. Display cases are likely to
contain old standards and flags—preferably ones whose tatters show
they were taken from the enemy—uniforms, decorations, weapons, and
similar memorabilia. The picture is completed by monuments to or lists of
fallen comrades, who thus play a role not dissimilar to that of the spirits
of old. Models of ambiences of this kind are provided by the military acad-
emies of developed countries such as Sandhurst, West Point, and Saint
Cyr. Here each room resembles those of a well-arranged museum, and
every corner reeks of past glories calling for, indeed commanding, emula-
tion. But Dartmouth College, Kingston Academy (Canada), Annapolis
Academy, and the newer U.S. Air Force Academy at Colorado Springs are
not so bad, either.

The next chapter will go into a little more detail concerning some of
the more technical aspects of training. Here, all it is necessary to say is
that to be effective, training should be gradual. It should progress from
the simple to the complex, each stage building on its predecessor and
providing a building block for the one to follow. The really essential point
to note is that if things are to be done properly, each step can and should
also be used for a purpose other than simply strengthening the body and
imparting skills (important as doing so is). Instead, the objective should
be to reinforce the qualities warriors have always needed and will always
need, such as obedience, courage, stamina, self-reliance, teamwork,
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honor, truthfulness (according to Zoroastrian wisdom, youngsters should
be taught “to shoot the bow and speak the truth”), and the like; briefly,
what people until 1945 or so were not ashamed to call “character.”

All this is much more easily said than done. In case the attempts to
do it are taken too far, they are likely to meet with resistance in the form
of cynicism or indifference and thus become counterproductive. For this
reason, the best training program is probably the one that instills these
qualities without talking about them too often, as, for example, when
West Point’s Sylvanus Thayer accepted cadets’ explanations of reported
delinquencies without question as part of the honor system.31 When they
are talked about, though, this should be done in a suitably impressive
manner.

Among the Meru, as among many other pre-modern societies, the ed-
ucation of future warriors included a stage when their ties with the rest
of society were cut. Next, they were let loose to show what they could do.
Among the ancient Germans and the North American Plains Indians they
would go out in an attempt to find enemies and gather coups. In ancient
Crete and Sparta they had to live by their wits, perhaps stealing or gath-
ering or hunting for food. In the latter, they also acted as a kind of inter-
nal police, spying on the helots and killing those who looked as if they
might become dangerous.32 Alternatively, they might patrol outlying
areas, looking for trouble. This was the case in Athens where, for as long
as they remained ephebes, they could neither take up any kind of civic
responsibility, sue, nor be sued.33 Possibly the system of knight-errantry,
under which young men teamed up with a few comrades and went look-
ing for “adventure,” should be understood in similar terms.34 In tradi-
tional Japan, too, spending time as a ronin (literally, “one who is tossed
on the waves”) or masterless warrior was supposed to be a stage in the
career of any samurai.

From the point of view of those who have put it into place and oper-
ate it, the system has an additional advantage. It permits older trainees to
be put in charge of younger ones under something resembling opera-
tional conditions, thus providing another vehicle for educating the for-
mer, allowing them to gain experience, testing them, and selecting them.
Here and there modern armies have tried to imitate the system, with
mixed results. For example, the Wehrmacht during World War II moved
some of its training bases into the occupied countries so that trainees
could double as police forces when the occasion demanded. As time went
on and resistance put up by the local people increased, however, all too
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often recruits were called upon to deal with emergencies. This caused
the process of military acculturation to be disrupted rather than assisted.
At the same time, the troops engaged in “anti-bandit” operations, as the
Germans called them, were likely to be less proficient than they were
supposed to be.35

In modern societies, courses usually last between nine weeks—
which is probably the shortest period that must be spent in basic training
if it is to do any good—and four years, which is the time needed to go
through a military academy or full ROTC program. In previous, socially
less differentiated societies, courses could last far longer, getting under
way not when youngsters reached their eighteenth or nineteenth year
but much earlier. Ten-year programs, during which youngsters were pre-
pared not merely for their future as warriors but for every other aspect of
manliness as well, were quite common. Here and there, some lasted even
longer than that.

Old or modern, the more extended a program the more likely it was
to fall into several distinct stages. Each constituted a full cycle, and each
had a recognizable beginning and end. In Sparta there appear to have
been four of these, although the exact ages at which youngsters passed
from one to another are not known; other city-states had two or three.36

In theory at any rate, to be knighted one had to first pass from page to
squire, though the decentralized nature of feudal society meant that
many lords interpreted the hierarchy in different ways if, indeed, they
worried about it at all. Once again, a system whereby a program was di-
vided into several different stages made it easier to put advanced trainees
in charge of younger ones. It also opened the possibility of demoting
trainees, whether permanently because they had failed to make it or tem-
porarily as a punishment for some specific offense.

However long the program, inevitably the time will come when it
must end. First the recruits may be put through one final test of en-
durance, hardiness, and skill. In some societies this is when they are cir-
cumcised, an extremely painful procedure that must be withstood
without flinching; in others they are severely beaten. In others still they
may be tattooed, or else have parts of their bodies pierced with the dec-
orative objects that will signify their new status. For example, during the
later Middle Ages dubbing ceremonies were often held on the battlefield,
either just before combat to inspire courage or else just after it as a re-
ward for proven courage and loyalty.37

Modern troops, too, have to prove their mettle either officially or un-
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officially, by means of hazing. Israeli infantry units have something known
as the “beret march.” In it, as the name implies, soldiers must earn the
right to wear a red or violet beret. It involves a sixty-six-mile nonstop trek
on foot, at the end of which participants are so exhausted they can barely
stand; at the other end of the scale, fresh crewmembers are “welcomed”
aboard navy ships by being doused with sewage water or else subjected
to a mock gang rape.38 Parachutists may have to jump out of an aircraft
for the nth time, perhaps (to increase the danger or the impression of it)
with a parachute that, instead of opening automatically, must have its
cord pulled. Some U.S. Marines had to stand to attention as pins marking
their new status as members of the corps were pounded into their chests.
This ceremony, known as “blood winging,” was condoned until media rev-
elations created a public outcry and brought it to an end.39

After the tests have been passed, the men will probably spend days
or even weeks preparing for the moment when they will “come out” on a
specially selected, specially prepared ground. Decked out in all their fin-
ery, they are handed their weapons. Next they are made to swear a
solemn oath. In Athens, where the ceremonies took place in front of the
assembled people (ekklesia), it went as follows:

I will not shame the sacred arms [I have been given] nor will I desert
the man at my side wherever I am positioned in line. I shall defend
what is sacred and holy and I will not pass on to my descendants a
diminished homeland but rather one greater and stronger as far as I
am able and with the assistance of all. I will offer my ready obedi-
ence at any time to those who are exercising their authority pru-
dently, and to the established laws and to those laws which will be
judiciously in force in the future.40

In many societies this is followed by some religious ceremony. In
Sparta, the first act young adults performed after completing the agoge

was to sacrifice to Heracles, god of endurance in the face of adversity;41

in modern armed forces this is the time to call in the chaplain, rabbi, or
mullah. Dignitaries will give speeches and present awards to graduates
who have distinguished themselves. A sacred text, such as Nietzsche’s
Thus Spake Zarathustra (in the Wehrmacht) or the Bible (in the Israeli
Army), may be distributed. There will take place a war dance, review, pa-
rade, war game, or some other demonstration of prowess, with friends
and relatives (if at all possible including female ones as well) watching
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and applauding. A good meal or a round of drinks, intended not just to fill
bellies but to reconcile the former trainees with those who have tor-
mented them for so long, concludes the official part of the festivities.
Finally, the recruits may be given a period of liberty to go on celebrating.

One very good way to understand the culture of any society, organi-
zation, or institution is to examine its education system, the instrument
par excellence by which that culture is made explicit, inculcated, and
transmitted. In the case of warriors and soldiers, this is represented by
the age-group systems of tribal societies, the agoge of Sparta and other
Greek city-states, the military apprenticeship systems of feudal Europe
and Japan, and of course the various training systems, military schools,
cadet schools, and military academies that modern armed forces started
developing from the second half of the seventeenth century on. All of
these create, formalize, inculcate, and transmit values. To do so, very
often they resort to ceremony, ritual, play, and make-believe of every
kind. All of them are an integral part of human culture, not a whit inferior
to or less deserving of study than their opposite numbers in civilian life,
be they those of the Church, the professions, or whatever.

The political, economic, social, cultural, and technological context in
which education for war is carried out may lead to enormous variety in
detail. Yet many of the underlying objectives are the same at all times and
places. Since the qualities required of the warrior hardly change, this is
not surprising. Did not Alexander’s soldiers need courage, loyalty, and
hardiness just as much as modern soldiers do? Then as now, was it not
necessary to weed out those who did not have those qualities while iden-
tifying and promoting those who did? What is surprising is how many
modern works about military training are so obsessed with imparting and
acquiring “skills” that they do not even mention the culture of war; read-
ing them, one might think the objective is to produce not warriors but a
cross between machines and bean counters.42

The methods just outlined may not be to everybody’s liking. Still, the
fact that they have remained essentially the same for millennia on end
speaks for itself. Should any system or organization fail to make correct
use of them in educating warriors, then almost certainly it will betray
both its own purpose and those who are entrusted to its care.
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4
Games of War

A s everybody knows, the Battle of Waterloo was won on the play-
ing fields of Eton. True, the Duke of Wellington almost certainly

never said anything of the kind.1 Yet a myth as persistent as this one
seems to indicate a large measure of hidden truth; if he did not actually
utter the words, then he should have. That play constitutes part and par-
cel of human culture that few, if any, people will deny. Some have gone
much further still, describing it as the most important cultural activity of
all on which all others are, in one way or another, built.2 Here the ques-
tion that interests us is how play and games relate to war, and what this
relationship tells us about the role of war in culture.

When we play, what we do is engage in a game. A game might be de-
fined as any activity that is carried on for its own sake, rather than for
some other purpose. Games result when people break free from the
world in which they live, so to speak. They create an artificial universe,
one in which the normal relationships of daily activity—that is, “because
of” and “in order to”—are suspended. At the place the game is played, for
as long as it is played, the overriding motive is the desire for enjoyment
that is shared by players and onlookers alike. Thus almost any activity, no
matter how trivial or how serious, can be turned into a game. In fact,
hardly any activity exists that is not occasionally turned into one, from
playing with a miniature railway to closing a multimillion-dollar deal. I’ll
never forget how I asked my grandfather (who was a self-made multimil-
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lionaire) why he went on and on making more money, and he answered
that it was a game. It is less the nature of an activity than the way we re-
late to it that makes it so.

But what, in the present context, is meant by joy? Much the best an-
swer to this question is provided by Friedrich Nietzsche: joy is what re-
sults when we take on a challenge.3 To enjoy, one must pit oneself against
resistance, wrestle with it, and, as one does so, be sufficiently successful
as to feel one’s own power growing. This does not necessarily mean that
to enjoy playing a game we must never lose, but it does mean that the re-
sistance should be neither so strong nor so weak as to render the out-
come a foregone conclusion. This is something those who are in charge of
organizing competitive sports such as football, baseball, or soccer know
very well. While a team that loses all the time will become demoralized,
nothing is as boring as a victory endlessly repeated. Things must there-
fore be arranged in such a way as to give all teams a fairly reasonable
chance, with new blood infused from time to time. Provided these condi-
tions are met, the precise nature of the resistance is almost immaterial.

To define the kind of resistance in question, the methods by which it
may be countered, and the equipment that may be used is the function of
the rules. In some games the rules dictate that the game involve danger
(even if, as is very often the case, it is make-believe danger). Good exam-
ples are parachuting, bungee jumping, and riding a roller coaster; they
may be classified as games of courage. In others it is a question of luck or
fortune, as in gambling and Russian roulette; to a greater extent even
than in parachuting and bungee jumping, what is really being tested is
pure nerve. Many games require players to accomplish a task that takes
skill (for example, putting together a puzzle or target shooting) or en-
durance and strength (running, swimming). In others the resistance may
consist of animals (as in hunting and fishing) or of other people, acting ei-
ther alone (as in singles tennis) or in groups (baseball).

Recent decades have added games that are played on a screen and in
which the resistance comes from a computer. The games in question re-
quire skills that are either physical (such as good coordination and quick
reflexes), intellectual, or both. Those who design the games and program
the computers know exactly what they are doing; as time goes on, the
challenge becomes harder and harder. Nor is there any reason why any
given game should be limited to just one kind of resistance; many games
exist in which players are required to cope with, and overcome, several
different kinds.
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Games in which the resistance consists of people, which are our main
interest, fall into two kinds. Games whose rules allow each side to try to
win, but prevent him from directly interfering with the other’s attempts
to do the same, as in a foot race, are called contests. By contrast, games
such as chess and football in which both sides are allowed both to strive
after their own goals and to interfere with each other are known as games
of strategy; indeed, strategy itself might be defined as a “system of expe-
dients” (Helmut von Moltke) designed to do precisely those two things.4

Regardless of where they are played and what their rules are, games of
strategy require players to consider not just their own intentions and ca-
pabilities but those of the opponent as well; as a result, they tend to be
more complex than any others. The larger the number of participants on
each side, the more varied the equipment they use, and the more com-
plex the environment in which the game is played, the more true this is.

Finally, many games of strategy, such as chess, do not allow physical
contact with or the use of force against the opponent, whereas others,
such as boxing and football, do (within certain limits). Among the latter,
quite a number permit the use of at least some violence, and they are
therefore known as combat sports. A few combat sports even permit, not
to say demand, deadly violence, either deliberately inflicted, as in the
Roman gladiatorial games, or taken in stride so that the fun may go on, as
in early medieval tournaments and modern boxing. Here it should be em-
phasized that violence, including deadly violence, is not always the oppo-
site of culture. For example, the Maya of Yucatán had a ball game in
which prisoners of war, forced to play in such a way that they always lost,
ended up by being decapitated.5 Though the outcome was inevitably
deadly, still the game was very much part of the culture in question. On it
centered a whole complex of religious beliefs; unless it was played, the
gods would be angered and disaster would result.

Next, how does war fit into this picture? The simple answer is that
war is a collective, exceptionally complicated, extremely violent form of
combat sport. Like any other combat sport, it involves two (rarely, more)
sides. The existence of two sides means that the combatants must make
use of strategy, along with all the intellectual complexity the latter in-
volves. Like any other combat sport, it is a test of skill, strength, en-
durance, and courage as well as strategy. As in other combat sports, the
resistance is the strongest imaginable—the most intelligent, most domi-
nant, and, we like to think, the most powerful creatures ever to walk this
earth. More than any other combat sport, it permits, even demands, the
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full mobilization of all the participants’ intellectual, moral, and physical
qualities; this is because in war there are few if any rules that would pre-
vent whatever qualities the combatants have from being used to the full
extent. Taken together, all these factors explain why war is so often capa-
ble of generating joy, even ecstasy. Very often it involves, even demands,
disengagement from the ordinary world; in short it is the ultimate game,
which makes all the rest pale.

To see how closely related play and war are, it is enough to look at lin-
guistics. In the Bible, we find that when Abner, servant of Saul, chal-
lenged the followers of David, then king of Judea, to a duel of twelve
against twelve he used the words “Let the lads rise and play in front of
us”; only when all twenty-four had been killed did the proceedings come
to an end.6 In ancient Greece, the term agon could stand for both athletic
competition and war; at the Olympic stadium in Delphi, the statue per-
sonifying it stood right next to that of Ares, the god of war. In Rome, the
deadly gladiatorial combats were known as ludi, “games.” In Dutch, the
word oorlog (war) seems to derive from oor (original, primeval) and log

(leap, dance, game). The British at the height of their empire talked of
“the great game.” The term seems to have been coined by the greatest
imperialist writer, Rudyard Kipling, in order to describe the endless
round of petty hostilities, intrigues, counterintrigues, ambush, and raid
that was going on in Central Asia; a little later, it also came to be applied
to war as such. Though expressions such as “the play of cannon” may be
outdated (as, to a large extent, are cannon themselves), we continue to
speak of “swordplay.”

Just as war in many ways is but an extreme form of sport, so sport in
turn is completely permeated by the language of war. The very term ex-

ercise is derived from the Latin exercitus, meaning “army.” Mountain
climbers regularly call their expeditions “campaigns.” Launching one,
they try to overcome the “resistance” of mountains, which, they like to
pretend, put up a “fight” so as to avoid being “conquered.”7 In many other
sports, each time two individuals or teams prepare to play a game they
start by gathering “intelligence” about their opponents. They collect sta-
tistics, watch videos, send out observers, and may even resort to espi-
onage in order to sniff out “game plans.” Having identified their
opponents’ strengths and weaknesses and how they fit into their own,
they sit down to work out a “strategy” and, perhaps, “tactics” as well.

Once the game has started, one side defends, the other attacks. One
side retreats, the other advances. One tries to hold, stop, and block, the
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other maneuvers, breaks through, and ends by “shooting” at the goal.
One triumphs, the other loses. (So attractive is this military terminology
that it is used even in golf, which is basically a game of skill, not strategy,
and where the rules do not allow any of the players to do anything to ob-
struct the others.) Players who have been hurt and leave the field or are
carried from it are sometimes called “casualties”; in some sports, they are

casualties. Every sports commentator knows these terms and exploits
them as much as he can. Frequently the more sanguinary the language he
uses, the greater his success.

As the ultimate game, war demands from players all the physical,
moral, and intellectual qualities required by lesser games and then some.
Conversely, the fact that many other games also necessitate some of the
qualities demanded in war has turned the former into a method par ex-
cellence for training and educating those about to fight in the latter. Even
some of the oldest, most elementary steps in training warriors, such as
teaching them to run, leap, climb, cross obstacles, and so on, can be and
very often have been turned into games. The same applies to assembling
and disassembling weapons, target shooting, and the like. Many former
recruits remember the time spent in these activities as great fun; they
like to sit around recalling them. At all times and places, most trainees
have been men and normally young ones to boot. Hence, usually all that
was needed to make them enjoy an activity was to add a challenge in the
form of competition and prizes for the winner—in short, turn it into a
game.

Contests in archery or in throwing the javelin have been used to train
warriors ever since ancient Egypt and until very recently they could still
be found among some people such as the Yanomamo of the upper
Amazon forest. At the Athenian Panatheneia, a sort of minor Olympic
games, one contest known as euandria (literally “good manliness”) ap-
parently involved running in full armor and possibly a tug-of-war as well;
festivals held by other Greek cities may have had similar events.8 Other
exercises still were designed to teach men first to ride and then to use
their weapons on horseback. The Mamluks, for example, had a whole se-
ries of them: the lance game, the mace game, the gourd game. In part,
these exercises were simply a means to an end. In part, however, they
were understood as games, as is shown by the fact that, around the fu-

rusiyya (the art of horsemanship, from furus, “horseman”), there grad-
ually developed an entire culture.9 Mastery of the relevant skills and
attitudes made up the difference between Mamluks and other mortals. As
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a result, quite often furusiyya was carried to the point where it inter-
fered with, rather than assisted, the military performance it was sup-
posed to serve. If play could be put to serious use as training, very often
serious training was turned into something close to play.

Exercises similar to those of the Mamluks, be they target shooting or
throwing hand grenades, are still being used by every modern armed
force around the world. As if to prove how closely related war and play
are, some have even been turned into real sports, such as target shooting
(either with the bow or with the rifle) and the triathlon, which are prac-
ticed at countless contests from the Olympic games down. Perhaps the
most important difference between such contests and military exercises
is that in the former the rules are much tighter. Very precise regulations
lay down the kind of weapon that may be used, the ways in which they
may be used, and the like. Besides minimizing danger, this serves to level
the field, puts all the contestants on a strictly equal footing, and allows
them to be graded much more precisely than military life requires.

However useful such games or exercises may be when it comes to de-
veloping the warrior’s skills, they suffer from the fact that they are one-
sided, whereas war is two-sided by definition. Using real weapons in
two-sided training would be extremely dangerous, leading to more casu-
alties than even Plato was ready to tolerate. As each side tries to win by
landing the strongest blows of which he is capable, restraint may be
thrown to the wind and escalation is almost inevitable. Things might get
out of hand altogether—not an improbable eventuality, as the history of
medieval tournaments and some modern football games show. Perhaps
the oldest solution to the dilemma is to replace humans by animals. Did
not Plato say that war is simply a different kind of hunt?10 It is true that
animals have their limits. No animals, not even chimpanzees, possess
joints that enable them to throw objects well. If only for this reason, none
of them has developed weapons. Even more important, none has the in-
telligence and communication skills needed to set up a military organiza-
tion in our sense of that term: appoint a commander, follow orders,
institute a division of labor, and offer collective resistance to the humans
who hunt them. What many animals do have are advantages of size, pro-
tection, power, ferocity, agility, and/or speed. Unfortunately for them,
this turns them into opponents worth tackling.

Not just people but animals, too, hunt. Some, such as lions, wolves,
hyenas, and chimpanzees, do so in groups; if a sophisticated organization
is lacking, cooperation is not. Some anthropologists argue that man owes
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his intelligence to hunting for meat and, even more so, the “political” in-
teraction that is necessary in order to distribute the spoils.11 Originally,
hunting must have developed as a method for self-defense in the face of
large animals—which, given the primitive weapons in use, could only be
done in groups—as well as obtaining food. Still, however far back into his-
tory we look, it has always been practiced for fun, too;12 some believe it
was the oldest form of sport, from which all the rest developed.13 Judging
by descriptions of chimpanzee hunts, perhaps one might conclude that
they, too, enjoy the activity. Certainly they show excitement by hooting,
screaming, drumming, and waving branches.14

Though there are exceptions, usually the larger and the more dan-
gerous the animals, the more people enjoyed hunting them and the
greater the prestige to be derived from doing so.15 This may explain why,
in Greek vase paintings, small animals such as hares are sometimes de-
picted so as to appear huge in relation to the hunters.16 However far back
into history we look, too, very often hunting did not consist just of pursu-
ing and killing “game.” Instead, it also involved all sorts of rituals. Some of
the rituals were no doubt intended to make it easier to catch the quarry.
Others invoked the souls of soon-to-die or dead animals, appeased them,
and commemorated them; English fox hunters have been known to ob-
serve a minute of silence for the dead.17 Cynics might point out, with rea-
son, that all this was done merely for the hunters’ own benefit and that
none of it was of any use to the poor animals involved. That is true
enough, but it does not change the fact that the ceremonies in question
constituted culture.

In this chapter, our main interest is to look at hunting as functional
training for war. Certainly the ancient Greeks, the Romans, medieval
knights, American Indians both north and south, and countless other so-
cieties practiced hunting for that reason among others. Xenophon recom-
mended it highly, saying that male children should take it up as the first
step on the way to becoming men and that it provided “excellent training
for war”;18 so, almost two millennia after him, did Machiavelli.19 Both of
these men were famous military writers. Equally important, both had
successfully commanded troops in action and neither can be said to be
more romantically inclined than the average person. Nineteenth-century
English upper-class culture also glorified hunting, whether in the form of
riding to hounds, pig sticking, tiger shooting, or anything else. It was
credited with the development of almost every martial virtue, and ad-
duced as one of the main causes behind Britain’s prowess in warfare.20
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Depending on the society in question, the identity of the hunters, the
technology in use, and the nature of the “game,” hunting took a very large
number of forms. It ranged from the time when a handful of cavemen
armed with wooden spears brought down a lion or a bison to the time
when old, semi-incapacitated dignitaries were given a high-powered rifle
with sniper sights and installed on a raised platform so they could safely
butcher the hapless deer being driven toward them. In between these ex-
tremes, often it involved the certainty of physical effort and a very real
possibility of danger. Homer’s Odysseus cannot have been the only man
who bore on his leg a scar acquired while hunting, nor the emperor
Hadrian the only one to grow a beard so as to conceal one inflicted on his
face.

In the millennia before the automobile was invented most command-
ers depended on their equestrian skills to move and fight, and in this, too,
hunting provided useful practice. In addition it taught, or could teach,
skills such as rough living in the open, reading the terrain—a quality
specifically mentioned by Machiavelli—stealthy movement, understand-
ing the prey’s mind, rapid decision making, and teamwork; in fact, few if
any major military tactics exist that do not have their counterparts, some
would say their origins, in hunting. Finally, hunting taught men how to
draw blood and kill, even when the quarry consisted of smaller animals
that could not strike back. Especially in modern society, where few peo-
ple hunt for a living or work on the farm, butchering for meat takes place
in special factories, and the death penalty is no longer carried out in pub-
lic, this capacity is not something most people are necessarily equipped
with.21 As an American commander such as George Patton and an Israeli
one such as Yitzhak Sadeh understood very well, it must be deliberately
inculcated.22

While all of this explains why hunting has so often been associated
with war, it is also true that the two are not the same.23 The qualities of
humans differ from those of animals, especially, of course, when it comes
to intelligence. To make up for this, it was necessary to introduce games
that, though they did pit men against each other, only allowed them to
use certain carefully regulated and circumscribed forms of violence. The
oldest games that may clearly be identified as such go back to Sumer
around 3000 B.C.24 However, there is scarcely any tribal society that does
not have them; therefore, there is good reason to think that they must be
much older still. Even more significant to the topic at hand, paintings
from ancient Egypt show wrestling scenes side by side with various kinds
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of military activities. This suggests that already at that time wrestling was
considered part of a soldier’s training.

By the time of the Egyptian New Kingdom soldiers certainly engaged
in wrestling, whether as part of their normal training or on other occa-
sions. Reliefs found at Thebes show contests held in front of the deified
pharaoh Tuthmosis III, who perhaps not accidentally was one of the great-
est conquerors of all. In one of them the victor is made to say: “Alas for
you, O miserable soldier, who boasted with his mouth! I’ll make you say, 
O the folly of taking the hand of a soldier of his majesty!” In other carvings
from Medinet Habu, a wrestler, again in the presence of the pharaoh, ex-
claims, “Stand up to me! I’ll make you see the hand of a [real] warrior!”25

Whether the Greeks took over combat sports from Egypt, as they did
so many other things, or developed them on their own need not be con-
sidered here. Certainly in the epics, war and games are never far apart.
The games held in honor of the dead Patroclos included a boxing compe-
tition as well as the famous duel between Diomedes and Ajax; so much
did the latter resemble real war that Achilles had to call it off lest the lat-
ter lose his life.26 Later writers often compared battlefields to a wrestling
ground,27 and one commander was said to “wear down” his opponent just
as some good athletes do.28 Wrestling apart, the Greeks practiced boxing
and pankration (literally, “smash by all available means”). In it, holding,
punching, and kicking were all permitted; apparently the only techniques
not allowed were eye gouging and biting. All three seem to have formed
a normal part of the education of young Greek males. Other competitions
included running, leaping, swimming, throwing the discus or the javelin,
chariot racing, and the like. The compound in which they and the rest
were practiced, the palaestra, served as a cultural center in any one of
hundreds of city-states scattered all over the Mediterranean.

For the Greeks, the way to enjoy two-sided contests while avoiding
casualties was to engage in various forms of unarmed combat. Not so the
Romans who introduced gladiatorial games. Tradition has it that they
were taken over from the Etruscans; another people who held them were
the Thracians. In Rome itself, the first ones were held in 264 B.C. when
the sons of Junius Brutus Pera, a former consul, organized a show to
honor their dead father.29 Combining this fact with other evidence, some
modern scholars have argued that in both Rome and Greece, armed com-
bat was the earliest combat sport of all. According to this theory, combat
sports first appeared as part of the religious ceremonial surrounding fu-
nerals and only later did they become secularized. As the process took
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hold, weapons were discarded (except, of course, for those used by the
gladiators). This made the games less lethal, although then as today they
never became entirely safe.30 Their origins, so the argument runs, were
not military but ritual.

However that may be, as time passed the games changed their char-
acter.31 They were turned into almost pure entertainment—in fact, the
greatest entertainment Rome had to offer and the kind for which the
largest building of all, the Colosseum, was ultimately built. Political can-
didates, consuls, and emperors lent their names to them and, seeking to
curry favor with the people, spent fortunes to organize them. Tertulian, a
good observer, says that men surrendered their souls to gladiators, and
women their bodies as well as their souls.32 Some gladiatorial combats
took place between individuals whereas others involved groups or teams.
From the first century A.D. on there was a growing tendency to select
some famous past battle and reenact it in the arena.

According to Augustine in his Confessions, so exciting were the
games that people were caught up by them even against their will;33 cen-
turies before him, Cicero had said something similar.34 Some of the appeal
must have resulted from displays of unusual bravery and skill. Much of it,
however, resulted from the spectacle of dying men. According to
Suetonius, the emperor Claudius, who by Roman standards was not par-
ticularly bloodthirsty, even made a special point of looking into their faces
at the moment they expired.35 What made all this carnage possible was,
of course, the fact that players, luderi, were slaves or condemned crimi-
nals, so their lives were forfeited anyhow. Only later were they joined by
volunteers including, in imperial times, an emperor or two. Which shows,
one supposes, how much glory there was to be won in them.

Already in ancient times, the exact link between all these different
kinds of games and preparation for real-life warfare was moot. To add in-
terest, Roman gladiators were divided into many different kinds of fight-
ers. Some carried all sorts of weapons, including tridents and nets, which
were not normally part of soldiers’ equipment. They fought in pairs
rather than in organized formations. For these reasons, gladiators had lit-
tle to offer soldiers. Normally their careers were entirely separate. The
former spent their lives in and around the arena; the latter, in camp or on
campaign. The same was even more true of Greek sports, combat sports
included. In the Iliad the boxer Epheus (who later built the Trojan
horse) admitted he was no great warrior.36 Xenophon says the same of
Boiscos, the boxing champion of the day.37
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The Spartan war poet Tyrtaeus, who probably lived during the sev-
enth century B.C., was also unimpressed with athletic achievement. “No
man,” he sang, “is any good in warfare unless he dares look at bloody
slaughter.”38 The list is completed by Euripides. In one of his plays, now
lost but for a few lines, a character who can no longer be identified had
some very harsh things to say about athletes: “What outstanding wrestler,
what swift-footed man, or discus hurler, or expert at punching in the jaw
has done his ancestral homeland a service by winning a crown? Do they
fight with enemies holding discuses in their hands or by kicking through
shields with their feet expel their country’s enemies? No one standing
next to steel indulges in this stupidity.”39

Wrestling apart, Plato, too, had strong misgivings about the relevance
of athletics as preparation for war; the former, he says, were insufficiently
like the latter.40 Epaminondas, Alexander, and Philopoemen echoed his
words.41 All three were famous commanders. In one way or another, all
three considered wrestling, boxing, and pankration (to which, Plutarch
says, Alexander took a special dislike) and other forms of athletics to 
be too unlike war to serve a useful purpose and sought to replace them 
by more realistic exercises involving formations and/or weapons.
Epaminondas, who in his youth had himself been a wrestler of repute,
even told his troops that the place to prepare for war was the camp and
not the palaestra—a statement that, at the time and in the cultural con-
text it was made, almost amounted to heresy.

There was, however, another side to the question. Perhaps we may
disregard authors such as Lucian, Philostratos, and Plutarch.42 All three
wrote in the second century A.D., and all three were trying to defend
Greek culture against Roman accusations of frivolity. Hence their praise
of athletics in the service of war and “Greek freedom” may have done no
more than to reflect nostalgia.43 Yet the role games could play in physical
conditioning was, of course, recognized centuries before the Roman con-
quest.44 For every athlete who did not excel in war it was possible to
name another one who did, such as Eurybates of Argons (victor at Nemea
in the pentathlon), Promachos of Pellene (an Olympic victor in pankra-

tion), Timasitheos of Delphi (took two crowns at Olympia and three at
Delphi in pankration), and others. From Aristophanes, we learn that at
least some of his contemporaries considered the old style of physical ed-
ucation responsible for the victory at Marathon.45

Furthermore, Spartan training certainly played a vital part in creat-
ing the famous Spartan military excellence. It included annual contests in
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honor of Artemis Ortiya (the huntress). Typical of Sparta, an object with-
out any intrinsic value—a piece of cheese—was placed on the goddess’s
altar. One team of youngsters was appointed to try to steal the cheese,
another to defend it. Not just wrestling but gouging, biting, and punching
were all allowed; taken as a whole, so strenuous and so violent was the
agoge that Aristotle thought it produced beasts, not men.46 Finally, nei-
ther Epaminondas nor Alexander nor Philopoemen denied that some
kinds of exercises and games were essential for military training. Rather,
and as Plato’s reference to the need to accept casualties also shows, what
they really wanted to do was to replace games they regarded as insuffi-
ciently martial by others that would be more so.

As to the Roman gladiators, any reluctance to mix them up with war
may have had more to do with social considerations than with military
ones. After all, most gladiators were captive foreigners (which partly ac-
counts for the different ways in which they were armed and trained) and
slaves. When given the opportunity, as under Spartacus, they proved their
ability to fight very effectively not merely in the arena but in real-life war
as well. Of them, Florus says that the men fought to the death, as befitted
gladiators; adding that Spartacus himself died bravely “as became a gen-
eral.”47 On more than one occasion in Roman military history, gladiators
and their trainers, or lanistae, were called upon to help train regular sol-
diers as well.48 Significantly, one of those responsible for initiating the
practice was Marius, himself a scion of the lower classes and famous for
his disdain of upper-class pretensions. All this shows that, for all the obvi-
ous differences between the two, the ludi on one hand and bellum (war)
on the other were not as far apart as some Roman snobs liked to think.

War games dating to later periods, such as the medieval tourna-
ments, were held for similar reasons and gave rise to similar problems.
Set in the ninth century A.D., the Arthurian legends present their heroes
as champions at the “tourney.” This, however, is an anachronism; histori-
cally speaking, the earliest known tournaments seem to have been held in
the years just before 1100.49 By definition, they were two-sided affairs.
They were also very rough, barely different from real skirmishes. First, a
day and a place were announced. Next, those present were divided into
two teams, if possible following existing divisions, such as town A against
town B, southerners against northerners, and the like. A signal was given,
and the two sides, mounted and armed as if for war, went at each other
with virtually no holds barred until night came and separated them, as
would normally happen in real war.
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In the absence of an arena there was nothing to prevent combat from
spreading over hill and dale, trampling over fields and gardens, damaging
crops, and sometimes spilling over into settled areas. Not just participants
but spectators often became casualties. As with many modern soccer
matches, they were by no means always innocent; one late-fourteenth-
century English ordinance prohibited “they who shall come to see the
Tournament” from bringing along sword, dagger, staff, mace, or stone.50

Among the few things that mitigated the ferocity of the proceedings was
the fact that for most participants the goal was not to kill or injure their
opponents but to take them prisoners so as to extract ransom—as, to
some extent, was true of real-life war as well.

Once tournaments had been invented, the authorities never quite
knew what to do with them.51 However wild tournaments might be, they
acted as safety valves for the excess energy of members of the “chival-
rous” classes. As such, they were preferable to real-life war among
knights, in the same way that many people prefer to see soccer hooligans
beat each other up inside the stadium than outside it. Given how little
they differed from war, they must also have constituted great training for
the latter; in fact, given how decentralized and lacking in formal military
institutions the feudal system was, they constituted training par excel-
lence.52 As time went on many tournaments began to be held at regular
times. They were announced months in advance, and attracted partici-
pants near and far. While this fact meant that some people were able to
display their prowess and make a handsome profit as well, it also enabled
rulers to use the tournaments in order to test prospective followers and
take them on.53

Things were even more complicated than that, however. Whether be-
cause they liked doing so or because their positions as knights hardly left
them a choice, many rulers, even very powerful ones such as England’s
three Edwards and the same country’s Richard III, took an active role in
tournaments; the last-named even had some lances painted red espe-
cially for the purpose. Others, such as Henry II of England, placed a ban
on them, whereas some, such as Henry II’s son Richard II, sought to reg-
ulate them, either in order to limit casualties or so that they themselves
could profit by requiring that a license be taken out for holding them and
participating in them. All these various factors must have acted and inter-
acted, producing a true mélange.

Above all, tournaments, which spread quickly from northern France
all over Europe and even into the lands conquered by the Crusaders
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across the sea, were enormously popular not only among the nobility,
where they originated, but also in an urban context, as in Italy.54

Obviously, one reason for this was because of the spectacle they pro-
vided. Then as now, people liked to watch carnage, especially when
mixed with pageantry; late-fifteenth- and sixteenth-century prints show
windows, roofs, and even trees crowded with onlookers.

Toward the end of the twelfth century, by which time the introduc-
tion of specially designated arenas had made tournaments a little less
dangerous to attend, the women of the chivalrous classes also started at-
tending them.55 Some came in the hope of catching a husband, others
with less moral encounters in mind. They watched the proceedings, stim-
ulated their favorites by giving them tokens to wear or carry, awarded
prizes, and organized the games themselves when in a position to do so.
In 1331, the stands that carried Queen Philippa, wife of England’s
Edward III, collapsed. She and her ladies fell on top of the knights, who
were sitting farther down.56 Here and there mock tournaments were held
as the ladies took shelter in a “castle of love” and were besieged by oppos-
ing parties of gentlemen, with everybody using cakes as weapons.

But even that does not come to the core of the matter. Tournaments
were not just a kind of violent game that involved fighting and, on occa-
sion, bloodshed. They were that, but they were also—more and more 
so, as time went on—festive occasions in which the members of the
chivalrous classes gathered. It was at tournaments, often organized to
celebrate some ruler’s birthday, wedding, or anniversary, that they dis-
played themselves, practiced their unique customs, went through their
unique rites, celebrated their triumphs, and bemoaned their defeats.
Tournaments, in short, stood at the very heart of an entire aristocratic
culture roughly known as chivalry, one akin in many ways to the role feast
days used to play and still play in religion. No wonder the Church, seeing
them as competition, consistently opposed them and tried to ban them.
To no avail; in 1471, a tournament was even held right in Saint Peter’s
Square.

Over time the appeal of tournaments as cultural events seems to
have grown, whereas their value in providing serious training for war de-
clined. Paradoxically, one reason for this may have been because they
had become too dangerous; as the list of nobles who had died fighting in
them indicates, those of the thirteenth century had been ferocious affairs
indeed. From about 1300 on, this led to greatly increased regulation.
Elaborate measures were taken to ensure that the champions should be
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well matched in military as well as social terms (it would not, of course,
do for a great noble to fight a commoner, however valiant the latter might
be). A partition, known as the lists, was added to separate the combatants
and their horses so they could no longer physically crash into each other.
Specially made armes de plaisance made their appearance, and rules
were sometimes added to decide what armor might be worn, how many
blows might be delivered by each kind of weapon, and so on. To choose
the winner an elaborate point system, like the one used in present-day
boxing, was added.57

Adding to the play element, from about 1400 on participants also
began to take on roles. They presented themselves in elaborate disguises
and amid elaborate boasts. They defended passes and bridges, slew drag-
ons, rescued tearful maidens who were being held captive, and the like,
causing tournaments to become scripted. As in Rome, in other words,
mere fighting was no longer considered enough. Instead, it was dressed
up in elaborate tales so as to endow it with a pseudo-historical, pseudo-
moral meaning. Still, even in this period, combat à outrance often re-
mained an option for participants to choose from—in fact, of the many
kinds of competition into which tournaments had now divided, at least
some were always sufficiently like war to serve as serious training for it.
In 1559, the accidental death of King Henry II of France provided dra-
matic proof of how dangerous such competitions could still be.

In all of this, one interesting question is the role of firearms.
Firearms, of course, were never admitted in tournaments. Many knights
regarded them as the ultimate in unchivalrous weapons, inflicting fero-
cious punishments on those who used them in war.58 Until about 1520,
those who could afford to do so tried to counter firearms by commission-
ing and wearing ever stronger, heavier, and more elaborate armor. This in
turn called for larger horses, longer and heavier lances, and so on in a
self-reinforcing cycle that ended by turning knights into human tanks.
Whereas originally many milites (knights) could afford the necessary
equipment, by the beginning of the sixteenth century only a few
grandees could; meanwhile, on the battlefield, soldiers’ reaction to
firearms was to discard armor as useless. Thus tournaments, now known
as jousts, and real warfare went their separate ways. Under such circum-
stances it is scant wonder that by the first decades of the seventeenth
century jousts had all but disappeared.

Firearms did not end men’s interest in rough team games and combat
sports, both of which continue to be practiced and to attract hundreds of
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millions of spectators to the present day. What they did do was to make
the use of real-life weapons in two-sided war games much too dangerous;
from this point on, the best one could do was to use blank cartridges,
which make noise but do not cause injuries. This very fact may have en-
couraged the spread of yet another kind of simulated warfare, board
games. Certainly not all board games are modeled on war, and quite a
number of them, such as Chutes and Ladders, do not involve strategy in
the abovementioned sense. Even those that are so modeled differ from
combat sports and group sports in that they exclude danger, bloodshed,
violence, and physical effort, as well as the kind of fighting spirit and de-
termination that are needed to cope with them.

Board games, though, also have advantages. One is cost; neither re-
quiring elaborate equipment nor taking up much space, usually they are
cheap to organize and run. More important, they are able to capture the
intellectual side of war as a two-sided contest. Games that do this, or at-
tempt to do this, go back all the way to ancient Egypt. They fall into a vast
number of different types, of which the best known by far is chess. Chess
originated in India around A.D. 600. From there it spread to Persia, which
provided some of the terminology used, and the Middle East, and
reached Europe around A.D. 1000. According to legend, it was a deliber-
ate attempt to model war for the purpose of instruction and entertain-
ment. It did so by putting a king, a queen, chariots, horsemen, elephants,
and foot soldiers on a board and having them slog it out.59

Partly in order to increase the value of chess for training, planning,
and simulation and partly as pure entertainment, at least as early as the
second half of the seventeenth century various attempts were made to
modify it so as to make it more like war.60 In some games the number of
pieces on each side was increased, as was the number of squares on the
board. For example, the young Louis XIV is said to have owned a set of
toy soldiers, comprising five thousand pieces, made entirely of silver.
Presumably it could be played with on the palace floor; later he had it
melted down to help pay for his many real-life wars. Lesser mortals had
to make do with the tin soldiers that industry started to produce in the
eighteenth century. Others, such as the staff officer and military writer
Bourcet, used blocks of wood or cardboard counters with various marks
on them.

Next, game rules were modified so as to make the pieces’ moves and
actions more like those of real troops and units; this might or might not in-
clude logistic factors. One way to do this was to have a board made up not
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just of black and white squares but of squares of green, red, and other col-
ors as well, making it possible to represent various kinds of terrain on
which different kinds of units could be made to move and operate in dif-
ferent kinds of ways. Another was to substitute maps for boards, using a
pair of dividers in order to measure distances. Some games substituted in-
complete information for complete. Some used pieces whose characteris-
tics could be read only by their owners but not by the other side, as is the
case with card games (which, however, do not resemble war) and in a rel-
atively little-known game called Stratego.61 Others introduced a screen to
separate the players and appointed an umpire whose task was to decide
which information should be passed to the other side and which should
not. Others still made use of dice, either simple ones or ones with as many
as eighteen sides, which introduced the missing element of chance.

The best-known game of this kind was devised by two Barons von
Reisswitz, father and son, during the 1820s. After much effort, they suc-
ceeded in having it presented to the then Prussian chief of the general
staff, General Friedrich von Mueffling, who is said to have exclaimed,
“This is not a game, this is training for war!”62 Next, he ordered sets to 
be made and distributed to all units; they, and the boxes in which they
were contained, may still be seen at German military museums. During
the middle years of the nineteenth century Kriegspiele, derived from the
one developed by the Reisswitzes, started serving the Prussian army as
training and planning tools.

Once that army had won its great victories against Austria and
France in 1866–71, war games spread to the armies of other nations as
well. Some games were tactical and were played with miniature soldiers
around sandboxes, the advantage being that terrain could be plastically
modeled and not just represented on a two-dimensional map. Others
were operational or strategic and took place in offices where officers sat
behind desks. Using the same large-scale maps as they would in war, they
wrote or, from the beginning of the twentieth century on, telephoned or-
ders for imaginary units to be moved about against each other. Especially
in the U.S. Navy, which in the 1890s equipped an entire hall at the War
College to simulate all kinds of possible wars,63 and in the German armed
forces, which always gamed major operations before mounting them,64

the role of war games was critical.
As so often in everything connected with war, it would be hard to say

where serious activity ended and sheer amusement got under way. For
example, in Germany around 1900 Kriegspiele, in the form of tactical
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problems that had to be solved on paper and were published in newspa-
pers much as crossword puzzles are, formed a fairly popular pastime. Nor
were Germans the only ones to amuse themselves in this way. One of 
H. G. Wells’s less well-known endeavors was a book called Little Wars: 

A Game for Boys from Twelve Years to One Hundred and Fifty and

for That More Intelligent Sort of Girl Who Likes Games and Books.65

In it, he recommended playing with soldiers on the floor of a large room
as a relaxing but challenging form of intellectual exercise; whereas most
other game-designers used dice and statistical tables to calculate casual-
ties, Wells wanted to incorporate spring-operated miniature pellet-firing
cannon. He was a popular author, and the entire book is written very
much tongue in cheek. By contrast, Wells’s near contemporary Frederick
Jane was as serious a defense intellectual as they come, as is also proved
by the fact that he started the series of publications still known after him.
He, too, devised a war game, but one that had nothing frivolous about it
and was intended for the use of naval officers in training.66

Preparing for war; war gaming for professionals NAVAL WAR COLLEGE
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Making the line between serious training and playacting even harder
to draw, war was and remains far too complex an activity to be modeled
as a whole. Instead of a single model there are countless different ones.
Some games seek to model past wars, whether for serious study (al-
though historians, a notoriously conservative lot, hardly ever use them)
or for mere amusement.67 Some, especially those that are played by mili-
tary training and planning organizations around the world, deal with what
could take place on the basis of existing technology, whereas others are
entirely imaginary and involve elves, gremlins, dragons, and similar crea-
tures. Some are strategic or even grand-strategic, meaning that they try
to incorporate the politics of which war is (or is supposed to be) merely
the instrument. Others focus on the operational level or on tactics. Some
games have countless, extremely detailed rules that take intense study to
master. Others, known as free games, seek to simplify things by assuming
knowledge of what is and is not possible and introducing an umpire.
Doing so may save much time, but only at the cost of adding an element
that is often arbitrary and, since real life does not have umpires, always
completely unrealistic.

Many games are played on a one-against-one basis, but some permit
several players to match their wits against each other or else the forma-
tion, on each side, of teams with a commander and a clear division of
labor. Most are realistic in that they leave ample room for the operation of
chance (which, however, also means that the role of skill is downgraded),
but some do not. Just as a map that shows every aspect of a certain piece
of land would be equivalent to it, so a game incorporating every aspect of
war would be hard to distinguish from war itself. Even if such a game
could be developed, it would be so complex as to be unplayable—as
things are, the real wonder about some of the larger strategic ones on the
market is that some people do bother to learn the hundreds of rules in-
volved in playing them. The outcome is that even the most sophisticated,
most realistic games, developed at huge cost and intended for the most
serious purposes, contain a large element of make-believe. To that ex-
tent, they are mere play.

No game however complex or simple, no sport however rough, no
form of unarmed combat between protagonists, not even hunting, is ca-
pable of fully capturing every aspect of war, let alone doing so while re-
maining sufficiently safe and sufficiently simple as to be playable as well.
As the strictures of Euripides, Plato, and the rest show, the limitations of
such sports and such games qua preparation for war have always been
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understood perfectly well. Though some commanders have been good
chess players, clearly playing chess is not in itself sufficient preparation
for war; as for other exercises discussed in this chapter, suffice it to say
that in 1995 not a single Russian polled believed that he or she could con-
tribute anything to the country’s defense by keeping fit.68 As thousands of
years of history show, finding reasons why games and sports do not con-
stitute adequate preparation for war is easy. As thousands of years of his-
tory also show, devising an alternative to take their place is a different
matter. As a result, they continue to be used in countless training institu-
tions all over the world. Dwight D. Eisenhower may have been the most
famous cadet to injure his knee while playing football at a military acad-
emy. However, he can hardly have been the only one.

As to war games’ continuing popularity, at this point suffice it to say
that in all my thirty-something years as a university teacher, the only time
I had my students literally jumping on tables in excitement was during a
seminar on war games. All but one of the students enrolled in the class
were male; as the course ended, the lone woman made her contribution
by presenting a cake baked in the form of a game of chess complete with
all the pieces. Even the most cursory examination of such games sug-
gests that serious preparation for war and mere entertainment, training
and fun, make-believe and reality, are as closely entwined today as they
have always been. As long as this remains the case, the culture of war will
remain alive and well.
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I n theory, war is a means to an end, a no-nonsense activity
intended to serve the interests of one group of people who

use whatever force they can muster in order to kill, wound, or
otherwise incapacitate those who oppose that group. In reality,
nothing could be further from the truth. First, far from being a
simple act of naked force, war is riddled with ritual. Second, not
only is it riddled with ritual but it has a powerful (one would like
to say fatal) attraction, even to the point where fighting can lead
to ecstasy very similar to that induced by various other kinds of
stimulants. Third, not only does it have a powerful attraction
that can culminate in ecstasy but it is surrounded by rules that
determine what may and may not be done in it. In this part of the
present volume, I shall discuss each of these subjects in turn,
finishing my account with a chapter about the way wars are
brought to an end.

• • •

II

In War and Battle
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M an, a culture-creating animal, surrounds himself with rituals—
as, some would argue, many other animals also do.1 The rituals

start with those that surround even the most ordinary family meal, wel-
come, or parting; they extend all the way to the elaborate ceremonial in
which the people of “advanced” countries dress on Christmas Day,
Bastille Day, the Fourth of July, and similar occasions. Ritual, such as
baptism and being given a name, is among the first things that greet us
when we enter this world. Except under the most unusual, stressful, or
hostile circumstances, ritual is also what surrounds us at the time when
we leave it and marks our departure after we have done so.

The occasions on which men engage in ritual are almost infinitely nu-
merous and infinitely varied. Here we are concerned with two kinds of 
ritual: those expressing fear and those that display power. Both are
meant to reinforce one’s self-confidence, and both do so by putting on an
act. In the case of the former, acting out one’s fears helps sublimate them,
especially, as is usually the case, when it is accompanied by a supplication
to or invocation of some higher power. In the case of the latter, the act
consists of a show of strength, one that will both get one’s adrenaline
going and impress onlookers. War presents ample cause to engage in both
kinds of ritual. On one hand, it is the most dangerous of all human activi-
ties, a thing to be approached with fear and trembling. For that very rea-

5
Opening Gambits
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son, nowhere else are displays of strength as important; as Tacitus says,
it is always the eye that is defeated first.2 Scant wonder that, in addition
to making all sorts of practical preparations for war and battle, men have
always surrounded those preparations with, indeed immersed them in,
every sort of ritual, from prayers to reviews, flag-raising ceremonies, and
taunting and challenging their enemies.

To begin with, let’s consider the transition from peace to war. It is true
that in many tribal societies in particular, the two are not as clearly sepa-
rated in time as is the case in more sophisticated ones. Still, insofar as any-
body who ventures into enemy territory turns him- or herself into fair
game, it always exists. Peace, whether defined in terms of time or in terms
of conditions that prevail in certain areas but not in others, is relatively
safe. Conversely, war is so dangerous that, in some tribal societies, be-
tween 20 and 60 percent of all adult males (and between 13 and 32 per-
cent of all adult females) die as a result of it.3

Another essential difference between the two, to be discussed in
greater detail later in this volume, is that whereas in peacetime killing
other people is prohibited, in the latter it is permitted, indeed required.
In this way the transition is not simply a matter of the highest practical
significance. It is that, but it also marks the abolition, the inversion even,
of a taboo—the very taboo that makes civilized life possible in the first
place. Given how important it is, one is hardly surprised to learn that,
from ancient times to the present day, few if any societies did not mark it
by some kind of ritual.

Many of the rituals in question are two-sided, which means that they
involve some kind of interaction between the belligerents. In principle,
and often in practice as well, such an interaction simply does not fit into
the strategic framework most analysts use. War, after all, has always
rested on taking the enemy by surprise. On the other hand, where sur-
prise is absent victory is much harder to attain, and sometimes impossi-
ble. By communicating with the enemy, at least some of the element of
surprise is inevitably lost.

The interaction may take countless forms, only a few of which can be
discussed here. For example, in ancient Greece declaring war was a highly
ritualistic act.4 In the absence of permanent embassies, envoys were ex-
changed, demands made, the gods invoked, existing treaties abrogated,
and the like. Certainly no self-respecting city-state would dream of start-
ing hostilities without going through the rituals first, allowing us to ques-
tion whether Thucydides’s distinction between the excuse (afourme) and
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real cause (aitia) of the Peloponnesian War was really as clear-cut as he
tries to make out.5 The Romans, of whom nobody will say that they were
either softheaded or ignorant of how to wage war, also used a two-sided
procedure to make the transition, but in a different way. There was in
Rome a college of priests known as fetiales, roughly translated as “poultry
minders,” since their main job was to look after the birds by which omens
were read. When these priests had decided that a neighbor had commit-
ted such great offenses against Rome as to justify a war, four of them
would be sent into enemy territory to present a list of grievances. The
grievances had to be addressed within thirty days. If not, then in the pres-
ence of witnesses a member of the college would hurl a spear into enemy
territory, thus formally declaring war.6

The Spanish conquistadors in what was to become Latin America fol-
lowed a somewhat similar procedure. First they would produce a priest
and have him read a declaration in which they demanded that the natives
submit and accept the Catholic faith; once the Indians had refused, they
started making war on them. British representatives in Africa in the last
years of the nineteenth century also made use of ceremony. Local rulers
were presented with blank surrender forms to sign. If they did not com-
ply, then the redcoats would come and show them who had the power.7

None of this is to say that the so-called primitive peoples of the conti-
nents in question did not have their own ways of informing the enemy
that war was about to be declared or had been declared—far from it. For
example, the Patagonians and Araucanians used to make an image of a
man with long red teeth and a halter of hide, set it up so the enemy could
see it, and surrounded it with spears, arrows, and clubs stuck into the
earth.8 Other tribes in other places had their own methods.

One of the most interesting rituals is the modern declaration of war.
In its present form (or, at any rate, the form that was in fairly general use
until 1945), it goes back to the Middle Ages. At that time ecclesiastics,
who possessed immunity, were often used to convey messages between
belligerents. During the Renaissance, this became the job of resident am-
bassadors.9 The “civilized” procedure for declaring war is supposed to
look roughly as follows: The foreign secretary or minister of the side that
is about to start the war summons the other’s ambassador for a meeting.
The ambassador is presented with a paper in which the decision is an-
nounced and the reasons for it are explained. Having accepted the paper
with better or worse grace (or, in some cases, demonstratively refused to
do so) he is provided with a safe-conduct or passport and allowed to
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leave the country along with his staff; sometimes a skeleton staff is al-
lowed to stay behind, or else the country on which war has been declared
will ask the ambassador of some third country to look after its interests.
Meanwhile, in the enemy capital, the same ritual is enacted. In this case
it is the ambassador of the country that does the declaring who is sup-
posed to take the initiative. Having obtained a hearing, he is expected to
hand over the declaration, ask for his passport, and leave.

Quaint as some of these rituals are, they formed part and parcel of
the culture of war at specific times and places, and as that culture
changed, so did the rituals. One may argue that many rituals, perhaps
most, were a mere sham, and often enough the charge was true. The con-
quistadors knew well enough that the Indians would not be able to under-
stand what was wanted of them, but went to war nevertheless. In Rome,
those who really decided on peace and war were not the fifteen or twenty
fetiales but the Senate and the popular assembly (which passed the nec-
essary legislation), so that anything the poultry minders did was purely
ceremonial. To preserve surprise, many modern states have formally de-
clared war only after launching their attack, and some have even dis-
pensed with any declaration whatsoever. Yet none of this necessarily
means that such things were not considered important. In fact, the oppo-
site may be the case. On June 22, 1941, Adolf Hitler launched the largest
surprise attack of all time. Even as the guns opened fire, he had his for-
eign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, and his ambassador in Moscow,
Friedrich von der Schulenburg, follow the prescribed procedure and de-
clare war.10 Hitler was one of the most powerful and most cynical dicta-
tors of all time, and surely at that moment he had other things to think of.
If he acted as he did, he must have had his reasons.

In general, one reason why going through the appropriate ritual is
important is precisely because it forms part of the culture; meaning that,
by not performing them, one ipso facto puts oneself at a disadvantage.
However, in the case of the communications that precede a war, the ritu-
als that mark the transition from peace to war, and declarations of war it
may be possible to be more specific than this. In war, many people put
their lives at risk and some die. The stakes are awesome, the highest that
exist. Therefore, nothing is more important than that the combatants
feel, and proclaim to the entire world, that their case is just; anybody
who, going to war, lacks this conviction must be either criminal or simply
foolish. As any lawyer knows, obtaining justice is largely a question of fol-
lowing the appropriate ritual and uttering the correct formulae. This ex-
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plains why, when states go to war without declaring it, they almost always
end up by explaining—read apologizing for—their failure. Conversely,
only when a war is purely defensive are such declarations altogether su-
perfluous.

The transition from peace to war having been made, preparation for
battle could begin, and again we see that this often involved some kind of
mutual communication, display, or ritual. Some of the most interesting
used to be practiced by the Maring of New Guinea. Like many other tribal
societies, the Maring recognized different kinds of war waged against dif-
ferent enemies under different circumstances in pursuit of different ob-
jectives. One of these involved a previous agreement as to the time and
place where the armed encounter was to take place (and also concerning
the weapons with which it was to be fought).11 Australian Aboriginal
tribes had similar customs, as did the Natchez of North America and
many tribes in what is now Nigeria.12 The effect was to turn not only
preparation for battle but even battle itself into something very close to
ritual or, if one wishes, a tournament. Yet to anybody who has followed
the argument thus far, this hardly comes as a great surprise.

There were good reasons for such practices. Modern states are sepa-
rated by borders, imaginary lines that run across the terrain and leave not
a single inch between them uncovered. Not so tribal ones, which, lacking
maps as well as a clear temporal distinction between peace and war, often
sought safety by creating buffer zones many miles wide.13 This in turn
meant that if a battle (as distinct from a raid) was to take place at all, they
had to agree on a place and a date. Nor were “primitive” tribes the only
ones to behave in this way. In his Histories, Herodotus presents the
Persian commander Mardonius explaining to his master—the “great
king” Xerxes, son of Darius—the Greek way of making war.14 So “foolish”
are the Greeks, he says, that, forgoing any attempt at stratagem or ma-
neuver, their method is to meet on a certain plain. There they confront
and slaughter each other; clearly, this was possible only with the aid of a
previous agreement, even a tacit one, as to the time and place.

In this particular case, we can only guess that there must have been a
previous exchange of messages. The situation during early medieval his-
tory was entirely different. Nithard, a chronicler who described the strug-
gles between Charlemagne’s heirs, describes many occasions when
commanders held parleys in an attempt to agree on the time and place a
battle might be fought.15 So do numerous other chroniclers such as
Jordanes, Gregory of Tours, Dietmar, and more. Judging by their accounts,
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between about 850 and 1100, hardly an important battle took place with-
out the commanders on both sides first exchanging emissaries and hold-
ing talks.

Nineteenth-century students took these episodes very seriously.
Wrote Charles Oman,

Strategy was absolutely inexistent. Nothing could show the primi-
tive state of the military art better than the fact that generals
solemnly set out and accepted challenges to meet in battle at a given
place and on a given day . . . Even when the two forces were actually
in presence, it sometimes required more skill than the commanders
owned to bring on a battle.16

Twentieth-century scholars, especially those who came after 1945,
took the other tack. They saw the commanders in question as followers of
Machiavelli. The exchanges were neither necessary for battle to take
place nor sincerely meant; instead, they were merely a thin veneer for all
kinds of realistic strategic considerations. While the monkish chroniclers
who had written the sources could not perceive those considerations,
they themselves, being sharp-eyed, could and did. The hidden aim was
the desire of one side to bring on a battle before the balance of forces
could be redressed, move it to a more favorable location, and so on.17

While both lines of thought make some sense, neither provides a
complete explanation. On one hand, the fact that some medieval battles
started by accident (as, indeed, continues to happen today) proves that
knowledge of strategy and geography, as well as command and control,
were far from perfect. On the other, clearly men such as those who in
1066 organized the invasion of England, as well as those who to counter
that invasion marched all the way from Stamford Bridge to Hastings, did
not have to parley—certainly not on a regular basis—in order to locate
their enemy and bring him to battle. It is probably true that commanders
who exchanged proposals for fixing the time and place and manner of 
a coming encounter had all kinds of realistic considerations in mind, 
but this does not explain why such methods were limited mainly to the
early Middle Ages. Were the Byzantine authors of the sixth-century
Strategicon, which does not have a word to say about arranged encoun-
ters, and Edward I of England, toward 1300, less tricky and more knowl-
edgeable about geography than commanders who lived in between those
two dates? Or is it safer to assume that cultural attitudes surrounding war
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during the centuries in question dictate when and where such exchanges
should or should not take place?

Another kind of ritual by which men prepare themselves for the awe-
some ordeal of combat is the challenge by champions. Challenges of this
kind are known from many civilizations, including ancient Israel,18 the
Aryans of India, and early Rome.19 Others are recorded by Homer. In the
poems, almost any first-class warrior who meets an opponent he consid-
ers worthy of him pauses to deliver a speech—as, in fact, is expected of
champions—before proceeding to the business at hand, either killing or
being killed.20 All are formulated in strikingly similar terms. Here is
Aelfwine, son of Aelfric, delivering a challenge in preparation for the
Battle of Maledon:

I will make known my lineage to all, how I was born in Mercia of a
great race. Ealhelm was my grandfather called, a wise ealdorman,
happy in the world’s goods. Thengs shall have no cause to reproach
me among my people that I was ready to forsake this action and seek
my home, now that my lord lies low, cut down in battle.21

Or, by way of a second example, a speech allegedly made by a
Japanese samurai in 1156:

I am not such a great man as men go, but I am an inhabitant of Iga
province, a follower of the Lord of Aki, and 28 years old. My name is
Yamada Kosaburo Koreyuki. I am the grandson of Yamada no Shoji
Yukisue, who was well known among the aristocracy for being the
first to go into battle under the Lord of Bizen at the attack on
Yoshihito, Lord of Tsushima. My grandfather also captured innumer-
able mountain robbers and highwaymen. I too have been many times
in battle and have made a name for myself.22

Taking Homer as our starting point, these examples cover a period of
more than two millennia. Though the three cultures can hardly be said to
have influenced one another, little changes.

Assuming it was a question of culture, under what circumstances
could such a culture grow and flourish? First, the two sides had to stand
in full view of one another. In other words, challenges were mounted be-
fore battles, not in the case of raids and ambushes; societies that did not
have battles did not have challenges, either. Second, they had to be close
enough to hear each other, which meant that the spread of firearms put a
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definite end to them. Third and most important, for a challenge of cham-
pions to take place, war had to be a personal matter. It was not merely a
question of one group, one people, one country, or one army against an-
other. It was that, but it was also a contest between individuals, those
who occupied high rank and those who sought to distinguish themselves
both in the eyes of their own side and in those of the enemy. All this ex-
plains why, by and large, challenges formed part of the martial culture of
chiefdoms and feudal societies and not, for example, of those of
Hellenistic Greece or post-Renaissance Europe. Limiting ourselves to the
European Middle Ages, so numerous were challenges to single combat
that one hardly knows where to start.

According to Procopius, the battles of Faenza (542) and Busta
Gallorum (552) both opened with single combats between carefully cho-
sen Ostrogothic and Byzantine champions.23 The Battle of Pavia (889)
opened with an encounter between Lombard and Byzantine champions.24

Richter in his Histoire de France, Henry Huntington in his History of

England, Wolfram von Eschenbach in Willehalm, the Histoire de

Guillaume le Marechal, William of Malmesbury in the Historia Novella,

and Joinville in his Life of Saint Louis all have similar stories to tell;
somewhat later, Froissart’s Chronicles are full of them.25 The fact that a
Muslim writer, Saladin’s son Boha Ed Din, also mentions the practice pro-
vides independent confirmation of sorts.26 It also proves that such things
were not simply limited to a single military culture but, provided contact
existed, were sometimes able to leap from one to the next.

Even kings and other great lords regularly challenged each other to
combat, albeit with less success. William the Conqueror challenged
Harald but was refused. Richard the Lionhearted challenged Philip
Augustus; various proposals were exchanged, but nothing came of it.
Edward III and Philip de Valois repeatedly challenged one another to sin-
gle combat for the crown of France. In 1402, Louis d’Orléans, the brother
of Charles VI of France, defied Henry IV of England to meet him, declar-
ing that he wanted to revive chivalric glory by such means; Henry, of
course, refused. Philip the Good of Burgundy appears to have had a pas-
sion for such contests, challenging many other lords in turn. Even as late
as 1525, Emperor Charles V challenged King Francis I of France. Often
we are told that the rulers in question wanted to accept and even that
they started preparations, only to be dissuaded by their advisers.

Many modern historians have been unkind to challenges of this kind.
If they did lead to combat, as very often happened among tribal peoples
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and in the Iliad, they were the product of “childish exhibitionism,” “a
total lack of military discipline,” and “stupidity”; if they did not, then
surely they proved the “decline” of chivalry from some lofty standard set
in some past period when people were more “innocent” and less “realis-
tic.”27 This, however, is nonsense. Whether or not they led to actual fight-
ing, challenges, like two-sided declarations of war, had their uses. People
used them, or at any rate could try to use them, to bring on battle, post-
pone it, justify their own cause, blacken that of the enemy, gain the moral
high ground, and achieve a psychological advantage. Frequently it was
hard to say where practical considerations ended and “childish exhibi-
tionism”—read the culture of war—began. This is all the more so because
the most effective exhibitions are often precisely those that seem as if
they do not pay attention to practical considerations of any kind.
Conversely, once an exhibition has been unmasked, then of course it
loses any power to impress and persuade.

Even when two-sided declarations of war and challenges are dis-
pensed with, so portentous is the entry into war and battle that it is
rarely, if ever, made without ceremonies of some kind. I shall illustrate
this by proceeding from some of the simplest known societies to more
complex ones, although the fact that the technology at the former’s dis-
posal is indeed primitive hardly means that their culture and rituals also
are. Among the Meru people of the Mount Kenya area, to go to war it was
necessary to consult the appropriate priest (or, strictly speaking, ritual-
ist, since a personal god is unknown) first. A delegation was sent to meet
with him; a goat was sacrificed, its blood gathered in a vessel, and an
omen taken. The same ritualist, or perhaps another one, also acted as a
“curse remover,” cleansing the warriors of whatever impurity they might
incur that could impede success. Special powders, intended to provide
magic protection, were prepared and blown into the wind, and magic in-
cantations were chanted. Last but not least, the leaders were told which
objects (such as a python or a hyena) spelled bad luck for them and
should be avoided if possible or, in case they were met with, should cause
the expedition to be aborted.28

Similar rites can be found among hundreds of different peoples all
over the world—including, of course, those described in the Old
Testament.29 What is more, readers familiar with ancient history will eas-
ily recognize the similarity between them and the ones practiced in
Greece and Rome. In the former, every war was preceded by consultation
with the oracle at Delphi or some other, less famous shrine; what hap-

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_02_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 95



9 6 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

pened, or at any rate was supposed to have happened, to those who mis-
understood its commands or refused to follow them is sufficiently illus-
trated by the story of Croesus of Lydia, who lost his kingdom in this way.30

Animals would also be sacrificed and their entrails studied for omens.
Any commander who did not call on the appropriate personnel to per-
form the rites or who disregarded their advice would be certain to be ac-
cused of gross dereliction of duty if fortune went against him.

According to Xenophon, who spent the last years of his life among
them, of all the Greeks none were more careful in observing the rites than
the Spartans; it is even possible that, in calling them “craftsmen of war-
fare,” it was this aspect more than any other he had in mind.31 Certainly the
Spartans used omens to make, or at any rate justify, all kinds of military-
political decisions, such as when to send a force to the Athenians’ aid at
Marathon (which resulted in their arriving too late to take part in the bat-
tle) and to have no more than three hundred men die at Thermopylae. On
the other hand, the fact that the Spartans took their religion seriously is
shown, among other things, by the fact that on the eve of the second
Persian War, they felt the need to formally atone for killing Darius’s envoys
sent to them to state their demands on the eve of the first Persian War. So
determined was one Spartan commander to make sure that the gods were
on his side and the enterprise, on which he embarked, auspicious that he
took omens no fewer than four times;32 Xenophon himself on one occasion
took omens no fewer than nine times.33

The Romans were even more famous for their military prowess and
devotion to omens of every kind. Here I shall follow their behavior as in-
terpreted by Machiavelli (who in turn used Livy as his source), the rea-
son being that in the whole of history, no man was less inclined to
“childish exhibitionism,” let alone “stupidity.”

The Romans were more afraid of breaking an oath than of breaking
the law, since they held in higher esteem the power of God than the
power of man.

It will be seen by those who pay attention to Roman history, how
much religion helped in the control of armies . . . For, where there is
religion, it is easy to teach men to use arms, but where there are
arms but no religion, it is with difficulty that it can be introduced.

Auguries were not only in large part the basis of the ancient religion
of the gentiles . . . but they also contributed to the well-being of the
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Roman republic. Hence the Romans took greater care in regard to
them than in regard to any other institution . . . They made use of
them in . . . entering upon military enterprises, in leading forth their
armies, on engaging in battles . . . Never would they set forth on an
expedition until they had convinced the troops that the gods had
promised them victory.

Nevertheless, when reason told them that a thing had to be done,
they did it anyhow, even should the auspices be adverse. But, so
adroit were they in words and actions at giving things a twist that
they did not appear to have done anything disparaging to religion.34

As the last two sentences show, Machiavelli was quite clear in his
own mind that his admired Romans were not above manipulating religion
in order to produce the desired outcome. This was true before the battle,
when it could be used to raise morale or avoid a course of action that ap-
peared undesirable without losing face, but it was also true after the bat-
tle when it could be used to pin the blame on certain people and actions
and, by implication, absolve the rest. Moreover, as he says, religious acts
“unless accompanied by true virtu [were] of no avail.” All this is self-
evident, and has since been repeated by hundreds if not thousands of
commentators who congratulated themselves on their own cleverness in
being able to see through the “tricks” that commanders and augurs prac-
ticed. Yet what Machiavelli, let alone most of his followers, does not say is
that what makes such manipulation possible is not merely the adroitness
with which the people in charge go to work. Rather, it is the fact that
men, especially men who are facing momentous decisions on which their
very lives depend, need reassurance in the form of ceremony and ritual.
One side wants to be deceived, the other to deceive. Between them they
create the culture of war.

Lifting our gaze to include other civilizations such as India, China,
and Japan, we find that the list of methods various societies employed in
order to obtain a lock on the future—especially, though of course not ex-
clusively, the future that is linked to war—is almost infinite. Some sorted
and tossed yarrow sticks. Others flipped special sets of coins on specially
designed boards, read tea leaves, or placed shells near their ears and
tried to interpret the sounds they thought they could hear. The heavens
were searched for portents, especially unusual phenomena such as
shooting stars and comets. So were the swirls created by streaming water
or by clouds blown in the wind, and the movements of animals and birds.
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A multitude of amulets, charms, and similar devices was produced, pro-
vided with some kind of blessing, and carried into battle.

People’s dreams, especially those of rulers, commanders, and indi-
viduals with a reputation for holiness, were also studied; in this context,
suffice it to mention Emperor Constantine’s vision of a heavenly cross on
which were written the words in hoc signo vinces. All these rites met a
profound psychological need of men about to stake everything on a single
throw, hoping for victory but expecting possible death. They must have
been taken very seriously, or else they would hardly have been transmit-
ted from one generation to the next and practiced over millennia on end.
Yet, paradoxically, the fact that they were taken seriously did not exclude
manipulation by, and on behalf of, the powers that be, for reasons very
much like those Machiavelli mentions.

Monotheists, too, resorted to religion in making decisions pertaining
to war and battle. The Pentateuch speaks of the urim vetumim, a form
of divination carried out by the high priest with the aid of various pre-
cious stones that were attached to his breastplate.35 Prophets stood up,
proclaimed themselves to be speaking in the name of the one and only
God, and either recommended some military course of action or advised
against it. By way of providing proof of God’s will, miracles were some-
times used. According to whether Moses did or did not hold up his arms
during the Israelites’ fight with the Amalekites, things went better or
worse for the former.36 At a later time, to make sure the Lord was serious
about delivering the people, Gideon had Him soak a piece of wool that
had been left outside overnight with dew while the ground around it re-
mained dry. This, however, was still not enough. Next, a much greater
miracle, he asked for things to be arranged the other way around and got
his wish.37

By way of nonbiblical illustrations of such methods, let’s focus on the
European Middle Ages. At the Battle of the Standard in 1138, Archbishop
Thurstan ordered the collection of saints’ banners from the most impor-
tant religious houses in the north of England, including those of Saint
Cuthbert from Durham, Wilfrid from Ripon, and John from Beverley, to
be hoisted from a ship’s mast, at the top of which was secured a pyx con-
taining the consecrated host, thereby forming the standard that gave the
battle its name. At that time and in the following centuries, every Italian
city-state had its war cart or carrocio. As long as peace prevailed the
carts were reverently treated and flanked by two candles that had to stay
lit at all times. In wartime they were taken out and used to carry religious
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insignia and pictures of saints into battle; such insignia acted as both ral-
lying points and as spiritual powerhouses. The best-known standard of all
was the French oriflamme. Originally it consisted of two separate flags
that were fused together during the second half of the twelfth century.
Most of the time it was kept at the monastery of Saint Denis, north of
Paris, but in time of war it was brought out amid various ceremonies in-
cluding masses, relicts, and benedictions.38 Henry III of England imitated
the French. He kept the royal war banner, a dragon worked on red cloth
with eyes of sapphires and a fiery tongue, at Westminster Abbey, taking it
out against the Welsh in 1257 and against the forces of Simon de Monfort
in 1264.

The most potent means of securing divine aid was to bear relics into
battle. According to William de Potiers, at Hastings, Duke William wore
around his neck the relics on which Harald had sworn allegiance to him.39

In Capetian France, during times of danger, the relics of Saint Denis were
displayed on the altar and masses offered and prayers said for victory.
Even more concretely, the lance of Saint Maurice, containing a nail be-
lieved to be from the True Cross, was carried by Otto I at his great victory
over the Magyars at the Lech.40 The invention at Antioch during the First
Crusade of a still more potent lance, the one that had pierced Christ’s
side at the crucifixion, was a crucial boost to the morale of the Christian
army.41 Conversely, the capture of the True Cross by Saladin at Hattin in
1187 was comparable, in its demoralizing effect, to the capture by the
Philistines of the Holy Arc three thousand years before.

To make light of one’s sins in day-to-day life is easy. To do so when
looking death in the face is a different matter; indeed, it is something
that, if it is possible at all, marks people who are either absolute heroes or
absolute fools. Most of them being neither the one nor the other, normally
in preparing for the ordeal to come they feel the need to purify them-
selves. They may act either under orders, as King Saul’s men did, or else
on their own initiative.42 Most likely they will abstain from food (or cer-
tain kinds of food), alcohol, and sex. They may undergo special rituals,
such as vigils, designed to cleanse their bodies and their souls. Having
done so, they put on clothes of a special color designed to show that they
had taken their leave of this world, so to speak. All this is true regardless
of whether they are animists or pagans or Shintoists or monotheists, Jews
or Christians or Muslims. It applies to the most modern armed forces just
as it did to those described in the Bible and, presumably, those of the
Stone Age as well.
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Other kinds of ritual that will almost certainly take place before bat-
tle is joined are designed to strengthen morale and reinforce group soli-
darity, the all-important factors on which victory often depends.
Conditions permitting, first the troops, fully equipped and armed, will be
drawn up for a review; insofar as most battles until about the middle of
the nineteenth century involved fighting almost shoulder to shoulder in
formation, positioning those formations itself was identical with prepar-
ing the review in question. Practically speaking, reviews permit com-
manders to take one last look to see whether everything is ready. Perhaps
even more important, under most circumstances the very fact that they
can see their comrades in array will raise men’s confidence; under some
circumstances a list of the units about to enter battle may be read.

Next, the commander will show himself. In doing so, their styles have
differed very much. Though there were exceptions, before the French
Revolution most commanders tried to look as splendid as they could. The
purpose, as already explained, was to demonstrate their own confidence
in the outcome, a need reflected by many of the more expensive, heavily
decorated pieces of armor, dress, and equipment. After that, things
began to change. A few commanders started wearing relatively simple
uniforms when it suited them, one of them being Napoleon, who did so in
order to set himself apart from the gilded royal commanders on the other
side. A century and a half later Hitler, styling himself as a man of the peo-
ple, did the same; as war broke out, he swore never to doff his field-gray
uniform jacket until “final victory” was won. This, however, was but one
element in a carefully calculated show. Rather than giving up sartorial
splendor altogether, both Hitler and Napoleon transferred it to the mem-
bers of their immediate entourage, who continued to wear splendid uni-
forms, gold braid, and so on. Thus they made themselves stand out even
more, a process closely paralleled in parts of the civilian world.

In modern discussions of what commanders actually do in battle, the
emphasis is always on command, control, and communications (some-
times, to make things as complicated as possible, with computers, sen-
sors, and intelligence thrown in). All this is no doubt very important, but
perhaps no more important than some other things that too often go un-
mentioned. At Lodi in 1796, Bonaparte, then a general, seized a flag and
personally led the charge across a bridge with the Austrians firing at him
from the other side. At Koeniggraetz in 1866, when it looked as if the
Prussians were about to lose the battle, Moltke, offered a cigar by
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Bismarck, who was standing nearby, carefully picked out the best of the
lot—thus wordlessly persuading the chancellor, as the latter subse-
quently wrote, that everything was going to turn out well.43 At Saint Omer
in July 1944, Patton personally directed American military traffic break-
ing out of Normandy, inspiring his men and contributing as much to his
army’s victory as any commander ever has. Throughout the heavy fight-
ing on the Suez Canal in October 1973, Ariel Sharon always kept a vase of
flowers on his desk.

In questions of dress, the advent of modern firepower in the 1860s af-
fected commanders much as it did other soldiers. On pain of becoming
too conspicuous and too vulnerable, it forced them to rid themselves of
their more splendid attire. Another factor was the spread of democracy.
More and more, soldiers expected not to be commanded by their social
superiors but to be led by their nominal equals, which meant that sarto-
rial splendor had to be ended or at least assume different forms. We begin
to come across commanders, such as Ulysses S. Grant, who were famous
for the simplicity, even sloppiness, with which they dressed.44 As time
went on the trend toward simplicity spread until, from 1945 on, wearing
fatigues became almost obligatory. This, of course, did not mean that
commanders suddenly lost their age-old desire, and need, to set them-
selves apart from their subordinates. As the media began to make their
presence felt on the battlefield from the middle of the nineteenth century
on, moreover, their demands (and those of the public they served) also
had to be considered.

Very often, the outcome was an attempt to combine simplicity with
some kind of unique item. An excellent case in point was Douglas
MacArthur. In a concession to the climate in the South Pacific he did
away with the regulation tie, always appearing in an open-necked shirt.
At the same time he used his famous pipe as a prop so as to make sure no
soldier and no journalist would fail to make him out from the bevy of offi-
cers who surrounded him. Bernhard Montgomery, by wearing two grom-
mets on his hat instead of one, did the same. So did Moshe Dayan. Visiting
Saigon in 1966, Dayan had brought back a cap of the kind worn by the
Army of the Republic of Vietnam troops; no other Israeli had one like it.
Acting as minister of defense from 1967 on, he wore it when inspecting
border fortifications, visiting troops (even during the October 1973 war),
and the like. In that war, Sharon acquired a distinct look by putting on a
dressing, covering what some said was a nonexistent wound to the head.
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Other commanders still acted as if nothing had changed and dressed
as flamboyantly as they could. J.E.B. Stuart, the Confederate cavalry
commander famous for his extravagance, wore a red-lined gray cape, yel-
low sash, hat cocked to the side and decorated with a peacock feather,
and a red flower in his lapel; not content with this, often he carried
cologne as well. Making use of a little-known regulation that permitted
general officers to design their own uniforms, George Patton wore what
came to be known as an Eisenhower jacket. It came complete with gilt
buttons, lacquered helmet lining, and the famous ivory-handled pistols.
The latter were meant solely for display; for self-defense he carried a
third one, loaded, under his shirt. As with many of his colleagues, all this
was the result not of accident but of deliberation. Early in his career he
had written: “Officers must assert themselves by example and by voice.
They must be pre-eminent in courage, deportment and dress.” Later he
told a subordinate that “as an officer, you are always on parade”; this ap-
plied as much, if not more, during battle as at any other time.45

However they dress, commanders’ way of presenting themselves to
the troops was, and remains, crucial to preparing them for battle.
Circumstances permitting, a formal review will be held. The commander
will appear, perhaps after some deliberate delay whose purpose is to in-
crease tension. Exuding self-confidence, he will pass along the lines, look
deeply into the men’s eyes, shake hands, ask a question or two, and do
what he can to inspire them with determination and courage. If at all pos-
sible, there will be a speech. Certainly the exact content will differ accord-
ing to circumstances and the eloquence of the commander or his staff.
Still, in principle he who has read a single such harangue—a word closely
related to the arrangement of units on the battlefield—has read them all.46

In addressing the troops as equals, telling them that “the day” has come,
appealing to their bravery, referring to the shame of those who refuse to
fight, reminding them of their families, and looking back to the glorious
past, the Spartan king Archidamus provides a model of the genre:

Fellow citizens, the day has come which calls upon us to prove our-
selves brave men and look the world in the face with level eyes. Now
are we to deliver to those who come after us our fatherland intact as
we received it from our fathers; now will we cease hanging our
heads in shame before our children and wives, our old men and our
foreign friends, in sight of whom in days of old we shone forth con-
spicuous beyond all other Hellenes.47
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Since then, the only thing which changed is that, owing to the enor-
mous growth in armies that has taken place, commanders can no longer
make such proclamations face-to-face, as Archidamus, passing from reg-
iment to regiment, did. Instead they are much more likely to be published
as orders of the day or read over the radio and, more recently still, televi-
sion. More than eighteen hundred years after Archidamus made his
speech, another commander told his troops:

Soldiers, Sailors, and Airmen of the Allied Expeditionary Force! You
are about to embark upon the Great Crusade, toward which we have
striven these many months. The eyes of the world are upon you. The
hopes and prayers of liberty-loving people everywhere march with
you. In company with your brave allies and brothers-in-arms on
other Fronts, you will bring about the destruction of the German
war machine, the elimination of Nazi tyranny over the oppressed
peoples of Europe, and security for ourselves in a free world.

Your task will not be an easy one. Your enemy is well trained,
well equipped, and battle-hardened. He will fight savagely.

But this is the year 1944! Much has happened since the Nazi tri-
umphs of 1940–41. The United Nations have inflicted upon the
Germans great defeats, in open battle, man-to-man. Our air offen-
sive has seriously reduced their strength in the air and their capac-
ity to wage war on the ground. Our Home Fronts have given us an
overwhelming superiority in weapons and munitions of war, and
places at our disposal great reserves of trained fighting men. The
tide has turned! The free men of the world are marching together to
Victory!

I have full confidence in your courage, devotion to duty and skill
in battle. We will accept nothing less than full Victory!

Good luck! And let us beseech the blessing of Almighty God
upon this great and noble undertaking!48

The exhortation to battle having been delivered, very likely there will
take place one final ritual aimed at reinforcing group solidarity, get the
men’s adrenaline running, and make them “forget themselves,” as the
saying goes. A war dance may be held, during which the men brandish
their weapons and yell defiance at the enemy. Musicians may strike up
and play, as in Sparta, Rome, among the Dervishes of the Sudan, and
many modern armies down to World War I inclusive. A paean may be
raised, as in most ancient Greek armies.49 A war cry, such as “For Saint
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George” (England), “Vive l’empereur” (France), and “Geronimo” (U.S.
paratroopers in World War II) may be shouted out in a suitably stentorian
voice and taken up by countless more or less dry throats—proving, once
again, that war is as much a continuation of sports as of politics.

Over the last six decades formal declarations of war, which used to be
seen as signs of “civilization,” have become almost an endangered
species. One reason for this is because modern weapon systems, missiles
and aircraft in particular, are capable of covering extraordinary distances
in extraordinarily short times. This fact makes surprise, especially strate-
gic surprise at the outset of hostilities, even more critical, and in some
ways easier to achieve, than it used to be, reinforcing the temptation to
attack first and make speeches later. Had the Japanese declared war be-
fore striking at Pearl Harbor, surely they would have failed in that attack.
Even as it was, the second wave of attackers met with stronger resis-
tance, and suffered more losses, than the first one did.

Perhaps even more important, in the post-1945 world the great ma-
jority of wars have been waged not by one state against another but by
states against other groups, such as insurgents, guerrillas, terrorists, or
freedom fighters. Out of all the countless organizations that exist and jos-
tle each other on this planet, only two hundred or so are called states and
have the sovereign right to wage war. Understandably, what those two
hundred fear is the possibility that by formally declaring war on others of
a different kind, they will recognize the latter’s right to do likewise; even
as they do so, they may also lay themselves under all kinds of obligations
spelled out in international law.50 They much prefer to dress what they
are doing in other procedures and use all kinds of other terms, such as a
“state of emergency,” “troubles,” “pacification,” and whatnot. But
whereas states and the jurists who play such a large part in running them
may be calculating animals, this does not change the psychology of fight-
ing men. For them, the role of ritual in marking the march toward death
and endowing it with meaning remains as great as it has always been.

Most modern scholars in such fields as political science, international
relations, and strategy tend to look down on the kind of rituals that have
been the subject of this chapter, either characterizing them as “primitive”
or barely bothering to mention them. Some historians have done even
worse. They have projected such attitudes back upon previous societies
as well, explaining how the various gambits employed as preludes to hos-
tilities were nothing but pure humbug. One of them, going back all the
way to ancient Greece, tells us that “declarations of war should not de-
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ceive; they are for public consumption. Nothing objectively changes at
the moment when war is declared, or officially halted; war may effectively
have begun before it is declared, or may not begin until months
later . . . The act of declaring war is primarily a legal, ceremonial and ide-
ological statement.”51 That applies to war, but it applies equally well to
very large parts of political, religious, and even intellectual life. Which is
precisely why declarations of war, as well as countless other opening
gambits whether one- or two-sided, have always mattered, still matter,
and, as long as men remain what they are, will continue to matter.
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6
The Joy of Combat

A t all times and places, most men have probably hated war for the
discomfort and the hardship it involves, the violence, the havoc,

and the bloodshed it causes, and the grief and desolation it leaves in its
wake. At all times and places, very often this hatred did not prevent
men—even the same men—from enjoying it. They eagerly looked for-
ward to it, reveled in it, and looked back on it with pride and satisfaction
when it was over.

To begin at the beginning, at least one modern commentator has ar-
gued that Homer “deconstructs” and “subverts” the values of war even
while he appears to celebrate them.1 It is certainly true that he often calls
war “awful” and terrible”; in particular, the last of the twenty-four books
of the Iliad is entirely devoted to the pity and the sorrow. All the more re-
markable, therefore, to find in it the following description of King
Agamemnon, a hot-tempered character but not a particularly blood-
thirsty one, in the full fury of action:

[First] he struck Pisander with his spear, in the chest;
off his chariot he fell, on his back, face up.
Hippolochus leaped off; on the ground, the king slew him,
lopped off his arms with his sword, cut off his head,
and rolled him forward like a log in the throng.
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He left them there, and hurried to the place
where the fighting was fiercest, sweeping the Achaeans along.
Foot soldiers killed foot soldiers, mounted men, their fleeing foes,
and the dust rose from under the thundering steeds’ hooves.
With copper arms they fought, while King Agamemnon
felled men all around him, and led the way.
Just as a fire consumes a thicket that has never been pruned
raging all around, bringing down the tallest trees—
so did Agamemnon, the mighty man, make Trojan heads roll.
Horses galloped about, without a hand to guide them.
Men’s bodies, once their wives’ joy, were torn by the kites.
While Zeus plucked Hector from the darts and the dust—
keeping him from battle, blood, and the horrors of war—
Agamemnon pursued them, cheering on the Danaans.
The Trojans fled headlong. They ran through the field
past the ancient grave of Ilus, past the fig-crowned hill—
crowding to escape; but Agamemnon still pressed them.
He pursued, he roared, his hands all dripping with gore.
At the great oak, near to the Scaean gate,
they paused, waiting for the others to catch up.
And they too were in headlong flight, stampeding in terror
like cows caught by a lion as the time for milking comes.
He seizes one of them; with his mighty teeth
He breaks her neck, laps her blood, devours her guts.
Thus did mighty Agamemnon, son of Atreus, pursue the foe
killing the laggards, even as they fled.2

Two millennia later, Jean de Bueil in the Jouvencel had the following
to say about the matter:

War is a joyous thing: one hears and sees many good things and
learns much of value in war. One loves one’s comrade so in war. One
thinks to oneself: Shall I let this tyrant by his cruelty take the prop-
erty of one who has nothing? When one sees that one’s cause is good
and one’s blood is hot, tears come to one’s eyes. There comes in the
heart a sweet feeling of loyalty and tenderness to see one’s friend,
who so valiantly exposes his body to accomplish the commands of
our Creator. And then one determines to live or die with him, and
because of affection not to abandon him. From that resolve come
such a joy that he who has not experienced it cannot rightly say
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what it is like. Do you think that a man who does that fears death?
Not at all; for he is so strengthened, he is so joyful, that he does not
know where he is. Truly, he is afraid of nothing. I believe that he is
happy in this world and in the next, he who serves the profession of
arms in this way, and that he is a true servant of God.3

Back in 1992, I asked a class of U.S. Marine Corps officers how many
of them had been in the Gulf and how many of them would have missed
it “for their lives.” After the first question, some two hundred hands went
up. After the second, every single one went down.

Quotes from Robert E. Lee (“It is good war is so terrible, or else we
would love it too much”), Winston Churchill (for whom war had a
“hideous fascination”), Adolf Hitler (“I passionately loved soldiering”),
George S. Patton (“how I love war”), Moshe Dayan (“I know of nothing
more exciting than war”), Ariel Sharon (telling a group of students about
the October 1973 war, “We had a great time, didn’t we?”), and countless
others confirm how enjoyable war can be, and often is. Some such state-
ments originate in the most unexpected quarters. Take Wilfred Owen, the
British World War I officer best remembered as the author of violently 
antiwar poems such as “Dulce et Decorum Est.” This is the very same
man who, on another occasion, wrote that “there was extraordinary exul-
tation in the act of slowly [going over the top and] walking forward, show-
ing ourselves openly.” The same is true of Guy Sajer, a Wehrmacht soldier
whose memoirs evoke the terror of war as few other works have. Yet at
one point he speaks of the “almost drunken exhilaration” that follows fear
(and which can make “the most innocent youths on whatever side to
commit inconceivable atrocities”).4

Michael Herr was a Vietnam-era war correspondent who wrote a
scathing account of the conflict. However, he also confessed that fight-
ing and killing Vietcong left him with the “feeling you’d had when you
were much, much younger and undressing a girl for the first time.”5

Expressions such as “gorgeously satisfying,” “exultant satisfaction,”
“beautiful work” (all three referring to the act of bayonetting other peo-
ple), and “the happiest moment of my life” abound. Some even come
from the mouths of Christian priests whose lives are dedicated to serving
the Lord.6 Briefly, for every man who has ever said he loathed war, there
was another one who felt that it was great “fun” and who “loved it” with
all his heart.7 At least for a time—and at least as long as things did not go
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so badly that everything ran short, discomfort and suffering reached lev-
els unimaginable in peace, the forces fell apart, defeat stared people in
the face, and they felt powerless to help their nearest and dearest.

Much more remarkable still, the same person will sometimes mix ha-
tred for war and exultation in it in a single breath—proving, if proof were
needed, that the two are not separate but two sides of the same coin.
What follows is an exchange I had with a retired Israeli Air Force colonel
and squadron commander who, during the half-forgotten “War of
Attrition” of 1969–70, had flown a Phantom fighter jet against the
Egyptians over the Suez Canal. It emerged accidentally, as a result of him
expressing his disgust over the way Israel’s government and general staff
had conducted the war. To my comment “As usual, it is the foot soldiers,
in your case pilots, who pay the price,” he replied, “Let me tell you. Only
few have paid the price. We enjoyed the fighting, as fighter pilots who
seek fighting but hate wars. So young and hot we were, like children play-
ing with wood-made guns.”8

Just what is it that makes fighting as enjoyable an activity as it un-
doubtedly can be? In part, the answer is to be sought in the field of phys-
iology. The combination of violent movement and imminent danger
causes the brain and body to be flooded with dopamine and adrenaline;
this is a phenomenon that humans have in common with other animals.9

Here, however, what interests us is the psychological side of the question.
Building on our discussion of games, let us start by noting that, when

war and fighting begin in earnest, people take leave of the ordinary world,
entering a different one where normal rules of conduct cease to apply. As
tension rises, one’s horizons shrink. Past and present, “because of” and
“in order to,” are left behind, discarded the way a snake sheds its skin. So
are concerns, worries, obligations, relationships, and the many things
other people want of us and expect of us. In short, whatever was previ-
ously most important is forgotten and whatever was most oppressive is
lifted. This explains why some Australian veterans pointed to the
trenches as the happiest time in their lives, and they were certainly not
the only ones.10

Next comes the joy of grappling with and overcoming resistance.
Unlike many other dangerous kinds of game or sport, such as mountain
climbing or whitewater rafting, war pits us against the most powerful,
most intelligent, and most fearsome opponent of all, another man; com-
pared to him and what he can do, every other challenge simply does not
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count. Also, war is unique in that, alone among all games of strategy in
which humans face each other, it does not have any rules that dictate
what the enemy may do to us and we to him. It is the only one that per-
mits, even requires, the mobilization not just of some human qualities but
of all. Most of the time those qualities are like hounds on a chain—let
them go and see where they fly.

As mortal danger stares people in the face, they seem to undergo a
twofold process. On one hand, they bring the entire personality into play,
no holds barred. At the same time there is an extraordinary focusing of
the senses as everything superfluous is forgotten. The outcome is best
described as a combination of concentration with lightheartedness and
freedom—to speak, with Ernst Jünger, of a “pleasant kind of intoxication,
the sort that one experiences, maybe, on a roller-coaster.”11 This is the
kind of freedom most of us, but men perhaps more than women, keep
seeking during most of our lives but experience only at rare moments, if
at all—and which, since it is in a certain sense self-generated and can be
neither granted nor imposed from outside, is perhaps the most absolute
freedom a human being can experience.

If, for all these reasons, coping with death can be a source of joy, in-
deed the greatest possible joy, how about the other side of fighting, that
is, killing? Some researchers have argued that killing does not come nat-
urally to man. To make it possible, they say, it is first necessary to brutal-
ize one’s own side and dehumanize the enemy.12 This seems to fly straight
into the face of everything we know about war as it has been waged from
the Stone Age on. From my terrier up, many animals seem to enjoy
killing, seizing their prey, playing with it (as cats do), and never letting go
until it is dead, when they proceed to carry and display the corpse as a
trophy. So do many hunters, perhaps most. In this context it is by no
means irrelevant that during perhaps 90 percent of our existence as a
species, men hunted whereas women gathered. Whereas the former had
the fun of the hunt bred into their genes, so to speak, the latter did not.

One reason why killing is, or at any rate can be, fun is because it in-
volves overcoming resistance. Tearing up a living creature, drilling holes
in it, breaking it to pieces, smashing it, doing away with it once and for
all—speaking as a scholar whose self-imposed task in life is to try to un-
derstand people and society, if a greater manifestation of power exists, I
would dearly like to know where to find it. There may be even more to the
matter, however. Just as many weapons have a symbolic significance, so,
as quite a number of direct quotes show, for men killing is often compa-
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rable to having sex.13 Certainly doing so can easily lead to sexual excite-
ment. As anybody who has taken part in war knows, no other activity will
leave men feeling as ready, as driven, to discharge their seed into almost
anything that moves.

Thus it comes as no surprise that the same terms are used for both
activities. Ancient Greek, French, English, and modern Hebrew all pro-
vide examples of this; in these languages, one can “screw” an enemy just
as one does a woman.14 Furthermore, insofar as many cultures demand
that warriors abstain from sex as long as hostilities last, doing the first
may act as, and be deliberately used as, a substitute for the second.
Things also work the other way around. The warrior who, having killed
and seen his comrades being killed beside him, returns to find solace in a
woman’s embrace is a stock figure in the literature of all times and ages
as well as in numerous works of art.15

Furthermore, for every person who kills, there are usually several
who watch, whether in reality or, in modern life, by way of television and
the movies. Quite a number of people even go to motor races specifically
in the not-so-secret hope of seeing an accident take place; as long ago as
ancient Rome, the same applied to chariot races. The more people that
die and the more violent the way they do so, the louder the roar of the
crowd and the more fun onlookers have both at the time and later, when
telling those who were absent about what they saw (or claim to have
seen). This is not necessarily because they are more bloodthirsty than av-
erage. Rather it is because, like the rest of us, they are simultaneously cu-
rious and afraid: afraid that something similar might happen to them,
curious to know what it would feel like. Probably one reason why people
so often enjoy killing is because it enables those who commit the act and
watch it to come face-to-face with their fears. Since we must all face
death in the end, inflicting it and seeing it inflicted could almost be called
a form of psychotherapy.

Along with bloodshed comes destruction. To build is to cope and to
overcome, but so is to destroy. Anyone who has ever watched children
playing with wooden blocks or a Lego set knows that they enjoy destroy-
ing things just as much as, if not more than, putting them together; pre-
vent them from doing the one and very likely they will cease doing the
other. Without question the same is true of adults as well. Of course cir-
cumstances are almost infinitely varied, and various “rational” considera-
tions, such as strategy and greed, will also help decide what is and is not
destroyed in war. Still, at least as far back as the time when Alexander
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and his troops wrecked the royal Persian palace, the annals of war have
always been full of acts of wanton destruction, including many that, as in
this case, were committed for no better reason than that a drunken cour-
tesan led an equally drunken band of warriors.16

Most destruction, like most of life itself, is merely banal. On occasion,
however, it can be turned into artistry and carried to the point where it
compels a sort of reluctant admiration, if not for the wisdom behind it,
then for the imagination that was put into designing it and the fury it took
to execute—as, for example, when King Sennacherib of Assyria boasted
of having massacred the population of Babylon, demolished its buildings,
and torn up the soil so it would wash into the sea; or when the Romans
razed Carthage and seeded the soil on which it had stood with salt so it
would never bear fruit again; or when Timur the Lame had pyramids built
out of the skulls of his defeated enemies. Centuries after these acts were
committed, they are still the subject of tales that make people shudder—
in fact, the reason why they keep being told is precisely because they
make people shudder. In the face of the evidence, it is useless to pretend
that most people do not, or at any rate cannot, delight in destruction in-
dependently of any practical benefits that it may bring.

Both killing and destruction, of course, can also be the outcome of ha-
tred and revenge. For reasons that are hard to understand, the role hatred
plays in war has only rarely been made the subject of scholarly investiga-
tion.17 Yet it can hardly be overestimated; even if it is absent at the begin-
ning, escalation—the inherent tendency of war to go to extremes, as
Clausewitz18 puts it—will almost certainly cause it to raise its ugly head.
Since war often involves very large numbers of people, the hatred that is
part of its causation and to which it gives rise is seldom personal. On the
other hand, even in the largest modern wars, there are cases when it is—
as when several hundred million people came to see in Adolf Hitler the
source of all evil. However that may be, once hatred has been aroused the
resulting wanton killing and destruction will cause the desire for revenge
to appear. Not only is revenge one of the commonest causes of war,19 but
it is also one of the most powerful and least controllable emotions. Taking
revenge, we feel that we “get our own back,” as the saying goes, compen-
sating for power we have lost and gaining what we did not previously have.

Whatever its precise sources, quite often the joy of destruction and
killing is carried to extremes. It is entirely capable of making an otherwise
reasonable and well-balanced person to take leave of his senses. Either it
causes him to break down or else it drives him to the point where, to
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quote Jünger again, it lends wings to his stride. With supple body, deter-
mined face, and bloodthirsty eyes, he is no longer capable of feeling fa-
tigue, pity, remorse, or even the pain that is caused by wounds. Elated, he
is struck by “blind fury” and becomes “ecstatically happy.” He is over-
come by a “daemonic lightness,” which is sometimes attended by irre-
pressible laughter, and he understands, “as in a flash of lightning, the true
inner purpose and form of [his] life.”20 He fights much harder than he ever
knew he could fight or that it was possible to fight. To fight this hard,
cause and consequence must be left behind and absolute concentration
achieved. In this way, however paradoxical it may sound, going through
war, the most serious activity of all, as if it were some lighthearted game
may actually make a crucial contribution to survival and victory.21

All this is summed up in what the ancient Greeks called “the dance of
Ares” and what the Scandinavians meant by a “berserker.” In both cases,
the terminology is taken from the realm of the supernatural. Ares, of
course, was one of the Olympic gods and the one who, by adulterously
sleeping with the love goddess Aphrodite, begot both Harmonia and
Eros. Berserkers were supposedly possessed by the spirit of animals, es-
pecially bears and wolves, in whose skins they dressed and whose grunts
and howls they imitated. Both tales suggest that one very important way
to leave the natural world for the supernatural one is to fight. Doing so,
one may forget oneself in the same way as believers sometimes do while
praying, singing, leaping, dancing, fainting, speaking in tongues, contort-
ing and convulsing their bodies, and perhaps flagellating themselves.22

In the case of both saints and warriors (or at least saints and warriors
of a certain kind), it is possible, indeed appropriate, to speak of madness.
In the case of both saints and warriors, the saving grace is that madness
grows out of and is acted out in the name of a cause. A cause, I hasten to
add, is not the same as an interest. Interest is the name that, speaking of
important things such as war and politics, we give to the practical bene-
fits we hope to derive from our actions. It is the pillar on which modern—
and, as Polybios shows, not only modern—strategic thought rests; it is
the column of fire that, marching in front of the host, points to the way
ahead. Reading the literature, one is tempted to misquote Alexander
Pope’s rhyme about Isaac Newton: “Strategy’s world was shrouded in
dark and night / God said let interest be, and all was light.”

Of course it is true that interest plays a very large role in war, partic-
ularly at the top, where the weightiest decisions are made. Now as in
Polybios’s day, those whose task is to lead their people to war must follow
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what they see as that people’s interest; failing to do so, they are criminals
if the failure is advertent and madmen if it is not. Yet it is also true that
only rarely does such an interest percolate down the ranks and take hold
of most, let alone all, of those who fight. Menelaus and Agamemnon had
an interest in getting Helen back (both for her own sake, as the most
beautiful woman in the world, and to deter other attacks in the future),
but the overwhelming majority of the quarter of a million men they al-
legedly led did not. President George W. Bush may have had some kind of
interest in attacking Iraq, but the overwhelming majority of the American
people—least of all the soldiers who had to take leave of their comfort-
able lives and travel halfway around the world—did not.

As is also shown by the fact that few of us reserve any particular ad-
miration for those who die serving their interest during, let us say, a rob-
bery, the closer to the fighting line and death one gets, the less relevant
interest becomes. Men may be willing to fight for God, king, country, peo-
ple, family, their unit, their mates, or whatever. But to say that they do so
because they have some kind of continuing interest in what may happen
to others—even to their nearest and dearest—once they have left this
earth is a travesty of reality and an insult to the intelligence.

By definition, a cause must be more important, greater, nobler than
oneself, or else it cannot be worth dying for. Almost by definition, to be
worth dying for it must be more than simply grasped or understood with
the aid of the intellect. It must be so understood, but it must also enter a
man, as it were, take him over, consume him, and possess him; it is not so
much the brain that we are talking about as the heart. Without question,
a cause as powerful as this is itself a form of madness. And yet, at the
same time, the fact that the warrior (and the saint) has a cause is pre-
cisely what separates him from the madman, tying him back to the real
world even as, “fighting mad,” he takes his leave of it. This applies even to
a berserker and even if, at the time he is possessed, he commits such ter-
rible deeds as would cause nature itself to rise and vomit, so to speak.

As usual, it is Homer who provides the perfect illustration of this.
Enraged by the death of his friend Patroclos and reconciled with King
Agamemnon, Achilles stops sulking and resumes the fight. He kills so
many Trojans, some of them as they kneel in front of him begging for
mercy, as to make the river Scamander run with blood; the river god be-
comes angry at this and tries to drown him.23 Having barely escaped with
his life, he goes on to kill Hector and mutilate his body, the latter being a
crime that really puts him beyond the pale of civilization as the Greeks, as
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well as most people coming after them, understood that term. And yet,
throughout this tale of horror, there is not the slightest hint of “interest”
on his part. Which is why, having repented, he is forgiven in the end.

So far, we have spoken of the individual. For good or evil, though, war
is a collective enterprise and not an individual one. The very fact that
people are under pressure (as long as the pressure is not so great as to
push them beyond the breaking point) will cause them to come together,
ending their existence as isolated atoms and forging them into a group.
Things also work the other way around: if a cause had been lacking, then
the mere creation of a group that is more than a gathering of atoms acci-
dentally thrown together will quickly, almost miraculously, provide it.
The combination of cause and outside pressure is, of course, much more
intensive in war than in ordinary social life. Between them they can eas-
ily bring people to the point where they cease looking after their own in-
terest. They cease to be themselves while at the same time becoming part
of something much larger and more powerful. Feeling oneself part of
something much larger and more powerful brings, yes, joy.

In the modern strategic literature, a favorite term is “force multiplier.”
By it is meant some factor—usually some kind of sensor, computer, data
link, or precision-guided missile—that can greatly increase the ability of
an army of a given size to carry out its mission and defeat its enemy. Too
often, what is overlooked, or perhaps merely taken for granted, is that no
other force multiplier is nearly as powerful as the sense of belonging or 
cohesion just described. Cohesion is what turns a unit, formation, or army
from a gathering of people accidentally thrown together into a machine
capable of setting goals for itself, fighting to reach them, and overcoming
obstacles and taking losses as it does so; it is cohesion that enables a hand-
ful of guards to control thousands of prisoners. Conversely, without cohe-
sion one cannot conduct war. I have set forth the organizational factors
that make for cohesion in another volume.24 Here I want to look at the cul-
tural side of the question.

Cohesion both generates the ability to do things in a coordinated
way—including the hardest thing of all, marching into battle and fighting—
and is the result of doing those things. Training and education apart, as far
back as we can look armies have employed a whole series of devices to help
create it. Some appealed to the eye, others to the ear. Others still involved
rhythmical movement or cadence. Among the oldest and best known of
these devices are flags, banners, and standards. As developed in Rome, for
example, originally standards acted as markers and rallying points as well
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as helping to command the legions and their subordinate units. In the last-
named task, so important were they that many evolutions were themselves
called after the signals in question, such as signa tollere (attention), signa

movere (dismiss), signa ferre (forward march), signa constituere (halt),
signa inferre (attack), signa convertere (about-face), signa refere (re-
tire), signa ad laevam ferre (left turn), signa obicere (counterattack),
and others.25

Standards were normally made in the form of animals or else pro-
vided with a cross piece or flag; in imperial times, the image of the em-
peror was added.26 Most of the time they were kept in a kind of shrine and
carefully guarded. They accompanied the forces on the march, and when
a new camp was pitched they were the first to be ceremoniously pitched
into the ground. Their importance may be judged from the many refer-
ences to them in both literature and art. Here and there standards were
even used tactically; by deliberately putting them at risk, a commander
could force the troops to come to the rescue. To lose a standard to the
enemy was considered the ultimate disgrace. Augustus arranged great
celebrations when he obtained the return of the military standards lost
by Crassus in Parthia over thirty years before, and he even had that fact
recorded in his official Res Gestae Divi Augusti, or list of deeds. After
Varus lost his three legions in Germany in A.D. 9 no effort was spared to
find their standards.27

Another very important factor in cohesion is music. From an evolu-
tionary point of view, music probably had its origins in the desire to dis-
play and attract a mate, as among songbirds.28 From very early on, it was
also deliberately used to create and maintain bonds among people,
specifically including the very powerful bonds that war and fighting re-
quire. Many tribal warriors all over the world enter battle to the sound of
musical instruments of every kind, be they horns or conches or instru-
ments made out of elephants’ tusks, as well as singing. From ancient
Greece we have at least one painting of two phalanxes about to clash
head-on, accompanied by a young flute player who looks as if he is trying
to pierce the very heavens with his tunes. Roman legions came with their
tubicen (trumpets) and cornicen (horns), apparently using them to
draw the troops’ attention to the orders the standards conveyed.

Historically many armies have deliberately sought to produce out-
landish sounds, from yells to blasts of the trumpet, to intimidate and de-
moralize the enemy. In close combat, this is by no means rare even today.
The interesting point is that doing so inevitably tasks the lungs and con-
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sumes oxygen, indicating the role culture may be allowed to play even if,
considered realistically, it means an unnecessary expenditure of physical
energy. Cultural differences are also important, since what some people
experience as a cacophony sounds like music in the ears of others. Still,
there is good reason to think that underneath the cultural differences
that separate peoples, there is some psychological or even biological
basis for all this. This is proved by the fact that in martial music around
the world, strings are rarely used. Wherever we look, the main (usually
the only) instruments are various kinds of wind instruments and percus-
sion. The drum, a Chinese invention, seems to have been imported into
Europe sometime during the fifteenth century. So hypnotic is its sound
that, as at the Union monument at Gettysburg, it was often used as one of
the symbols of armed force.

From the time the first regiments were established in the sixteenth
century, every one of them had musicians as a matter of course. Toward
1700, possibly imitating a model originally provided by the Ottoman janis-
saries, those musicians started to be formed into real bands. The bands
would play not only on the march, when they were very useful in coun-
tering fatigue, but strike up immediately before and even during battle.29

In addition to popular tunes known throughout the army, each regiment
had its own tune, thus strengthening cohesion still further; in the British
army to this day, every officer from colonel on up has his so-called per-
sonal tune. The importance of music in creating a fighting spirit is
brought out by the fact that following his victory over the Scots at
Culloden in 1745, the Duke of Cumberland ordered captured bagpipes to
be treated as “weapons of war” and smashed.

As armies grew during the nineteenth century the number of bands
continued to increase. Certainly the military tunes were not to every-
body’s taste. On the other hand, the idea that everything military was
necessarily inferior had not yet been born. Even in Britain, a nation of
shopkeepers, military bands were considered inspiring enough to be in-
vited to play at private social functions, such as parties and weddings, as
well as public ones, such as dedications of buildings, bridges, and even
churches. In 1819, after the public had been excluded from the Sunday
performances of the Coldstream Guards’ band at the Tower of London,
the outcome was a flood of angry letters to the editor of the United

Services Journal.30 In 1914, the German army alone had no fewer than
560 bands.31 In both world wars we hear of British troops leaving their
trenches and attacking to the sound of bagpipes. Preparing for a last, des-
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perate charge on the river Oder in 1945, German troops tuned their tank
radios so that Wagner’s “March of the Valkyries” would blare out of each
and every one of them.

At all times and places, music has been capable of stirring people,
rousing them, inspiring them with courage, even driving them out of their
minds until they are no longer themselves. In martial music of the type fa-
miliar to modern Western people, rhythm, simple repetition of the same
sounds, and the building of tension by playing the same tune at a higher
and higher pitch are all deliberately used in order to achieve this.
Whenever a martial band strikes up, there are few people in the audience
who are not stirred to all kinds of semi-voluntary movement, such as tap-
ping their feet, stamping with their legs, swinging their arms, and em-
phatically nodding their heads. Psychologists would no doubt explain
that the people in question are being reduced from fully conscious hu-
mans into some kind of more primitive state of being, whereas snobs
would say that they become machines. No matter; even if the charges are
true, music still remains an essential part of the culture of war.

If music seems to appeal to some deeply rooted human need for
rhythm, so does drill, to an even greater extent.32 According to legend,
Albert Einstein once said that in providing a brain to men who march in
step, God has wasted His time, because to do that a spinal cord was

The drummer boy as the symbol of war: Thomas Nashe’s Reveille, 1863
HARPER’S WEEKLY, 1863
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enough. One understands what he meant, but this does not change the
fact that, as every army under the sun knows, drill and marching are pow-
erful instruments in building up cohesion and esprit de corps. What is
less often noted, but in fact is self-evident, is how very enjoyable they can
be. The following verse originated at the height of World War I. The au-
thor was not some Prussian militarist but a famous antiwar poet and con-
scientious objector (the reader will learn more about him in chapter 10).
Nevertheless, he put his finger on the feeling in question:

The barrack-square, washed clean with rain,
Shines wet and wintry-grey and cold.
Young Fusiliers, strong-legged and bold,
March and wheel and march again.
The sun looks over the barrack gate,
Warm and white with glaring shine,
To watch the soldiers of the Line
That life has hired to fight with fate.

Fall out: the long parades are done.
Up comes the dark; down goes the sun.
The square is walled with windowed light.
Sleep well, you lusty Fusiliers;
Shut your brave eyes on sense and sight,
And banish from your dreamless ears
The bugle’s dying notes that say,
“Another night; another day.”33

Almost half a century after leaving the army, a famous American his-
torian also recorded, not without surprise, how much he had liked “strut-
ting around” on the parade ground.34 “Words,” he wrote, “are inadequate
to describe the emotion aroused by the prolonged movement in unison
that drilling involved. A sense of pervasive well-being is what I recall;
more specifically, a strange sense of personal enlargement; a sort of
swelling out, becoming bigger than life, thanks to participation in a col-
lective ritual.”

In today’s world, troops exercising and marching in cadence, with or
without the accompaniment of music, may be seen almost exclusively
during drill and on parade. During much of history the situation was very
different. Battles themselves constituted the greatest parades of all,
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which, as we saw, is one reason why warriors’ bodies, armor, dress, and
weapons were often as heavily decorated as they were. Every pitched
battle (French, battaille rangée) would start with commanders arraying
or marshaling their troops (which explains how field marshals got ba-
tons). Usually, though not invariably, they did so in full view of the enemy,
and often they and their subordinates used ropes and similar means to
mark the location of units. So important was the order of battle that in
many Greek and Roman accounts it is given as much or more space than
the actual combat. One can only guess that the historians who wrote the
accounts derived a certain intellectual satisfaction from explaining how
commanders did these things and why. By comparison, the fighting itself
was a rough, confused, primitive business very difficult to describe in any
kind of coherent way.

Obviously societies whose normal tactics consisted of sudden raids
and ambushes did not need drill as much as those that gave battle, which
explains why so many tribal societies did not have it but contented them-
selves with war dances instead. Even among armies of more complex soci-
eties, considerable differences existed. Drill was most suitable for the
training and employment of heavy (later so-called line) infantry. By con-
trast, light troops and skirmishers relied on it much less; for them, war was
much more a question of ambushes, raids, and skirmishes. Horsemen oc-
cupy much more space, and are more mobile, than infantrymen. This
made it hard for signals to be seen and heard, with the result that cavalry
could only be drilled in relatively small units. Still, even after taking all
these factors into account, from the time the Greek phalanx beat the
Persians at Marathon on, the most highly developed and, over the long run,
most effective armies were those that not only used drill but drilled a lot.35

From ancient Egypt and Babylon come models and reliefs of soldiers
in phalanx so vivid that one can almost hear them tramp. Detailed infor-
mation about the complex evolutions of Greek and Macedonian pha-
lanxes is provided by the first-century B.C. writer Asclepiodotus, albeit by
his time such tactics had been rendered hopelessly out of date. Coming
to the end of his work, he leaves no doubt that they were intended not
just for the barracks but for the battlefield, too.36 Here is one modern his-
torian’s description of how the Roman army marched into battle:

The manipular legion was designed for fighting pitched battles . . .
When a Roman army was close to the enemy, the legions marched in
three parallel columns, the hastati on the left, the principes in the
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center and the triarii on the right. To deploy into battle formation
these columns wheeled to the right to form the triplex acies. Each
maniple had to be positioned carefully in relation to its neighbors in
its own and the other two lines to ensure that the legion’s front was
properly and uniformly supported. Even when the army had
camped only a few kilometers from the enemy it still formed itself
into three columns and marched to within one and a half kilometers
or less of the enemy position, and then, at the point which would
form the left of the army’s position, wheeled to the right and
marched along the army’s intended front to form the triplex acies.

It was a time-consuming process, even in an experienced and well-
drilled army, the whole column having to stop and wait as each man-
iple reached its appointed position and closed up from marching
formation into battle formation, before it could move forward again.
Deploying a Roman army took hours, and required constant super-
vision from the tribunes.37

Since the range at which armies engaged one another seldom ex-
ceeded a hundred yards, which is when bows and arrows would come
into play, all this could be done in relative safety.

In Roman times and later, armies entering battle did so in tight forma-
tion. In the Greek phalanx, according to Thucydides, soldiers were packed
so closely together that each man could shelter behind the shield of his
neighbor to the right, causing the entire formation to veer in that direc-
tion.38 Even later, when spaces became a little larger, armies that operated
in this way faced two main problems. First, since marching was carried out
in column, whereas to fight an army had to spread out—some more so,
some less—the process of deployment tended to be slow and laborious.
Second, once an army had deployed and was facing the enemy, changing
the direction in which it moved was hard (sometimes, in the case of the
Macedonian phalanx, all but impossible) and might, if not carefully han-
dled, lead to chaos and even disintegration. All this meant that formations
and cadence had to be maintained, as far as possible, even during battle,
with all the psychological consequences that this entails.

To what extent drill was used during the Middle Ages is hard to say.
Not only did feudal armies tend to be undisciplined, but the fact that the
most important forces consisted of mounted men made reliance on drill
problematic. Written sources refer to it rarely, if at all; on the other hand,
from about 1350 on we do have pictures that show hosts of armored sol-
diers, presumably dismounted knights (since few others can have owned
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complete armor) marching or confronting one another in tight formation.
Be this as it may, there is no question that the Swiss phalanxes, which
started making their impact felt during the fourteenth century, did march
in step and did carry out evolutions, skills they could only have acquired
and kept up by engaging in close-order drill. The same applies to the
3,000-man-strong Spanish tercios that dominated European battlefields
from the early sixteenth century. What is more, the tercios combined two
weapons with very different characteristics, pikes and arquebuses. If
anything, this made maintaining formation even more important and
more complicated.

By the late sixteenth century, drill as practiced by these units had de-
veloped to the point that it was being imitated even as far away as China.
Nevertheless, the commander usually credited with the introduction of
drill into modern European armies is Maurice of Nassau, who led the
Dutch in the revolt against Spain from 1584 on.39 A highly educated man
with knowledge of mathematics and the classics, Maurice looked to the
Roman past for models. First, units were reduced in size and a new one,
the battalion (corresponding to the Roman cohort), was created. Using
drums—so much did they impress his countrymen that they declaimed
ditties to imitate the sound they made—he taught the troops to march in
step and perform evolutions, the most important of which, the counter-
march, was taken straight from the ancient sources. Each movement nec-
essary for loading and firing a musket or for using a pike was carefully
analyzed and portrayed in drill books, the best known of which was pro-
duced by Jacob de Gheyn directly on Maurice’s orders.40 With officers and
NCOs marching along and holding demi-pikes to instantly correct any
soldier who moved out of line, all this was drilled into the troops until
they could do it in their sleep.

The outcome was units capable of marching and firing volleys with
machine-like precision, even as cannon thundered, muskets crackled,
and clouds of white smoke billowed, and even as wounded men screamed
and comrades went down right and left. From our point of view, more im-
portant even than military efficiency were the social and psychological
consequences. The rank and file of seventeenth-century armies, like
those of many others before and since, were usually made up of the flot-
sam and jetsam of society—“the scum of the earth, enlisted for drink,” as
the Duke of Wellington would say of his own troops two hundred years
later. Drill, increasingly combined with uniforms, played a large part in
turning these men into cohesive communities, membership in which
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made them proud of themselves. And of course, the fact that all this was
done not merely by way of play, on the parade ground, but in real combat
against real enemies added to the effect.

First the Swedish army, then the French and English ones, then the
Russian one took over where Maurice left off. In particular, the Prussians,
whose introduction to drill came at the hands (and the feet, since he was
not above kicking his subordinates) of the “soldier-king” Frederick
William I, were widely admired. Of them a contemporary, moving from
one court to the next, wrote, “I never saw troops march with more order
and state; it seemed as if they were all moved by one spring.”41 As flint-
locks replaced muskets, bayonets were invented, and pikes were dis-
carded, formations changed, growing longer and thinner. Nevertheless,
soldiers remained fairly closely packed together; in 1800 each one took
up perhaps twenty yards square, as opposed to two hundred times as
much today.42 Though reliance on lines increased, other formations, such
as the column and the square, also remained in use. So did the need to
deploy them, change their direction of march, and combine them with
each other. Battles such as Rossbach and Leuthen (both in 1757) were
decided partly by the unmatched precision with which the Prussian bat-
talions maneuvered on the battlefield, marching, turning, holding their
fire until they had come to close quarters with the enemy, halting, and
letting loose two or three volleys per minute.

As a result, throughout the eighteenth century military writers con-
tinued to debate which formations were the best under what circum-
stances.43 Even as late as the first decades of the nineteenth century
writers such as Antoine-Henri de Jomini, who in some ways has the right
to be called the founder of modern strategy, still took the trouble of dis-
cussing them in detail.44 Reading the works in question and studying the
relevant diagrams, one gets the impression that formations and tactics
were considered to be almost identical. Most of the discussion was seri-
ous, or at any rate seriously meant. On occasion, though, some of those
who designed the evolutions probably did so as much because they found
the activity intellectually challenging, read fun, as for any other reason.

Even during the wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon, things
remained much as they had always been. Battles were still parades, the
greatest and most splendid parades of all. Tactical control continued to
be exercised primarily by acoustic and visual means. This meant that
music, especially trumpets and drums, and standards remained as impor-
tant as they had ever been; for those in command, it was considered “ab-
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solutely necessary that they should at all times know what space a com-
pany, or any other division of the battalion, will occupy.”45 Under such cir-
cumstances, it is scant wonder that soldiers were passionately attached
to their colors, as they were now called. In each regiment, the colors were
carried by the most stalwart, most trustworthy men, known as
Fahnenjunker in German and as ensigns in English. Since the colors at-
tracted the enemy, theirs was a dangerous job; hence, often they received
some special badge as well as special pay. Men kissed their colors, risked
their lives for them, and very often fought over them.

In every army, losing the colors in battle was considered the ultimate
disgrace. For example, Napoleon after the Battle of Austerlitz awarded
one of his regiments a new eagle. However, he did so only after being in-
formed about how the old one had been lost; as it turned out, the ensign
who carried it was killed, but his death went unnoticed among the confu-
sion and the smoke. He then used the occasion to strengthen the men’s
motivation, making them swear they would defend their eagle to the
death. Ten years later, a British unit that lost its standard at Waterloo had
another made in secret so as to avoid the stigma.46 Conversely, the cap-
ture of an enemy flag was regarded as a great feat, and the soldiers who
accomplished it could expect a special reward.

Battle as parade: Niewport, 1600 FROM DE NASSAUSCHEN LAURENCRANS
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Whereas the presentation of new colors was an important ritual, abus-
ing them was subject to severe sanctions. As one British officer wrote:
“The colours are always to be treated with the highest respect, any non-
commissioned officers or soldier ever found to fail in this particular, either
in conduct or language, shall be instantly brought to a court martial, and
punished, in a most exemplary and severe manner.”47 Colors that had been
damaged by enemy fire were considered special proof of valor, a fact that
sometimes caused soldiers to deliberately place them, and thus them-
selves, in harm’s way. Going on the parades that constituted battle, units
competed to take up the place of honor, normally on the right, which tra-
ditionally led the attack and was thus often the most dangerous one of all.
As a result, other things being equal, the higher a regiment’s serial number
the more likely it was to find itself near the left end of the array.

It was only during the 1860s that all this started to disappear—but
not because commanders considered that the psychology of the troops
had suddenly changed or wanted it to. Shortly after winning the Battle of
Koeniggraetz in 1866, Moltke drew the lessons from it, writing that too
many commanders had lost control of their units and that some way
would have to be found to correct this problem,48 to no avail. For millen-
nia on end, the soldiers of some of the most powerful armies that ever ex-
isted had entered battle as well attired, armored, and decorated as their
financial means, or those of their employers, permitted. They had stood
up in parade-like formations, marched to the sound of some kind of
music, and proudly held their standards aloft. Now, at last, firepower
caught up with them, relegating much of this to the scrap heap.

Modern technology in the form of rifled breech-loaders and the
weapons that followed them altered the skills demanded of the soldier.
However, it did not do one thing to change the qualities of the warrior or
the essential character of war itself. Realizing this, military organizations
did not suddenly abandon standards, parades, music, and decorative at-
tire of every kind. The former two had to be limited either to training or
to ceremonial occasions (in 1945, during the victory parade held by the
Red Army in Moscow, captured German standards were carried upside
down and then thrown in a heap at Stalin’s feet). The same applied to
music, even though, as noted, it could still sometimes be broadcast on the
radio, used to stir up feelings, and inspire heroic, even desperate deeds.
Uniforms shed most of their former magnificence and became simpler.
Nevertheless, men’s urge to distinguish themselves from their comrades
did not disappear. All it did was express itself in all kinds of other ways.

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_02_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 125



1 2 6 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

In other respects, things changed little if at all. Now that military
movement was increasingly carried out by vehicle and not on foot, sol-
diers driving into combat, even fighting, still derived immense satisfac-
tion from seeing themselves part of a large, well-coordinated force that
engulfed them and caused them to lose themselves inside itself. Partly
because they saw themselves as part of a large force, partly because of

Parade as battle: The evolutions of an eighteenth-century infantry regiment
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the extreme pressure they came under, men continued to form cohesive
groups. Once they had formed such a group they continued to experi-
ence, and often relish, a kind of comradeship rarely found elsewhere.
They also continued to embrace causes of every sort and, in doing so, dis-
carded their own interests even as, in another sense, they were fighting
to realize them.

As had always been the case, war itself still consisted of long periods
of discomfort and tedium, occasionally relieved by the arrival of a letter
from home, a hot cup of tea to drink, the sound of music coming from the
neighboring trench, and the presence of some animal such as an adopted
stray dog. These periods were also punctuated at irregular intervals by
moments of sheer terror and the most violent, most brutal, action imagi-
nable. Certainly the violent action, and perhaps on occasion the terror as
well, continued to have their own attraction; whatever proponents of po-
litical correctness may say, the same applied to destroying and killing.
War also still involved grappling with the most powerful, most intelligent,
most dangerous opponent of all. To quote Nietzsche, victory in it still re-
mained the best cure for the soul; and, since testosterone levels are said
to rise after a victory and fall after a defeat, not just the soul but the hor-
mones as well.49 Those who engaged in it still took leave of the world,
with all the psychological consequences that this entails, and they still
found themselves in a sphere where, since “because of” and “in order to”
do not apply, there is a kind of freedom perhaps not found anywhere else.
Finally, men still found it quite possible to hate war and love fighting at
one and the same time.

Now as before, war was still capable of producing aesthetic effects
sans pareil. As one historian of ancient Greece notes, a fully armed pha-
lanx on the move, like a trireme with its oars in motion, was a “terrifyingly
beautiful” object.50 The same can still apply to a tank battalion charging,
a warship breaking through the waves, the lines of tracer and flashes of
guns being fired at night, searchlights looking for enemy aircraft in order
to shoot them down, the trails fighter aircraft leave as they circle each
other in combat, and the like. There simply is no question but that war
can create color, movement, variety, and panoramic sweep. Here and
there it even creates proportion and harmony.

From the time when medieval warriors stopped fighting, leaned on
their swords, and watched as champions fought it out to the time when
Israelis in 1991 mounted the roofs so as to see the Patriot missiles rising to
intercept the Iraqi Scuds, all of this has always bewitched people, intoxi-
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cated them, and made them forget themselves.51 Eager to see what is
going on, they may jostle one another and ignore danger; at the same time,
very often they are aware of how unusual, how out of the ordinary, what
they witness is. They may seek to capture it by taking photographs, only
to be disappointed when, as almost always happens, the results fall far
short of expressing what they saw and felt. Many forms of modern art also
use destruction (destructivism, brutalism), movement (kinetic art), and
distorted forms (cubism, surrealism), but none of them can even remotely
compete with real-life war. In the film Jarhead, the sergeant watches
spellbound as the burning Kuwaiti oilfields create darkness at noon. So
much does the spectacle move him that he exclaims, “I love this job.”

A decade or so after the end of World War I, Freud published
Civilization and Its Discontents with the objective of understanding
the appalling death and destruction of war. In this work, he argued that
the restraints that men, trying to lead a civilized life in common with
other men, impose on minds and bodies—both their own and those of
others—run counter to the basic drives underpinning the very minds that
created those restraints.52 If this is indeed true, then it comes as scant
surprise that people are always looking for ways to break free, if only by
pretending that the world, and they themselves, have ceased to be what
they are; if only to a limited extent; and if only for a short period, after
which they return to their senses, as the saying goes.

At all times and places, people have used a vast number of methods
to reach this goal. They include alcohol (“the fastest way out of
Liverpool”), drugs, games, sport, music, dancing, and every other sort of
rhythmic movement, colorful display, ceremonial, religious worship, love,
sex, aggression, and, yes, violent conflict up to and including war. Very
often several of these methods are used at the same time. As a result, it
would be hard to say whether it is these methods that lead to ecstasy or,
to the contrary, ecstasy that leads to the methods being used; in which
case, of course, they cease to be methods. Since even animals seem to ex-
perience at least some of this, he or she who does not do so must surely
be a god. But if the meaning of being a god is never to be able to escape
the bonds of rationality and interest, who wants to be a god?
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I f, comparing war with games, I said that war is a game without rules,
here I am going to argue that, in another sense, war without rules is

impossible. The reason why it is impossible is because war is an orga-

nized activity; whereas an organization without rules is a contradiction in
terms.1 One could go a step further still. Many scholars believe that one
thing war does, or can do, is to provide an outlet for social tensions that
may lead to chaos if they are not relieved.2 What is seldom noticed, how-
ever, is that the way it achieves this goal is by channeling the tensions in
question, pointing them in this or that direction, and surrounding them
with all kinds of rules.

In all societies and at all times and places, some kinds of behavior,
under some kinds of circumstances, for some kinds of reasons, with some
kinds of goals, toward some kinds of people are considered part of war,
whereas others are not. The former are required, cultivated, praised, re-
warded, whereas the latter are rejected, excoriated, condemned, some-
times even punished. True, the bulk of the warriors may merely be
provided with a few simple rules; after all, not everybody who attends
church is an expert on theology either. Yet the existence of a vast schol-
arly debate, which in Western culture goes back as far as Greece and
Rome, proves that the rules are anything but easy to formulate or master.

A very good way to understand how complex the rules can be is to
project ourselves into some past civilization, study the way it went about

7
The Rules of War
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waging war, and compile a list of behaviors that were or were not consid-
ered acceptable. This, after all, is just what the group of people known as
reenactors do. Trying to create an authentic impression of the U.S. Army
in World War II, for example, they regularly end up with handbooks com-
prising hundreds of rules spread over dozens of pages. Even so, it is im-
possible to cover every point. Many remain in dispute, confirming the idea
that no organized activity can take place without a body of agreed-on
rules; often the outcome is that different groups of reenactors split up 
and go their separate ways. How much harder it would be to reconstruct
the wars of some Stone Age society where patterns of behavior, the ties
that held men and groups together, and ideas concerning what did and did
not comprise of culture were so different from our own as to be almost in-
comprehensible. Perhaps that is why, the further back in time any reen-
acted event, the less authentic—more “farby,” as reenactors say—it tends
to be.3

The origins of the rules vary greatly. Some are based on more or less
explicit cost/benefit considerations; in other words, they reflect what
might be called “best practice.” Often the objective is to avoid alienating
the local population. Good examples are Mao Zedong’s prohibition on
plundering the civilian population during the Chinese Civil War and the
“rules of engagement” issued to every U.S. soldier in Vietnam. Other rules
are the result of cultural factors. They comprise the things that, in any
given society and very often for reasons that are really no reasons at all,
are “done” or “not done.” Such things may be spelled out in Holy
Scripture or else orally transmitted, as, for example, is done in the Koran
and other early Islamic traditions.4 A third kind originates in agreement,
tacit or explicit, written or unwritten, between the belligerents.

Here one must note that war, however cruel and fearful it may be, is
not necessarily a zero-sum game in which one side can gain something
only at the direct expense of the other. Instead, as we shall presently see,
there may be, indeed often are, situations in which they share certain in-
terests even as they tear each other to pieces over others. Both common
sense and the equations of game theorists tell us that in such situations
those who over time consistently stick to the rules (while always on their
guard against those who do not) will end up by gaining an advantage.5

The reason why they gain an advantage is because they build up a repu-
tation for fair dealing; such a reputation is not without its uses in finding
allies, in obtaining reciprocity, and even in bringing the conflict to an ac-
ceptable end. Conversely, there are always some people who, putting
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their own immediate interests first, disregard the laws of gods and men
and thereby endanger everybody else. When the time comes, they can
expect to be dealt with by the other side, and perhaps their own, too.

As to the categories themselves, far from being separate, they are in-
terrelated. While culture, custom, and the like are very important, obvi-
ously no set of norms that has its origins in them but which clearly
obstructs the practical demands of war can survive for very long. Two-
sided rules that originate in common interests but are regularly violated
by one side will not survive either; as the goose disregards them, so will
the gander. To these problems should be added difficulties of communi-
cation as well as the usual ability of humans to make words and concepts
mean what they want them to mean. For all these reasons, deciding what
does and does not fall within the rules, let alone why, is extraordinarily
complicated; why else have entire legal departments staffed by highly
trained lawyers? Here all I can do is to provide a few examples of the
rules, how they work, and what an important part they form both of the
culture of war and war itself.

For any kind of society to wage any kind of war, the first question that
must be answered is who may be treated as an “enemy.” Clearly people
who form part of the society itself cannot be so treated, or else it would
very soon fall apart. This, however, is only the beginning. The vast major-
ity of societies do not draw a simple line between friends and enemies.
Instead, enemies are divided into different kinds, each of which is sup-
posed to be fought by different means and treated in different ways. A
very good example of this is provided by the book of Deuteronomy, which
distinguishes between no fewer than three different kinds of enemies.6

First there are the Amalekites, a hereditary enemy specifically con-
demned by the Lord, who must be exterminated whenever and wherever
encountered. Next there are the pre-Israelite inhabitants of the Land of
Israel. They, too, must be exterminated, but in their case this is not be-
cause of any special hatred but because of what, in a modern context,
might be called a raison d’état. Finally there are “ordinary” enemies. Any
wars the Israelites may wage against them are seen as purely instrumen-
tal, and accordingly the treatment they are to receive is quite different.
And even this threefold classification still does not take into account civil
war against other Israelites, a possibility that Deuteronomy does not dis-
cuss but which was actually realized on at least two later occasions.7

Nor are tribal societies, ancient or modern, the only ones to see
things in such a way. In classical Greece, a clear distinction was drawn be-
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tween two main kinds of enemies, Greeks and barbarians. As to what this
could mean, suffice it to recall Aristotle: “barbarians,” he says, are, “by
nature, slaves.”8 The Romans distinguished between inimicus and
hostis.9 The Koran distinguishes between war waged by Muslims against
other Muslims, war waged against other “peoples of the book” such as
Jews and Christians, war waged against heathens, war waged against
apostates, and war waged against brigands.10 Enemies of each category
were supposed to be treated differently; for example, whereas unbeliev-
ers could be enslaved, Muslims could not. Naturally these differences
were mirrored by the Christians who waged war on the Muslims them-
selves. Thus war against the Saracens was not waged on the same princi-
ples as war against fellow Christians, albeit as the Crusades went on and
the two sides got to know each other better, the differences between
them tended to diminish.

On more than one occasion, such distinctions also governed warfare
within the medieval res publica christiana. Fighting one another,
French, English, Flemish, and German soldiers behaved in one way.
Fighting others, such as the Irish, the Welsh, the Scots, or the Slavs in the
east, they often behaved in an entirely different way, casting off most re-
straints and laying about them in a truly horrible fashion. Contemporary
writers such as Gerald of Wales (1146–1223) were, of course, well aware
of this. To explain the difference, they adduced all kinds of geographical,
social, cultural, and military reasons.11 No matter. Here, all we are trying
to do is show that differences between different kinds of enemies did
exist and were recognized. Which means that, in waging war against
them, different sets of rules were applied.

Far from waning away along with the Middle Ages, such ethnic and
religious distinctions continue to apply even today. From the time of
Vasco da Gama on, European nations usually applied one set of rules
when fighting each other. They used a second when fighting the
Ottomans, and a third in their encounters with people outside Europe
and the Mediterranean world; these differences persisted for hundreds of
years. In World War II the Germans applied one set of rules when fighting
Western countries such as France and Britain. A different set was used
when confronting the Soviets in the east, and a third when fighting “ban-
dits” in the occupied countries; regarding the latter, distinctions were
also made between the west and the east, including the southeast.

To stay with this example, even in a country as disrespectful of inter-
national norms as Nazi Germany was, the shift from one set of rules to an-
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other was anything but self-evident or automatic. In order to make sure
his generals understood what he required of them and carried it out,
Hitler at one point summoned them for a highly unusual meeting at his
Berchtesgaden mountain retreat.12 Later in the war, although there may
have been no orders from the top, the American military saw things in a
similar light and behaved in a similar way. For the GIs, fighting Germans
in Italy or France was one thing, doing the same against the Japanese in
the Pacific Theater another. In the latter, racist stereotypes were super-
imposed on the already harsh realities of an all-out war between states,
leading to, as one author puts it, a “war without mercy.”13

When enemies are not classified by their religious beliefs or ethnic
origins, they may be classified by their status or the class to which they
belong. Particularly in the Middle Ages, war between members of the
chivalrous classes was completely different from war between them and
the lower classes.14 In the former, opponents would often, though of
course not always, be spared; in the latter, seldom if ever. In part it was a
question of simple expediency, given that knights often had property and
could be put to ransom whereas many others did not and could not. In
part it was a question of class solidarity that sometimes transcended mo-
mentary conflict, and in part perhaps the hope that the way one treated
one’s opponents, and the kind of reputation that one gained thereby,
could come in handy in case the fortunes of war reversed themselves.
Again, no matter. The essential point is that there existed different kinds
of war attended by different kinds of rules, even if they were fairly vague,
even if they were never clearly written down, and even if they were some-
times violated.

Yet another method is to divide opponents into those who have the
right to wage war and those who do not. Legitimate belligerents are usu-
ally classified as enemies, illegitimate ones as rebels, conspirators, guer-
rillas, terrorists, robbers, bandits, or criminals. If only because reciprocity
is expected, legitimate belligerents are often treated with a degree of
consideration. Not seldom, as in the Netherlands since 1621 or so15 and in
the rest of Europe from the second half of the seventeenth century on,
this is done on the basis of explicit treaties, which themselves may be ei-
ther bilateral or multilateral.16 On the other hand, showing mercy to ille-
gitimate belligerents might cast doubt on one’s own legitimacy. As a
result, normally they can expect no quarter. To the contrary, very often
they are treated in ways consciously and explicitly designed to serve as a
warning to others—for example, by being crucified as were Spartacus’s
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men, and a century and a half after them the Jewish survivors of the
Great Revolt.

Needless to say, there were occasions when the distinction between
legitimate and illegitimate belligerents could lead to remarkable results.
Take the case of medieval Japan. Japan being an island, for centuries on
end it did not wage war against external enemies, with the result that all
wars were civil wars by definition. There was, however, a curious twist. In
war, Japanese-style, all parties always claimed to be fighting on behalf of
the emperor and against the evil men who had captured him or misled
him; much the same reasoning also applied in Confucian China. In both
countries, it followed that the losers were ipso facto rebels and treated
accordingly. The leaders were executed in all kinds of interesting ways.
The followers were perhaps more likely to be pardoned or incorporated
into the victor’s army, but in principle there was nothing to prevent them
from being executed as well.17

Yet another way the rules may operate is to distinguish between
what, for lack of a better term, I shall call “active” opponents and the rest.
The former are those on the enemy side who participate in combat and,
doing so, either kill the members of one’s own side or at any rate do their
best to achieve that result. Not so the latter; depending on the society in
question, they may watch from the sidelines, provide medical and logistic
support, form part of the social and economic infrastructure without
which no war can be fought, or simply stay at home while waiting for the
outcome. Since different societies had different forms of military organi-
zation, the precise way in which the lines were drawn, as well as the tech-
nical means used to keep the various categories apart, were not fixed but
varied very much from one to the next.

Tribal societies usually distinguished between adult men, on one
hand, and women and children, on the other.18 So did societies of the an-
cient Middle East. Take the reliefs that used to decorate the royal palace
at Nineveh and which show the Assyrian siege of Lachish, Judea, in 705
B.C. In them, the men are shown impaled, whereas women and children
are led away, apparently unharmed. Although there were exceptions, by
and large Greek, especially Hellenistic Greek, and Roman armies observed
similar distinctions. Medieval jurists tried to distinguish between combat-
ants and innocent people, the latter comprising not only women and chil-
dren but those whom today we would call noncombatants.19 In Europe
since the second half of the seventeenth century, the basic distinction was
between those who, wearing the king’s coat (as uniforms were often
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called), were authorized to fight and those who were not. The former had
it coming to them while the fighting lasted but were supposed to be pro-
tected once, for one reason or another, they were hors de combat; with
the latter, the opposite was the case.20 Reflecting the problem of the
franc-tireurs that had arisen in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, the
international conventions signed during the early years of the twentieth
century added the idea that even irregulars were entitled to certain forms
of treatment. Provided, that is, they wore a distinguishing mark or dress,
carried their arms “openly,” and obeyed a clear chain of command.21

Whatever the precise categories adopted, very often the objective of
the rules is to prevent escalation. To the side that is gaining the upper
hand, pouring oil on the waters may be desirable in order to persuade the
other to relax his efforts, refrain from going berserk, and perhaps surren-
der. On the side that is about to lose, doing the same may very well be the
only way to avoid reprisals, even to make survival possible. Quite often,
too, neither side is able to achieve a decisive victory. There may even be
situations in which they do not want to—for example, with an eye to pre-
serving the balance of power and turning an enemy into an ally in the not
too remote future. In 1815, such considerations prevented the Congress
of Vienna from depriving France of territory conquered before 1792 or
even dismembering it. In 1866, similar ones led Bismarck to conclude
peace with Austria without any attempt at annexation. On top of all this,
both sides may have a common interest in preserving the infrastructure
so as to ensure that once the war is over, a more or less civilized life can
resume.

At all times and places, perhaps the factors most likely to lead to es-
calation are perfidy and gratuitous injury. Concerning the former, some-
thing has already been said when we discussed declarations of war. Not
all societies have the custom, and even those that do, sometimes violate
it in order to gain advantages, such as surprise. Yet surely such declara-
tions are issued (and expected) by enough societies, and sufficiently
often, to make an unprejudiced observer conclude that there must be
some real advantages to doing so. Certainly those who do not do so are
considered worthy of condemnation and punishment. Of course the an-
nals of warfare are full of sudden raids, ambushes, and the like. Yet prob-
ably at no time and at no place was launching a totally unprovoked attack
on a totally unprepared enemy considered a great feat.

Declarations of war apart, perfidy may also be committed during the
hostilities themselves. Good examples are the assassination of enemy
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leaders (a practice that under the name of “targeted killings,” remains as
controversial today as it has always been), breaking truces, wearing false
uniforms and other distinguishing marks (a practice specifically prohib-
ited under modern international law), resuming the fight after being
granted quarter, and the like. In both medieval Europe and Japan, mili-
tary codes served explicit warning against engaging in it. The same is true
of the list of rules issued by Muhammad’s immediate successor, Abu
Bakr.22 The reason why they did so was not simply because perfidy is not
“nice.” Rather, it was because it was incompatible with the warrior’s high-
est quality, his honor—precisely the factor that, when things got tough,
could still bind knights, samurai, tribesmen, and other kinds of warriors
to their lords and cause them to do their duty even unto death. This did
not rule out the use of ruses. Was not Frontinus’s Strategemata one of
the most popular military textbooks of the Middle Ages, and had not Sun
Tzu roundly declared that all warfare is based on deceit?23 The difference
was that ruses were permitted, even expected; however, violating one’s
freely given word was not.

To illustrate what was meant by perfidy, consider the following two
incidents. In 1173, Louis VII of France, investing the Norman border town
of Verneuil, was on the point of victory when, to save himself a final ef-
fort, he offered the inhabitants a three-day truce after which, if help did
not arrive, they were to surrender. Probably he had hoped his opponent,
Henry I of England, would be unable to come to the town’s assistance in
so short a time; when the Normans appeared nevertheless, instead of
keeping his word he set fire to the town and tried to escape (only to be
pursued by Henry). Again in the next year, Louis invested Rouen. Making
little headway, first he granted a one-day truce in honor of St. Lawrence,
he said—and then, pressed by his advisers—or so others said on his be-
half—violated it. Contemporaries found his conduct heinous and roundly
condemned it. Had the opportunity presented itself, they would have
treated him as he deserved. Then as now, perfidy is considered perhaps
the worst offense of all, and enemies who committed it, or who are ac-
cused of committing it, are likely to be executed out of hand.

Gratuitous injury is most often committed against those who are un-
able to resist, that is, the various kinds of people who are not active com-
batants, however defined, and those who have ceased to resist, a group
encompassing the wounded and prisoners. The wounded do not have to
be discussed at length, as during most of history they were not consid-
ered a separate category at all. Naturally those who had been wounded in
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the fighting might ask for quarter, as other warriors also did. However, it
was only in the last three centuries or so, and then only in the West, that
people started looking at them as a special group with rights similar to
those of prisoners. First hospitals were turned into sanctuaries. Next
neutral representatives such as those of the Red Cross were permitted
access to them, and finally conventions prohibiting the capture of med-
ical personnel and arranging for enemy wounded to receive treatment
similar to the one meted out to one’s own troops were signed.24 From the
West the idea spread to many other parts of the world. Today, violating
the rights of the wounded, let alone butchering them, is considered a se-
rious offense indeed. It is also one that invites retaliation and, in this way,
escalation.

Some societies, when engaging in some kinds of war, do not take any
kind of prisoners at all. Either those who do not fight or have retired from
the fight enjoy immunity or else, going to the opposite extreme, they are
simply killed whenever possible. Still, by and large these are exceptions.
One reason for taking prisoners is because they often can be valuable,
whether by way of their labor (both men and women), as sexual partners
and breeders (women), or as a future source of manpower (children). In
addition, prisoners can be used for gloating as well as for ceremonial pur-
poses, subjects that will be treated in the next chapter. However it is
done, every society has its rules as to whether prisoners should be taken
in which kinds of war; which categories of people should be taken prison-
ers and which not, and how they should be treated once they have been
taken.

In Europe, for several hundred years past, it is only members of the
opposing armed forces (or, in case of guerrilla warfare and terrorism,
their supporters) who may be taken prisoner. This proposition also works
the other way around. Regardless of what their actual function is, any-
body in uniform is considered an enemy and may be captured; this ap-
plies to rear-area troops just as much as to combatants at the front.
During much of history, things were different. Very often, not only war-
riors or soldiers but also noncombatant men, women, and children—in
fact, all members of the enemy society—constituted fair game. To illus-
trate, among the Meru of Kenya, life revolved around herds of cattle. So
important was the role of cattle rustling in warfare that a warrior who
wanted to surrender would call out, “Take cattle.” Then he would place
all weapons in both hands, point them upward, and push them toward his
opponent. The victor would take the weapons and use his own cape to
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cover his captive, thus symbolically taking possession. Since the objec-
tive was to make a captive’s family pay ransom, and since a future rever-
sal of fortune was not unlikely, captives were rarely maltreated.

This, however, was just the beginning. Not just men but uncircum-
cised girls and those who had already been “cut” but were still waiting to
be married could be captured (the scholars who gathered the material
seem to have forgotten to ask about the fate of married women). Rarely,
however, were they maltreated. Custom dictated that they could not be
claimed as concubines or wives by their captors; instead, they would be
exchanged for cattle in the same way as males were. Another method was
for the captor to adopt the girl as his daughter. Eventually he would
marry her off to a man of another clan, in return for which he and his fam-
ily would, once again, receive cattle.25

Enslaving women and children is one thing, treating grown men in
the same way, another. Most tribal (and, later, feudal as well) societies
did not have the organization needed for the purpose, with the result that
male captives had to be either killed or let go for a ransom. The situation
in the ancient Middle East, Greece, and Rome was different. First, gov-
ernment was stronger and more articulated. This by no means meant that
male prisoners were always spared—Egyptian, Assyrian, and Roman
monuments often show us their fate in grisly detail. It did, however, mean
that large numbers of adult men could be kept in permanent bondage and
their labor exploited both on behalf of individuals and that of society at
large. Second, the armies of these peoples, being much larger but not
faster, probably found it harder to achieve surprise. Going on campaign,
they were likely to find the country they passed empty. Usually the pop-
ulation would escape and take refuge in fortified cities. As happened, to
cite but one instance, when the Spartans invaded Attica during the
Peloponnesian War.26

Once a city had fallen, and unless surrender terms had been negoti-
ated first, it would be sacked. A sack could be spontaneous, the result of
soldiers’ lust for revenge and plunder. As often, though, it was deliber-
ately ordered by the victorious commander with an eye to revenge—
sieges tended to be expensive in terms of losses suffered—profit, and the
intimidation of future enemies. In the latter case it could be organized
very carefully indeed; and, being organized, made subject to rules just as
war itself was.27 Men, women, and children were all seen as fair game to
be treated as, using Roman terminology, the ius gentium or ius belli dic-
tated. Men would be either killed, perhaps after being subject to torture

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_02_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 138



I N  W A R  A N D  B A T T L E 1 3 9

to force them to reveal their belongings, or enslaved. Women and chil-
dren were also enslaved, the former after being raped first (although ex-
ceptionally beautiful women, or such who formed part of the aristocracy,
might be spared either to be presented to commanders or in order to in-
crease their value when the time for ransom came). The city itself either
was razed, as Carthage was in 146 B.C., or rebuilt and provided with a new
population, as Jerusalem was in A.D. 137. Going from victory to victory as
they did, Roman armies in particular were accompanied by professional
slave dealers, chains at the ready. They would buy the captives from the
troops and take them to the market.28 The list of cities that at one time or
another suffered this fate is almost endless, including, besides the above
two, Troy, Babylon, Syracuse, and Rome itself (at the hands of the
Vandals).

In modern Europe, the last time a real sack took place was at
Magdeburg in 1635 (although Bajadoz in 1811 came pretty close). In both
cases the commanders, Tilly and Wellington respectively, blamed the
troops for getting out of hand. Even so, these were not Roman times. It is
true that, in both cases, large numbers of men, women, and children per-
ished. It is also true that many women were raped and the cities them-
selves ransacked in search of valuables. Still, there could be no question
of systematically destroying the cities, let alone of carrying off their pop-
ulations and putting in new ones. Children, women, and even men who
had survived the initial fury were not taken prisoner or enslaved but al-
lowed to resume their lives as best they could. Perhaps most important of
all, whereas Xenophon had once written that “the losers’ lives and prop-
erty belong to the victors,” by this time sacking a city was considered
very much hors du loi. This explains why commanders, by claiming that
the soldiers had acted on their own, took the trouble to apologize for
what they had wrought.

By contrast, even Berlin, captured in the aftermath of the bloodiest
war in modern history, was not sacked. Certainly there was plenty of rob-
bery and rape. However, they were not carried out in an organized way.
At no time did the Soviet high command issue orders, or even allow its
troops to kill and destroy indiscriminately. As a result, paradoxically, such
German men as were present, most of them either quite old or very
young, had less to fear than German women did.29 Yet this and many sim-
ilar episodes do not mean that man is finally turning into a kinder, gentler
animal. At most, one may say that those who break the rules are likely to
be condemned, sometimes even punished; but that has always been the
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case. The real reason why enemy civilians, as opposed to enemy soldiers,
are no longer captured is because from about 1700 on armies with their
firearms became so powerful that mere civilians could not resist them
anyhow.30 As long as they did not resist, by and large conquerors found it
more useful to treat them as part of the infrastructure on which they
themselves relied. This situation, though, may not last forever. During the
years since 1945 new forms of war, such as terrorism and guerrilla, have
grown to the point where they are now almost the only ones left. The
more important they are, the harder it becomes to maintain the distinc-
tion between combatants and noncombatants.31

In a modern economy based on free enterprise, slavery is generally
regarded as inefficient. This probably explains why, although prisoners
are often put to work, there can be no question of enslaving them. In this
context, it is probably no accident that during and after World War II the
only societies that deliberately captured and used large numbers of slave
laborers were the totalitarian ones, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union.
Another factor has been the shift from polygamy (historically, most soci-
eties have been polygamous) toward monogamy. Along with modern con-
traceptives, this led to a highly peculiar idea: namely, that for a man to
cheat on his wife is just as bad as for her to cheat on him. Alas for many
men, the time when they could capture an enemy woman, take her home,
sleep with her, and breed her is gone. But this does not mean that rape
has less appeal for modern soldiers than it did in the past.

As already indicated, one possible objective of the rules of war may
be the preservation of the economic infrastructure. Once again the Meru
provide a good example of how it was done, or at any rate of how, in the
glowing memories of old men speaking of long-dead traditions, it was
supposed to be done. On one hand, the overriding objective of warfare
was livestock rustling. On the other, engaging in it was considered not
merely a serious business but also a game in which young warriors could
discharge their energies and gain their spurs. Some care was taken to
allow warriors to play the game without undue damage to the rest of so-
ciety. Passing through their opponents’ banana groves, raiders were per-
mitted to take what they needed but forbidden to cut down or otherwise
harm the trees. The same applied to fields of grain, yams, and arrowroot.
Raiding parties could seize whatever they found within the enemy’s huts
but not destroy the huts proper. Weapons were seen as legitimate spoils
of war, but agricultural tools were not. Warriors were forbidden to inter-
fere with trade routes, both local ones and those linking the Meru with
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others. Such routes were solemnly marked in peacetime and were ex-
pected to remain open in wartime, too.

Rules broadly similar to those developed by the Meru may be ob-
served in countless other societies as well. The Greeks had rules against
poisoning wells and cutting down olive trees, which are notoriously slow
to grow. The Koran has similar ones, as did medieval chivalrous custom.32

Modern societies normally draw a line between military and civilian. The
former may legitimately be attacked, bombed, demolished, and smashed
to smithereens, while the latter may not. When William T. Sherman in
1864–65 made Georgia howl, this was precisely because, instead of ob-
serving the rules, he deliberately set out to violate them.33 As might be
expected, often there are problems of definition. Where does “civilian”
end and “military” begin? Do the workers in an industrial district where
munitions are produced form a legitimate target? Often the more com-
plex a society, the harder it is to answer the question, the reason being
that many kinds of equipment, communication and transportation arter-
ies, and productive plants have dual uses. Still, most people would agree
that some rules do exist and ought to be observed. Conversely, those who
do not agree and target people and things indiscriminately are usually
known as terrorists.

In this context it is necessary to say a word about the rules as they
pertain to holy places and buildings. Under the modern law of war as it
has existed for the last few centuries, such places are supposed to re-
ceive special attention and enjoy immunity. This is not because they are
considered important; in a way, the contrary is true. In a secular society,
the real reason why armies engaged in invading or bombing their enemies
are supposed to spare churches and the like is precisely because most of
us no longer believe that divine intervention may be, to speak with
Machiavelli, “effective.” Another reason may be the desire to avoid antag-
onizing the enemy population, as, for example, when Moshe Dayan or-
dered the Israeli army to take good care of the mosques on the Temple
Mount after it occupied Jerusalem back in 1967.34 Even so, the law says
that holy sites, like the rest of the civilian infrastructure, must only be
protected as far as “military necessity” permits.35 In this way it provides a
loophole wide enough to take not just a truck but a tank transporter, too.

Needless to say, previous societies had their own rules as to how
these things should be done. To begin at the beginning, most tribal soci-
eties are closely identified with their gods. In fact, the belief in certain
gods and not in others is precisely what distinguishes them from the rest
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and empowers them; consequently, when fighting other tribes, not only
do they target the enemy’s shrines, holy implements, and so on, but those
implements and those shrines are often among the most important tar-
gets of all. Very good examples of this are provided by the Pentateuch,
where the Lord explicitly commands the Israelites to smite not just their
enemies but those enemies’ gods as well.36 Also included in the Bible is
the story of the Ark of the Covenant. Ordinarily it was kept in the shrine,
but at one point it was carried into battle as a miraculous rallying point
and ended up being captured by the Philistines. So shaken was the
prophet Eli when he heard the news that he fell off his chair, broke his
neck, and died.37

Some readers may think that since tribal societies were small by def-
inition, not too much should be made of them. This overlooks the fact
that some of the mightiest empires ever—those of the ancient Middle
East, the Arab ones, those of the Aztecs and the Inca—were in many
ways little, but tribes writ large.38 In these societies, rulers held their po-
sition by divine right. As a result, fighting those rulers also meant oppos-
ing the gods from whom they were descended or by whom they claimed
to have been appointed. No wonder that when such empires waged war
on each other or when other peoples tried to bring them down, religious
objectives, far from being subject to special rules which protected them,
were among the very first targets.

Here and there one may find really tolerant conquerors. Probably the
best-known example is Rome. Of course, the Romans were by no means
averse to robbing temples. Still, normally they would incorporate the
gods of conquered peoples into their own pantheon.39 Military and eco-
nomic motives, not religious fury, determined what happened to the tem-
ples in question. Rome apart, most of the time the rules of war will only
protect religious sites in two kinds of situations. One is when two or more
belligerents profess the same faith. This was the case in ancient Greece
and also in Europe before the Reformation. While in both societies there
were cases when the rules were violated, each time an invasion threat-
ened, people would take their belongings and pack them into the temples
and churches; sometimes they succeeded in saving them in this way,
sometimes not.40 In Europe, this situation lasted until the Reformation
and Counter-Reformation, when churches became targets par excel-
lence. Next, after the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 caused religious pas-
sions to cool down, it more or less reasserted itself.

As already indicated, the other situation when religious assets are
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likely to be spared is when people no longer believe in God. Hence, “mil-
itary necessity” permitting, they are content to treat such assets in the
same way as they do others that have no special sort of holiness attached
to them. It should, however, be noted that, in many cases, even self-
styled “advanced” and “civilized” peoples are prepared to respect the
rules concerning religious objects only as long as doing so does not carry
negative consequences for themselves. For example, the British in 1900
relentlessly pursued the Golden Stool of the rebellious Ashanti tribe in
the Gold Coast, present-day Ghana. Until, in the end, they succeeded in
capturing it and planting their behinds on it.

Perhaps the most important set of rules of all, both in themselves and
because they act as the necessary basis for all the rest, are those concern-
ing communications between the belligerents. We have already seen how
declarations of war are used to inform the enemy that one condition—
that is, peace—has ended and been replaced by another in which differ-
ent rules apply. Certainly not all war-making organizations issue such
declarations. Some skip them altogether, and some publish them only as
a kind of afterthought; still, there is no real proof that their use is in de-
cline. For every modern state that breaks the rules in an effort to take the
enemy by surprise and destroy its air force before it can even take off,
one can find a terrorist organization that, seeking to draw supporters and
perhaps gain some kind of legitimacy, publishes “manifestos” and de-
clares “war” before starting to blow up things and kill people. In 1998 and
again in 2000, the best-known terrorist organization of all, al-Qaeda, did
just that.42 In this case, as in many similar ones, the real problem was not
that fair warning was not served but that nobody listened to what Osama
bin Laden had to say.

Once hostilities have started, at least one side usually still considers
it very important that some channels of communication remain open.
One reason for this is to enable individual warriors and even entire units
to surrender; though occasions when groups of people fight to the death
do exist, they are perhaps less frequent than one might think. Another is
to arrange truces and cease-fires, start peace negotiations, and the like.
Truces in particular are very important. Were it not for them, waging war
would be like traveling down a motorway that does not have places to
stop, which is why, starting in the Iliad, the annals of warfare are full of
them.43 The most important reason for concluding a truce is to allow ne-
gotiations to take place, exchange prisoners, and the like. It may, how-
ever, also be used in setting up a kind of bet—as when a garrison,
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hard-pressed, promises to surrender in so-and-so many days unless rein-
forcements arrive first. There are even occasions when truces are con-
cluded simply to give both sides a break, as, for example, repeatedly
happened during the Vietnam War; and also when Israeli troops and
Hezbollah guerrillas in southern Lebanon arranged a cease-fire so both
could watch the world soccer championship on TV.

Since most war-making societies take prisoners, at least in some
kinds of war and under some circumstances, it is imperative that they
have more or less agreed-on methods to make surrender possible.
Probably the most common signals are visual ones, such as dropping
one’s weapons, raising one’s hands, going down on one’s knees or even on
one’s stomach, or, in the case of Rome, raising one’s shield over one’s
head. These forms of behavior are accompanied by appropriate verbal
formulae or other utterances whose purpose is to signify supplication.
Not only people but many kinds of animals are capable of giving such sig-
nals, recognizing them, and responding to them; as, for example, by turn-
ing tail, rolling over, or, in the case of females of many mammalian
species, crouching and presenting their behinds so the male may mount
them.44 Backed as they are by a long evolutionary development, it is scant
surprise that the signals are still used even in the most recent conflicts
between the most advanced countries.

In case it is not individual soldiers but entire groups or units that
want to surrender or merely to parley, other methods are needed. One is
to employ a special class of envoys whose persons are sacrosanct and
who may therefore act as go-betweens. In both ancient Greece and me-
dieval Europe, this was the task of heralds.45 Europe also had a class of
people who belonged to a supranational organization, that is, the Church.
This, as well as the fact that the whole continent professed a single 
religion, made it possible for ecclesiastics to be pressed into service as 
intermediaries; churchmen, moreover, were prohibited from touching
weapons or shedding blood. Depending on conditions, other societies
have their own ways of doing these things and used other objects to make
their wishes known.46 One of the most remarkable examples comes from
New Guinea. There making peace was regarded as women’s work, the
reason being that women neither took part in war nor were considered
capable of doing so. As a result, delegations passing the “lines” regularly
included women.47

Returning to Europe, such methods only started to be abandoned
during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. First Italian city-states and
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then other rulers started appointing permanent representatives in each
other’s courts, rendering the services of the Church and other go-
betweens unnecessary.48 At the same time, the advent of disciplined,
semipermanent armed forces facilitated the development of rules that
enabled armies to contact each other directly. To make sure that the en-
voys’ identity and intent were not mistaken, often they carried flags of
truce. The first time a white flag is mentioned is in China during the
Eastern Han dynasty (A.D. 25–220). In Europe during the Middle Ages
envoys sometimes wore a white tunic over their armor; just how this de-
veloped into the modern system is not clear.

Though signals indicating an individual’s desire to surrender are as
old as humanity or older, during most of history there was no obligation
to take note of them; in other words, whether or not quarter was granted
was entirely up to the warrior to whom the signals were addressed. Even
as late as the first half of the seventeenth century, Hugo Grotius, dis-
cussing the problem, still did not cite any form of international law.
Instead, he suggested that ordinary charity be brought to bear.49 The sit-
uation of envoys was different. Regardless of who they were, it is hard to
think of a time and place where they did not have a right to be heard, or
at least allowed to depart unharmed. To disobey this rule has always been
considered one of the worst “war crimes” of all. If, in the passage we have
quoted and which describes Agamemnon’s joy in battle, the king did not
heed the pleas of Pisander and Hippolochus but mercilessly butchered
them, then this was not because he was cruel; rather, it was because their
father, Antimachus, had once suggested not only that the Achaean en-
voys’ request for Helen should be turned down but that the envoys
should be killed.50

By contrast, modern international law as it has developed since
Grotius has tended to put matters upside down. Individuals who surren-
der in due form have a right to have their lives spared as well as to be de-
cently treated during the captivity that follows.51 Yet nothing obliges a
belligerent to receive the envoys of the other side, let alone grant them a
hearing. Sometimes such delegations, gingerly making their way across
no-man’s-land, are met by shots fired over their heads. If they do not take
the hint and withdraw, then of course the next rounds may be aimed
straight at them.

Not only do most societies have rules concerning the methods by
which the desire to surrender may be signaled, but the concept itself im-
plies certain forms of behavior concerning what the victor may do to the
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loser. Once again, let’s use the Iliad as our example. For all the un-
doubted savagery of Homeric warfare, Agamemnon, Odysseus, and the
remaining heroes do seem to have recognized a standard formula under
which cities might surrender. Under its terms, the defenders’ depen-
dents’ lives and liberty would be spared, as would their own. This was
done on condition that the losers swore not to conceal any of their be-
longings and the victors would be allowed to take away half of them. At
one point during the siege, Hector considered the possibility of making
peace on such terms, only to reject the idea in the end.52

Almost without exception, the same applies to subsequent civiliza-
tions. In particular, the history of siege warfare bristles with occasions
when fortresses surrendered on terms that were considered acceptable
by the contemporary culture of war.53 Such occasions were often sur-
rounded by pomp and circumstance; one need only think of Diego
Velázquez’s celebrated painting, The Surrender of Breda (also known as
Las Lanzas). Often, the victors formed a kind of guard of honor as the
defeated marched out with bands playing and banners flying. Normally
their officers were permitted to retain their sidearms. That such cere-
monies are by no means a matter of historical record only was shown,
among other occasions, by the departure from Beirut of Yasser Arafat and
his PLO fighters in 1982.

In fact, so incapable are men of escaping the culture they themselves
have created that rules often exist even when their existence is denied.
One example of this comes from World War II. To the Germans, the Allied
demand for unconditional surrender came as an innovation, and many
feared that they might be shot.54 To the Americans, though, it was merely
the formula Grant had used in all his victories and, in particular, at
Appomattox Court House in 1865. The phraseology notwithstanding,
there was no question of the Confederate troops being shot, their houses
and property taken over, and their wives and children sold into slavery.
Instead, having been supplied with food out of Union stocks (they were lit-
erally starving), they were immediately allowed to return home and even
take their horses with them. None of this is to deny that conventions con-
cerning surrender are just as likely to be violated as any others. That, how-
ever, simply takes us back to the question of perfidy already discussed.

As of the early twenty-first century, war remains the most fearsome
of all human activities and one that, unless both sides exercise very strict
control, is very likely to escalate out of hand. As of the early twenty-first
century, too, it not only remains as rule-bound as it has ever been but
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cannot take place without rules to define what it is, and is not, about.
Some of the rules are explicit, others tacit. Far from standing on their
own, they are closely related to the culture of the society that created
them, which explains why they vary widely between one society and the
next. As society changes, so do the rules. As a result, probably there has
never been even one war-making society that did not create and apply
rules of this kind. Accustomed as we are to our own rules, we sometimes
think that they are so simple as to be almost self-evident. That, however,
is not the case. Otherwise the Japanese government, desperately trying
to catch up with the West during the final years of the nineteenth cen-
tury, would scarcely have sent out delegations to study them and submit
recommendations as to how they might be applied.55

That even the most “civilized” societies often violate the rules of war
is undeniable. It is also true that some societies at some times and places
waged war with less restraint than others—and that the same societies
have behaved with greater or lesser restraint at different times and when
fighting different opponents. What cannot be proved, however, is the ex-
istence of a historical trend. One scholar, speaking of the years after 1789
and especially after 1914, claims that the advent of mass armies put an
end to the “limited” cabinet wars of the eighteenth century. A second,
speaking of Japan, claims that sixteenth-century samurai were less
chivalrous than their medieval predecessors. A third, speaking of Europe,
claims that late medieval warfare was conducted less chivalrously than
that of the twelfth century, whereas a fourth, after a thorough examina-
tion, concludes that the warriors of the high Middle Ages were less chival-
rous than the earlier Germans had been. We are even asked to believe
that classical Greek warfare was less restrained than its archaic prede-
cessor.56 Accepting this logic, the inescapable conclusion is that human
civilization peaked when our ancestors were still living in caves.

Nor is it true, as one author has written, that the rules are simply “the
etiquette of atrocity,” mere intellectual exercises designed to find reasons
for committing crimes and to justify them after they have been commit-
ted.57 Of course they are that—and so, in their own way, are all other types
of rules as well. Nevertheless, over the millennia the rules of war have
helped save the lives of millions of people as well as prevent the destruc-
tion of uncounted economic assets and cultural treasures of every kind.
Had it not been for them, surely the destruction, the bloodshed, and the
number of casualties would have been much greater than they already
were. To mention but one example, what would have happened if, in World
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War II, the Western Allies had treated German prisoners as the Germans
themselves treated Soviet ones? In that case, surely in 1945 there would
have been a few million fewer Germans than was actually the case.

Vice versa, perhaps the best way to understand what a conflict with-
out rules, without even the possibility of communication of any kind,
might be like is to turn to H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds (1898). In
this science fiction fantasy, Martians intent on exterminating the human
race invade the earth. While provided with huge brains, they hardly have
any bodies as we understand the term, with the result, as Wells explicitly
says, that they are incapable of any kind of human emotion and perhaps
of any emotion at all. Using heat rays and poison gas (which is then
cleared away by jets of steam) they set out to methodically cleanse the
earth of its inhabitants, treating humans “as men might smoke out a
wasps’ nest.”58 Surely in comparison with this, war as we know it, even
war in its very worst and most atrocious forms, as waged by the Romans
against Carthage or on the Eastern Front in 1941– 45 or in the Pacific
during the same years, can only come as a welcome relief.
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A t a minimum, to end a war four things must be done, though not
necessarily in this order. First, it is necessary to take care of casu-

alties, both friendly and, especially in cases when territory has been occu-
pied but there is no formal agreement, enemy ones, too. Second, it is
necessary to distribute the spoils, be they prisoners, land, various other
forms of property, or whatever. Third, it is necessary to celebrate one’s tri-
umph, reenact the ceremonies that marked the transition from peace to
war in reverse order, and the like. Fourth, under most circumstances—
unless the enemy has been more or less exterminated—it is necessary to
reach some kind of understanding with the opponent so as to formally end
the hostilities. All these measures may be taken either consecutively or si-
multaneously, carried out in cooperation with the former enemy or not.
Perhaps the most remarkable thing about them is that in the whole of
Clausewitz they are not even mentioned. And, as usual, as Clausewitz
goes, so do his followers.

Depending on how large the war has been and how bloody, physically
speaking, the problem of dealing with those who died in it may be either
great or small. On the other hand, culturally speaking, its importance
cannot be overestimated. In part, this is because man himself might be
defined as the animal that, rather than leaving his dead as they are, takes
care of them and looks after them; to paraphrase Aristotle, leaving this
world and entering the next one is a social activity. In part, it is because

8
Ending War
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few if any men are foolish enough to risk themselves in the future if the
sacrifice their comrades have made in the past is not given the kind of
recognition and respect they expect. Hence the society that does not
honor those who died fighting for it has yet to be born. Had it been born,
one would not expect it to survive for any length of time.

At all times and places, one of the first things victorious armies have
done, when the campaigns in which they engaged came to a temporary or
final halt, was to look after their own dead. In doing this, a very important
role was played by social considerations. The more hierarchical it was,
the greater the disparity between the treatment meted out to those at the
top and to those at the bottom. One man might go to his eternal resting
place amid great pomp and circumstance; meanwhile, thousands were
disposed of rather less ceremoniously. A very good example of this is pro-
vided by the Iliad. At one extreme we have Patroclus. After he was killed
his body was fiercely fought over, and only after several men had died
doing so could it be secured and brought back to Achilles, who spent time
mourning his friend and then proceeded to organize the funeral. The
body was cleaned and made presentable as far as possible. A huge pyre
was built and the dead man, along with his equipment, placed on it. To
appease Patroclus’s spirit Achilles personally took twelve captive Trojan
youths and slaughtered them. After the body had been burned a series of
athletic competitions was held, with prizes for the winners.1

This, of course, was exceptional. Even relatively egalitarian societies,
such as the Vikings, only put their most important chiefs in longships and
burned them, or else they would soon have run out of wood. A fortiori, in
a highly inegalitarian one, such as the European Middle Ages, only lords
and knights were taken to a church, formally interred, and had an effigy
placed over their tombs and masses said in their memory. Ordinary sol-
diers were much more likely to be cremated en masse with little cere-
mony, as Greek ones in front of Troy were, or, if they were lucky, receive
a simple burial accompanied by a blessing hastily imparted or a prayer
quickly said. Occasionally an attempt was made to preserve the physical
remains. One story has it that when a barrel containing the pickled body
of a colonel of Napoleon’s army was opened years after his death, it was
found to have grown feet-long hair and inches-long nails.

In a world where many war-making organizations were small, many
armies were disbanded as soon as the war itself had ended, and where
most people could neither read nor write, it is not even clear whether a
specific effort was made to record the names of the dead and notify the
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next of kin. Most campaigns were conducted relatively close to home and
the size of the battles in which they engaged was not great; hence perhaps
these things could be left to the survivors. European city-states as early as
the Middle Ages, and larger polities from the seventeenth century on,
started setting up mechanisms to look after dead soldiers’ kin, which im-
plied an orderly procedure for identifying bodies and informing relatives.2

But there must also have been many armies, such as the imperial Russian
one as late as the final decades of the nineteenth century, that never both-
ered to inform families at all. Either this was because the existing means
of transportation and communication were inadequate for the purpose or
else it reflected the contempt in which ordinary soldiers were held.

As might be expected, the armies of democratic societies did things
very differently. Of particular interest in this respect were the ancient
Greek city-states, given that in Greek religion those who had not received
a proper burial could not enter the underworld but were instead con-
demned to an everlasting stay in limbo. To save their own men from this
terrible fate, the defeated would send heralds to the victor—who, of
course, remained in possession of the battlefield—asking for a truce and
permission to gather their dead.3 Custom, and the desire for reciprocity,
obliged the victor to agree (though the Spartans on one occasion col-
lected the enemy dead in order to extract payment for their bodies). As
time passed, sending over heralds came to be seen as the normal way to
concede defeat.

In Athens, about which far more is known than about any other city-
state, bodies were gathered and cremated. Only once, after Marathon,
were the remains buried on the spot; Thucydides, who is our authority on
this matter, says this was done as a special tribute to the men’s courage.4

The normal procedure was to take the bones or ashes back to the city it-
self. There they were divided among the various tribes—Spartan soldiers
even carried dog tags for the purpose—and displayed in a public tent so
that friends and relatives could visit and pay their respects.5 Three days
later the caskets, plus an empty one to mark the Greek version of the
Unknown Soldier, made their way to the cemetery in a procession at-
tended by male and female family members as well as professional
mourners. An appropriate speech was given, after which, Thucydides
dryly informs us, the participants went home.

Partly perhaps because it was a republic for centuries on end, partly
because of the far-flung campaigns in which its armies engaged, and
partly because those armies tended to become more and more profes-
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sional, Rome seems to have taken better care of these matters than any
other country until modern times. Like the Greeks, the Romans believed
that those who had not received a proper burial would be left in limbo,
and indeed Queen Dido in the Aeneid calls this the worst fate than can
befall a soldier.6 That these duties were taken seriously is proved by
Tacitus’s description of Germanicus’s troops coming across the remains
of the three legions that had been lost to the Germans in A.D. 9, and at
once setting out to provide them with a proper burial.7

Not content with this, many societies devised elaborate mythologies
to explain what happens to their heroes in the afterlife. North American
Plains Indian warriors—meaning the majority of adult males—famously
went to the eternal hunting fields. Viking warriors who died in battle were
picked up by the Valkyries and taken to the Hall of the Slain, or Valhalla.
The place itself was an exhibition of the culture of war: its walls were
made of spears, its roof consisted of shields, and its benches were cov-
ered with breastplates. It was there that the fallen heroes gathered, going
out in thousands each day to practice for Ragnarok, the final battle be-
tween the gods and the giants, and returning each evening to feast on
roast boar and drink intoxicating mead.8

Muslims who lost their lives fighting for the faith are known as
shahids, or martyrs, and earmarked for the kind of heaven one would ex-
pect desert dwellers to construct—one in which they find running water,
green meadows, and—given that, as polygamous nomads, they must have
suffered from a shortage of women—any number of beautiful dark-eyed
girls. Other traditions promise shahids a seat at the table of Muhammad
and Abraham and even a glimpse of Allah Himself.9 Whatever the details,
undoubtedly battlefield martyrdom has long been part of the Islamic cul-
ture of war. As many Westerners have recently learned to their sorrow, its
role in inspiring the faithful to fight and die has been, and still remains,
very considerable.

Whereas the Greeks normally permitted the defeated to gather their
dead and bury them, most societies were less civilized. At best, the
enemy’s remains were hastily gathered and thrown into a pit, perhaps
after being covered with lime to prevent disease from breaking out. At
worst, they were left where they had fallen, prey first to human scav-
engers—in preindustrial societies, almost anything a soldier wore or car-
ried had value—and then to animals and birds of prey. Among the Vikings,
so self-evident was such treatment that, in the sagas, it became almost

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_02_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 152



I N  W A R  A N D  B A T T L E 1 5 3

synonymous with defeat.10 Bodies might also be mutilated. Sometimes this
was done to express the hatred of one individual for another, as when
Achilles tied Hector’s stripped body to his chariot and dragged it around
the walls of Troy. Perhaps more often, though, the victims were selected
more or less at random. Ancient Egyptian tablets present us with severed
heads, genitals that have been cut off and stuffed into their former own-
ers’ mouths, and the like. Such practices are not uncommon even today,
the main difference being that instead of being officially condoned and
proudly displayed, most of the time they must be concealed.

In 1905, excavations near the Swedish town of Visby brought to light
several mass graves into which the remains of a battle that had taken
place there in 1361 had been thrown.11 Similarly, when Sir Walter Scott
visited the battlefield of Waterloo not long after the event, he found the
air filled with the stench of thousands of hastily buried bodies of men and
horses.12 This, however, was soon to change. Reminding us of ancient
Greece, a growing move toward democratization caused practices origi-
nally devised for a few outstanding heroes to spread and be diluted, so to
speak, until they embraced every dead soldier. During the French
Revolution several proposals were made to gather the remains of the
fallen and give them a proper burial. At the time, there was no question
of setting up special cemeteries for them. Instead soldiers were to be in-
terred in ordinary ones, where their ashes would be mixed with those of
great men; thus enabling the “Braves” (as Napoleon called them) to enter
the Pantheon.13 Little came of it, however. The Grande Armée carefully
registered its dead. It did not, and probably could not, alter the practice
of disposing of most of them more or less on the spot.

Democracy aside, the other factor that led to change was the spread
of mechanized means of transport, first railways and then motor vehicles.
For the first time, they provided a practical method for moving the re-
mains of dead soldiers to the places selected by the powers that be for
disposing of them. During the nineteenth century the country in which
both transport and democracy were the most advanced was the United
States; perhaps this explains why, in 1862, it became the first one to es-
tablish (by an act of Congress, no less) dedicated military cemeteries.
Partly because of their more pronounced class character, partly because
many of them had remote colonies that made sending soldiers’ remains
home prohibitively expensive, European countries followed only much
later. Even then many of them did not construct special military grave-
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yards but contented themselves by reserving special plots for soldiers in-
side existing ones, as, for example, at the huge German cemetery at
Stahnsdorf, outside Berlin.14

By the end of World War I every major country had established a spe-
cial organization in charge of looking after the remains of those who had
given their lives for it. As had always been the case, extraordinary heroes
continued to be buried amid great pomp and circumstance. As was 
newly the case, ordinary ones were either disposed of en masse amid sim-
ilar ceremonies or else received pale imitations of the treatment meted
out to their betters. Reflecting ancient Greek practices, those whose re-
mains could not be identified or even found started receiving special at-
tention in the form of eternal flames, tombs of the Unknown Soldier, and
the like. Previously bodies had been stripped of their belongings as a mat-
ter of course. Now, in theory at any rate, those belongings were supposed
to be returned to the next of kin. Still, even in the age of railways and
steamships, most of the time the dead soldiers were not transported
home but buried not far from the spot where they had fallen. When the
Germans withdrew from the countries they occupied they left numerous
military cemeteries behind; British and American ones are scattered all
over the world.

Most countries also extended the way they treated their own soldiers
to include enemy dead as well. They may not expect any great ceremony;
still, the 1929 Geneva Convention requires that they be respectfully
treated, that is, not defaced or mutilated or subjected to procedures con-
trary to their own religion. It also requires that they be identified if possi-
ble. Their graves must be marked for future reference, and their names
and personal effects handed over to the representatives of the Red Cross.
The latter is supposed to send them to the enemy government, which in
turn will inform the families. Not mere charity but the hope for reciproc-
ity underlies these arrangements. With the sensitivities of its own popula-
tion in mind, no country wants to stand accused of being the first to violate
them. This probably explains why they are often kept, more or less. It also
explains why countries that did not adhere to them, such as the Soviet
Union during and after World War II, sometimes woke up years, even
decades, after the event and decided that something needed to be done.

Disposing of the dead is one thing, putting them or parts of them to
use another. Warriors of many times and places used to collect heads,
scalps, ears, noses, and limbs. At times, the objective was simply to pro-
vide proof that the enemy was indeed dead. Reigning around 1200 B.C.,
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King Saul asked David to bring him the foreskins of dead Philistines.15 In
Japan before 1603, samurai who hoped to be rewarded by their lords had
to present the latter with severed enemy heads.16 Nor, in spite of official
disapproval, are such practices unknown even today. Operating under
cover and thus unable to enforce formal discipline, insurgent organiza-
tions in particular may require that their members bring along body parts
of those whom they have killed. In doing so, the organizations’ objective
is a double one. First, as in the past, parts of enemy bodies can act as
proof that those members’ missions have in fact been carried out.
Second, by committing such acts, the perpetrators’ links with the rest of
society will be cut, thus reinforcing their dependence on the organiza-
tions that sent them.

Whereas limbs or other body parts taken with this purpose in mind
were presumably disposed of after the event, in many societies the body
parts of enemies, having been suitably treated, were either carried on the
victor’s person or put on display as trophies, as decoration, or to intimi-
date future enemies. Thus we hear of skulls being used as drinking ves-
sels and paperweights, bones serving to embellish various kinds of
implements and furniture, and the like. Many of those who engaged in
these practices saw them as self-evident, very much part of the way
things had always been done and, by right, should be done. Even today,

Burying the dead; the entrance to the Polish soldiers’ cemetery at Monte Cassino, Italy 
DVORA LEWY
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when they are officially frowned upon, they are far from unknown.
Soldiers sometimes use the enemy’s bodies as trophies, either collecting
parts of them or propping them up and putting helmets on their heads
and cigarettes in their mouths.17

As the discussion of prisoners has shown, not just body parts but in-
tact human beings may be treated as booty. True, modern societies no
longer take noncombatants prisoner and do not recognize the right of
some individuals to reduce other individuals to slavery. However, there
certainly have been occasions when they used war in order to subject en-
tire peoples with the objective, among other things, of exploiting their
labor for their own benefit. Some colonialists, notably the Belgians, made
no bones about the matter, sending the natives of the Congo into the bush
to gather rubber and cutting off their arms if they did not bring back
enough of it.18 Others used less interesting methods, but the objective was
the same. To the extent that such things were done by “civilized” coun-
tries in Asia and Africa, they were seen as not only permissible but desir-
able, part of the famous “civilizing mission”;19 later Hitler had visions,
never really carried out, of treating the occupied countries in Eastern
Europe in the same way.20 It was only his defeat, followed by the revolt of
the colonial peoples, that finally ended this particular form of booty.

Depending on the society in question, treating people as booty could
give rise to all kinds of organizational, social, political, and even ethical
problems. Hardly ever, though, did such considerations apply to material
objects, given that such objects neither need to be fed, nor put under
guard, nor confined. Hence as far back into history as we may look, one
of the very first things victorious warriors and armies did was to appropri-
ate such objects for themselves. In tribal societies around the world, in
China, in the ancient Middle East, in classical antiquity, and during the
Middle Ages, the idea that the loser’s property was forfeited was so 
self-evident that it was questioned rarely, if at all. As he so often does,
Thucydides provides an excellent example of the way it was done. In the
winter of 429–30 B.C., the Potideans, having withstood a siege of two and
a half years, finally surrendered to the Athenians. The entire population
was allowed to depart, but only on condition that they leave their prop-
erty behind. All they could take along was a fixed amount of money for
traveling expenses—presumably they went to seek shelter with relatives
in other cities—plus one cloak per man and two per woman.21

While the material value of booty could be very considerable, that
was not its only value. To inherit or buy or rent property is one thing;
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using force to take it away from one’s enemies in war, as distinct from
robbery and the like, is another. Very often it is regarded as more honor-
able, the reason being that it provides tangible proof of what Machiavelli
would have called virtu (prowess). Hybrias, a poet who lived in Crete
around 700 B.C., expressed the idea as well as anyone can:

My wealth is here, the sword and spear,
the breast-defending shield.
With this I plough, with this I sow,
with this I reap the field.
With this I tread the luscious grape,
and drink the red-blood wine;
and slaves around in order wait,
and all are counted mine.
But he, who will not rear the lance
upon the battle field,
nor sway the sword, nor stand behind
the breast-defending shield,
on lowly knee must worship me,
with servile kiss adored.
And peal the cry of homage high,
and hail me mighty lord.22

At first sight, this is a straightforward admission that war is nothing but
a quest for acquisition. However, another and, to my mind, better reading
would be that the poem is really about (manly) pride. Not merely is war
used in order to acquire dominion and possessions; rather, the speaker is
proud of his possessions and his dominion because they were acquired in
war. Nor is this the only place in Greek literature where such pride is ex-
pressed.23 In fact, to say of something that it had been gained “by right of
the spear,” doru, was often considered the greatest praise of all.24

From then on, the only real change has been the distinction, which
started to be made around 1700, between property that is public and that
which is private. Reflecting the emerging trinitarian division of labor be-
tween a government that directs the war, armed forces that fight and die,
and a civilian population that pays and suffers, it meant that public prop-
erty could be legitimately taken, whereas private property could not.25

Public property, once it had been taken, would be proudly displayed,
whereas private property might be concealed and surreptitiously sold.
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These, of course, are ideal cases and not too much should be made of
them. The loophole called “military necessity” applied to material goods
just as much as it did to people. In practice, often the difference was not
as great as jurists required and international law ruled.

The last form of booty that must be discussed here is immovable
property—land and the resources it contains. Most tribal societies do not
really look at themselves as “owning” land. If anything, it is the land that
owns them, given that it contains a variety of sacred objects that endow
the life of the community with meaning. In addition, they often maintain
wide stretches of no-man’s-land among themselves. Hence, though they
do fight one another over access to specific resources such as water, rarely
do they aim at “conquest” in our sense of the term. This, of course, is not
true of more developed, more structured, more hierarchical societies such
as chiefdoms, empires (either centralized or feudal ones), city-states, and
states. As far back as our sources allow us to look, organizations of this
kind, large or small, strong or weak, have always understood the impor-
tance of owning land. Since they also had the organization needed to hold
it and exploit it, very often they went to war specifically either to acquire
more of it or to defend what they already possessed. This is what the an-
cient Egyptians under Ramses II did when they invaded Palestine. Three
thousand years later, this was what the Germans under Hitler did when
they invaded Russia.

In this respect, an important change overtook the culture of war in
1945, though its origins may already be seen several decades earlier.26

The events of World War II, and specifically the attempt by Germany,
Italy, and Japan to gain “living space” for themselves, caused the idea that
war could and should lead to conquest, which as late as 1914 had still
been almost self-evident, to be discredited. The charter of the United
Nations, which was signed in 1946, specifically prohibited “aggressive”
war and the use of force in order to annex territory. Gradually over the
next few decades, this led to the idea that no war should be undertaken
to bring about conquest or end before whatever territory was conquered
in it had been returned to its rightful owner.

This, indeed, was a revolutionary idea. A Woodrow Wilson might have
understood it; not so a Louis XIV, a Napoleon, or even a Wilhelm II or a
Clemenceau. Perhaps, by right, it should have been rejected—after all, it
ran directly counter to what most societies had aimed at and practiced
for thousands of years. Instead, it took a remarkably short time to assert
itself. Looking back, in all the years since 1945 it is hardly possible to find
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even one case when a country succeeded in using war to move an inter-
national frontier, let alone have the change recognized by the interna-
tional community. Instead, officially at any rate, all war suddenly became
defensive, though of course this did not mean that, under cover of the
phraseology, the forms it took and the activities it involved were
markedly different from their predecessors.

Closely linked to the question of what is considered booty is the ques-
tion of who gets it. Starting once again with the simplest tribal societies,
the answer is that each warrior seizes what booty he can and takes it for
himself, a system that is sometimes known as coup counting. Other, more
strongly governed societies have devised their own systems. Very often
movable booty, or at least the part of it that individual warriors, acting with
or without permission, did not take for themselves and conceal, was gath-
ered, stored, and put under guard. Next it would be distributed among the
victors in proportion to their supposed merit. First, the gods that be would
demand their share in the form of sacrifices, dedications, and so on.
Second, the commander in chief would probably take a considerable
share—usually between one-fifth and one-third of the total—for himself,
this on top of being presented with choice morsels such as valuable plate,
horses, animals, and women. Next his senior subordinates would receive
their share, and the rest was divided among the remaining troops. In addi-
tion there might be special awards, normally paid out of the commander in
chief’s share, for those who had distinguished themselves in battle.27

The fate of immovable property was different. Regardless of what it
consisted of—land, natural resources such as forests, rivers, mines, or
buildings of every sort—it was seen as belonging to the victorious com-
mander (or else to the ruler in whose service he worked). Almost the only
exception to this rule was formed by the ancient Greek city-states and the
Roman Republic. In them, rule and ownership were separate; hence con-
quered land, instead of going to the rulers, was turned into public territory
(Latin, ager publicus). Either it was kept in the hands of the polity or else
it was distributed to individuals whom the Romans called coloni and the
Greeks kleruchoi. By contrast, chiefs, barons, kings, emperors, and simi-
lar rulers took the conquered assets for themselves, after which they
might or might not divide them among their followers.

From about 1700 on, in Europe at any rate, there was a growing ten-
dency to separate ruler and state so that the two were no longer the
same. As a result, movable property captured in war less often went to
the ruler but instead was taken over by the “artificial person” that, speak-
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ing with Hobbes, he “carried” on his shoulders.28 Subsequent develop-
ments strengthened the separation until for a ruler to personally receive
any part of the booty came to be seen as treason or at the very least cor-
ruption. From Europe the idea of a strict separation between the rulers
and the administrative structure at whose head they stood and whom
they were supposed to serve spread to other continents. Often, of course,
the distinction was more theoretical than real. Still, not even Saddam
Hussein, occupying Kuwait in 1991, dared follow the example of Augustus
who, more than two thousand years earlier, had invaded Egypt, driven its
queen (Cleopatra) and her husband to commit suicide, and taken it as his
private property. At present, this is where things rest. How long they will
last is anybody’s guess.

Man, a culture-creating animal, does not live by bread alone. Ques-
tions such as what constitutes booty and who is entitled to receive it in 
either ownership or usufruct are very important ones, but making the
transition back from war to peace is equally so. The winner needs it to
celebrate his victory and, having done so, readjust to the “normal” state
of things. The loser, provided he still survives in an organized form, needs
it for the second of these reasons, if not for the first. All this explains why
the role of ritual in the immediate aftermath of war is no less important
than at its beginning.

One very important way by which victory is celebrated is by symbol-
ically taking possession of the battlefield and setting up a trophy. The
word itself is Greek. Trope means the moment when the push of shields
came to an end, the enemy gave way, and the rout began; it was to mark
this moment that a trophy was erected. The earliest trophies may have
consisted of trees whose branches were used to hang some enemy armor
and clothing. For centuries they continued to be made of perishable ma-
terials such as wood, a fact that later writers tried to rationalize by saying
that hostility between Greeks should not be allowed to become perma-
nent.29 The first to set up a permanent bronze trophy are said to have
been the Thebans after the Battle of Mantinea in 362 B.C.; other Greeks
first took them to task for doing so and then imitated them.30 The most
detailed description of a trophy is found in Virgil:

At earliest dawn, the victor first fulfilled his vows to the gods.
He sets up a great oak on a mound with its branches all lopped off,
and clothes it with shining arms,
the spoils of Mezentius, the enemy leader, as a trophy.
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Oh great in war, he fastens to it the helmet crests dripping with blood
and the man’s broken javelins.
The corselet twelve times struck and pierced,
he binds the bronze shield to its left hand
and hangs the sword with ivory hilt.31

As if to prove that nothing has changed, visitors to Gettysburg will
note a stone monument that marks “the high tide of the rebellion”—the
precise spot where on July 3, 1863, Pickett’s charging troops broke, hes-
itated for a moment, and were pushed back. Even when we limit our-
selves to the West, the list of peoples who, starting long before Mantinea
and ending long after Gettysburg, set up trophies to commemorate their
victories is all but endless: Romans, Vikings, Italians, Spaniards, French,
British, Germans . . .

Closely related to the erection of trophies are various other cere-
monies. That different societies at different times and places have dif-
fered enormously in this respect goes without saying; one would scarcely
expect a nation such as the United States, with its three hundred million
mostly Christian people, to adopt the same rituals as a tribe numbering
perhaps five thousand whose most important god is himself, a warrior.
Still, in most societies it may be possible to find three basic components:
those linked to the celebration of victory per se, those that consist of
gloating, and those needed to purify the warriors or soldiers so as to help
their transition back from a situation in which almost anything was per-
mitted to one in which a great many things are not.

To start with “pure” victory celebrations, almost certainly they will
comprise some kind of solemn procession, communal prayer, sacrifice to
the gods, music, the ringing of church bells, and the like. They will also in-
clude ceremonies such as hailing the victorious commander, presenting
awards to soldiers who have distinguished themselves, and speeches
praising the courage of the living and the even greater courage of the
dead; from the time it was delivered in 429 B.C., Pericles’s funeral speech
has never been improved upon. A poet may be commissioned to write
verse in honor of the occasion, a sculptor or painter to commemorate it.
Most likely the proceedings will combine three elements: joy at the victo-
rious conclusion of the war, gratitude to the gods that made that victory
possible (as in the Christian hymn “Te Deum”), and humility to prevent
those gods from turning their backs on the people the next time they are
needed, as in that other hymn, “Non Nobis.”
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In today’s advanced societies, usually gloating over the enemy’s de-
feat is not considered good manners. That, of course, does not mean that
it does not take place; officially and in public, however, it is usually lim-
ited to more or less decorous forms. This includes symbolic acts, such as
pulling down the enemy’s flag (perhaps trampling on it and burning it,
too) and hoisting one’s own. It also means putting captured weapons on
display, as European monarchs did for centuries on end and as Israelis
and Arabs often did to each other from the first Arab-Israeli war of 1948
to the invasion of Lebanon in 1982. Many previous societies, not having
undergone the so-called civilizing process, saw the matter differently. Far
from being merely tolerated, gloating was encouraged. Indeed, it was
considered more or less obligatory and treated as an essential component
of that part of the culture of war that followed victory.

Many tribal societies in North America, Africa, and Polynesia took
prisoners specifically in order to gloat over them. Often it was not lust
alone but the desire to humiliate that caused female prisoners to be sub-
jected to every form of sexual assault. Nor was this motive limited to
“primitive” peoples. While it is mentioned in the Iliad, it is said to have
played a large role in the Yugoslav civil war as well.32 Male prisoners might
also suffer sexual indignities. For example, a painting on a fifth-century
B.C. Greek vase shows a barbarian, presumably a defeated one, present-
ing his naked behind to a Greek man who is holding his penis and about
to penetrate him.33 American guards at Abu Ghraib did not actually rape
Iraqi male prisoners, but they did engage in sexual abuse. In this case,
things were made even worse by the fact that some of the personnel in-
volved were women.

While such things did happen, on the whole male prisoners were per-
haps more likely to be mocked, physically and mentally humiliated, tied
to stakes, and subjected to unspeakable tortures. Often the stronger and
more renowned the prisoner, the more his captor had to gain by treating
him in that way. Some societies took prisoners specifically in order to sac-
rifice them to the deities, the best-known (but by no means only) exam-
ple being the Aztecs of Mexico. Even if none of these things was
practiced, probably the least captives might expect was to be paraded
through the streets so that the population could see them and inflict all
kinds of indignities on them.

To focus on what may be the most extreme example of all, some so-
cieties—notably in the Pacific, New Zealand, Africa, the Caribbean,
Brazil, and perhaps North America as well—killed their prisoners, cooked
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them, and ate them. On the whole, the existence of cannibalism seems
sufficiently well established, even though a few anthropologists continue
to deny it. Though its motives are by no means always clear, there must
have been many cases when the practice had nothing to do with a short-
age of protein. Instead, and as is also proved by the fact that enemy chief-
tains were sometimes considered a special delicacy, it reflected a desire
to acquire the qualities of the defeated—and, at the same time, inflict the
greatest humiliation of all: to be literally carved up, ingested, absorbed
into another person’s body, and excreted. Here and there all these things
were done quite explicitly as the victor addressed his prospective meal
and described what would happen to him.34

Celebrating victory and gloating is one thing, purifying oneself an-
other. Many societies developed post-war rituals that returning warriors
were obliged to undergo, such as discarding their bloodstained clothing
and equipment, washing, spending time in isolation, abstaining from sex-
ual activity for a certain period, praying, and the like; in many cases, they
resembled those used after hunting.35 Among the Meru, for example, it
was done by sacrificing a ram and smearing its fat on one’s spear. Now,
this was a society where livestock was the most precious possession; to
this extent, it is even possible that the obligation to do so had an inhibit-
ing effect on the decision to go to war in the first place.36 Seen from a so-
ciological point of view, it is a question of readjusting one’s behavior to
the norms of peace. Seen from a psychological and perhaps biological
one, it may also be understood as an attempt to stop the flow of adrena-
line, calm down, and “find oneself” after having engaged in what is by far
the most exciting human activity. Doing so is by no means always easy
and may require a fairly protracted period.

By and large, the more prolonged the hostilities, the more casualties
they claim, and the more horrific the forms they assume, the harder the
transition from war to peace, and the more important therefore the ritu-
als in question. In this context it should be added that, whatever the lit-
erature may say, there is no proof whatsoever that modern war is harder
to bear than its predecessors; no reason, in other words, to think that see-
ing and hearing one’s relative scream as he is being scalped alive is any
worse than cowering in a trench and being subjected to an artillery bom-
bardment. Given the high incidence of PTSD (post-traumatic stress dis-
order), and the like, are we to conclude that modern men are softer, less
resistant, than their predecessors? Some people think so. Perhaps, how-
ever, the real explanation is different. A supposedly enlightened, suppos-
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edly rational, secular society no longer allows warriors to go through cer-
tain kinds of post-conflict ritual, let alone require that they do so before
returning home and resuming day-to-day life. For these rituals, the treat-
ments psychiatrists and psychologists have devised are, at best, but poor
substitutes.37

The most famous of all victory rituals, in which many of the above el-
ements were combined, was the Roman triumph.38 Granted by the Senate
to commanders whose troops had killed at least five thousand enemies,
originally the triumph was a religious ceremony. The returning army un-
derwent purification (lustratio) and thanked the gods for giving it vic-
tory. Only then could it enter the sacred limits of the city precinct, or
pomerium. Starting in the second century B.C., the procession made 
its way along a fixed route. It departed from the Campus Martius, the
place where troops were levied before the war and where exercises were
held. It entered the city by way of the Porta Triumphalis, and made its
way past various landmarks to the Capitol. At its head walked senators—
presumably all those not too decrepit or too sick to do so—and other rep-
resentatives of the government. Then, marching either on foot or on
horseback, came the victorious troops. They brought along the spoils—
including the most famous of all, the tabernacle from the Temple in
Jerusalem, which is depicted on the Arch of Titus—tablets painted with
scenes from the war, and, of course, prisoners in chains.

Near the end there appeared the victorious commander, riding a four-
horse chariot and surrounded by his mounted staff. Originally he seems to
have had his face painted red, indicating a link with Jupiter in his role as a
war god. Later he wore a purple mantle and a crown of laurel, carried an
ivory scepter, and had a slave hold a golden crown taken from the Temple
of Jupiter above his head. All this, plus the acclamations of the crowd, was
enough to turn the head of the best-balanced man; to avert the danger, the
slave was also supposed to whisper the words “Remember you are mortal”
in the victor’s ear. The rest of the troops, often singing ribald songs in
which they derided the enemy and made fun of their own commander, fol-
lowed. The final goal was the temple of Jupiter. Here the enemy leader
was solemnly executed. The commander consigned the insignia of victory
for safekeeping, and the procession disbanded.

So far, the victors. But how about the losers? On the whole, the
sources have little to say about the matter. One reason for this is because,
as the saying goes, history tends to be written by the victors. In turn, one
reason for that is because they are in a position to do so; another, because
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few, perhaps too few, people care to share the losers’ pain and sorrow.
Besides, quite often there are no losers. As Voltaire once slyly put it, both
sides may find themselves praising god, each in his own camp.39 For ex-
ample, this was what happened after the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. During
the months that followed, Egyptian president Anwar Sadat, Syrian presi-
dent Hafez Assad, and then Israeli general Ariel Sharon all produced
learned explanations as to why their respective countries had won the
war and what the conclusions from this “fact” might be.

There are also cases when the losers are almost literally wiped out—
killed, captured, enslaved, exiled, “ethnically cleansed.” The process may
be carried to the point where they are no longer capable of holding cere-
monies of any kind, as in the case of Troy, Carthage, and countless other
ancient cities. More often, though, at least some of them survive. Not only
do they survive but, avoiding captivity, they continue to live in their own
country, more or less in the same places as before, and retain some form
of political organization, even if it is one that, as happened in France in
1940 and in Germany in 1945, has been created by the victors and was
meant to transmit their orders.

Under such circumstances it is to be expected that the losers, too,
will set up, and subject themselves to, various kinds of ritual. At a mini-
mum, they will have to dispose of their dead. It speaks volumes in favor
of the ancient Greeks that doing so was a right which the losers pos-
sessed and the victors were not supposed to deny them.40 Other peoples
were not always as civilized in this respect. Sometimes the losers were
not granted permission at all as the victor avenged himself on the dead,
or else tried to use the occasion to extract all kinds of concessions. For
example, aware of how sensitive Israel is in this regard, Hezbollah terror-
ists in Lebanon have often turned negotiations for long-dead, half-rotten
bodies and body parts into a grisly ritual.

Even in the unlikely case that the victors got rid of all the physical re-
mains of the dead so there are none left for the losers to dispose of, prob-
ably the latter will still want to set up a memorial. This, for example, was
what the Egyptians were allowed to do as part of their peace agreement
with Israel. Nor is there any reason why, the victors permitting, the los-
ers, too, will not hold all kinds of ceremonies, if not to celebrate and gloat,
then at any rate to mourn and perhaps draw some conclusions for the fu-
ture. Whether because their religion requires it or as a preliminary step
on a process that may eventually lead to revenge, they may also want to
cleanse themselves of their sins, real or imagined.
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Even disregarding their human, material, and psychological loss,
there will be enough for the losers to do to keep their hands full. One very
interesting ceremony in which they, but of course not the victors, are
likely to engage in is finding a culprit. In ancient Greece, generals who
were perceived as having failed to perform as well as had been expected
of them could expect to be investigated and put on trial in front of the
popular assembly. If convicted, they might suffer the confiscation of their
property, exile, or execution. One of those who were forced to leave their
homeland in this way was the historian Thucydides.

From his time to our own little has changed. In 1967, Egypt’s presi-
dent, Gamal Abdel Nasser, was heavily defeated in his war against Israel.
Thereupon he arranged a trial for his former deputy, Field Marshal Hakim
El Amar, who was convicted and sentenced to death, and later commit-
ted suicide in his cell. Six years later it was the Israelis who, having been
taken by surprise by the October 1973 war, set up a committee of inquiry
to investigate minister of defense Moshe Dayan, chief of staff David
Elazar, and several others.41 In theory, trials of this kind are supposed to
“get at the truth” and teach people how to avoid similar mistakes in the
future. In practice, very often they act as rituals in which the defeated
vent their anger on some poor devil of their own number so as to regain
at least some of the feeling of power they have lost.

Finally, assuming the losers have neither been wiped out nor com-
pletely “subjugated” (as international law, recalling the days when de-
feated troops were made to pass under the yoke, calls it),42 it will be
necessary to end the war by concluding some kind of peace treaty. Such
treaties are of many different kinds. Some are written, others not. Some
are spelled out in enormous detail, taking up dozens and even hundreds
of pages, whereas others do not need to because things are done more or
less according to custom. Some are supposedly eternal, whereas others
are only supposed to apply for a certain length of time. Some are de-
signed to mark the final end of a conflict, others merely a cease-fire, a
truce, or an armistice.43 Here, what interests us most is not so much what
the treaties say as the way in which they are made.

At a minimum, putting an end to war requires that one party—
perhaps both—should launch signals indicating willingness to parley 
and that the other should register them and agree to hear what it has 
to say. Often this is the most delicate part of the proceedings; the one in
which treachery or a simple misunderstanding is most likely to occur 
and reignite hostilities. For example, at the Battle of Cynoscephalae in
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198 B.C. the Macedonian soldiers tried to surrender by holding their pikes
upright; the Romans, however, went on slaughtering them until some-
body explained the meaning of the gesture.44 Communications having
been established, either a neutral negotiator is appointed or emissaries,
who in many cases also act as hostages, are exchanged. Probably there
will be some kind of truce to suspend hostilities as long as negotiations
last. That said, it is necessary to add that in many tribal societies the con-
cept of peace itself is unknown and a truce is all that may be achieved.

The place where the meetings are held will be governed by the rela-
tive power of the peacemaking parties. Ancient Greek city-states used to
send emissaries to address each other’s ecclesiae, or popular assemblies.
However, the final swearing ceremonies—there were no signatures—
took place in some temple located in neutral territory. At Tilist in 1809,
Tsar Alexander I of Russia and Napoleon agreed to meet on a raft an-
chored in the middle of the Neman River, which marked the border be-
tween their respective empires. By the rules of protocol both monarchs
should have left their respective shores and reached the raft at exactly
the same time. However, Napoleon’s rowers, fortified by a round of
brandy, were faster; this enabled him to get there ahead of his interlocu-
tor and gain a slight psychological advantage by welcoming Alexander to
the splendidly decorated pavilion.45 A hundred and thirty-six years later,
Field Marshal Chuikov in Berlin did not bother with such niceties. The
Germans having used their radio to ask for somebody to come over and
talk, he picked an officer of his staff and sent him to the German lines.
When the major duly returned with a German delegation, the Soviets de-
manded that they, or their superiors, sign on the dotted line.46

Once talks get under way, both sides will try to impress each other
with their power, determination, level-headedness, and generosity, but
also with the constraints under which they operate and which, unfortu-
nately, prevent them from making concessions.47 At first they will pro-
ceed gingerly, even hesitantly. Later, as what modern political scientists
like to call “confidence-building measures” take effect, things may loosen
up. As in war itself, there will be patrols in the form of trial balloons, 
intelligence and counterintelligence, advances, retreats, ambushes
mounted and sprung, and such. Nowadays much of this will probably be
done with United Nations assistance, a fact that probably creates as many
problems as it was designed to solve.48

The maneuvers may cause the talks to be broken off and hostilities
resumed. On the other hand, the more advanced the talks, the greater
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the chance that the leaders on both sides will step forward and make a
personal appearance. Either they will do so in order to take charge and
avoid an unfavorable outcome; or else to claim the credit for themselves.
Often this stage, even more than during the war itself, is the time for
pomp and circumstance. Very likely this will include splendid clothes,
highly decorated equipment, and magnificent horses (or, nowadays, lim-
ousines surrounded by outriders and screaming sirens). It will also in-
clude large and glittering retinues, an exchange of expensive presents to
show one’s own riches and display goodwill, and so on.49

The moment when the talks are finally crowned with success is also
likely to be one of great solemnity. Weapons may be ceremoniously hung
on trees, or broken, or buried.50 Generous gestures, whether calculated
or spontaneous, may be made. To produce a relaxed atmosphere, the
pipe of peace may be taken out and smoked, as among the Sioux of North
America. The two sides may share a festive meal and raise toasts to each
other and to peace itself. They may draw some blood from their bodies,
mix it, and drink the mixture, as in pre-classical Greece. They also may
exchange women or share them. The former permanently, to cement the
peace by forming new family alliances as with many tribal societies; the
latter temporarily, as part of the fun, as when the Congress of Vienna at-
tracted prostitutes far and wide.

The final step is usually to swear a solemn oath and invoke the gods
to smite the side that violates it (in the final scene of Aristophanes’s
Lysistrata, Athenian and Spartan representatives trace the border be-
tween them on the naked body of a young woman standing for Irene, the
goddess of peace). A treaty will be signed and sealed and copies of it ex-
changed. Hands will be shaken and the pens used for the signature
solemnly noted. A ceremonial peacemaking fight may be staged—as
among the Yolngu of north Australia—or a commemorative medal
struck.51 Often the proceedings are rehearsed in great detail, as when
President Clinton practiced moves that would prevent Palestinian chair-
man Yasser Arafat from kissing him on the cheek, as is the Arab custom.52

Nowadays all this is done in front of the TV cameras, and in fact anything
that is not done in front of them hardly counts. Which, however, is not to
say that the essence of things has changed, is about to change, or perhaps
even can change.
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Without question, war is the most terrible human activity
by far; it is also one which very often traumatizes both

those who participated in it and those who suffered from it.
Logically, therefore, one would expect the men and women who
have gone through it—and, perhaps even more so, those who have
not gone through it—to do what they can to put it aside, turn their
backs on it, and try to forget about it as best they can. Here and
there, in fact, this is what happens. For example, Germany
emerged from World War II almost totally destroyed. Much worse
still, millions of people who had thought they had given their all for
Führer, Volk, and fatherland suddenly discovered that, in reality,
they had been little better than criminals serving a criminal gov-
ernment for criminal ends. No wonder the slogans “Lieber tot als

soldat” (better dead than a soldier) and “Nie wieder Krieg”
(never again war) gained in popularity until among wide circles
they were almost turned into a dogma.1 Something similar hap-
pened in Japan, a country with a long and very strong military tra-
dition whose people have stubbornly resisted any attempt to have
the national defense budget exceed 1 percent of GDP. In these and
many other countries “militarism” has become the worst of all bad
things, to be denounced, preached against, and avoided at almost
any cost—even by violence, if need be.

III

Commemorating War
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On the whole, however, such an aftermath is fairly unusual.
In victory or defeat, officially or unofficially, publicly or privately,
people are much more likely to look back at war as the decisive
event of their individual or collective lives. After all, on its out-
come depends their own fate; as well as that of the communities
in which they live. Furthermore, they must think of the future as
well. History is full of the corpses of those who would not or
could not defend themselves. No wonder that people, groups,
and nations in question study war, commemorate it by all avail-
able artistic means at their disposal, and often spend fortunes to
build monuments to it. So it has been throughout recorded 
history. And so, unless human nature undergoes some radical
changes, indeed, it is very likely to remain in the future.

• • •

The shift from war to peace, and from peace to war, is usually attended by great 
ceremony. Japan surrendering, 1945 NATIONAL ARCHIVES
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When the first history—here understood in the sense of an 
attempt to record the past in prose, and in a more or less factual

way—was written is unknown. What is known, though, is that, from the
moment the first historical works were written, war has always occupied
a large, often central place in it. Herodotus, in his capacity as “the father
of history,” set the tone for all his followers. His objective, he says, was to
investigate and record the great deeds committed by both Greeks and
Persians during the war between them so that future generations would
not forget them.1 Though this is not the only reason for writing military
history, it remains as important as it has always been.

Among the ancient historians who followed in Herodotus’s footsteps
were Thucydides, Xenophon, Polybios, Sallust, Caesar, Livy, Josephus,
Appian, Arrian, and Plutarch, to mention the most important ones only.
Almost all of them possessed military experience of one kind or another.
Several had commanded troops on campaign, usually with success. One
is regarded as perhaps the greatest commander who ever lived; a grand
master both of war and politics and of a clear, brief, style of writing that
has never been surpassed.2 None, not even Sallust, was a military histo-
rian as we understand the term, that is, a person who, working either for
some organization or on his own, spends most of his life trying to investi-
gate, record, and understand the wars of the past. Yet all of these histori-
ans made war into a central part of their various works—something that

9
History and War
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was warranted, indeed required, by the role armed force had played in
the rise and fall of the rulers, peoples, and countries in whose fate they
were interested.

This, of course, does not mean they approached history, specifically
including the history of armed conflict, in a uniform way. For Thucydides,
as he says, it was a question of writing the history of the largest and most
important war ever fought until his day.3 More critical and less inclined to
mythologize than Herodotus had been, he accomplished his mission in a
masterly way. His is a remarkably well-researched, well-rounded account.
Not only does it shed light on every level on which war is waged—from
the way shields were held to grand strategic planning—but it also illumi-
nates the thoughts, emotions, and beliefs of the people and the societies
who engage in it. Almost none of his successors, ancient or modern, are
able to equal him in this regard.

By contrast, Xenophon was the kind of commander-historian who
today might have used his retirement to write his memoirs as well as se-
rious articles for serious newspapers. Polybios wrote military history as
part of a grandiose project aiming to describe and understand what he
saw as the greatest political development of his day: the rise of Rome to
dominate the Mediterranean. He was deeply involved in and very familiar
with political and military matters; still, he has neither Thucydides’s
rhetorical skill nor that historian’s ability to describe the characters of his
heroes or bring out the emotions that governed them. Livy at his best
probably did have that ability, but his patriotic tone sometimes interferes
with his objectivity to the point where one feels that what one is reading
is not history but a fairy tale. One could go on and on explaining the ap-
proach each historian took, the sources he used, his strengths, and his
weaknesses. The point to make, though, is that had it not been for war
and warfare, many of them would have been left without much to write
about at all.

While medieval people did not have military history either, they, too,
were highly interested in accounts of past wars. Many of those they pro-
duced do not display the same close concern with finding out and record-
ing what happened to whom, when, where, and why; hence they are
perhaps best discussed under the heading of literature. There were, how-
ever, important exceptions. This was a period when, almost by definition,
any important personages had to be either warriors or priests, explaining
why authors such as Einhardt in his biography of Charlemagne and
Joinville in his life of Louis IX devoted much space to narrating their re-
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spective heroes’ military exploits. Another group of writers were the
chroniclers. The chroniclers’ task was to record the most important
events of each year more or less as they took place. This naturally caused
them to take a special interest in any unusual happenings that impacted
on the societies in which they lived. And among such happenings, war oc-
cupied a central place.

Particularly during the early Middle Ages, almost all chroniclers were
ecclesiastics and thus prohibited from participating in war. Given their
status, they tended to see God’s finger in almost anything. For them, the
fact that a war had taken place in a certain year stood on a par with, say,
the miraculous reappearance of John the Baptist.4 Too often they ex-
plained victory and defeat in terms of divine intervention. On the other
hand, their interest in military matters, such as campaign planning, tac-
tics, logistics, and technology, was often less than it should have been.
Whether this was due to lack of understanding or to their taking many
things for granted is hard to say. What we get is not so much military his-
tory as the raw material for writing it, except that since the chronicles
themselves usually represent the only available source concerning the
events they describe, such a reconstruction is impossible.

Later, things changed. Increasingly, the chroniclers themselves came
from the chivalrous classes. This fact caused them to take a deep interest
in war, and helped them in their attempts to understand it and explain
what had happened in it to posterity. A very good example is Jean
Froissart (ca. 1333–ca. 1400). Froissart, who evidently felt at home both
in French courtly circles and English ones, wrote during the last decades
of the fourteenth century, taking as his subject the middle period of the
Hundred Years’ War. In many ways his work is more like an adventure
story than history, bristling with challenges delivered and answered, bat-
tles fought, and brave deeds of arms performed by noble men on both
sides. All these are described from the point of view of one who admired
them and thought posterity should have a record of them.

In other parts of the world, other pre-modern civilizations had their
own traditions of writing history. One of the most interesting came from
China. Chinese society did not have a personal God or gods who could
speak out, intervene in human affairs, reward, or punish. As a result, it as-
signed an enormous role to history as the most important source of
knowledge of all. To this was added the dominant Confucian ideology; by
emphasizing age and seniority, it had a built-in tendency to see the past
as greater, more sagacious, and more worthy of emulation than the pres-
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ent. The outcome was a tradition of historical writing, specifically includ-
ing military historical writing, which sought to understand the present in
terms of the past.

In China, the dominant class has always consisted of governors/
scholars. Scholars professed to hold war in contempt, and to the extent
that they wrote of it they mostly limited themselves to generalities. The
task of looking at war in greater detail was left to soldiers; however, the
latter’s place on the pecking order was below that of scholars. In
whichever way they approached the problem, both kinds of writers used
history as their starting point. So-and-so had emulated an ancient com-
mander and had won the day. So-and-so had acted contrary to the an-
cients’ advice and, getting his just deserts, was destroyed. For example,
when Ming dynasty generals during the second half of the sixteenth cen-
tury had difficulty coping with the Mongols to the north, their instinctive
reaction was to turn their thoughts toward the period when their ances-
tors had used chariots.5 All this made the job of the historian, specifically
including the historian whose concern was war, extraordinarily important
and extraordinarily dangerous as well. Historians who, from the point of
view of the powers that be, misrepresented history or drew the wrong
conclusions from it might very well pay with their offices or even with
their lives.

Returning to Europe, knights who wished to put their deeds on
record and who had the means to do so sometimes commissioned a spe-
cialist, as men such as William Marshal (1144–1219) and the Maréchal de
Boucicault (1366–1421) did. As one might expect, often the outcome,
however good as literature, was bad history, as men’s motives and actions
were twisted to present them in the most favorable possible light. With
the waning of the Middle Ages from about 1420 on, things changed. The
rising new class of international mercenaries included a fair number of
well-educated men, both senior officers and not so senior ones, who were
quite capable of writing down their own memoirs. The result was a large
literature containing what, to modern eyes, often appears as a strange
hodgepodge of anecdotes, more or less credible adventures, noble deeds
performed, and moral homilies. Numerous useful strategic, tactical, and
technological tidbits may also be found. However, often they seem to be
arranged in no particular order; and the space they occupy is much less
than one might expect.

As we decipher the text, an explanation emerges. We learn that the
objective was not to provide a systematic or comprehensive account of
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events, not even those that had befallen the author. Rather, it was to
record the remarkable and the unusual while at the same time glorifying
the author in the eyes of posterity.6 As with Froissart, in some ways the
material has more in common with adventure stories than with military
history, or perhaps one should say that history existed to serve as the
background to the deeds of prominent individuals, not the other way
around, as became the case later on. Works such as those by Olivier de 
la Marche (French, 1426–1502), Jörg von Ehingen (German, 1428–1502),
Diego García de Pareses (Spanish, 1461–1530), and George Gascoigne
(English, 1501–1577) also aim at providing lessons concerning manhood
and honor for readers who had no personal knowledge of armed conflict.7

Once the spigots had been opened, the memoirs of commanders and
soldiers of all ranks soon turned into a mighty flood. The English Civil
War alone produced some two dozen of them; such was their popularity
that some were written by men with no military experience who were
merely trying to exploit the market. It continues unstoppable to the pres-
ent day. Some of the best representatives of the genre, such as the mem-
oirs of Ulysses S. Grant and Churchill’s massive histories of World War I
(of which one contemporary said that “Winston has written a book about
himself and called it The World Crisis”) and World War II are real works
of art. Carefully arranged to assist comprehension, provide perspective,
and maintain suspense, they confront the reader with panoramic scope,
enormous richness of detail at many different levels, considerable emo-
tional depth, and, most important, clear expositions of what, in the au-
thor’s view, happened and why it happened. They are also masterpieces of
style, consciously or unconsciously using every possible device to enhance
their prose; as such, they make for fascinating reading. Unfortunately,
many more were produced by men who, whatever their virtues as com-
manders and soldiers, were without any serious training in either history
or literature. They were intent only on glorifying themselves in case they
had succeeded, or avenging themselves on their enemies—very often
their own former superiors—if they had not.

The methods by which commanders compose their memoirs have
also changed. During the three hundred years between 1600 and 1900,
those who did not feel confident in their own literary abilities would often
leave their papers to their descendants to pore over and publish. Today,
spurred by promises of generous contracts and fat advances, they are
more likely to hire research assistants and/or ghost writers, as General
Norman Schwarzkopf did. Whether or not they published their memoirs,
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many commanders also became the subject of biographies written with
or without their own consent—as happened to practically every one of
Frederick the Great’s generals and Napoleon’s marshals at one time or
another. Given an increasingly literate public, every war since 1600 has
brought a crop of works of this kind. Many achieved considerable popu-
larity when first published, only to crowd the used-book shelves not
long thereafter; good examples are works by Field Marshal Bernard
Montgomery, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, and others.

Memoirs and biographies apart, the Renaissance also brought a new
appreciation of military history and the things it could do for command-
ers.8 It was, however, military history of a new and different kind. It
showed less interest in divine intervention and the daring deeds of indi-
viduals, however chivalrous, and more in the impact of purposeful, organ-
ized human action. Take the writings of Machiavelli. Politician, diplomat,
defense official, thinker, historian, and writer of drama, Machiavelli’s pri-
mary interest was politics rather than military affairs. Still, he did play a
role in organizing the defense of his native Florence, and he was almost
as familiar with war and armies as many classical writers had been. Like
the Chinese, he regarded the past as an example and a source of inspira-
tion for the present. Unlike the Chinese, he did not automatically accord
priority to anything old. Instead he focused his admiration mainly on one
particular time and place, Republican Rome, almost entirely ignoring
anything that had happened between that period and his own. Indeed,
the strongest criticism that may be directed against his writings is pre-
cisely that they refused to recognize change. If the wise and virtuous
Romans had done something and succeeded, then who were we, their
less illustrious successors, to question it?9

What one might, for lack of a better term, call modern military his-
tory originated during the first half of the eighteenth century. By this
time all the essential pillars of modern war were in place: the idea that
war takes place (or at any rate should take place) between entities
known as states, the idea that internal and external wars are different
things and should if at all possible be waged by different organizations,
and the idea that it should be run on trinitarian lines with a clear division
of labor between government, armed forces, and people. Working within
this framework were civilian writers such as Voltaire. In the best tradition
of the Enlightenment they fulminated against war, its brutality, its bar-
barity, its lack of reason, and its tendency, as they saw it, to interfere with
the orderly progress of civilization.
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In the spirit of the times, many philosophes saw war as not so much
the ultimate reason of kings as the sport they practiced—the way in
which they and the aristocrats by whom they were surrounded amused
themselves at the expense of the troops as well as the general population.
This idea, which permeates the works of the French physiocrats in par-
ticular,10 may also be found in Adam Smith.11 Logically it led to, and cul-
minated in, Immanuel Kant’s 1795 treatise Perpetual Peace, in which he
suggested that such peace might be within reach if only all existing states
were turned from monarchies into republics. Other authors, including
Voltaire himself, were less optimistic. Though not primarily military ex-
perts, they recognized the role wars play in human affairs and did their
best to provide readers with accounts of them.

The other contribution of the Enlightenment was, if anything, even
more important. By the second half of the seventeenth century, the day of
amateur warriors, feudal or mercenary, was largely past. France, Britain,
Austria, Spain, and other European countries were busily constructing
military academies where officers were to be produced seriatim. Though
officers’ lives remained dangerous, increasingly they were not supposed
to fight but to plan, train, conduct, and lead; the day when even com-
manders in chief sometimes hacked around them, sword or lance in hand,
were finally over. Those who staffed the academies were themselves pro-
fessionals, field-grade officers presumably selected for their intellectual
and didactic abilities. As time went on professionalism spread from the
bottom of the officer corps upward, leading to the establishment of the
first staff academies from about 1763 on. All this created an unprece-
dented demand for military literature. Much of the literature was histori-
cal in nature, its aim being to find out what happened and draw practical
conclusions from it,12 until not long after 1800 no less a soldier than
Napoleon was ready to proclaim that the only way to become a great com-
mander was to study and restudy the great campaigns of the past.13

Many of the authors in question, such as Jean-Charles de Folard and
Charles Guischardt, followed Machiavelli. Like him, they took the wars of
classical antiquity as their subject and sought to apply its lessons to their
own time.14 Others focused on those of the modern age, by which was
meant approximately the period from the last decade of the fifteenth
century on and which now became the subject of a growing literature.
Whereas those two periods were considered to be relevant to the pres-
ent, what was now coming to be known as the Middle Ages tended to be
seen as a period of feudal darkness. As such there was little, if anything,
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that might be learned from it; all there was to see were small bands of
often illiterate knights endlessly chasing each other while butchering
(and, very occasionally, being butchered by) such urban militias and
peasant levies as crossed their way.15 Both Clausewitz and Jomini took
this image for granted and, as a result, ignored the Middle Ages in their
works. As late as 1929, the year in which the British pundit Basil Liddell
Hart published the first version of what, after many permutations, was to
become his celebrated work Strategy, it still persisted; indeed, traces of
it may still be found in some very recent works.16

While the professionals who wrote and read military history might
admire past commanders, especially, but by no means exclusively ancient
ones, they had long done away with God as a serious actor in human af-
fairs. Nor, except perhaps by way of an occasional embellishment to draw
the reader’s interest, did they care for the heroics of individual warriors.
Instead, their primary concern was with the geographical-physical back-
ground, the plans of commanders, the movements of armies, and the evo-
lutions and clashes of troop formations that ended in victory for one side
and defeat for the other. As might be expected from a literature mainly
written by professionals for the benefit of other professionals—some of it
was actually sold by subscription, as Clausewitz’s On War was—much of
this was done in a highly technical manner. As a result, modern readers
will often find the works in question tedious and hard to follow.

Another way to express the same idea would be to say that history
and literature had finally gone their separate ways. Previously many, per-
haps most, writers had written in order both to instruct and to inspire. To
the extent that the latter and not the former was the main objective, they
were often prepared to sacrifice historical accuracy for literary effect;
also, to focus on individual people and feats to the detriment of the over-
all picture. By contrast, much of the military history written from the
eighteenth century on aimed at providing instruction. The more system-
atic it became, the more it tended to leave the task of inspiring to other
components of the culture of war, such as popular history, literature, po-
etry, and every kind of art. To the extent that individual people and feats
continued to be mentioned at all, this was either because of their suppos-
edly “critical” importance as commanders whose will made the military
engine tick or simply by way of enlivening the text and making it more at-
tractive to read. Works that violated this rule stood in danger of being
classified as popular or juvenile, or at any rate as beneath the attention of
serious professionals whose task was to think about wars, plan them, pre-
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pare them, run them, and then repeat the cycle until they themselves
were either dead or on pension. Again, the attitudes thus created have
tended to persist, in many cases down to the present day.

The wars of the American Revolution, the French Revolution, and
Napoleon and the wars of liberation fought against the last-named led to
a far-reaching, if temporary, democratization of armies. For a short time,
everybody and his fellow soldier were given an opportunity to become
heroes, or at least present themselves as such. Heroes wanted to put
their deeds in the service of this or that great cause on record. The out-
come was that the long-standing genre of more or less authentic, more or
less truthful commanders’ diaries, memoirs, and autobiographies were
joined by vast numbers of similar works written and published by lesser
men. All were accompanied by masses of popular military history, which,
partly because of the spread of literacy and partly because this was the
age of nationalism, was aimed at a much wider reading public.

That, however, was only part of the matter, and perhaps not the most
long-lived one. To some, the French emperor was a revolutionary and a
hero, the greatest commander history had ever seen. To others, he was
an ogre, an evil genius who had shaken Europe to its foundations and
come very close to destroying it. Either way, as even Clausewitz (who
hated Bonaparte, as he called him) admitted, there was much to be
learned from his campaigns: the ways in which they differed from previ-
ous ones, the organization, strategy, tactics, and logistics that had been
employed, the things that had gone right and the things that had gone
wrong. The same applied to the operations of those who, in the end, had
defeated him. Given the exceptionally long period of peace that followed,
such questions continued to preoccupy people, professionals and ama-
teurs, at least until the wars of the middle of the nineteenth century; even
then the French, seeking to understand how Moltke had succeeded in de-
feating them, continued to turn to Napoleon for inspiration. As the popu-
lar success of such works as David Chandler’s The Campaigns of

Napoleon (1966) and John Elting’s Swords Around a Throne (1997)
shows, interest in the wars in question has not faded.

From the time of Herodotus to that of Voltaire, writing history, mili-
tary history included, had been mostly the province of amateurs, how-
ever knowledgeable and however gifted. Few if any had received any kind
of historical training. From Xenophon down, many combined their work
in this field with other kinds of literature, such as philosophy and drama;
quite a number even sought to dress their histories in the form of verse.
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By contrast, the first half of the nineteenth century saw the birth of aca-
demic history as we understand it today. The new academic historians
worked in the universities and used the methods of scholarship they
themselves had invented.

Writing ancient, even medieval, military history, these people had
few scruples. As a result, their works on these periods bristle with 
accounts of wars waged, campaigns conducted, and battles fought; in
time, they also became more scientific and more accurate. The academic
writers in question did, however, usually draw the line when it came to
modern military history. This, after all, was the period in which many gov-
ernments did what they could to keep the bourgeoisie out of the military.
Not having practical experience, many of our authors felt unqualified to
write about strategy and were content to leave doing so to the “profes-
sionals.”17 Only a few had the courage to confront the professionals head-
on, as, for example, Karl Marx’s friend Friedrich Engels did. And Engels,
of course, was not an academic but an amateur who, in his own words,
had engaged in a serious study of the subject in order to master it as best
he could.18

There were, it is true, a few exceptions to the rule. The most famous
one was Hans Delbrück (1848–1929). At one point Delbrück, who taught
in Berlin, had the temerity to suggest that the professionals had misinter-
preted the strategy of Prussia’s legendary commander Frederick the
Great. Worse, by arguing that the strategy in question had been based on
attrition rather than on annihilation, he called into question the plans of
the great German general staff (which later became known as the
Schlieffen Plan) for waging a future war against France. Scant wonder he
came under attack on the part of officers on the staff. They told him, in
no uncertain terms, that civilians did not and could not understand any-
thing about military affairs;19 several of his foreign counterparts, such as
the British naval writer Julian Corbett, suffered a similar fate.20 Though it
may have been an accident, as late as 1969, the year in which I finished
my studies at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, there was not one
course on the history of war in the entire curriculum. To this day, out of
several thousand American universities, the number of those that offer
programs in military history can be counted on the fingers of one hand.

The emerging split between military professionals, on one hand, and
academics, on the other, also gave a new importance to the question as to
whether military experience is or is not essential in writing about war and
its history. As we saw, most of the famous Greek and Roman military his-
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torians had known war at first hand. As citizens, they had fought in the
ranks.21 Quite a number of them had even occupied high command posts.
In this they have a noted advantage over modern academic historians;
whereas many universities hire retired generals to teach students about
the history of war, few if any defense ministers hire professors and put
them at the head of armies. The exceptional quality of the authors in
question strongly suggests the advantages of combining the tasks of com-
mander and writer in a single person.

Even disregarding such problems as objectivity and perspective,
however, there is another side to the question. Here I shall not list the
renowned military historians, such as Sir John Keegan, who rose to the
very top of their profession without ever having been in battle.22 Instead
there is a story told by Professor Martin Gilbert, himself a military histo-
rian of note and author of works on the Arab-Israeli conflict and on World
War I. At a meeting, Admiral John “Sandy” Woodward, the man who had
exercised command during the Falklands War, said that nobody who had
not gone through war could really understand it. “If so, please explain it
to me” was Gilbert’s reply.23

Public interest in military history has never flagged. As the German
professor Heinrich von Treitschke (1834–1896) once claimed, “the peri-
ods of peace form the empty pages of the history books.” Every war waged
not only in Europe but all over the world—after all, the nineteenth cen-
tury, and its second half in particular, was the heyday of colonialism—
brought a spate of more or less factual accounts written by participants,
newspaper correspondents, and casual observers. Some of the last were
well-known writers. One very good example was Theodor Fontane
(1819–1898). A native of Prussia, Fontane was a successful author of
travel diaries who later turned his talents to writing equally successful
novels. Yet at one point he took off from his usual labors to produce a very
readable history of the 1866 Prussian-Austrian War; aiming it not at the
professional but at the interested, fairly well-educated, patriotic layman.

Some of these works were more reliable, others less so. Most proba-
bly glorified past wars, particularly those that had been won by their own
countrymen but sometimes those that, allegedly fighting against great
odds, they had lost as well. In particular, the American South, defeated in
the Civil War, gave birth to any number of tales of this kind. As southern
writers—many of them, to the present day—saw it, the war was forced
on their country by an unjust North under that most unjust of presidents,
Abraham Lincoln. Rising to the occasion, the South mobilized its forces.

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_03_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 181



1 8 2 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

Outnumbered and outproduced, it fought the good fight, struck and re-
ceived many lusty blows, and finally succumbed to the overwhelming nu-
merical and material superiority brought to bear against it by the other
side. Works of this kind, as well as many others, often described the suf-
ferings inflicted by a cruel and vindictive enemy in vivid detail.
Nevertheless, during the second half of the nineteenth century, rare was
the history focusing on the horrors of war and its miseries per se. Instead,
since many writers were influenced by the prevalent nationalist and so-
cial Darwinistic ideas, there was a tendency to look at war as a necessary,
even positive, part of human experience.

A new breed of military history, which made its debut during those
years, was official military history produced by specially appointed per-
sonnel (either military or civilian) in specially created departments of the
various general staffs. From ancient times on, commanders who were not
at the same time rulers had often been required by their political masters
to submit written after-action reports on their operations. At least from
Alexander the Great on, many commanders who were rulers employed
special officers responsible for collecting records and recording events;24

there is some reason to believe that the authors of some works that have
survived from the classical age, such as Josephus and Arrian, had access
to records of this kind.25 In 1779, Emperor Joseph II of Austria broke new
ground by ordering his Hofskriegsrat, or Council for War, to compile doc-
umentary histories of every campaign the empire had waged from 1740
on. Regardless of just how it originated, ruler- or government-instigated
history has often been reworked for use as propaganda, glorifying the vic-
tor, vilifying the loser, gloating over triumphs gained, concealing defeat or
explaining it away, and the like. Under Napoleon, official accounts of mil-
itary events were falsified to the point where the expression “to lie like a
bulletin” became proverbial.26

That, however, is still not the same as having a specially appointed
department, staffed by specialist personnel, charged with producing an
official version of events. This sort of organization had to wait until the
first half of the nineteenth century, when the first of its kind was set up
by the Prussian army general staff.27 The idea was to use campaign his-
tory as a tool in educating professional officers. As is proved, among
other things, by the decision to divide the department into two sections,
one responsible for gathering material and the other for writing, in a
sense it was an attempt to show that, operating in their own field, they
could do as well or better in researching the past, mastering it, and per-
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haps making use of what “lessons” it had to offer. The armed forces of
other countries followed suit in due course. From the 1890s on, there was
a tendency toward specialization, as each service, insisting it alone had
the qualified personnel, started maintaining its own. The products were
used not just for professional education, as originally intended, but also
in the services’ efforts to “enlighten” (read influence in the direction they
considered desirable) the public and as data bases in their turf battles
against each other.

Compared to their non-official colleagues, official military historians
both enjoy some advantages and suffer from some disadvantages.28 By far
the greatest advantage they enjoy is ample means. Take, for example, the
Bundeswehr’s Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt in Potsdam. Backed
by an annual budget of seven million euros per year, the historians work-
ing for it can afford a few things others cannot, such as administrative 
assistance and travel money for touring the terrain and conducting inter-
views.29 Last but not least, they also receive guaranteed funding for pub-
lishing products that might otherwise be unpublishable and unsellable.

Probably even more important is access to documentation.30

Traditionally this meant written records of every sort; more recently au-
diotapes and incredible amounts of photographic material have been
added. On occasion, the material in question is highly classified. For ex-
ample, some of the men, fine historians all of them, who produced the of-
ficial U.S. history of World War II are now known to have been aware of
MAGIC, the secret organization in charge of intercepting and decoding
Japanese wireless transmissions, years before its existence was made
public.31 In any field of study, being the first and often the only one to pe-
ruse original material is a huge advantage. In one as surrounded by se-
crecy as war ordinarily is, it is even larger than usual.

On the other hand, historians whose task is to write official history
while working for the powers that be must also labor under some difficul-
ties. Even in democratic countries, knowledge of the side on which their
bread is buttered will probably compel them to take some points of view
and reject others.32 As some of them admit, at the very least, scholars
known to be especially controversial (which, in too many cases, means
especially knowledgeable and especially original) are unlikely to be given
the job in the first place.33 In countries that are not democratic, supervi-
sion is much more stringent and can easily be carried to the point where
they are reduced to acting as the government’s mouthpieces. Following
instructions, they write what they are told, regardless of any concern for

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_03_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 183



1 8 4 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

historical truth and sometimes even as to whether the final product does
or does not make sense. Worse still, policy may be altered at any moment.
When this happens, historians who find themselves sitting at the wrong
end of the table may well be penalized for their failure to change tack on
time.

Even this, however, does not end the problems official historians
face. Setting forth the history of their countries’ armed forces at war, in-
evitably they must aim at being as comprehensive and as balanced as pos-
sible; failing to do so, they can be certain to bring all kinds of accusations
down on their heads. Seeking to emphasize the general course of events
rather than the exploits of any particular warriors, they also tend to be
impersonal. On occasion, this is carried to extremes. Wending his way
among multiple posts and offices that received such-and-such instruc-
tions or issued such-and-such commands, the reader may be forgiven for
overlooking the fact that the occupants of those offices and posts are
flesh and blood and even that they keep changing.

Almost invariably, the final outcome is a whole series of bulky tomes.
Seeking to achieve a magisterial sort of overview, hardly ever do they ap-
peal to the imagination, inflame the blood, or cause the adrenaline to
flow. The following, taken from the Bavarian official history’s description
of the Battle of Fromelles in Flanders in May 1915, represents as good, or
as bad, an example of the genre as may be found:

In the fulfillment of a promise that General French, the English
supreme commander, had given to the French military leadership,
on 9 May the IV English Corps attacked to the northwest of this vil-
lage. The assault met, in the center of the 6th BRD [Bavarian
Reserve Division], the 16th RIR [Reserve Infantry Regiment]. At 
7 A.M, two heavy mine explosions, which buried alive six groups 
of trench garrison troops, enabled the enemy to break into the po-
sition of the 16th RIR to a depth of some 200 meters. The flood 
was damned thanks to the bitter opposition of the remaining
troops . . . as well as the help of neighboring troops from the 21st
and 17th RIRs, while the well-placed fire of the artillery made it
impossible for the English to reinforce their troops. In hard fight-
ing, the front-line trenches were retaken during the day. Then the
enemy, who had been drawn deep into the position and then cut
off, were wiped out or hunted down. The desire for further attack
was taken from the English.34
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At their best, the official histories of war set a standard of compre-
hensiveness, thoroughness, and objectivity against which all others are
measured. Seldom if ever, however, are they read from beginning to
end—which, given that the official history of the United States Forces in
World War II runs into no fewer than ninety-seven volumes (seven cover-
ing the navy, fifteen the air force, and seventy-five the army) would have
been all but impossible in many cases. Hence they are perhaps most often
used as reference books, and also, of course, as background in pictures of
ministers, generals, and other dignitaries who wish to appear more
learned than they actually are.

One thing official military history has in common with the history
that is produced in academia is the quest for “scientific” status. The idea
that studying the humanities is, or at any rate can be, a science was a
product of nineteenth-century Germany. There, the term Wissenschaft

was used, as it still is, to cover not merely the natural sciences but all
fields of study from medicine to music. To earn the epithet “scientific”
(wissenschaftlich), a work dealing with history, military history in-
cluded, must meet at least four essential conditions. First, though the
power of people’s belief in God and the supernatural is readily acknowl-
edged, the idea that such factors can effectively influence developments
is taboo. In other words, human history must be explained in terms of
human action, as Machiavelli had done, or else, following Hegel, in terms
of “objectively operating,” impersonal, all-powerful political, economic,
social, cultural, religious, technological, and, of course, military factors.
Second, the history in question must be “objective” in the sense of distin-
guishing between truth and fiction and sticking as close as possible to
“what actually took place” (Otto von Ranke’s celebrated phrase). Third, it
must take a critical approach to sources and be documented closely
enough to enable the reader to check on the way that the author has used
them. Last but not least, it must be impartial in the sense of not favoring
any particular actor—sine studio et ira (without flattery or ire), as
Tacitus once put it.

Meeting these requirements can be very difficult. More to the point,
the attempt to do so can easily result in volumes that are long-winded,
pedestrian, boring, and even incomprehensible; on occasion, it almost
looks as if academic historians, seeking “scientific” status for their work,
deliberately try to make them so.35 Hence it is not surprising that, side by
side with “scientific” military history produced by either armed forces or
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academia, the presses continued to pour out vast amounts of popular ac-
counts of war and warfare. Prominent in the genre were more or less au-
thentic diaries. Then there were collections (in reality, selections) of
official and unofficial letters, personal memoirs, biographies, and news-
paper and magazine articles. Picture books filled with weapons, equip-
ment, uniforms, and accounts of battles and campaigns catered to the
taste of men—women seldom read military history—of every age, class,
and degree of education. Often far from objective and deliberately writ-
ten to include as much color as possible, these works may not always
have met strict academic standards. As the story about the angels who
appeared at Mons in 1914 illustrates, some even reintroduced divine in-
tervention to explain how friendly forces were assisted or saved and the
wicked enemy smitten. Yet the lack of a “scientific” character did not pre-
vent people from buying them and reading them.

Asked why they read military history as often, and with as much in-
terest, as they obviously do, different men coming from different back-
grounds would have provided different answers. The greater majority
would probably have said that they considered accounts of past wars en-
tertaining, even fascinating, finding in many a “rattling good story.”36 It
enabled them to hate or despise villains, identify with heroes, feel part of
something greater and nobler than themselves, go through many an ad-
venture, and experience a gamut of feelings from danger to triumph, all
without any discomfort or risk to life and limb—especially if the story
could be told in personal terms (a quality not often found in serious, let
alone official, military history) and especially if it came with tales of love
and sex (which in these kinds of history is much less common still).
Others would have said that war is an essential part of human history
and, as such, deserves to be studied for the same reasons and as closely
as the rest.37 To a fairly small minority, both in and out of the military, the
purpose in doing so was to understand war, learn from past war, provide
for the conduct of future war, discover the so-called principles of war,
and, in case one was philosophically minded or ambitious, come up with
some novel “system” or “theory” of war.

Without question, each of these reasons is a perfectly good one in it-
self and remains as important today as at least since the time Herodotus
decided to put his protagonists’ deeds on record. Still, while they may
represent the truth, perhaps rarely do they represent only the truth, let
alone the whole truth. Among “serious” people, few are sufficiently hon-
est to admit, as Liddell Hart at one point did, that what had really drawn
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them to the field, at least originally, was the similarity between war and
games; in other words, that the fascination with it has as much or more to
do with the heart and the hormones than with the brain and its reason-
ing.38 Yet unless that truth is fully understood, our understanding of war,
let alone our ability to plan it and launch it and deal with it and profit from
it, will always remain deficient.
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10
Literature and War

T hough one or two historians have received the Nobel Prize for lit-
erature—including the first prize of all, which went to an expert

on ancient Rome, Theodor Mommsen—we today tend to draw a sharp
line between literature, however accurate the descriptions it provides,
and history, however well-written it may be. This was not the case during
many past ages, especially when most people were illiterate, what was
known of the past had to be orally transmitted; and especially when the
two were often seen as one and the same thing. In those times, history,
fiction, drama, poetry, especially epic poetry, and myth fell into the same
rubric. Often the same persons wrote all three of them. Here I shall not
enter into a discussion of the differences between these various genres
except to say that history that invents things instead of trying to reach
factual truth is not history at all.1 If the writing of history often seems ob-
sessed with war, the same applies to other forms of literature. In the
words of Ernest Hemingway, a man who knew his way around both war
and literature as few other modern men did, war is “just something irre-
placeable.”2

Though the term “war literature” only appeared in the 1920s, literary
works whose subject is war, or which are filled with war, are at least as old
as history itself. Even a short list would have to include many of the
greatest compositions ever produced by human minds. A good starting
point is the Epic of Gilgamesh. It was written down in Babylon about
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2000 B.C. Its eponymous hero, whose battles and other adventures it nar-
rates, is a king who appears to have been historical and who lived some
seven centuries before that date. The list of heroic compositions would
pass through the Iliad (and parts of the Odyssey as well) and go straight
on to Virgil’s Aeneid. All four of these, as well as similar epics originating
in other civilizations, have in common that they are literature and not his-
tory as we understand that term; in them, the desire to produce a work of
art is at least as important as any concern with historical fact. All four also
contain what we would regard as important mythological elements.

Some of these compositions vastly exaggerate the powers and deeds
of heroes, as the Epic of Gilgamesh does. Others describe free commu-
nication and even sexual intercourse between men and supernatural be-
ings (the Greek and Roman epics as well as the Epic of Gilgamesh), or
else they introduce the reader to various imaginary monsters, such as the
Cyclops, Scylla and Charybdis, and the Sirens (the Odyssey). With the
exception of Virgil, who in many ways followed the example provided by
Homer, we know little or nothing about the way in which those who wrote
down the epics, apparently drawing on masses of preexisting oral mate-
rial, saw the products of their minds. What we do know, though, is that to
those who listened to them or read them, those products did not repre-
sent fiction but events that had taken place in historical reality.

Realizing this fact is critical to understanding what followed. As they
composed their various histories, men such as Herodotus and Thucydides
did not deliberately set out to create a new kind of literary genre. Instead,
although writing prose rather than verse, in many ways they saw them-
selves as following in Homer’s footsteps, more or less doing for the Persian
Wars and the Peloponnesian War what he had done for the war seven or
eight centuries earlier that had taken place near Troy. It is, of course, true
that both men took a critical approach to their sources, seeking to weed
out unreliable ones and resolve contradictions. However, an explicit de-
mand for historical truth—requiring, before anything else, a sharp differ-
entiation between fact and fiction—only emerged with Polybios who
wrote in the first half of the second century B.C. Which, of course, is not to
say that, from this point on, all classical literature treated war, or other
kinds of past events, in a strictly historical way.

Referring to Greece, one modern historian has remarked that war
was even more prevalent in literature than it was in real life—which,
given the background of a world made up of hundreds of bickering city-
states, is saying a lot indeed.3 Both dramatists and poets often took it as
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their theme, producing masterpieces never surpassed to the present day.
Some, such as Tyrtaeus and Archilochus, calling their fellow citizens to
arms and instigating them to heroic deeds; some, like Aeschylus, cele-
brating the victories it produced; some, like Euripides, describing the suf-
ferings it inflicted; and some, like Xenophon (in addition to his historical
writings), philosophizing about it and even producing descriptions of en-
tire imaginary battles meant to illustrate and to instruct. Of Xenophon,
we have already said that before taking up residence as a sort of pen-
sioner in Sparta, he had acted as a military commander and a very suc-
cessful one at that. Of the rest, we know that they, or else their close
relatives, had served in war and were sometimes injured or killed in the
course of duty.4

Part myth, part law, part wisdom, part poetry, part history, the Old
Testament is also full of war, particularly the Pentateuch, the books of
Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, and 1 and 2 Chronicles.
Wars, especially those waged by Moses against the Amalekites, by Joshua
against the Canaanites, and by the kings Saul and David against their var-
ious enemies, were an essential part of the process by which the people
of Israel were shaped; war, this time against the Babylonians, also led to
the fall of Jerusalem, and with it King Solomon’s Temple, in 587 B.C.
Clearly the biblical descriptions of these and other wars contain many
historical elements, and indeed by and large the later the date the more
realistic the account. Clearly, on the other hand, they also contain much
material that most modern people would regard as ahistorical. The latter
include one episode in which the battle’s fortunes were decided by
Moses’s prayers and another in which Jehovah, at Joshua’s request, gave
special orders for the sun and the moon to stand in place so as to enable
the Israelites to gain the upper hand.5 Still, even in the less fanciful ac-
counts, the real objective is not to satisfy anybody’s historical curiosity,
let alone teach strategy, tactics, technology, and similar military subjects.
Rather, it is to demonstrate that wars are won when the Israelites remain
faithful to the Lord’s commands and lost when they are not.

Whereas, in classical antiquity, the point was finally reached where
history was no longer confused with literature, during the Middle Ages
the distance between the two narrowed once again. Chronicles apart,
secular history as it had been understood in the ancient world all but
ceased to exist. But even the chronicles were sometimes meant more to
show the hand of God at work than simply to record human history as it
unfolded. As works of art, medieval compositions such as Beowulf, the

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_03_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 190



C O M M E M O R A T I N G  W A R 1 9 1

Chanson de Roland, The Battle of Maledon, the Nibelungenlied, and
many of the chansons de geste that followed them will stand compari-
son with the Epic of Gilgamesh and the classical epics. Like their pre-
decessors, though, they cannot be regarded simply as historical truth
describing the deeds and misdeeds of historical figures, even if their au-
thors believed that they were historical truth, and even if many of them
do contain some factual core whose exact nature and importance schol-
ars are still trying to assess. Nor, apparently, did the quest for historical
truth figure high among the objectives for which these works were com-
posed. Some were mainly intended to glorify the ancestors of those who
commissioned them and listened to them and, by extension, elevate
their own status in the eyes of their contemporaries. Many others must
have used the themes of war and battle in order to educate, inspire, and,
yes, entertain.6

Both at the time of Homer and during the Middle Ages, the societies
that gave rise to these compositions were proto-feudal or feudal. In other
words, they were fairly decentralized in terms of the distribution of polit-
ical power and almost completely dominated by a warrior class that im-
posed its values on most of the rest. The West was by no means the only
region to give rise to societies of this kind; hence it is not surprising to
find that more or less similar ones in other parts of the world came up
with more or less similar literary works. In particular, Japanese literature
generated during the Muromachi period—lasting roughly from 1336 to
1603—included vast numbers of historical, semihistorical, and pseudo-
historical accounts of this kind.

As in medieval Europe, the authors were specialists hired or main-
tained for the purpose. Their task was to record and narrate the wars,
deeds, triumphs, defeats, honor, and loyalty (or treachery) of the samu-
rai. In much of this, truth can no longer be separated from fiction if, in-
deed, doing so was ever possible in the first place. Nor, in a sense, does it
matter if a given samurai really existed and whether he really performed
the military feats attributed to him or the motives attributed to him.
Rather, as is also the case with the Homeric epics and the chansons de

geste, the literature in question provides a faithful mirror of a society
made up of warriors, their leaders, and their retainers. This includes its
likes, its dislikes, its values, the way it understood itself, and how it
sought to educate its members.

We have already noted that soldiers and commanders of the
Renaissance produced much military history, and also that much of what
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they did produce was anything but scientific. At the same time, the
Renaissance saw attempts by Italian writers in particular to model them-
selves on classical antiquity and revive the great tradition of epic poetry.
Inevitably they focused much of their attention on war as one of the few
fields capable of furnishing the desirable, and often highly profitable,
combination of suspense, color, emotional depth, and sheer grandeur.
These qualities may explain, for example, why Ariosto and so many other
authors chose to write about armed conflict and not, say, in praise of rais-
ing livestock or mending clothes. Reading his famous Orlando Furioso

(1516–32), one may be hard put to say whether it is love that forms the
background to war or war the background to love. Both, it seems, are of
equal importance, and both are cleverly contrasted with each other and
used to enhance each other.

As with the classical epics, much of the material, particularly that re-
ferring to various Greek and Roman deities and fearsome (but at the
same time delicate and loving) warrior women, is entirely fanciful.7 The
difference, of course, is that these were almost completely artificial cre-
ations that did not have deep roots in tradition and myth. True, the au-
thors did their—often quite mediocre—best to set the tale they were
telling in a more or less historical background; for example, Ariosto’s he-
roes live in the time of Charles the Great. However, neither they nor their
readers believed that the events narrated, or anything like them, had ac-
tually taken place or, perhaps, could have taken place. In this respect
they are somewhat similar to the tales of J. R. R. Tolkien. The latter, of
course, also include their fair share of war and battle. Still, however much
people may admire them, few believe the characters they contain ever
existed, let alone that by visiting Middle Earth one may find hobbits, ma-
gicians, orcs, and similar creatures and trace the adventures in which
they engaged. All this amounts to saying that by the time of the
Renaissance, the distinction between literature and history had been
firmly established or, if we look back to Polybios, restored.

Other Renaissance authors also had much to say about war. The most
famous one was undoubtedly William Shakespeare. From Coriolanus

through Julius Caesar, Richard II, Richard III, and the various Henrys
to Hamlet, many of Shakespeare’s plays either take war as their main
subject or are set against the background of war. Shakespeare, of course,
was no historian and certainly not a modern “scientific” one. Even at the
time they were written and produced, his historical plays did not claim to
be absolutely faithful representations of past reality. What he did was to
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adapt the events he wrote about and the central outline of the plots from
a variety of sources generally available at his time. Very often he sub-
tracted and added and even invented characters, detail, and dialogue as
it suited his dramatic purposes.

Shakespeare lived and worked at a time when England was at war
with Spain and fear of invasion was always in the air. From the little that
is known about him, it would seem he had rather less military experience
than some of his fellow dramatists such as Christopher Marlowe and
George Chapman.8 Yet a unique combination of research—that he carried
out such research is proved by his frequent use of technical terminol-
ogy—and imaginative powers enabled him to breathe life into his plays
and convey a sense of authenticity even when dealing with wars in far-
away countries at faraway times. His descriptions of war and battle per se
tend to be brief. If only because scenes involving large numbers of people
are hard to stage, most of what took place is implied rather than enacted.
For example, in the whole of King Henry V the battle of Agincourt
proper only takes up two scenes in Act IV, and even these only present
the doings of a handful of men.

In any case it is not strategy, tactics, or technology that engages
Shakespeare’s interest. Rather, it is the people who plan war, command in
war, fight in war, celebrate war, enjoy war, and suffer from war. In pre-
senting them to us, he goes all the way from the idea that “we go to war
to gain a little patch of ground that hath in it no profit but the name”9 to
Henry V’s harangue before the battle, perhaps the greatest of its kind
ever written.10 Does all this mean that we should now denounce
Shakespeare as a “militarist”? Of course not. All it means is that, like
countless others before and after him, he saw war as the greatest of all
dramas. One which, besides bringing out every human quality to its
fullest extent and offering unparalleled scope to his own talents, would
also appeal to the audience he was addressing.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries more or less fanci-
ful literary works whose subject was war, or which at any rate used war
as their background, continued to be produced in large numbers. Among
the most interesting is Hans Jacob Christof von Grimmelshausen’s
Simplicissimus (1667). Grimmelshausen, who was born in 1622, en-
listed in the Swedish army when he was just sixteen years old. He thus
experienced war at first hand, even though most of the time he served
not as an ordinary soldier but as a military clerk. His work is satirical, fo-
cusing not on the heroics of war but on its sufferings and the absurdities
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it involves. Time after time, the narrator, after whom the novel is named,
takes the trouble to emphasize that the stories he is telling are “vera-
cious.” This does not mean that they actually took place or that
Grimmelshausen believed they did. It does not even mean that he
wanted his readers to believe that they did, or could have; in this respect
there is a strong similarity with Joseph Heller’s 1961 novel of World War II,
Catch-22. The two also have in common that although almost every de-
tail is pure imagination, overall the outcome rings true, despite Heller’s
telling the late historian Stephen Ambrose that his book was pure fiction
and that, in reality, everything American troops stationed at the time and
place he describes did was great and marvelous.11

To the many kinds of literature revolving around war, the nineteenth
century added the historical novel. This was the time when, in the eyes of
a growing number of people, history (and, from Darwin on, biology)
began to take the place of religion in tracing the origins of humanity, its
growth, and its development. It was also, as the previous chapter has ex-
plained, the time when academic history was invented and, having
shaken free from religion on the one hand and from fiction on the other,
sought to reconstruct the past as nearly as possible as it “really” had
been. Yet writers of novels were seldom academics and academics seldom
wrote novels. Rather, what novelists, or at any rate the better ones among
them, really did was to study the precise knowledge academic historians
had generated and use it in order to project their various characters, set-
tings, and plots into the more or less remote past, in which war and war-
fare occupied an extremely prominent place.

Among the representatives of the genre were some of the greatest
nineteenth-century writers, such as Walter Scott, Leo Tolstoy, Emile
Zola, and Stephen Crane. Unlike the authors of the chansons de geste

and also unlike Ariosto, they did whatever they could to make the back-
ground against which their characters enact their plots as realistic as pos-
sible. Seeking to make the background as realistic as possible, they ruled
out divine intervention and magic of every kind. Furthermore, often they
engaged in very considerable historical research aimed at reconstructing
the wars of the twelfth century, Napoleon’s invasion of Russia, the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, and the American Civil War, respec-
tively. When Tolstoy in War and Peace describes the Battle of Austerlitz,
or Zola in The Debacle describes the Battle of Sedan, there is no question
but that these encounters actually took place. Equally there is no ques-
tion but that the authors in question had studied them in depth and that
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many of the details, as well as the characters, are perfectly authentic. For
example, Tolstoy’s description of the Russian commander Mikhail
Kutusov and other figures corresponds closely to the truth; that Tolstoy
was a Russian nationalist who only liked Russian personalities is true but
besides the point. Often, though, the story’s real heroes are not authen-
tic, nor is the reader asked to believe that they are. Neither Ivanhoe, his
father Cedric, the mad Ulrike, nor the beautiful Rebecca are historical,
and at no time did their inventor, Scott, pretend that they were.

Otherwise put, in essence the novelists invented characters and
events that could have existed or taken place. Having done so, they fitted
them into an accurate historical setting just as diamonds are fitted onto a
ring. In this they differed from Renaissance writers, to whom such accu-
racy did not matter; too, with many countries moving slowly toward
democracy, for the first time a great deal of attention was paid to the ex-
periences of ordinary soldiers, which previous writers had tended to ne-
glect.12 Since producing historical novels requires both the historian’s
knowledge and understanding and the novelist’s talent for creating a plot
full of suspense, vivid writing, and emotional depth, doing so is anything
but easy. The novels’ popularity, which in many cases lasts to the present
day, speaks volumes about both the authors’ technical virtuosity in doing
all of this and also about their capacity for empathy. One of the works in
question, Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage (1895), has been
described as providing perhaps the best idea of what battle is like for
those who fight in it.13 What makes this achievement all the more remark-
able is that Crane had never seen military service or been under fire.
Once again, this raises the question of how important hands-on experi-
ence is when it comes to understanding war and battle and writing about
them.

By the late nineteenth century, all these different kinds of literature
began to be joined by yet another one. Discounting tales of Armageddon,
which tended to be not only entirely imaginary but lacking in detail, hith-
erto most military fiction had been located in the past. From now on, in-
creasingly, it began to colonize the future as well. One factor responsible
for the emergence of this new kind of what today would be called science
fiction may have been accelerated technological progress. Generated by
the industrial revolution and unfolding almost daily under people’s very
eyes, it made the future into the subject of curiosity—the sort of curios-
ity that made possible the novels of Jules Verne. Another was the well-
nigh universal feeling that the intense rivalry among the great powers of
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the time would sooner or later resolve itself in an outbreak of armed con-
flict. Thus writers both fed on people’s fears and stimulated them.

Consider George Tomkyns Chesney’s 1871 book The Battle of

Dorking; The Reminiscences of a Volunteer. Born in 1830, Chesney
joined the British army as an officer and had risen to the rank of lieu-
tenant colonel by the time the book was published. He ended up as a gen-
eral; next, having retired, he took a seat in parliament as a Conservative
member for Oxford. It is written from the point of view of a veteran. Now
an old man—the book is set in the year 1920—he describes to his grand-
children how England had neglected to keep up its defenses. As a result,
it was taken by surprise by the Germans. Having defeated France, the lat-
ter succeeded in concentrating in secret, crossing the Canal, and landing
in Sussex. In an encounter fought in the hills of Surrey, they inflicted
such a decisive defeat on the English that Britain still had not recovered
its position fifty years later.

An immense popular success, The Battle of Dorking found countless
imitators in English (on both sides of the Atlantic), French, and
German.14 From its appearance until the beginning of World War I, hardly
a year passed in which some tale of future war did not see the light of
print. First they were serialized chapter by chapter in the magazines;
later many of them appeared in book form. Very often their authors used
them to drive home a political message of some sort, be it the need to arm
(or disarm), the evils of plutocracy, the dangers of democracy or social-
ism, or whatever. Thus tales of imaginary wars, like histories of real ones,
were adapted to every point of view and taste. As long as the tale was
good, very often it did not matter much who won and who lost.

Most authors followed Chesney’s example and placed their wars in
the immediate future, but a few, such as the American Samuel W. Odell in
The Last War (1898), projected their tales as many as seven hundred
years ahead. Most imaginary wars took place in Europe, the great politi-
cal, economic, and technological powerhouse of the time, and reflected
contemporary international rivalries between France, Germany, Britain
(each of which produced many tales in which their respective armies de-
feated each other), and Russia. Others were directed by “civilized”
Europeans and/or Americans against “uncivilized” but rapidly breeding
Africans and Chinese, ending in the latter’s total defeat and even exter-
mination.15 A great many used the opportunity to describe all kinds of
imaginary weapons, starting with bacteria (whose use, apparently, was
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not yet considered uncivilized) and culminating in nuclear energy. In
1895 a British novelist, Robert Cromie in The Crack of Doom, became
the first to suggest that “one grain of matter” might contain sufficient en-
ergy “to raise a hundred thousand tons nearly two miles”;16 such awful
powers, a few others thought, might even put an end to war as we know
it.17 Focusing on politics, war, and technology, as works of art few if any
of these volumes could compare with the best historical novels in terms
of scope, the depiction of character, and emotional depth. However, as
good adventure yarns, they held their own, and as evidence about the
way contemporaries saw war, they are indispensable.

The epics and the chansons de geste apart, our survey so far has
been limited mainly to the prose literature surrounding war. From time
immemorial, though, war has also given rise to a body of poetry so vast as
to almost defy the imagination. Corresponding to every taste, from the
truly sublime to the most vulgar drivel, most could probably be divided
into three basic types. First there are works that call for war and encour-
age those who engage in it. In the words of poet laureate William Ernest
Henley in the preface to his edited volume of Lyra Heroica, their task is
“to set forth . . . the beauty and joy of living, the beauty and blessedness
of death, the glory of battle and adventure, the nobility of devotion—to a
cause, an ideal, a passion even.”18 While going back at least as far as an-
cient Greece during the sixth century B.C., this kind of martial poetry was
never more popular than during the nineteenth century, when it joined
forces with nationalism.19 It reached one of its high points in 1862 when
Julia Ward Howe wrote and published The Battle Hymn of the Republic:

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord
He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored
He has loosed the fateful lightening of His terrible swift sword
His truth is marching on.

Glory! Glory! Hallelujah! . . .

I have seen Him in the watch-fires of a hundred circling camps
They have builded Him an altar in the evening dews and damps
I can read His righteous sentence by the dim and flaring lamps
His day is marching on.

I have read a fiery gospel writ in burnished rows of steel,
“As ye deal with my contemners, So with you My grace shall deal;”
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Let the Hero, born of woman, crush the serpent with his heel
Since God is marching on.

He has sounded forth the trumpet that shall never call retreat
He is sifting out the hearts of men before His judgment-seat:
Oh, be swift, my soul, to answer Him! be jubilant my feet!
Our God is marching on.

In the beauty of the lilies Christ was born across the sea,
With a glory in His bosom that transfigures you and me:
As He died to make men holy, let us die to make men free,
While God is marching on.20

There were works that celebrated victory and gloated over the
enemy’s defeat. One such, attributed to the biblical prophet Deborah, is
worth citing in full:

Praise ye the Lord for the avenging of Israel, when the people will-
ingly offered themselves. Hear, O ye kings; give ear, O ye princes; I,
even I, will sing unto the Lord; I will sing praise to the Lord God of
Israel.

Lord, when thou wentest out of Seir, when thou marchedst out
of the field of Edom, the earth trembled, and the heavens dropped,
the clouds also dropped water.

The mountains melted from before the Lord, even that Sinai
from before the Lord God of Israel.

In the days of Shamgar the son of Anath, in the days of Jael, the
highways were unoccupied, and the travelers walked through by-
ways. The inhabitants of the villages ceased, they ceased in Israel,
until that I Deborah arose, that I arose a mother in Israel.

They chose new gods; then was war in the gates; was there a
shield or spear seen among forty thousand in Israel?

My heart is toward the governors of Israel, that offered them-
selves willingly among the people. Bless ye the Lord.

Speak, ye that ride on white asses, ye that sit in judgment, and
walk by the way.

They that are delivered from the noise of archers in the places
of drawing water, there shall they rehearse the righteous acts of the
Lord, even the righteous acts toward the inhabitants of his villages
in Israel; then shall the people of the Lord go down to the gates.

Awake, awake, Deborah: awake, awake, utter a song; arise,
Barak, and lead thy captivity captive, thou son of Abinoam.
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Then he made him that remaineth have dominion over the no-
bles among the people: the Lord made me have dominion over the
mighty.

Out of Ephraim was there a root of them against Amalek; after
thee, Benjamin, among thy people; out of Machir came down gover-
nors, and out of Zebulun they that handle the pen of the writer.

And the princes of Issachar were with Deborah; even Issachar,
and also Barak; he was sent on foot into the valley. For the divisions
of Reuben there were great thoughts of heart.

Why abodest thou among the sheepfolds, to hear the bleatings
of the flocks? For the divisions of Reuben there were great search-
ings of heart.

Gilead abode beyond Jordan; and why did Dan remain in ships?
Asher continued on the sea shore, and abode in his breaches.

Zebulun and Naphtali were a people that jeoparded their lives
unto the death in the high places in the field.

The kings came and fought; then fought the kings of Canaan in
Taanach by the waters of Megiddo; they took no gain of money.

They fought from heaven; the stars in their courses fought
against Sisera.

The river of Kishon swept them away, that ancient river, the
river of Kishon, O my soul, thou has trodden down strength.

Then were the horsehoofs broken by the means of the pranc-
ings, the prancings of their mighty ones.

Curse ye Meroz, said the angel of the Lord, curse ye bitterly the
inhabitants thereof; because they came not to the help of the Lord,
to the help of the Lord against the mighty.

Blessed above women shall Jael the wife of Heber the Kenite be;
blessed shall she be above women in the tent.

He asked water, and she gave him milk; she brought forth but-
ter in a lordly dish.

She put her hand to the nail, and her right hand to the work-
men’s hammer; and with the hammer she smote Sisera, she smote off
his head, when she had pierced and stricken through his temples.

At her feet he bowed, he fell, he lay down; at her feet he bowed,
he fell; where he bowed, there he fell down dead.

The mother of Sisera looked out at a window, and cried through
the lattice, Why is his chariot so long in coming? Why tarry the
wheels of his chariot?

Her wise ladies answered her, yea, she returned answer to her-
self,

Have they not sped? Have they not divided the prey; to every
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man a damsel or two; to Sisera a prey of divers colors, a prey of
divers colors of needlework, of divers colors of needlework on both
sides, meet for the necks of them that take the spoil?

So let all thine enemies perish, O Lord: but let them that love
him be as the sun when he goeth forth in his might.21

Here, as in some other compositions of the same genre, the praise
showered on the victor becomes even more pronounced by being con-
trasted with the misery of the loser.

There were also works that deplored the waste, pain, suffering, and
sorrow of it all. There probably is not a place or time in history that did
not produce poems devoted to these subjects. They tell of dead and mu-
tilated bodies, raped women, starving children, flourishing towns and vil-
lages that have been turned into ruins, and entire districts that have been
laid waste, often in violation of every rule of human conduct and often for
no purpose at all. As might be expected, World War I, the greatest and
most destructive war in history until then, was a particularly fruitful
source of poetry of this kind. Siegfried Sassoon, the author whose poem
in praise of the parade ground has been quoted in chapter 6, provides as
good a sample of its kind as may be found:

To  t h e  Wa r m on g e rs

(Spring 1917)

I’m back again from hell
With loathsome thoughts to sell;
Secrets of death to tell;
And horrors from the abyss.

Young faces bleared with blood,
Sucked down into the mud,
You shall hear things like this,
Till the tormented slain
Crawl round and once again,
With limbs that twist awry
Moan out their brutish pain,
As the fighters pass them by,

For you our battles shine
With triumph half-divine;
And the glory of the dead
Kindles in each proud eye.
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But a cure is on my head,
That shall not be unsaid,
And the wounds in my heart are red,
For I have watched them die.22

There is no doubt that the poem is intense. But before we draw the
wrong conclusions from it, let’s take a closer look at the career of this fa-
mous antiwar poet. Sassoon was born in 1886, the scion of an immensely
wealthy family. He led a privileged life and, like some other young men
with too much money in the bank and too little real work to do, started
writing verse with a vague idea of perhaps one day becoming a poet.
Instead he became one of the first to volunteer for military service even
before war had been officially declared. As he later wrote, doing so freed
him from “any sense of personal responsibility.”

Commissioned as a lieutenant, Sassoon quickly developed into a re-
doubtable killer, engaging in such daring escapades as to be nicknamed
“Mad Jack” by his men. It was after he got his first taste of service in the
trenches that he wrote:

I never thought to find such peace. If it were not for Mother and
friends I would pray for a speedy death. I want a genuine taste of the
horrors, and then—peace. I don’t want to go back to the old inane
life which always seemed like a prison. I want freedom, not com-
fort . . . The last fifteen months have unsealed my eyes. I have lived
well and truly since the war began, and have made my sacrifices;
now I ask that the price be required of me.23

As late as the beginning of July 1916, Sassoon was describing his
experiences during the opening days of the Somme—remembered as
the time when the British Army suffered the worst defeat in its entire
history—as “great fun.” It was only during a spell in the hospital, where
he was recuperating from an illness, that he began to change his mind.

In his own words, what triggered the change was not so much what
he had experienced in the trenches. Rather, it was “heavy lunches in
London clubs” and his disgust with the “blighters” and “harlots” who,
staying at home, were having the time of their lives; they made him long
for the “freedom” and “greatness” of the front. Further disappointed by
his failure to get a medal he thought he had deserved, Sassoon launched
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into several years of intensive antiwar writing.24 Yet as late as the second
half of 1918 he felt that war had been “an improvement on a lot of the
aimless things one did in peace-time.” Having said what he had to say
about war, his creative impulse was exhausted; it took him three decades
and a religious revelation to find another subject to write about. Thus his
poetry, and that of a great many others as well, does not prove that war
had no fascination for him. In fact, the opposite is the case.

As had been noted, Sassoon was not alone.25 Poets such as Wilfred
Owen (whose posthumous work Sassoon edited) and prose writers such
as Erich Maria Remarque and Ludwig Renn also filled page after page
showing their fascination with war even as they denounced its barbarity
in the strongest terms they could think of.26 But their influence, like that
of many others of the self-styled “lost generation,” should not be exagger-
ated. Both Remarque and Renn’s novels were best-sellers, and de-
servedly so. However, Owen’s poetry was a commercial failure.27 At first
Sassoon’s did not do much better. While its aesthetic qualities were ap-
preciated, even admired, it tended to be dismissed as the understandable
outpourings of a young man who, having seen more action than was good
for him, had gone slightly out of his mind.28 It was only in the early 1930s
that he and Owen began to have any real impact. By that time, some
would argue, Adolf Hitler was already threatening to unleash an even
more monstrous conflict. Thus the two of them, to the extent that they
encouraged appeasement, may have done their country more harm than
good.

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, for every volume that presented
the recent war as a vale of tears, suffering, pain, death, and sorrow, an-
other one was published that exulted in it and glorified it. Among these
works, the best-known example is Ernst Jünger’s Im Stahlgewitter (In

the Storm of Steel). No armchair soldier, Jünger had seen quite as much
action as any other fighter. In the end, having been wounded no fewer
than seven times, he even won the Pour le Mérite. Yet he shared neither
Remarque’s all-pervasive sense of idiotic futility nor Renn’s feeling of in-
credible horrors endured and personalities forever wasted. For him, to
the contrary, the war had come as liberation from the weight of the bour-
geois civilization in which he had grown up, a civilization he experienced
as so oppressive that, as a youth, he had run away from home to join the
French Foreign Legion. However unpalatable the fact may be to some,
aesthetically speaking Im Stahlgewitter will stand comparison with any-
thing published about war between 1919 and 1939. Nor did Jünger
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change his mind later on. Insisting that he had described war as it 
was, not as it could or should have been,29 he brought out several more
volumes in which he evoked the world of the trenches.30 Strange it cer-
tainly was, surreal, dangerous, and deadly, but also positively pulsating
with life. As early as 1931 he began to look forward to the next war, a sub-
ject that led to yet another series of books culminating in Auf die

Marmorklippen (On the Marble Cliffs, 1939). Eventually his fame
brought him an offer to head the chamber of writers in the Third Reich—
which he rejected.

For reasons that are not easy to explain, the country that during
these years saw the publication of the greatest number of antiwar novels,
plays, and poems was France. The country’s losses, it is true, had been
heavier than those of either Germany or Britain. In addition, some parts
of the country that had been occupied by the Germans were so devas-
tated that they took decades to recover. Still, in neither human nor mate-
rial terms did France’s loss compare with that of Russia, which went
through two wars instead of one. Unlike Russia, moreover, France had
come out of the conflict as one of the victors. Its empire remained intact
and was, in fact, enlarged by the important addition of Syria; its position
in Europe was stronger than it had been at any time since at least 1870.
Certainly French writers were just as obsessed with war as Hemingway
was and, given what their country had endured, perhaps more justified in
being so. Unlike him, however, most of them spent almost all their ener-
gies deploring war, mourning the dead, encouraging youth to pacifism,
and hoping against hope that there would be no repetition; this semi-
official policy even had a title, “moral disarmament.”31

The first and most famous French antiwar novel, Henri Barbusse’s Le

Feu, was published during the conflict itself, drawing a harrowing picture
of the pointless sufferings of the poilus (the nickname given to French
World War I infantrymen). Of those who followed him, perhaps the most
successful were those who, like Sassoon in some of his poems, made their
point by using black comedy. A good example is Pierre Drieu La Rochelle
in La Comédie de Charleroi (1934); here, a mother uses her son’s death
in battle in order to increase her own prestige in the society in which she
lives.32 Those and a few others apart, much of the result amounted to sen-
timental trash and has rightly been forgotten. Here and there it is even
possible to find an antiwar author, such as Jean Giraudoux, who ruefully
admitted that, compared to war, peace was a wan, uninteresting, and sim-
ply boring subject to write about.33
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By 1938, thirty-three-year-old Jean-Paul Sartre was describing the
petty, empty selfishness of contemporary French society under the telling
title Nausea. He need not have worried. War, and with it the “strange de-
feat” of 1940—strange in the sense that never in history was a great
power overthrown with greater ease—did come.34 After the inevitable
early confusion and attempts at collaboration, the German occupation
gave writers such as Elsa Triole, Louis Aragon, Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
and of course Sartre himself something not only to write about but also,
perhaps, to live for.35 It also gave them readers, what with circulation
figures of underground papers going up from zero in June 1940 to tens
of thousands and even hundreds of thousands four years later.36 Perhaps
at few other times could so many people read about war and, simply
by doing so, feel heroically involved in a great and noble enterprise of
liberation.

Outside France’s borders, the picture was much more mixed. In
Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany, writers who presented war as
other than glorious were prohibited from publishing, if they were lucky,
and landed in a concentration camp, if they were not. Conversely, in both
countries writers who met the regime’s expectations and stirred up mar-
tial feelings could expect substantial honorary and financial rewards. The
result was vast amounts of trash, albeit of a very different kind from that
produced by so many French writers. Focusing on Germany under
National Socialism, war literature, instead of being sentimental, was
shrill, full of “sacred” storms, “blossoming” youth, and “self-sacrificing”
comrades who rushed into death loudly singing their country’s anthem;
having died, their light continued to shine through all eternity.37

Instead of endlessly diving into the various heroes’ (and heroines’)
delicate and contradictory feelings, the literature in question was lacking
in nuance, one-sided, and completely unrealistic. Yet this did not prevent
writers such as Karl Broeger, Ernst Johannsen, Werner Beumelburg, and
Fritz von Unruh from enjoying great popularity.38 It is said that for every
volume dealing with peace, there were twenty whose subject was war;39

several of Unruh’s works (e.g., Way of Sacrifice, 1928) were even trans-
lated into English. Little of the literature in question survived into the
post-1945 period. In part, this was because it was just not good enough.
In part, however, its disappearance was due to the fact that it was sys-
tematically execrated and boycotted.

In Stalin’s Soviet Union, things were a little more complicated. Unlike
Fascism and National Socialism, in principle, Communism was always
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“peace-loving.” On the other hand, there was a growing “duty” to ac-
knowledge the historical tradition of the struggle that had brought the
Communist regime to power and, by implication, all other wars that could
somehow be construed as being waged by the oppressed against their
class oppressors.40 As a result of this “duty,” in the Soviet Union even
more than in the other totalitarian states, literature often dealt not with
flesh-and-blood men and women but with caricatures moved by the invis-
ible cords of history and the relationships of production. Always and
everywhere, they assaulted their enemies waving red flags and fell down
yelling Communist slogans; after 1945, similar techniques were applied to
“the Great Patriotic War” of 1941–45. In Stalin’s hand even the term real-

ist, which normally has positive connotations, was besmirched, coming to
mean the opposite of “true.” As far as it is possible to check, none of this
did much to instill the fighting spirit the leadership sought. During much
of the period between the world wars, Soviet military morale was low in-
deed, reaching a nadir in 1939–40.41 In the end, it took the German inva-
sion to shake the country out of its apathy.

Somewhere between France and the totalitarian states stood the
United States and Britain. Both, it is true, produced large amounts of 
antiwar literature. The American equivalents of Remarque, Renn, Owen,
Sassoon, were writers such as John Dos Passos, e. e. cummings, and Ezra
Pound. The first two had volunteered for war before, shocked by its bes-
tiality, they turned to describing its dehumanizing effects. The third,
though he never came close to a battlefield (he spent the war living in
London), was somehow able to find within himself even more effective
words to denounce it, a fact that his subsequent turn toward fascism can
by no means obscure.42 For a time, even the pre-1914 tradition of aggres-
sive science fiction seemed to have made a complete turnaround.
Previously in such fiction the awesome weapons American scientists put
into the hands of their wise and beneficial leaders had invariably led to
the triumph of the equally wise and beneficial Anglo-Saxon civilization
and with it a world government and the end of war. Now the possibility
had to be considered that some very bad people across the Atlantic and
Pacific oceans would be the first to lay their hands on the new devices,
causing things to develop the other way around. As a result, many writ-
ers, instead of describing the glories and triumphs of future war, began to
speculate about the need to prevent it from taking place.43

Yet this was but one side of the picture. As volumes such as Frederic
W. Ziv’s The Valiant Muse (1936) prove, even in Britain, and even at a
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time when the pacifist movement was at the peak of is strength, much
published material remained as unshakably high-minded and patriotic as
it had long been. Book for book, the public seems to have preferred pa-
triotism to disillusionment;44 here and there, an editor of anthologies
even went so far as to exclude the works of Owen and Sassoon because
they had too much to say about war’s “passive sufferings” and not
enough about the joy of those who entered it expecting to play with their
lives.45 As George Orwell once complained, authors of juvenile literature
in particular seemed to have learned nothing and forgotten nothing.46

Instead, they went on cranking out the same old war stories. All of them
were set in the good old days around 1910, all of them were heroic, and
all of them ended in the triumph of pleasant-faced, public-school-
educated, courageous, fair-dealing British youths over their various ne-
farious adversaries.

Returning to the United States, tales about the horrors of war and the
need to do something to prevent it from recurring only enjoyed a rela-
tively short life during the early to mid-1930s. Next, the wind changed.
Many American writers went back to their usual ebullient (some would
say aggressive) selves. The larger the German and Japanese threats
seemed to loom toward the end of the decade, the stronger the tendency
to throw caution to the wind. By 1940, a time when many Europeans had
already experienced what the bomber could do and the rest were tremu-
lously anticipating its coming, fictional American scientists were once
again building imaginary weapons more powerful than any in history and
preparing to use them.47

Finally, one country that did experience war during the period in
question, and which therefore may present a more fruitful field for in-
quiry than either “the west” or the totalitarian states, was Spain. Right
from the beginning, the Spanish Civil War was regarded not merely as an
internal affair but as a clash between opposing worldviews. As a result, it
saw the participation of foreigners on both sides and was passionately fol-
lowed even by people far removed from the scene. It produced a momen-
tous amount of literature, including works by such well-known authors as
Ilya Ehrenburg, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, André Malraux, and Arthur
Koestler.48 Many others, such as the correspondent for the Nazi paper
Völkischer Beobachter, Roland Strunk, have since been forgotten, but at
the time they scribbled with the best.49 Some of them were intent on lit-
tle more than praising the heroic deeds and self-sacrifice they claimed to
have witnessed—each one, needless to say, on his own side of the front.50
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Others, particularly those whose work was only published after Franco
had finally left the scene and democracy was restored, were more inter-
ested in the horror of it all.51

Perhaps the most famous books to come out of the war were George
Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia (1938) and Ernest Hemingway’s For

Whom the Bell Tolls (1940). Hemingway was an apolitical self-styled he-
man who had known war at first hand in 1917–18 and rushed to Spain to
report on the conflict, hoping it would provide him with material for his
greatest novel of all.52 Orwell was an extremely political left-wing social-
ist who had not yet known war directly and went to Spain to take part in
it and report on it, doing “my best to be honest.”53 Both Hemingway and
Orwell (who at one point had been a policeman in Burma) apparently
acted as weapon instructors to untrained republican troops. Neither glo-
rified war, and both were well aware of the misery, the squalor, and the
atrocities. That apart, Orwell has much to say about the Communist be-
trayal of the democratic values for which men such as himself fought and
sacrificed themselves; in the end, his objections to their methods almost
cost him his life. By contrast, Hemingway seems preoccupied with death
to the point of suicide (which he eventually committed in 1961). Yet to
say their books were concerned exclusively with those aspects would be
untrue. Orwell speaks of the rats in the trenches, but also of how much
he enjoyed turning a group of volunteers into a cohesive unit and the fun
he and his men had skinny-dipping during a lull in the fighting. With
Hemingway, war, camaraderie, love of country, and love of women are al-
ways closely related. Had it been otherwise, neither could have produced
the works of art he did.

At all times and places war has formed a subject for literature par ex-
cellence. Some authors feared it, some eagerly anticipated it. Some hated
it, some exulted in it. Certainly its horrors caused many to experience a
rude awakening, leaving them scarred for life and generating a sense of
the futility of it all. However, this did not apply to everybody and perhaps
not even to the majority. Quite a number looked back upon it as a great,
perhaps the greatest, experience in their lives, one they never tired of de-
scribing in as many ways as they could think of. Furthermore, very often
even the authors who were loudest in their professions of hatred for war
could not resist the temptation to deal with it; in other words, neither
horror nor futility translates into lack of interest. In the very greatest pro-
ductions, including the Iliad and War and Peace, all the various emo-
tions that war excites are mixed in different people at the same time and
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often in the same person at different times. To this should be added the
ever-present gap between the narrator and his characters. As a result,
often it is all but impossible to say which voices truly represent that of the
author.

On one hand, people’s lives certainly helped dictate what they did
and did not write. On the other, and as is also the case among historians,
perhaps the most surprising fact of all is the lack of any direct link be-
tween an author’s experience of war and his ability to make his readers
understand what it was like. No doubt the fact that Tolstoy, Owen,
Sassoon, Jünger, Remarque, Renn, Cummings, Dos Passos, Orwell, and
Hemingway did see war at first hand helped them both in selecting their
subjects and in writing as they did. Yet the fact that Shakespeare, Crane,
and Pound did not go through war neither prevented them from writing
about it nor does it mean that their works are in any way inferior to the
rest. As has already been mentioned, Crane was able to conjure up the
experience of battle as perhaps no one before or after him had done.
Pound in “Hugh Selwyn Mauberley” launched what is surely one of the
most effective antiwar tirades ever, concluding that, having “walked eye-
deep in hell,” “a myriad / and of the best,” had died “for an old bitch gone
in the teeth / For a botched civilization.”54 In all these different ways, the
relationship between life on the one hand and literature on the other is
far from simple.

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_03_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 208



W hereas writing is only a few millennia old (throughout the
Iliad there is not a single reference to it), the plastic arts are

much older. The oldest of all known paintings date to the upper Stone
Age. Created 20,000 to 30,000 years ago, they were found in caves at
Cougnac, Gabillou, Lascaux, Le Placard, Pech Merle, and Sous-Grand-
Lac, all in modern France. In the past, whether or not they show men at
war has been much debated; nowadays the prevailing consensus is that
they do not. No such doubts surround more recent Stone Age paintings
dating to perhaps 12,000 to 18,000 B.C. Some were discovered in caves lo-
cated in the Iberian Peninsula. Others come from Çatal Hüyük in modern
Turkey. What they show is armed men marching in column, deploying
into line, shooting at each other with bows and arrows, and, in one case,
using a sling.1

What made the ancient cavemen engage in war, or why they chose to
commemorate their fights as they did, we do not know; trying to use the
paintings to reconstruct their lives would be like trying to reconstruct
Shakespeare’s Hamlet from half-charred, centuries-old stage trappings
left behind when the Globe Theater burned down. Concerning the people
who produced a number of cave paintings in what is now South Africa, we
can only assume that they may have been more or less like the San at the
time before their “discovery” by the Europeans. Proceeding on this
scanty basis, we may speculate that our remote ancestors depicted war

11
Art and War

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_03_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 209



2 1 0 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

much as they did other more or less important aspects of their lives, such
as hunting, religious worship, the rites of birth, sex, death, and the like.
Another possibility is that they were trying to achieve magical-religious
objectives, such as inflicting injury on the enemy, appeasing the spirits,
looking after their own souls and those of the dead, and so on.2

In this connection it is essential to point out that the distinction be-
tween “military” and “nonmilitary” art is a recent one. It dates back no more
than a few centuries at most, and has everything to do with the fact that
modern soldiers form a separate corporate body and are dressed in uni-
form. In earlier times, when secular society did not exist, almost all art—
indeed, almost all culture—was either religious or military. Sometimes the
two came together, as when warriors assumed the garb of saints and saints
that of warriors; the Knights Templar, the Teutonic Knights, the Knights of
St. John, and certain militant Muslim organizations all provide examples of
this. To say nothing of the fact that, from Zeus down, many deities were
themselves represented as warriors who made a specialty of smiting their
enemies with mighty blows. One way or another, much of the time war and
culture went together very well, reinforcing each other and drawing inspi-
ration from each other—as it has been one of the goals of this book to
explain.

What we might call “civilian” and “secular” art only appeared in rela-
tively few societies that were not completely dominated by the military,
or the priesthood, or both. One such society was China. Here organized
religion was fairly weak. A class of priests responsible to the authorities
for supervising society did not exist, and scholarly culture, as developed
by the mandarins, was extremely important. Others were Greece and
Rome, which in many ways invented what is commonly called civil soci-
ety. But even in such societies, military art, far from occupying some spe-
cial niche, was considered an integral part of art as a whole. Nor was
there any question of treating it with contempt as, in the West, it often
has been from World War I on.

As with historians and writers, artists were drawn to war for a variety
of reasons. One was probably because of the role war had played in the
history of the peoples and communities to whom they belonged; after all,
when a city was sacked, the artist’s workshop would be plundered, his
wife and daughter raped, and he himself killed along with everybody else.
That, however, was but one reason, and perhaps not the most important.
Very often war allowed artists to engage their taste for display, splendor,
and sheer pomp—to depict serried ranks of men, magnificently deco-
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rated horses prancing about, shining armor, polished weapons, colorful
uniforms, banners fluttering in the wind, and the like. Artists originating
in societies such as ancient Greece, which was infatuated with the beauty
of the human body, could also use scenes of war and combat as an oppor-
tunity to present that body in all its various motions and in all its glory.
Finally, and also as in the case of writers, war generated every sort of ex-
treme emotion that artists might do their best to capture, from the fear of
death to the ecstasy of fighting, from the glory of victory to the anguish
of the defeated.

Ancient Greek vases, especially those originating in Athens, are uni-
versally admired as carrying some of the greatest figurative art ever cre-
ated. Much as pacifists may deplore the fact, such vases are as likely to
carry scenes of warriors and soldiers fighting as to show mythological
scenes (many of which themselves revolve around war) or the day-to-day
activities of peace. As far as we know, very large numbers of such vases
were produced in relatively small, privately owned workshops comprising
a master, his male family members, and perhaps a few slaves. Hence there
could be no question of any political pressure being brought to bear. Most
likely, the artists made the decision as to which paintings to cover their
wares with in the hope of meeting expected demand. Going to work, they
must have been assisted by the fact that in the world of Greek (and
Etruscan) city-states, almost every soldier was a citizen and almost every
citizen was a soldier, so that close personal acquaintance with war was
very widespread. All the more reason why art and war, rather than going
their separate ways, went together as a matter of course.

Though the number of large-scale paintings that have survived from
the ancient world is small, we do know that some of those which did exist
took war as their subject matter. Thus, a man by the name of Euphranor
is known to have painted the Theban victory over Sparta at Mantinea in
362 B.C., a defeat from which the latter never recovered.3 The Roman
writer Pliny the Elder says that a late-fourth-century-B.C. painter,
Philoxenus of Eretria, produced a panorama of the Battle of Issus in
which Alexander defeated Darius in 333 B.C. Starting around the middle
of the third century B.C., every time a victorious Roman commander re-
turned home he would commission paintings of the campaign to display
in his triumph, and these would later be deposited in temples and other
public places. While almost all these paintings have disappeared, a mo-
saic that may have been based on Philoxenus’s rendition of Issus was
found in Pompeii and can now be seen in the National Museum of
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Naples.4 Many other Greek and Roman mosaics also show scenes of com-
bat, even though, given the enormous effort involved (the number of
stones in the Alexander mosaic is estimated at four million), they are
more likely to focus on encounters between individuals than on full-scale
battle.

What is true of painting is equally true of reliefs and sculpture. Greek
sarcophagi, and later Roman ones as well, very often have their sides pos-
itively bristling with scenes of combat. Legions of statutes of every size
and description also show warriors in action, resting on their arms, or, as
in the case of the “dying Gaul” genre developed at Pergamon, expiring
after having been wounded.5 At times the artist added signs that refer
back to mythology and permit the identity of the combatants to be estab-
lished, but in a great many cases this is not possible. On both the sar-
cophagi and the vases, scenes of combat are often mixed with all kinds of
other scenes, such as daily life, hunts, and religious processions. Even the
heroes of the Trojan War, who are often identified by name, are not nec-
essarily shown fighting. We also see them engaged in a variety of other
activities: Peleus marrying Thetis, Achilles being discovered among the
daughters of Lycomedes, Briseis being taken from Achilles, Achilles play-
ing a game with Ajax, and the like.6 Presumably this is another proof that
creating a separate “military art” was the last thing the artists had in
mind. Rather, they were out to portray the whole of life, of which war was
very much a part.

Another peculiarity of the ancient vase paintings, the reliefs, and the
sculptures is that, from Heracles down, a great many combatants, espe-
cially but not exclusively mythological ones, are represented nude or
semi-nude. In fact, most Greek and all Roman soldiers wore metal armor
in battle. Even the poorest among them covered themselves with dresses
made of leather as, of course, did their barbarian opponents. Hence one
can only guess that the artists in question had in mind some ulterior ob-
jective, such as presenting the human body in action and their own abil-
ity to capture it. This motive is even more in evidence when it comes to
depicting female warriors, such as the Amazons.7 Some Renaissance
artists who specialized in martial scenes, such as Antonio Pollaiolo and
Domenico Campagnola, were equally fascinated by the human body in
action and equally prolific in producing images of it even if those images
did not correspond to anything they could have seen in the real world.8

Another reason why warriors are presented naked may have been to
show how brave they were.9
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From then to the present day, it would be hard, perhaps impossible,
to find a society whose members did not find war fascinating and who did
not try to present it as the best available technical means, and their own
talents, allowed. Ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt, China, Japan, India,
Byzantium, the Aztecs, and the Inca all had their share of military art in
the form of paintings, reliefs, and sculptures of every size and descrip-
tion. Several of them had much more than their share; using the art in
question to commemorate, intimidate, and in some cases serve a variety
of magical and religious purposes. As to quality, think of the ranks of
Chinese soldiers found in a Han-era tomb or of ancient Persian ones at
Persepolis; the art in question will stand comparison with any other pro-
duced by any other civilization at any other time. To the extent that the
prevailing interpretation of religion permitted figurative art, as was at
some times the case in Iran and Turkey, the same even applies to Islamic
countries. After all, Muhammad’s importance as a commander is second
only to his role as a prophet. Directly or indirectly, he is supposed to have
participated in no fewer than thirty-seven battles; this fact is reflected in
some Koranic manuscripts, and also in other artistic productions.10

Some of the vast body of material in question is fairly straightfor-
ward: it is clear that we are seeing a warrior. In other cases the paintings
or sculptures themselves provide clues to what they are about, whereas
in others still they come accompanied by written texts containing infor-
mation about what the artists were trying to accomplish. There are, how-
ever, many cases when what we see is not so straightforward. Do the
Lascaux paintings show men at war, or do they not? What are the strange
watch-like devices worn by the Assyrian officers portrayed on the reliefs
found in the royal palace at Nineveh and now in the British Museum?
Were the wheeled contraptions shown on the same reliefs really battering
rams? If so, why do they have sharp points, and why are those points
aimed at the top of the walls of the besieged city and not at the bottom,
as one would expect? Did the strange shields with narrow waists shown
in early Greek art, looking somewhat like violins or cellos, really exist?
These and similar questions have created an enormous scholarly litera-
ture aimed at figuring out whether or not the artists who produced the
works were familiar with war, how objective or subjective they were, to
what extent their products may be relied upon in our attempts to recon-
struct reality, and so on. From our particular point of view, it does not re-
ally matter.

Medieval European artists, too, were much interested in war and
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often depicted it. In their case some of the interest was religious.
Christianity, after all, predicts that the world will end in the battle of
Armageddon, a subject that has long acted as a magnet to artists. It also
has quite a number of heroes, such as Saint Martin, Saint George, Saint
Joan of Arc, and several Saint Demetrioses of the Greek Orthodox
Church who owed their fame to their martial exploits.11 Consequently,
one could often find war and warfare represented even in church; as the
history of the Crusades and the wars of religion proves, Christianity was
by no means always as pacifist-minded as some of its modern adherents
claim. Other medieval artists worked for the chivalrous classes, whose
demand for war-related scenes was all but insatiable. Some designed and
created tapestries (though only one of these, the Bayeux Tapestry, sur-
vives, others are known to have existed), while others illustrated manu-
scripts of sacred and secular texts.

One peculiarity much in evidence is that medieval people, artists in-
cluded, did not see history as a process of linear change.12 As a result,
very often when trying to re-create military episodes taken from periods
long predating their own they tended toward anachronism, for example,
by showing Macedonian and Roman soldiers as if they were knights on
horseback and adding weapons and tactics that the ancients would not
have recognized. Their presentations of contemporary war and warriors
tended to be much more true to life, though inaccuracies did creep in. In
terms of style, they range all the way from brutal realism—decapitated
heads, limbs chopped off, blood squirting out—to idealization, symbol-
ism, and allegory. As with other civilizations, their work forms a very im-
portant historical source, helping answer such questions as to just when
the technique of couching the lance came into use.13 As was also true of
other civilizations, there are times when it raises more questions than
answers.

The Renaissance is generally recognized as a time when artistic ac-
tivity exploded, a fact that could not fail to leave its mark on the field in
which we are interested. From Paolo Ucello, Giorgio Vasari, Leonardo da
Vinci, Albrecht Dürer, Albert Altdorfer, Urs Graf, Daniel Hopfer, Niklaus
Manuel, and Hans Sebald Beham down, many of the best-known
Renaissance artists endlessly depicted skirmishes, battles, fortresses
under siege, and soldiers. The latter are shown engaged in every conceiv-
able activity: being recruited, leaving their families, in camp, marching,
foraging, fighting, returning home, and carousing, as well as in death and
with wounds. Some of the images are more or less realistic and may be
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used as historical sources.14 Some are allegorical, whereas others still are
perhaps best understood as caricatures.

In the opinion of some seventeenth-century art critics, battle paint-
ings represented not just art but the highest type of art.15 On one hand,
the professional knowledge and artistic competence needed to integrate
a very large number of people and details into a single composition were
appreciated. On the other, military formations, by imposing order on irra-
tionality and chaos, appealed to the Baroque taste for geometric forms.
Many paintings referred to more or less contemporary battles such as
Lepanto (1571) and the defeat of the Spanish Armada (1588). Others,
such as Luca Giordano’s The Battle of Constantine, had history as their
subject—which does not mean that Renaissance artists were necessarily
less guilty of engaging in anachronisms than their medieval predecessors
had been. Some were much less true to reality than others, with the re-
sult that their reliability as historical sources has been debated.16 Once
again, from our point of view it does not matter.

Depending partly on those who purchased the paintings and partly
on the artists’ own talents, by the seventeenth century most such works
could be divided into three basic types.17 First, perhaps most numerous
but least impressive artistically speaking, there were those which were
meant for the professional use of officers and commanders. They filled
their purpose by going into considerable technological and tactical detail.
Such productions also included elaborate engravings showing the fortifi-
cations of various cities, the road that led to them, and the like. Many re-
main popular to the present day and can easily be purchased in the form
of reproductions.

Second, there were those that sought to glorify the encounters, bat-
tles, and sieges they depicted. In them, inevitably, it was the victorious
commander who took center place—even if, as was sometimes the case,
he had not really been present or only arrived at the last moment to claim
the credit for himself. Almost always he was shown mounted, reconnoi-
tering the terrain, pointing his sword or scepter while issuing orders, or
galloping at the head of his troops, either surrounded by a glittering staff
or alone.

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries things changed. It is
true that most governments remained firmly monarchical. Nevertheless, on
the whole, rulers became somewhat less important, the states they ruled or
the armies they commanded more so. As Frederick the Great succinctly
put it: “I am the first servant of the state.” This way of thinking may explain
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why, whereas nobody had thought to paint Gustavus meeting his fate at
Luetzen, some artists began to produce a variation on the age-old theme of
the victorious commander by showing him dying even as his forces were
about to triumph. Those portrayed in this way included General James
Wolfe, General Joseph Warren, General Richard Montgomery, General
Hugh Mercer, and Admiral Horatio Nelson.

Third, there were decorative works that focused on artistic effects,
such as the glint of bayonets, the flash of cannon, the smoke of gunpow-
der, and the like. One very good example of an artist who worked in this
genre was a French painter, Jacques Courtois.18 Works with titles such as
The Battle of Mongiovino and Joshua Stopping the Sun enabled him to
both gain commissions and give free rein to his fascination with light,
shadow, and movement—a taste, of course, that he shared with many
contemporary artists from Rembrandt down.

Whatever the category they belong to, the works in question came in
every variety and were adapted to every pocket. The largest and most
elaborate ones could be found adorning the walls of the palaces and cas-
tles of the mighty. The smallest, in the form of cheap woodcuts often
made by unknown artists, illustrated the countless books and pamphlets
that dealt with contemporary and historical affairs.

A fourth kind, which cannot be included in any of these categories,
are artistic works that show the horrors of war. Images of this kind seem
to have been especially popular in the Netherlands during the eighty-year
struggle against Spain (1568–1648); however, Germany during the wars
of religion (1555–1648) and France during the Thirty Years’ War
(1618–1648) also produced their share.19 Sometimes the renditions took
allegorical form, as when an anonymous follower of Rubens painted The

Consequences of War (ca. 1638), which showed Mars tearing himself
loose from Venus’s arms in order to perform his bloody work.20 It is cer-
tainly possible to find drawings of dead or mutilated soldiers, or even sol-
diers being eaten by dogs. Still, works that focus mainly, let alone
exclusively, on such topics represent a small minority.

Some artists, such as Pieter Breughel the Elder, displayed an intrigu-
ing tendency to place such scenes not in the present but in the past. Thus
they might paint sixteenth-century soldiers (easily recognizable by their
equipment) maltreating the inhabitants of a very contemporary-looking
Dutch village and call their work The Murder of the Innocents. Why they
did so we don’t know; members of Breughel’s generation certainly had
enough information at their disposal to know exactly what Roman sol-
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diers had looked like. Perhaps he and the others were worried that plac-
ing such horrible scenes in a more contemporary context would reduce
the chance of their work selling.

With Velázquez in the lead, most artists probably produced military
art as part of their normal work in an attempt to satisfy their patrons’
tastes. Some, however, turned it into their specialty; by the end of the
seventeenth century, battle painting was recognized as a separate genre.
Thus Charles Le Brun both designed the Galerie des Batailles for Louis
XIV and produced some of the paintings it contains. At one point he was
also commissioned to decorate French warships; but such was the bill he
presented that he was paid his fee on condition he never set foot in the
shipyards again. The two Vanderveldes, father and son, specialized in
naval paintings and could be found in little boats bobbing around many a
battle, recording their impressions.21

From at least the time of Emperor Charles V on, some rulers and
commanders started paying artists to come along on campaign and pro-
duce sketches that could later be worked into paintings or tapestries,
such as those that decorate the Viennese Hofburg as well as Blenheim
Palace. Under Louvois, minister of war to Louis XIV, the French Army
created a corps of engineers, one of whose functions was to document
campaigns, battles, and sieges by producing sketches of them. They did
their work competently enough, but great art did not result.

As with historians and writers of literature, no direct link existed be-
tween a person’s participation in battle and his ability to give artistic ex-
pression to what he had witnessed. The most experienced personnel
were probably those who, like Louvois’s engineers, followed commanders
and armies on campaign, but this does not mean that their work enjoyed
the highest esteem. Many other artists probably witnessed war, for exam-
ple when the cities in which they lived came under siege, even if they did
not take an active part in it. Things gradually changed, however. As mod-
ern territorial states were consolidated from about 1660 on, probably
many artists had fewer opportunities to see war at first hand than had
been the case a century or two previously.

One mid-seventeenth-century painter, Nicolas Poussin, wrote about
becoming less inclined to produce martial scenes after having experi-
enced the original at first hand.22 His, however, was by no means a normal
or even very frequent reaction. Most of his colleagues were happy to ac-
cept commissions; having done so, they did not trouble to leave their stu-
dios. Instead they worked on the basis of sketches provided by others,
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complementing their knowledge by studying uniforms and weapons, con-
ducting interviews, and so on. Among those who worked in this way were
Philippe-Jacques de Loutherbourg (Battle Scene, 1765) and John
Singleton Copley (The Death of Major Pierson, 1783); the most famous
of all was undoubtedly Jacques-Louis David (Napoleon Crossing the

Alps, 1800). None of these men ever smelled powder.
As had been the case during the previous two centuries, artists who

depicted the glories of war far outnumbered those who focused on its
more shocking aspects. Even among the latter, some may have wanted to
warn against it, whereas others were trying to appeal to people’s more
prurient instincts. Certainly there was no necessary link between the
artist’s intentions and the way people reacted to his work. A good illustra-
tion of this particular problem is provided by Francisco Goya’s Los

Desastres de la Guerra, a series of prints that are probably the most fa-
mous of their kind ever created. The fact that Goya was living in Spain
during the uprising against Napoleon is not in dispute, nor is the fact that
the uprising produced countless horrors of the kind he painted. However,
it is unknown whether he himself witnessed any of them; while he did
visit places where there had been fighting, he is not known to have par-
ticipated even in a single skirmish. A scene such as the one in plate 5,
which shows a woman, baby at the hip, spearing a French soldier, could
hardly have taken place in reality.

Nor do we really know what motivated Goya.23 At the time, he was
sixty-something years old. He had once been painter to the Spanish
court, producing many a brilliant canvas of royal personalities, proud
aristocrats, and ladies at play. At some point, however, doubts as to the
fairness of what today we would call the “system” seem to have crept in.
From 1800 on he gradually sank into a morass of despair. While motivated
partly by social and political conditions as he now understood them, a
combination of advancing deafness and a constant buzzing in his ears
could not have done much to improve his mood. The outcome was a
whole series of works, some preceding the Desastres and some following
them, known as the Caprichos. Many were almost as dark and forbidding
as the Desastres, yet they had little or nothing to do with war. Some re-
lated to real events, others to ones that, however poignant the titles he
gave them, had almost certainly taken place solely in his imagination. The
Desastres themselves were published only in 1863, decades after Goya’s
death. Ever since, many critics have interpreted them as a warning
against war. Even on the assumption, which cannot be proved, that such
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was indeed his purpose, it does not mean that his pictures did not prove
capable of satisfying some sorts of ghoulish curiosity, too.

Just as the nineteenth century invented the historical novel, so it put
great emphasis on historical paintings, including, of course, paintings of
war and battle. Except in a few places such as Florence, where Vasari’s
paintings grace the Palazzo della Signoria, previously most images of this
sort had probably disappeared into the residences of the powerful, the
rich, or at least the well to do. Now, increasingly, they began to be dis-
played in public museums and exhibitions; the first half of the nineteenth
century in particular was when many great museums were founded. This
in turn was part cause, part outcome, of a growing tendency to use them
as a vehicle for influencing public opinion; meaning the opinion of those
who, as one country after another made the transition from professional
armies to such as were based on conscription, had to provide the neces-
sary cannon-fodder.24 From the time of Marengo (1800) on, not a war and
not a campaign was allowed to pass that did not result in panoramic im-
ages that celebrated them and glorified them for the edification of the
folks at home.

As with the novelists, some of the paintings involved painstaking his-
torical research of uniforms, weapons, formations, topography, and so on.
As with the novelists, seldom did they present war as it really was. This
was not for lack of technical ability on the artists’ part; quite on the con-
trary. Rather, it was because capturing large formations of armed men on
canvas’s limited space is anything but easy. Very often doing so required
the use of various devices involving composition and changes in perspec-
tive so as to make the objects depicted look “real” on canvas; a good ex-
ample is Antoine-Jean Gros’s 1808 masterpiece, La Bataille d’Eylau.25

Capturing a long line of men-of-war sailing along creates even greater
problems. One late-eighteenth-century critic even claimed that, techni-
cally, it was the most difficult feat of all.26

A few pictures were vast in size, not merely confronting the specta-
tor but literally wrapping themselves around him. Producing them took
years, required the erection of special buildings, and involved dozens if
not hundreds of men. Some assisted the master by doing research, taking
measurements, filling in details, and the like, while others painted or
served as models; had the artists not received the willing cooperation of
armies and governments, it could never have been done. Some of the re-
sulting works, such as the Innsbruck “cyclorama” that depicts Andreas
Hofer’s 1809 rising against Napoleon, still exist and are open to the pub-
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lic.27 Like others of the same kind, such as Anton von Werner’s 7,000-
square-foot panorama of the Battle of Sedan, it uses every trick of light
and perspective to give visitors the illusion that they are standing in the
midst of the events depicted. Without question, one reason behind the
panoramas’ enormous popularity was the fact that a great many of them
had war and battle as their subjects. Conversely, if today they are seen as
curiosities, it is not because the subject matter has become outdated.
Rather, it is because the movies are now able to satisfy the same kind of
interest much more effectively.

During the entire nineteenth century, no master of the battlefield
genre attained greater popularity than an Englishwoman, Elizabeth
Thompson.28 Thompson, who was born in Lausanne in 1846, received
painting lessons, as practically every good middle-class Victorian girl did.
Apparently she got her inspiration during a visit to France, where she
was exposed to paintings of the Franco-Prussian War. Not long after, she
started producing a steady stream of large martial paintings. Their titles
speak for themselves: Roll Call (the first in the series), The Dawn of

Waterloo, Scotland Forever, Steady the Drum and Fifes, and others.
Most famous of all was Balaclava, showing the heroic but utterly foolish
charge of the Light Brigade in the Crimea in 1856. First exhibited in
London in 1876, the picture created a sensation. Later, traveling the
country, it attracted hundreds of thousands.

Thompson’s subsequent fate provides an interesting example of how
changing public attitudes can affect an artist independently of anything
he or she does. Roll Call was purchased by Queen Victoria, who insisted
on having it. To express her pleasure, the queen also gave Thompson a
title so that she could call herself Lady Butler, after her husband’s name.
Even greater was Thompson’s feat in causing the nineteenth century’s
most famous art critic, John Ruskin, to take back his statement that
women could not paint.29 But then things started going downhill for
Thompson. By the standards of Les Desastres de la Guerra, Thomson’s
works had always been reasonably decorous. They did, it is true, include
ragged soldiers, freezing soldiers, wounded soldiers, and even some dead
soldiers. Yet there was no question of showing the real horrors of war.
Whether because she did not want to include them or because, as a
Victorian gentlewoman, she could not imagine them, the mutilated,
bloated corpses, the hatred, and the cruelty, not to mention the stench,
were left out. In the end, however great the sacrifice, the effect she cre-
ated was always patriotic and even heroic. But not enough so, apparently,
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for the tastes of a public which, as the century neared its end, became
progressively more jingoistic and less inclined to buy her pictures.

Later during the twentieth century, tastes changed again. While
Thompson’s works remained in limbo, this was now for the opposite rea-
son: heroic and patriotic to the core, they did not show the horrors of war
clearly enough. Her fate was shared by many other nineteenth-century
artists who had specialized in painting historical battles. In their time, 
two of the most famous ones were Adolph von Menzel and Wilhelm
Camphausen. Menzel did many paintings that showed Frederick the Great
during the Seven Years’ War, the one in which, overcoming every obstacle,
he pulled up Prussia by its bootstraps and made it into a great power.
Camphausen also did paintings of Frederick the Great at war, but to these
he added others dealing with various other campaigns, from those of
Cromwell to those waged by Prussia against Denmark and Austria in
1864–66. Both Menzel and Camphausen were enormously popular and
enormously successful, receiving honors heaped on them by grateful
rulers and commanders (whose portraits they also painted) and having
their works universally admired. Both, needless to say, were appointed
professors, and Menzel was awarded a high Prussian decoration. Yet today
any museum that would dare to show their work would be accused of mil-
itarism or worse; apparently art that is not antiwar is not art at all.

In 1900–14, though, much of this turn away from war was still in the
future. Like Ernst Jünger—indeed, like countless ordinary people in
every European country—many artists were eagerly anticipating war.
German expressionists such as Ludwig Meidner sought to express what 
it would be like in paintings with names such as An Apocalyptic

Landscape and Vision of a Marksmen’s Trench. So, on the other side of
the border, did French cubists such as Roger de La Fresnaye and Jacques
Villon. Several declared war even before it broke out. The best known
was the Italian Futurist Filippo Marinetti. From 1909 on he fired off one
manifesto after another, expressing his longing for war which he called
“the only hygiene of the world”; later he was to become a fascist and a
friend of Mussolini. He was, however, by no means the only one.30 In
Britain, we are told, “virility and aggression, amounting to a cult of vio-
lence, were the hallmark of the most radical avant gardes, including
[Wyndham] Lewis and [Charles] Nevinson.”31 Others, such as David
Bomberg, viewed it as an opportunity.

When war did break out, artists’ reactions to it, like those of other
people, varied. Some, such as Max Ernst (who managed to spend the en-
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tire war in the rear area) and Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (who suffered a
nervous breakdown before he ever reached the front) were terrified by it.
Others reacted differently. Some went out of their way to admire “the
splendor of colors” (Oskar Schlemmer) and the “overwhelming sight[s]”
(Paul Klee) war produced.32 The English painter John Nash told his wife
that he had been happiest in the trenches, where he discovered a zest for
life and a new appreciation for beauty. His compatriot Andrew Rothstein
spoke of “livid beauty”; he even went so far as to add that, had he been
asked whether war did not demand too high a price for seeing it, he
“should have been at a loss for an answer.”33 One very famous artist,
Fernand Léger, later wrote that he had been “dazzled by the open breach
of a 75-millimetre gun in the sunlight . . . that open breach of a 75 in the
full sunlight has taught me more for my plastic development than all the
museums of the world.”34 It was one of Léger’s main artistic endeavors, as
reflected in such works as Eléments Méchaniques (1920), to capture
the movements of polished metal parts as the essence of modernity.
Apparently this purpose could be served at least as well by the made-

moiselle soixante-quinze as by any other machine of the time.
To have artists play with war as they thought fit was one thing, but to

harness them to their respective countries’ effort was another. With
Germany in the lead, most of the belligerents in 1914–18 created bodies
of official war artists. Some were older men no longer subject to being
called up, whereas others were serving soldiers who were approached to
see whether they would join. Most were delighted to be invited—the wife
of one American artist, Harvey Dunn, recalls that her husband, asked
how long he would need to get ready to leave for France, shouted, “Two
hours!”35 Some produced their work even as they served, using whatever
opportunities they could. At least one spent the war being chauffeured
around France in a Rolls-Royce. The armed forces gave them what they
needed—papers, administrative support, and in some cases transporta-
tion. Depending on the conditions of their employment, they might or
might not be given a commission, a salary, an expense account for buying
materials, and a guarantee that their works would be purchased. Yet on
the whole they were not a greedy lot; many worked for much less than
what their works had fetched in peacetime.36

In return, the official artists set out to document the war, producing
works that would stimulate the citizens of the belligerent countries to re-
double their efforts and perhaps persuade viewers in neutral countries to
take a more favorable attitude. From time to time there was friction with
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the authorities. Either they insisted that artists produce monthly reports
on their output, as American officials at one point did, or else they judged
this or that painting unsuitable, read too ghastly, for official display and
tried to prevent it from being shown in private exhibitions, too. Still, on
the whole the various programs must have been considered successful,
as proved by the fact that, when World War II was seen approaching in
the late 1930s, many governments did not even wait for it to break out be-
fore turning to artists for help in preparing people for it.

In both wars, the result was thousands of paintings of greatly varying
quality (in the United States in 1917–18 alone, 1,438 pieces were pro-
duced for fifty-eight agencies).37 They covered every conceivable subject,
as shown by titles that ranged from Going over the Top to Soldiers

Returning from Captivity, and from Battle of Britain (probably the
most famous work of all) to Green Beach, Normandy.38 By this time
armies had come to number millions of men and battlefields took up miles
and miles of front. As a result, few artists tried to record major historical
events in their entirety as so many of their predecessors had done; in-
stead, in an effort to capture the character of the struggle, they would
show universal scenes that had taken place nowhere but could be wit-
nessed almost anywhere.39 If only because few of the artists had special-
ized in painting war during peacetime, in many ways their works are
typical representatives of the times and places at which they were pro-
duced. Some consist of simple drawings made by pencil or charcoal, while
others are huge, colorful canvases. Some are extremely accomplished,
others less so. In point of style they range from the realist through expres-
sionist, cubist, or naive. Given that no hard-and-fast line separated those
designated “official war artists” from the rest, this is not surprising.

Still, if the extensive published collections of the works in question
are any guide, two facts stand out. First, the most abstract, entirely non-
figurative styles being developed during the period in question are almost
entirely absent. Strangely enough, this seems to be even more true of
paintings created in World War II than of those originating in World War I;
to paraphrase Clemenceau, it is as if those who painted the events of
1939–45 felt war was too serious a business to be experimented with.
Second, although there is often a good deal of pathos in the form of men
in a variety of uncomfortable situations—huddled, wounded, captured,
and even dead—only a very few works so much as try to capture the real
horrors of war.

Those that do make the attempt do not all necessarily breathe a paci-
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fist spirit. Rather, as in the case of Nevinson’s We Are Making a New

World and Charles Sims’s Sacrifice (both 1918), the objective may be to
point out that through fighting and suffering leads the road to redemp-
tion and resurrection.40 In part, this choice of subject may have been the
result of self-censorship, artists being as patriotic as everybody else. It
must, however, also be remembered that the officials who selected the
artists and commissioned the works did not have in mind a small crowd
of avant-garde highbrows interested in discussing art so as to show each
other how clever they were. Instead they aimed at a much wider public
whose members cared about the war and whom they sought to nudge,
however gently, in a certain well-defined direction.

The interwar division of much of the world into “democratic” and “to-
talitarian” countries, whose impact on literature has been briefly dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, could not fail to have its impact on the
plastic arts, too. As with so many things, Nazi Germany represents a par-
ticularly interesting case. From Hitler on down, the Nazis were nothing if
not militarists, intent on presenting war as if it were some kind of Boy
Scout game. Worse still, the Führer understood himself as an artist and as
a patron of the arts. Hence he deliberately set out to reform not only
Germany’s political, economic, and social system but its artistic life as
well.41 The Weimar Republic having fallen, art for art’s sake was out, art in
the service of life—including, not least, that very important part of Nazi
life, war—was in. Artists unwilling or unable to understand what the
regime wanted might one day receive a letter from the Gestapo. In it,
they would find a Malverbot (prohibition on painting), as, for example,
the “degenerate” Bauhaus painter Fritz Winter did. Conversely, those
who pleased might be exempted from military service at the hands of
Hitler personally.

Obeying this system of unnatural selection, artists resolutely closed
their eyes to anything modern or abstract. Paradoxically, the outcome
was a style of painting not too different from socialist realism, the one
that was being produced, on the other side of the front, by National
Socialism’s mortal enemy, Communism. Take an exhibition called “War
and Art.” It was held in Vienna in 1942, just before the start of the great
series of battles that ultimately led to Germany’s defeat. Visitors opened
their tour by filing past a bust of the Führer as well as two allegorical fig-
ures representing war whose details have not been preserved. There
were some historical and foreign pieces, presumably meant to prove that
the Nazis were not the world’s first or only militarists.
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The core of the exhibition consisted of well over two hundred con-
temporary paintings and drawings originating in every front where the
swastika had so recently been planted. The works had titles such as
Flamethrower, German Destroyers in Battle, Tanks in Africa,

Prisoners [Allied ones, needless to say] in the Harbor of Piraeus, and,
the closest any of the artists got to admitting that it was not all fun and
games, Leavetaking. One Walther Tröge, a major in the Staff of the
Deputy Commander, XVIIth Army Corps, wrote the introduction to the
catalogue. Quoting Rudolf Binding, an author much favored by the Nazis,
to the effect that “art seeks truth,” he tells us that “real art is always look-
ing for the great, the heroic”—as exemplified, one can only suppose, by a
work titled German Heroes’ Cemetery in Parkina (a village on the
Karelian front).42

While artists living in Germany and other totalitarian countries were
compelled to produce, or else willingly produced, realistic works that glo-
rified war, others produced images that, though far from realistic, were
able to repel and shock. Looking back, perhaps the best known are those
of Otto Dix and Pablo Picasso. Like Sassoon (and also like another, wholly
unknown young painter named Adolf Hitler), Dix enthusiastically wel-
comed the war, volunteering for military service when it came. Like
Sassoon (and also like Hitler), he fought, was wounded several times, and
was decorated. His first wartime works were crayons with titles such 
as Going Over the Top, Dying Warrior, Hand to Hand Fighting, and
Direct Hit. In his biographies, they are often ignored; yet some of them
might have satisfied even Tröge. What made him change his mind later on
is not entirely clear, but it may have had something to do with his coun-
try’s defeat. As with Goya, the mind-boggling, revolting awfulness of
works such as The Trench (1923), War Triptych (1932), and Flanders

(1934–36) went hand in hand with a sudden urge to create scenes of
murder, rape, and dismemberment that had little if anything to do with
his wartime experiences. As with Goya, apparently the decision to focus
on such scenes reflected his own bleak state of mind as much as anything
else.

The story of Picasso, and especially that of Guernica, is even more
interesting. A Spaniard living in self-imposed Parisian exile, of a war he
knew no more about than most civilians and rather less than his fellow
artists, many of whom had served in World War I, in the Russian Civil War,
or in Spain. In 1937 he was fifty-six years old and in a funk, vainly looking
for inspiration for a painting he had undertaken to do for an exhibition on

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_03_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 225



2 2 6 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

twentieth-century technological progress. Like most people, he learned
the details of the attack by German bombers, in support of Franco, on the
town of Guernica from the media. It shook him awake. There followed a
demonic period of work. The result is not something actually seen by
anyone from any angle at any moment; in fact, and presumably in an ef-
fort to remind the viewer that Guernica is not just any town but a Spanish
town, the painting even contains elements taken from bullfighting. Yet
Picasso did succeed in capturing the surprise, the horror, the helpless-
ness, and, perhaps, most of all, the blind confusion war can inflict on peo-
ple and animals as perhaps no one before or after him has. Caught in the
bombardment and feeling their world burst into pieces around their
heads, his mutilated figures dash around in screaming panic, not knowing
where to hide or what to do first.

Like Thompson, Dix and Picasso provide object lessons concerning
the way in which the perception of art, in this case art whose subject hap-
pens to be war, depends as much on changing public attitudes as on its
own qualities (which, of course, remain the same). Dix’s work came under
attack even before the Nazi seizure of power. Early on, one of the partici-
pants in the chorus was the young mayor of the German city of Cologne.
In 1925 he forced the municipal museum to get rid of it; his name, inciden-
tally, was Konrad Adenauer. As for Picasso, though Guernica was praised
in France, Britain, and the United States, it was hated in Nazi Germany,
where it was dismissed as the work of a madman. Soviet critics also dis-
liked it, even though the two totalitarian countries were each other’s worst
enemies, and even though, as long as the Spanish Civil War lasted, they
fought one another by proxy.

After 1945 the cards were shuffled. In the Soviet Union, socialist re-
alism continued to reign with a heavy hand and did so right down to the
disintegration of the “evil empire” in 1989–91. Meanwhile, in the West,
many now considered Picasso’s Guernica to be “the major artwork of
the 20th century.”43 Having narrowly escaped heavy punishment at the
hands of the Nazis, Dix was rehabilitated. Conversely, in the former Axis
countries—and, to a lesser extent, outside—anyone who still dared
present war in realistic, let alone romantic, terms was in danger of being
treated almost as badly as Dix and his fellow “degenerates” had been be-
fore 1945.

In Germany, as in Italy and Japan, thousands of “militarist” works
were taken off the walls of museums and other public buildings. Yet the
authorities were unsure what to do with them. On one hand, the paintings
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in question were no longer fit to be exhibited, considering the demands of
the new democratic ideology. Nor, for the same reason, could they be sold
off to the highest bidder, as other works sometimes are. On the other
hand they were undeniably art, if only of the kind that, to use the German
term, was now considered “despicable” (verachtet).44 By way of a com-
promise, they were stored safely out of sight. Normally they may be
viewed only by select persons, and then only for “scientific” purposes—
which, presumably, do not include praising whatever artistic qualities
they may have.

As if to sum up the entire subject of twentieth-century war art, in
1994 an international exhibition was held under UNESCO auspices to
commemorate the eightieth anniversary of the outbreak of World War I.
From the catalogue, we learn that there had been two kinds of artists. On
the one hand there were “older ones, those most set in their old ways,”
who used “the tools of pictorial realism handed down from the previous
century.” “They observed biplanes, artillery guns, and soldiers in close
detail, and equally methodically reproduced what they saw.” Technically
speaking many of their works were competent enough. Still, eighty years
later they were considered interesting only for their “documentary
value,” if at all. In sharp contrast to them were “younger painters trained
during the last twenty-five years of the nineteenth century,” including im-
pressionists and, a little later, post-impressionists, expressionists, cub-
ists, futurists, and vorticists. For them, visitors were told, “the time for
heroic realism and patriotic allegory was up.” Rather, rejecting “once and
for all the rules which had previously governed the painting of battle
scenes,” they invented whole new techniques to depict “the savagery of
destruction.”45

Alas, as we saw, reality is much more complex than this simple
scheme of young versus old, “modern” antiwar art versus “traditional”
pro-war works, suggests. The relationship between art and war goes back
almost as far as art itself does. Over the millennia it has undergone count-
less changes, many of them curious and complex, yet most of the time
the two went together well enough. Possibly because those who paid for
it were also those who called the shots, often art was made to serve war.
There were also cases when war was made to serve art; this applies not
just to Courtois but to Dürer and, in at least some of his works, Goya, too.
Starting with the scenes of combat on the Parthenon’s friezes and ending
with Picasso’s etching Combat pour Andromede Entre Persée et

Phinée, many artists have always found war fascinating, which of course
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helps account for the fact that works on the subject have always been
among the greatest of all. Switching muses for a moment, we find even
Wilfred Owen once admitted that compared with war, all other subjects
seem “vapid.”46

As the case of Elizabeth Thompson proves, often creations whose
subject was war were able to rouse enthusiasm both among the public
and professional critics even though, artistically speaking, they may not
have been among the greatest. Many works, at one time admired, have
sunk almost without a trace. That, however, was by no means always sim-
ply the result of artistic deficiencies, as is sufficiently proved by the fact
that other works dating to the same periods and often employing much
the same style and technique continued to be admired. Some works suf-
fered the opposite fate. At the time they were produced they were exe-
crated and even boycotted, only to become celebrated later on. In view of
all this, it would take a brave man to claim, as the author of the UNESCO
catalogue seems to do, that the last word has been spoken and that works
that praise war have been relegated to oblivion once and for all—the
more so because, as Time magazine ruefully admitted in 1945, the artis-
tic tastes of the American public were quite similar to the Führer’s own.47

At present, over most of the world, works that somehow smack of
“militarism” may be found either in all sorts of military installations from
the Pentagon on down (where they hardly count as art at all) or else in
the attics and the cellars of other museums. Like Emperor Barbarossa
under his mountain, there they lie, asleep but almost certainly not
dead—waiting to emerge if and when, as has so often happened in the
past, public attitudes change once again and they are called upon to
do so.
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F rom the time they were first created, monuments to war can prob-
ably be divided into three basic types. First, there are those that

record victory, whether real, exaggerated, or in some cases entirely imag-
inary; their purpose may be either to glorify the victor or to warn future
enemies of what is in store for them should they get on the wrong side of
him. Second, there are tributes to fallen heroes. Third, there are monu-
ments whose purpose is to warn against war. Chronologically speaking,
monuments belonging to the first type seem to be much older than the
rest and, until at least 1918, the most numerous by far. Monuments to the
dead came second, whereas those that warn against war came only after
1918 and remain limited to a few countries.

While nomadic peoples can and do set up trophies, permanent mon-
uments of any size presume a settled society and, in most cases, an urban
one that has at its disposal a considerable number of specialized crafts-
men. This may explain why the first monuments known to have been
made specifically in order to commemorate war are Egyptian by origin.
Taking the form of stone palettes, the earliest ones go back to the pre-
dynastic era. Many others, dating to later periods, have been found at
cities that, at the time the monuments were made, served as capitals or
centers of royal power.

Originally the palettes served a practical purpose as well as a com-

12
Monuments to War
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memorative one. They consisted of hard stone surfaces on which various
substances, such as cosmetics, could be ground into a powder and on
whose reverse sides images were carved. At a later age they came to be
carved on both sides, were used for ceremonial purposes, and thus ac-
quired their value as monuments. Probably the best known is the so-
called Narmer palette. Made around 3200 B.C., it received its (modern)
name from a king called Narmer whose titles are listed at the top.
Historically, he was the first king of the First Dynasty, who for the first
time united Upper and Lower Egypt under a single government—a very
great achievement whose consequences are with us to the present day.1

As monuments go, the Narmer palette is rather small, measuring
about twenty-five inches from top to bottom. The front shows the king
standing over a kneeling enemy whose hair he is grasping in one hand
and whose head he is about to smash with the aid of a mace he holds 
in the other. Farther down are two naked enemies, presumably dead.
The reverse side shows the king wearing the Red Crown of Lower Egypt
(his original base was in Upper Egypt, whose symbol was the White
Crown). Huge in stature, he is both preceded and followed by a number
of standard-bearing soldiers on parade. The iconography is completed
by two rows of decapitated bodies of enemies, their heads positioned
between their legs, as well as an enemy being trampled by a bull (a bull
was one of the symbols of Egyptian royalty). This particular palette
apart, dozens of others have been found. Though not all record wars
and victories, many do; just where they were originally positioned and
how they were used is not known.

Another form of victory monument first developed in Egypt was the
obelisk. The earliest ones were probably simple stones erected to repre-
sent divine power. From there, it was but a short step to using them to
proclaim the king’s military prowess and record his victories, the more so
because in Egypt, as in so many subsequent empires, the pharaohs them-
selves enjoyed divine status and appropriated divine symbols, such as the
sun, the bull, and others. Herodotus credits the invention of the obelisk
to Pharaoh Sesostris I (1971–26 B.C.), who erected many obelisks on his
various battlefields and had them inscribed with his name and the nature
of his victories.2 Of those obelisks, one still exists and, moved from its
original place, is currently at Heliopolis near Cairo. It is hard, however, to
make sense of Herodotus’s account given that he also credits Sesostris
with making conquests in remote regions, such as Thrace, that neither he
nor any other Egyptian ruler ever reached.
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Several pharaohs—including a female one, Hatshepsut—coming
after Sesostris also erected obelisks. A few of those do not carry inscrip-
tions, but most record the name of the pharaoh, the gods from whom he
was descended or with whom he was identified, and the victories he
claimed to have won. Some pharaohs wanted to save money or else to
obliterate their predecessors’ memory for a variety of political reasons,
such as a change of dynasty. Accordingly, they had those predecessors’
names erased from the monuments, substituting their own but usually
leaving the rest of the text more or less intact. The smallest known
Egyptian obelisk measures seven feet; the tallest one, which for the last
four centuries has been standing in the square in front of the Vatican, is
eighty-four feet. Proving that these monuments did indeed fascinate sub-
sequent generations, out of the twenty-six surviving ones, only eight are
still in Egypt, though not necessarily in their original positions.

Some of the remaining obelisks were taken away and re-erected by
the Romans and Byzantines in Caesarea (present-day Israel), Rome, or
Constantinople; taking over other people’s property to display one’s own
power has always been one of the ways war was commemorated. After a
long hiatus in which they went out of fashion, obelisks, with their simple
geometrical form, returned to favor during the sixteenth century, when
one of their number, originally brought to Rome by Emperor Caligula,
was re-erected in front of the Vatican. They became even more popular
toward the end of the eighteenth century when British and French expe-
ditions started using them to decorate London and Paris. Focusing on
those built to commemorate victory rather than for other purposes,
obelisks from this period include the Battle of Bunker Hill Monument
(1825–26) and the Moscow Victory Monument. The latter, completed as
recently as 1993, is no fewer than 141.8 meters (432 feet) tall, the idea
being to match the 1,418 days that the “Great Patriotic War,” according to
Russian reckoning, lasted.

A third form of victory monument is the column. At first sight it
closely resembles the obelisk, and indeed it does not take a Freudian psy-
chologist to see what they have in common. At another level, though, the
similarity is misleading. An examination of the details reveals that the col-
umn continues a completely different tradition from the one that is behind
the obelisk, namely, that of grave monuments set up by friends and rela-
tives to commemorate individual soldiers from ancient Greece on. The
first victory column, and one of the most famous, was erected by Trajan
(reigned A.D. 98–117).3 Standing a hundred feet tall in the forum named
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after the emperor, it was meant to commemorate his two Dacian wars,
which brought what is now Romania into the empire. In many ways it is an
astonishingly original creation, made all the more so by the unprece-
dented decision to have a chamber for the emperor’s ashes carved into its
bottom and to crown it with a gilded statue of him; to say nothing of the
hidden spiral staircase that enables visitors to mount it from the inside.

Trajan’s column served as a model for his third-in-line successor,
Emperor Marcus Aurelius (reigned A.D. 161–80), who followed it fairly
closely. Perhaps strangely, an interval of more than fifteen hundred years
had to pass before the next one materialized. In 1722, a column went up
in honor of the Duke of Marlborough at his residence at Blenheim Palace,
near Oxford. Like the two earlier ones, it carries a statue of the victor,
standing erect and imperiously gazing at his surroundings; unlike them, it
is fluted and does not carry images of the war in which Marlborough com-
manded. Since then, imitation has caused such monuments to become
somewhat more common. Among the best known is the column erected
by Napoleon to commemorate his victory at Austerlitz (1806–10) and
specifically designed to rival that of Trajan. Then there are Nelson’s
Column in Trafalgar Square (1840–43), Wellington’s Column in Liverpool
(1874–75), and the Siegessäule, built by the Germans in 1864–73 in order
to remind the world of their triumphs over Denmark, Austria, and
France.

The last of these differs from the rest in that it is not, nor ever was,
topped by a statue of the victor. Probably the reason for this is that things
had changed. Although Prussia’s sovereign, William I, had been physically
present at the battles of Koniggraetz and Sedan, he was a military com-
mander in name only; on the other hand, it would not do to put the man
who was actually in command, Helmut von Moltke, above his sovereign.
The problem was solved by crowning the column with a symbolic image
of winged Victory carrying wreath and scepter—a representation derived
from a Greek original copied countless times thereafter.

Proving how long-lived the culture of war often is, these and other
columns from before 1900 or so resemble each other not only in their
general appearance but in several other respects as well. Many make use
of equipment which was, or was said to have been, taken from the enemy
in battle. Thus Napoleon’s column was cast out of the bronze of Austrian
and Russian cannon. Other monuments, such as Trajan’s Column,
Nelson’s Column, Wellington’s Column, and the Siegessäule, either de-
picted captured equipment or used actual items for decorative purposes.
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All explain the events they commemorate through inscriptions, carved
images, mosaics, and so on. All are placed in the middle of open space,
some of it created especially for the purpose, in order that they may be
admired from all sides.

While some commanders had their statues mounted on top of tall
columns from where they could observe the world, most were not so
lucky and had to make do with a simple base or pedestal. The first free-
standing statues of victorious commanders intended to be displayed in
public spaces, whether temple complexes or secular ones, seem to have
been erected in ancient Greece. They and their pedestals were known as
propylaea; over the centuries there must have been large numbers of
them. In Rome, where similar structures started to be built during the
third century B.C., they were known as fornices.4 While few if any of
these seem to have survived, we have plenty of statues of emperors.
Many are dressed in military garb, and many pose as imperatores, or
victorious commanders. Most stand on their own two feet, as Augustus
in the famous statue of him does, but a few are mounted. Particularly im-
portant in this respect were an equestrian statue of Augustus, which
stood in the Forum; a colossal one of Domitian, which was never com-
pleted; and an even larger one of Trajan, said to have stood forty feet
tall.5 Of all such statues that may have existed, the sole surviving exam-
ple is the one of Marcus Aurelius on Capitoline Hill. One may dislike the
“militarist” ideology it represented—after all, it would have been possi-
ble to represent the emperor writing his book, The Meditations, for
which he is equally famous. But there can be no doubt concerning its na-
ture as a magnificent work of art, never exceeded by anything created
before or after.

Whereas the Middle Ages saw the creation of countless statues of
knights, with few exceptions they were not freestanding and were not
meant to commemorate specific victories. The vast majority served to
cover tombs and are accordingly found inside churches; here the men in
question were buried in the military garb that symbolized their status.
Very often they lie in tandem with their wives, who of course had little to
do with any wars in which their husbands may have commanded and tri-
umphed. As in so many other things, it was the people of the Renaissance
who picked up where the Romans had left off. The second half of the fif-
teenth century saw the erection of several equestrian statues of victorious
commanders intended for display in public spaces. At least one, designed
by Leonardo da Vinci to honor Francesco Sforza (1401–66), was never
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completed. Two others, representing Erasmo da Narni (1370–1443) and
Bartolomeo Colleoni (1400–75) were. The last named is particularly fine;
it may be the best image of an arrogantly victorious commander ever
done.

During the early modern age, so much did the equestrian statue of
the triumphant commander appeal to the imagination of generations of
European monarchs that they reserved the right to have them erected for
themselves. Every city of any importance got at least one, and they were
still being put up as late as the early twentieth century. Some stood in the
midst of city squares; others decorated thoroughfares. Mounted on top of
massive pedestals taller than the tallest spectators, they deliberately
forced people to look up at them. All were considerably larger than life,
and all showed the monarch in military dress. Usually he carries a baton
and points out the way ahead to his troops, even though fewer and fewer
of the men thus portrayed ever exercised effective command in the field.

From about 1800 on, the tradition of erecting equestrian statues was
carried to the United States, where it was applied to the generals who
commanded the armies of the republic. Thus George Washington,
Andrew Jackson, and John Pershing were all immortalized in stone or
bronze. However, the largest number of statues commemorate the Civil
War, a fact that reflects the importance of that conflict in U.S. history.
The most important commanders represented are George McClellan,
Joseph Hooker, Philip Sheridan, William T. Sherman, and, of course, the
massive likeness of Ulysses S. Grant that is positioned in front of the
Capitol and which, along with such treasures as the Washington
Monument and the Lincoln Monument, forms one of the chief tourist at-
tractions of Washington, D.C.

As one might expect, all of these follow their European models fairly
closely. However, the United States is unique in that very often the initia-
tive came not from officialdom but from ordinary citizens who formed as-
sociations and raised money for the purpose. As a result, it is possible to
find statues erected not just for victorious commanders but also for those
who, though the side they served lost the war, are perceived as having
fought the good fight. They include famous Confederate generals such as
Nathanael Greene, Nathan Bedford Forrest, and above all Robert E. Lee;
in terms of sheer size, the statues along Monument Avenue in Richmond,
Virginia, exceed anything to be found in the nation’s capital.

The final form of victory monument that must be discussed in this
context is the triumphal arch. As we saw, at all times and places it was
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customary to mark the end of hostilities by some kind of ritual, and pa-
rades took a prominent part. It was to provide the parades with suitable
settings that triumphal arches were erected, first perhaps as temporary
structures and then, from the second century B.C. on, as permanent
ones. As time went by Rome was filled with them; by the imperial period,
having lost their original function as gates under which the victorious
army had to pass, they were being built in almost every part of the city
without distinction. The most famous surviving ones are the Arch of
Titus, the Arch of Septimus Severus, and the Arch of Constantine,
though we do know of others. One was erected in honor of Augustus’s
victories in Dalmatia, in Egypt, and at Actium; in its final form, it was ap-
parently surmounted by a four-horse chariot.6 Other arches have been
identified in every province, those discovered in Africa alone numbering
over a hundred.

In Europe, victory arches reappeared during the Renaissance and have
remained with us ever since. Among the many artists who drew up designs
for them were Michelangelo and Leonardo, albeit their plans were never
carried out.7 A few monuments, such as the Porte de Peyrou in Montpellier
and the arch near the Porte Saint-Denis in Paris, date to the second half 
of the seventeenth century, but most were built between 1700 and 1900.
Among the earliest was Moscow’s Red Gate (1735, demolished in 1935 
on Stalin’s orders). Others, which draw millions of visitors each year, 
are Madrid’s Puerta de Alcalá (1768) and Arco de la Victoria (1956),
Berlin’s Brandenburger Tor (1788–93), Paris’s Arc de Triomphe (1806–11),
London’s Marble Arch (1828, covered with marble stolen from the Arch of
Constantine in Rome), and the arch on Moscow’s Kutuzovskiy Prospekt
that commemorates Russia’s victory over Napoleon (1827–34).8 Other
arches, or gates, of victory can be found in New York State; Newport,
Rhode Island; Mumbai, India; Pyongyang, North Korea; and Banjul,
Gambia, even though some commemorate wars that most people would
rather like to forget, and even though in some cases it is not clear what vic-
tory, if any, they were meant to celebrate.

Some monuments do no more than use the commander’s statue or
else some symbolic figure—a winged Victory, perhaps, or a chariot, or a
star, or some national emblem—to achieve their purpose. Most, however,
are decorated with pictures or reliefs representing the campaigns they
were meant to celebrate. One of the earliest is the Stele of Eannatum,
also known as the Stele of the Vultures. Made around 2450 B.C. in
Mesopotamia, it is now in the Louvre.9 Though only fragments survive,
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they suffice to reconstruct the main themes. It appears that one of the
stone’s two faces was narrative, the other symbolic, yet both refer to the
same event.

A long inscription on the stele explains what happened. Following a
boundary dispute between two cities, Lagash and Umma, the former de-
feated the latter and erected the stele on the newly drawn border. The
side that carries the narrative has several different images carved into it.
One shows the king of Lagash, Eannatum, standing in his chariot leading
phalanxes of shield-carrying men; others present him sacrificing to the
gods. Another shows men carrying baskets on their heads to make a
mound, whereas still others show heaps of bodies (slain enemies, no
doubt) and vultures feeding on them. The reverse side of the stele has a
large seated Eannatum holding a net, which is full not of fish but of men.
Modern archaeologists interpret this as the net he cast over the men of
Umma, and, having caught them, he dispatched them with ease.

Victory monuments have usually paralleled battle paintings in pre-
senting war as a grand spectacle. Scenes painted or carved on pedestals or
on the monuments themselves show rulers, commanders, and soldiers as
they assemble in camp. They prepare to go on campaign, gathering equip-
ment and perhaps sacrificing to the gods or listening to the gods’ instruc-
tions. Next they may be seen marching and crossing rivers; either
swimming across them, as in some Assyrian reliefs, or else after having
built bridges over them, as on Trajan’s Column. They construct roads and
fortifications. They deploy for battle, engage in combat, lay siege to

Commemorating victory; the Berlin Schlossbrücke DVORA LEWY
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fortresses, storm into the breach they made, and capture cities. Very often
they also take the surrender of defeated enemies, who are shown kneeling
and begging for mercy. Finally, they torture and execute prisoners—not
seldom in gruesome ways such as impalement—gather and mutilate the
bodies of dead enemies, divide the spoils, and the like. All of this accords
with their function as demonstrations of power and as deterrents.

With the partial exception of ancient Greek city-states, which, being
more or less democratically governed, were more inclined than most to
honor common soldiers, almost all these monuments focus on the com-
mander.10 It was he who struck a heroic pose and received the lion’s share
of the glory; compared with him, everybody and everything else was put
in the shade. Only during the nineteenth century did this convention
begin to change. Two developments assisted the shift. First, in almost all
European countries there was a growing movement toward democracy,
on one hand, and general conscription, on the other. War was turned from
the sport of kings into a national enterprise; as it did so, the way it was
commemorated could not but be affected. Second, as the shift from
Napoleon to Moltke illustrates very well, the sight of the heroic leader is-
suing orders from between his horse’s ears gave way to that of the staff
officer working at his desk.11 Taken together, these processes explain
why, almost for the first time in history, more and more often it was ordi-
nary soldiers rather than commanders who, on the monuments, took cen-
ter place.

In the West, one of the last colossal statues of commanders was the
wooden one set up by the Germans late in World War I to honor Field
Marshal Paul von Hindenburg.12 Instead of merely gazing reverently at it,
visitors used to drive nails into its legs. Whatever the precise meaning of
this bizarre ceremony, it seems to show that, even in the authoritarian
Second Reich, attitudes had changed; previously anything of the kind
would have been considered sacrilegious. After 1950 or so, the only coun-
tries that still built colossal images of their always victorious rulers/com-
manders were those that, like the Soviet Union and North Korea, insisted
on being “democratic” and totalitarian at the same time. Elsewhere, the
place of such statues was taken by much smaller ones. Monuments to
such men as Dwight D. Eisenhower, Bernard Montgomery, and many oth-
ers, though often well done by excellent artists, are hardly spectacular.
Almost all present their subjects as more or less faceless bureaucrats.
Gone are the splendid uniforms, weapons, batons, and striking heroic
poses. Instead, they are shown as ordinary, if brave and determined,
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men—which, since they had lost their former independence and been re-
duced to paid state employees whose specialty happened to be the or-
ganization of violence, was just what they were.

As commanders went down, ordinary soldiers went up. Countless
monuments erected in France, Britain, the Soviet Union, and the United
States show them marching off to the Crimean War, the American Civil
War, World War I, World War II, and the Russian Civil War in particular;
even in Fascist Italy, besides the obligatory busts of Il Duce, the victory
over Ethiopia was commemorated by means of statues of ordinary, rather
dejected-looking Italian legionaries. Instead of being idealized, many of
the men are presented more or less realistically. Some brave obstacles, or
else they stand like a wall to block the enemy, as in a French monument
to the Battle of Verdun. Others storm forward with fixed bayonets. They
throw grenades, take their objectives, or plant their countries’ flags in the
ground, as in the famous Marine Corps Memorial at Arlington National
Cemetery in Virginia. A few even lie dead or wounded. There is, however,
no question of showing the true horrors of war.

In almost all such memorials, commanders, if they are present at all,
are represented solely by junior officers. Often they differ from the rest
only by the kind of headgear they wear, the pair of field glasses they carry,
and similar minor pieces of dress and equipment; clearly the time when
they had been seen as belonging almost to a different species was past.
Taking democracy a step further still, perhaps for the first time in history
the contribution of those who had stayed at home also began to be consid-
ered worthy of commemoration. Thus, at least one French monument dat-
ing to the post–World War I period shows a woman at the plow.13

From monuments that showed one’s own soldiers in more or less
heroic action it was but a short step to those specifically devoted to sol-
diers who had died. Once again, to find a precedent it is necessary to go
back all the way to ancient Greece. In Athens and elsewhere, the names
of those who had been killed while fighting for their country were gath-
ered, arranged according to the year in which they had fallen, and put on
public display. This, however, remained an exception. As the city-states
were swallowed by the Roman Empire, the custom came to an end.
Friends and relatives of dead legionaries might set up graves for them;
sometimes they were paid for out of the savings of the deceased and car-
ried an inscription chosen while he was still alive. However, public monu-
ments neither carried their names nor were designed to honor them.

Proceeding to modern times, the first proposals to record the names
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of all those killed on behalf of la patrie by inscribing them on some kind
of public monument were made by writers, such as Jacques Cambry, who
were committed to the glories of the French Revolution. Though much
discussed at the time, the idea did not take hold. When the Arc de
Triomphe went up, the only names it carried were those of dead generals.
Napoleon at one point wanted the structure known as the Madeleine,
which he had re-designated as a temple to the glory of the Grande Armée,
to carry the names of all those who had been killed in the wars from 1792
on. However, by the time he left the scene these plans had still not been
realized, and the Bourbons, who followed him, had different ideas. In the
event, the first modern community to publicly draw up and display a list
of all its dead troops was not France but the German city of Frankfurt am
Main. Ironically, they had lost their lives fighting against the message of
democracy carried by the French Revolutionary armies, not for it.14

The nineteenth century saw the construction of a very large number
of war monuments of all sizes and descriptions. Almost all were erected
in honor of some king, ruler, or general, and many of them marked the
place where these august personalities had watched the battle or com-
manded it. Almost all celebrated victory, though here and there it is also
possible to find some dedicated to generals who had been killed while
commanding their troops. Other monuments broke new ground by carry-
ing inscriptions honoring the dead as a group; yet even as military ceme-
teries multiplied it was still not considered necessary to put the names of
fallen soldiers on display. Instead, a few select ones might be chosen
more or less arbitrarily to represent the rest—thus providing a foretaste
of the cult of the Unknown Soldier to come.

For example, in the Husarentempel that went up near Vienna in 1810
to commemorate the great battles fought against Napoleon in the previ-
ous year, an inscription refers to “the noble bones of the brave warriors of
Austria,” five of whom are in fact buried on the spot. Yet this was by no
means a universal practice. In 1815, when a British parliamentarian pro-
posed that a monument to the Battle of Waterloo be set up carrying the
names of every dead soldier, the foreign secretary, Lord Castlereagh, act-
ing on behalf of the cabinet, turned down the idea.15 Around the middle
of the century some British monuments did begin to list the names of the
fallen rank and file. Most, however, were located in the colonies and were
erected and paid for by the units themselves, not by the government or
other civilian authorities.

In this as in so much else, the real turning point was presented by
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World War I. Originally it was considered a war like all others. Soldiers
would march, fight, and die, whereas civilians, isolated from the clash of
arms, would continue their lives as best they could while casting no more
than an occasional look at military events. But things soon changed. This,
after all, was the first “total war” in modern history.16 Not only was the
percentage of citizens who served much higher than in previous wars, but
their social composition changed; both the rank and file and, even more
so, the officer corps now included numerous well-educated members of
the middle classes perfectly capable of expressing their feelings and
opinions about the conflict in letters, pamphlets, and even entire books.17

Furthermore, no previous war had reached back as far from the battle-
field into what now became known as the “home front.” No previous war
had been covered by nearly as many instruments of mass communica-
tion, most of which saw it as their sacred task to refrain from criticism
while helping cement the bond between those who took the field and
those who had stayed behind. Certainly there were tensions between
front and rear, and political, social, and economic conflict did not disap-
pear. Still, perhaps more than in any previous war, the outcome was the
creation of fighting communities comprising entire nations.

In the field of commemoration, apparently the first to realize that this
war differed from all its predecessors was the British Imperial Permanent
Memorials Committee, which was called into life in 1915 and later re-
named the War Memorials Committee. By this time, the idea that fallen
soldiers should not be interred in mass graves but deserved to be buried
in individual ones bearing their names had become well established.
Complicating things, however, was the fact that the War Office, seeking to
save shipping space and also to protect civilian morale, prohibited the
corpses of those who had been killed in the various theaters from being
transported back to Britain for burial. Once the war was over, the cost of
exhuming and reinterring them was considered too great. Instead, to en-
able friends and relatives to visit the graves, subsidized tours were orga-
nized, and these quickly became very popular.

That did not solve the problem, however. As in most wars, the con-
flict had given rise to a large number of men who went missing and were
never found. But there was a difference; for the first time in history, it
was felt that such men deserved to be publicly commemorated. Though
some of the commemoration ceremonies could be conducted abroad, lo-
gistically it was far simpler to hold the main ones at home. One way or an-
other, it became urgently necessary to find new ways to commemorate
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the nation’s heroes, both those whose fate was known and those who had
simply disappeared, the more so because the conflict was seen in mes-
sianic terms as the war to end all wars, and because in a world where
troops that had been conscripted were fighting not for any kind of per-
sonal gain but simply in answer to their country’s call were widely consid-
ered to deserve the “gratitude of generations.”18

Staying in Britain, the earliest products of the new approach were the
Cenotaph and the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. The Cenotaph com-
prised an empty tomb built in Whitehall, central London, in 1920, where it
took the place of a similar plaster structure set up in the previous year, in
time to provide background for the victory parade.19 Except for a carved
wreath on each end and the words “To the Glorious Dead,” the monument
was left undecorated; instead it was flanked on each side by flags repre-
senting the Royal Navy, Army, and Air Force as well as the Merchant Navy.
By contrast, the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at Westminster Abbey does
contain a soldier’s corpse. The French having given permission, the corpse
was selected in an elaborate ritual at Saint Pol, near Arras, and returned
to England for reburial, the idea being that it should act as a symbol for the
average, ordinary citizen who died in the war as well as for the nation’s
grief and its determination not to forget him.

From biblical times on, victory had almost always been seen as proof
that God, or the gods, were on one’s own side.20 On the monuments, vic-

Democratizing sacrifice; names of fallen Israeli soldiers inscribed on a wall at the
Armored Corps Museum, Latrun MARTIN VAN CREVELD
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torious rulers were often presented as gods, in the company of gods, or
attended by religious symbols; so in Egypt, so in Mesopotamia, so in
Greece, and so in Rome, too.21 Conversely, the fact that the losers consid-
ered themselves as having been deserted by the deities was one more
reason why they hardly ever built monuments even if, physically and eco-
nomically and politically, they were in a position to do so. Now, for the
first time in history, the idea was reversed. Cenotaphs and tombs contain-
ing the remains of anonymous soldiers suggested that bloodletting, as
long as it was suffered in the name of the nation, creates holiness; and
also that it was now the nation itself, rather than some other deity, that
represented the highest value of all.

As if to show how much this idea corresponded to the spirit of the
times, both London’s Cenotaph and its Tomb of the Unknown Soldier
were widely copied. Examples went up in New Delhi, India; Melbourne,
Australia; Auckland, New Zealand; Vancouver, Canada; and Hong Kong.
All these cities were ruled from London and some of their inhabitants had
participated in the war more or less voluntarily. All set up relatively sim-
ple monuments that owed something to what were fast becoming the
dominant artistic fashions of the time, cubism and art deco. Similarly in
France, Germany, Austria, and Italy—in fact, throughout Europe—thou-
sands of monuments were dedicated to the men who had been killed in
the war. More surprisingly, cenotaphs also spread to non-European coun-
tries; as far away as Hiroshima, Japan, a cenotaph now commemorates
the two hundred thousand people who died as a result of the atomic
bomb. Here one can see reflected both the anonymous slaughter so char-
acteristic of modern warfare and the way in which the effort at commem-
oration spread from soldiers to include civilians as well.

Tombs containing the remains of anonymous soldiers also spread like
wildfire. As of the early twenty-first century, they could be found in at
least thirty different countries, starting with Australia and ending with
the United States. Crossing cultural boundaries, they even made their ap-
pearance in countries that at one point or another had been colonized by
Europeans, including Iraq, which got its own version of the monument at
the hands of dictator Saddam Hussein in 1982. Many tombs are provided
with eternal flames symbolizing life, an idea variously said to have origi-
nated either in the Bible or in ancient Greece and which was first put into
effect in Paris in 1921. Representing a sharp departure from previous
practice, all these tombs and cenotaphs have little to do with victorious
commanders. They also differ in that they do not present war as a tri-
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umphal act, let alone a spectacle. Instead, it is seen as an occasion for the
most intense suffering men can undergo—a suffering that, hallowed by
the need to ensure the nation’s survival, is at times compared to that of
Christ himself.

Another advantage of cenotaphs and tombs of anonymous soldiers
was that they could be constructed not only by countries that had won
their wars but also by those that had lost them, on occasion, as in South
Tyrol, which was fought over by the Italians and the Austrians during
World War I, the two kinds can still be seen standing right next to each
other.22 Most monuments of this kind pointed both to the past and to the
future. On one hand, they expressed the survivors’ grief over the dead
and the determination not to forget them. On the other, they suggested
that the sacrifice had not been in vain; indeed, a conscious effort was
made to make death look like a beginning, not an end. One way to express
the idea was by means of a symbol, such as a star or a cross, that is linked
to eventual resurrection. Another was to make it explicit by means of an
inscription such as the one on a monument in Hamburg that reads,
“Germany will live even if we must die.”

While some monuments expressed victory and others sorrow, in
most of them there was a growing tendency to ignore the enemy. As we
saw, ancient monuments erected by the Egyptians, Assyrians, and
Romans, among others, very often carried graphic representations of the
enemy’s commanders and men, invariably being killed, captured, or
abused in a variety of interesting ways. Looking back to tribal societies, it
is quite possible that the earliest of all “monuments” consisted of cap-
tured enemy body parts set up to decorate and to deter. This was much
less the case in medieval and early modern ones. In them, the enemy was
much more likely to be represented as some monster lying or reclining on
the ground; a model for this was available in the form of the dragon being
slain by Saint George. Yet things did not stop at this point. One reason for
this may be that the spread of modern firearms caused hand-to-hand
fighting to cease and battlefields to grow much larger than they had been.
This, in turn, made it possible, often even necessary, to represent warfare
while relegating the enemy so far into the margins as to make him barely
visible.

Another reason behind the change may have been the rising tide of
bourgeois sensibilities directed against aristocratic license at one ex-
treme and rural vulgarity at the other.23 Starting in the late eighteenth
century, those sensibilities caused public rituals, such as hangings, de-
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capitations, and mutilations, to be gradually abolished.24 This, of course,
did not mean that society was now able to do without judicial punish-
ments, some of them very cruel. All it meant was that those punishments
were being carried out not in public, in the city square, but behind prison
walls (from which, incidentally, they are now beginning to reemerge as
the relatives of some slain Americans demand, and obtain, the right to
watch the murderers die on closed-circuit television). The same phenom-
enon also explains why cemeteries, both the old civilian ones and the new
military ones, started to be placed in out-of-the-way, fenced-off locations.
There, they could be seen only by those who deliberately sought them.

Yet another reason for the change may have been that those who de-
signed the monuments were unwilling to admit that the enemy’s soldiers
had suffered as much as their own and might, following the same logic,
also share in the redemption to come. Certainly there was no way the
enemy could be permitted to partake in the nation’s sufferings, which,
even more than its glory, were considered to be entirely its own. This was
sometimes carried to the point where only native artists could be com-
missioned to design monuments and only native materials used in con-
structing them, one incidental outcome being that the use of captured
enemy weapons either as decoration or as raw material all but ceased.25

Whatever the reason, the enemy disappeared until, by the second half of
the twentieth century, he could be found only in a very few places. Even
when he was allowed to be present, he usually took on a symbolic form.
Thus, in Berlin’s Treptower Park, a gigantic Soviet soldier crushes a
swastika with his foot; but monuments, such as the one in the former
Yugoslavia that shows a German soldier lying on the ground and being
bayoneted by a partisan, have become exceedingly rare. On the opposite
side from this isolated sample there are thousands upon thousands of
others that commemorate twentieth-century wars, including some of the
most bloody, as if they had been fought against ghosts, not men.

Finally, at around the same time as wars and soldiers started to be
commemorated in these novel ways, we find the first monuments whose
purpose is to protest against war as such. As might be expected, such
monuments grew out of those set up for the heroic dead and bear a su-
perficial resemblance to them. In their more developed state, however,
they differ in that the elements of redemption and resurrection are ab-
sent; they are directed entirely toward the past. In them, death is neither
presented as a triumph and a promise of better times to come nor limited
to those who took the field and fought. Instead, it is seen as a final
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tragedy inflicted on the innocent through no fault on their part and to no
possible purpose that might justify it—even if those innocents were, in
fact, soldiers who had fought as hard as they knew how to, and some-
times even if the cause for which they fought was as evil as can be.

An outstanding early example of the genre was produced by the
German sculptor Käthe Kollwitz soon after World War I. Kollwitz’s son,
Peter, was killed early in the conflict, not long after she had escorted him
to the mobilization center. That apart, she was a socialist and, following
the left-wing wisdom of the day, was predisposed to see the conflict less
as a great national struggle than as a disaster that had been brought on
Germany (and other countries) by the ruling classes who were looking
after their own profit. Thus it comes as no surprise that in 1932 she com-
pleted a statue—intended for a German war cemetery in Flanders—of a
dead youth stretched out on the ground with his father and mother
kneeling near him in sorrow.26 In this celebrated sculpture, unlike many
others, no doubt is left that he who has died will emphatically not rise
again. Nor is he presented as an example for others to follow; if anything,
it is the parents who are asking their dead offspring to forgive them for
misleading and then forsaking him. Apparently these emotions were
shared by any number of monuments showing grieving mothers, some
with their dead sons, some without, which were built in France in partic-
ular. As one former British war correspondent, Philip Gibbs, put it, the
purpose of the new monuments being set up all over the country was to
serve as “warnings of what war now means in slaughter and ruin.”27

Taking up where these monuments left off, there is the statue that
commemorates the destruction by German bombardment of the Dutch
city of Rotterdam in May 1940. As had by now become standard practice,
the enemy is not in sight, and anyone not familiar with the history of
World War II will find it hard to guess what the monument is all about. All
there is is a statue of a shaken, eviscerated human figure as it spreads its
arms to heaven in a gesture combining supplication, protest, and sheer
terror. No question here either of sacrifice committed for some noble
cause or of eventual redemption, let alone of fighting and heroism—only
of slaughter, stupidly committed, to quote the sculptor, by the “human
monster who contrived the atrocities which made his brothers pay for a
crime they did not commit.”28

More controversial than the one in Rotterdam are the monuments
that some German cities, having been heavily bombed in World War II, set
up to their dead. Given the fact that Germany was blamed for the war,
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and also in view of the unprecedented atrocities committed by the Nazi
regime as long as it lasted, whether those casualties deserved to be com-
memorated at all has long been moot. The problem was solved, to the ex-
tent that it was solved, by setting up antiwar monuments known as
Mahndenkmale. Some consist of specially erected structures, others of
half-ruined buildings deliberately left in a state of disrepair, as in the
Gedächtniskirche (Memorial Church) in the center of Berlin. To put it in
a different way, public consensus to commemorate the disasters that
overtook Germany could only be achieved on condition that the monu-
ments also warn against war as such. Whether this will spread to other
countries or remain an isolated phenomenon remains to be seen.

At all times and places, rulers, commanders, groups, peoples, and na-
tions have felt the need to build monuments to the wars they waged.
Doing so, very often they devoted vast resources and the best available
artistic expertise to the enterprise. Quite often, too, they deliberately set
out to put down the monuments set up by others; examples of this range
from ancient Greece29 to 1940, when the Germans demolished the monu-
ment to the World War I British raid on the town of Zeebrugge (in 1945,
it was restored by the Belgians). In other cases they freely stole each
other’s monuments, rededicating them to causes for which they had
never been designed; better proof of the importance attributed to the
question could hardly be found. The earliest known monuments were
erected in ancient Egypt and were designed to honor the victories, real or
imaginary, of the pharaoh of the day. Countless others, taking a variety of
forms, many of which are still in use, followed. Obelisks and pillars and
arches and statues of commanders served to celebrate victory over past
enemies and warn away future ones. For thousands of years on end, they
came very close to monopolizing the scene.

Only at the very end of the eighteenth century, and then at first only
in Europe and the U.S., is it possible to speak of real change. First, the
sudden spread of democracy caused the attention allotted to command-
ers to diminish, that given to common soldiers to increase. Second, with
absolute rulers in decline and common soldiers beginning to take center
place, an entirely different kind of monument, dedicated to honoring the
dead regardless of whether their country had won a victory or gone down
in defeat, made its debut. As the emphasis shifted from the celebration of
victory to the heroic suffering and sacrifice that war involves, commemo-
rative monuments attempted to present nations as big families grieving
for their sons; at the same time, the enemy, who for millennia had been
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shown in the act of being defeated and perhaps abused, all but disap-
peared from sight. Finally, the years since 1920 have seen the rise of a
third kind of monument. Growing out of the second, and often hard to
distinguish from it, its purpose is not so much to commemorate a specific
war but to protest or warn against war as such. It is, however, important
to note that such monuments are limited almost entirely to a relative
handful of European or European-derived countries as well as Japan.
Elsewhere, even today, they remain fairly rare and far between.
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T he fact that, as far back into the past as we can look, war
has always fascinated men above and beyond any politi-

cal purpose it may have served is indisputable; but may we not
be entering an entirely new epoch in which this fascination is
about to lose its hold? Some authors, citing the decline in large-
scale interstate war that has taken place since 1945 on, believe
that such is indeed the case.1 The way they describe it, serious
opposition to the idea that war is a useful, let alone positive,
thing first emerged in the West during the eighteenth century as
a by-product of the anti-feudal, anti-hierarchical tendencies of
the Enlightenment. Throughout the nineteenth century it con-
tinued to gather strength. One need only think of famous names
such as Herbert Spencer, who thought that reason and consent
were slowly taking the place of force in human affairs, or else of
Norman Angell, who just five years before 1914 published a best-
seller in which he argued that people would soon agree with him
that war did not pay.2

The earliest organized movements explicitly aimed at abolish-
ing war appeared during the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Their best-known leader was the Austrian-born Baroness
Bertha von Suttner, agitator, lecturer, and author of a famous
novel, Die Waffen Nieder (Lay Down Your Arms); at one time she

IV

A World Without War?
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had worked as a secretary for Alfred Nobel. Others were linked to
the contemporary suffragette movement, or else to the socialist
parties that were even then attracting growing numbers of voters
in many European countries. From then to our own day innumer-
able peace movements have risen and blossomed.3 Quite often
they made use of the most modern communication techniques to
conduct propaganda and spread their message.

During the interwar period the retreat from war continued,
finding its greatest expression in the League of Nations. Only a
few years after the organization had been established and had
begun to function, most member states were ready to pay at
least lip service to the idea that war should no longer serve as a
method for settling international disputes. The Kellogg-Briand
Pact of 1928, which aimed at abolishing war as an instrument of
politics and was signed by most of the then-existing states, as
well as the Geneva Disarmament Conferences of 1931–32, came
and went. As the future was to prove, they did not succeed in
putting an end to war; yet arguably the very fact that they came

about indicated a significant change.
Furthermore, their failure was

due almost exclusively to the
actions of just three self-

declared “revisionist”
states, Germany, Italy,
and Japan. Yet even in
those states, war had
lost much of its popu-
lar appeal, with the

result that, however
hard Hitler, Mussolini,

and Tojo tried to inspire
their followers with the

martial spirit, the outbreak of
World War II witnessed hardly a
trace of the enthusiasm that had
accompanied its predecessor.4

After 1945 the process be-
came even more pronounced.
Operating under the aegis of the

Bertha von Suttner (on a 2-Euro 
Austrian coin) was probably the most 
famous pacifist ever; she died a month 
before the outbreak of World War I.
JONATHAN LEWY
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United Nations, an organization specifically founded to preserve
and promote peace, most countries found it necessary as well as
useful to proclaim their opposition to war. In the United Nations
charter, “aggressive” war was prohibited, but since there was no
agreement on the definition of aggression, in practice the out-
come was merely that attempts by one nation to use force in
order to annex territory could no longer obtain recognition by
the rest. The more time went on, the clearer it became that large
parts of the world had become immune to war, especially the
kind of war that is waged by major states against one another.
What wars still took place were waged almost exclusively in the
“developing” parts of the globe. Even these, so the argument
runs, could not compare with their predecessors in points of size
and organization. They were, in reality, little more than the handi-
work of criminals and thugs.

On this view, war is a social institution, not a biological or
psychological necessity.5 Following the route taken by other age-
old institutions, such as slavery, it is finally on its way out. The
change in attitudes is neither short-lived nor accidental. Its ori-
gins may be discerned as long as a quarter of a millennium ago;
its development reflects a mixture of advancing democracy, im-
proving economic conditions, and international cooperation, all
made possible as well as necessary by modern technology and
communications. As war goes, so of course will the fascination it
exercises and the culture it has given rise to—or perhaps one
would be more correct to say that it is a growing disillusionment
with, not to say revulsion for, war that is leading to the latter’s
demise. It is an optimistic vision, perhaps even a noble one, but
is it true? In this part of the present volume, an attempt will be
made to answer that question.

• • •
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D id the Enlightenment really bring about a fundamental change in
attitudes, or are some of the antiwar ideas that it raised as old as

history? For an answer, recall that both of the most important Chinese
philosophies, Confucianism and Taoism, strongly opposed violence in all
its forms. In the case of Confucianism, this was because it valued order
and its prerequisites, such as seniority, submission, good faith, and deco-
rum, above all else; take these pillars away, it taught, and the outcome
would be chaos and the war of all against all. Taoism’s main concern was
less with society than with the individual and the rational life, which it
saw as identical with “the path,” or virtue. It therefore understood war as
a manifestation of stupidity. Albeit one that, according to one of the
greatest Taoist texts, Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, was sometimes neces-
sary and, in case it did break out, should be fought in the most rational
manner possible.1

Turning from China to ancient Greece, nothing is easier than to find
a longing for peace and a condemnation of war. This even applies to the
Iliad. In many ways the epic represents the greatest cultural product of
war ever. As the opening lines and many other passages testify, its very
purpose is to record the deeds of heroes. Hence it delights in describing
the splendid appearance of arms and armor, praises courage above all
other virtues, and expresses the joy of fighting and bloodshed as few, if

13
A Short History of Peace
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any, other literary creations have; not for nothing did Aristotle have the
young Alexander study it.2 Yet it is also suffused with a deep yearning for
peace and the good life. Had it not been for that yearning, which balances
the gory references to smashed skulls and spurting blood, then qua liter-
ature it would not be half as great as it is.

Throughout the poem, almost every time war is mentioned, it is
joined to epithets such as “bloody,” “full of tears,” “deadly,” “wild,” “disas-
trous,” “brazen,” “bad,” “sad,” “full of suffering,” “terrible,” and “destruc-
tive.”3 The denunciations reach their peak in book V. There we find no
less a person than Zeus telling his son, the war god Ares:

Stop whining into my ear, you coward!
Of all the gods, who live on blessed Olympus
you are the most hateful. For you love
war, fighting, and strife above all other things.

Philosophers such as Xenophanes (ca. 570–ca. 478 B.C.), Pythagoras
(ca. 580–ca. 500 B.C.), and Gorgias (ca. 483–ca. 375 B.C.), to mention but
a few, went out of their way to praise peace and condemn war (especially,
it must be conceded, war waged among Greeks as opposed to war waged
by Greeks against barbarians).4 At least two of the most important
tragedies, Euripides’s Persians and Trojan Women, can be interpreted
in this sense; this is even more true of four of the best-known comedies,
Aristophanes’s Acharnenses, Equites, Peace, and Lysistrata. Indeed it
has been argued that Aristophanes in particular was a lifelong fighter for
peace, both because he feared for the fate of Athens during the
Peloponnesian War and as a matter of principle.5

What is true of ancient China and Greece is equally true of other peo-
ples at other times and places. If Polybios is to be believed, the Romans,
among whom he lived for twenty years and whom he knew as well as they
knew themselves, were uniquely inclined to solve every problem by using
force. Yet, by the time of Emperor Augustus Horace, the Romans were
celebrating the pax romana as the source of all blessings.6 Augustus
himself built the Ara Pacis, the altar to peace, a monument that in its own
way is as original a creation as Trajan’s column was later to be. A little less
than two centuries later they brought forth Emperor Marcus Aurelius.
His celebrated work, The Meditations, does not explicitly deal with
questions of peace and war. Still, it is one of the strongest works in favor
of the fellowship of men ever written.
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Having its origins in the semi-monastic sects then forming in the
Judean desert and intimately linked with the history of the Roman Empire,
Christianity, too, started life at least in part as a protest against war and vi-
olence. Among the most celebrated words the Divine Savior ever uttered
was his suggestion that the best way to resist aggression was to turn the
other cheek.7 Not much later, the Apostle Paul amplified his message, em-
phasizing man’s duty to live peaceably with all.8 Tertullian, Origen, and
Lactantius were all firm opponents of military service; the first-named even
composed a special treatise attacking it.9 During the first few centuries
after Jesus, Christians did in fact refuse to serve in the imperial army, an at-
titude that was both suitable for the practical needs of a small, esoteric sect
and one of the reasons why that sect was so often persecuted. Many sub-
sequent Christian movements were also strongly committed to peace.
They included the Franciscans, the early Anabaptists, the Mennonites, the
Amish, the Hutterites, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, and especially the Quakers;
all these retained their opposition to war through thick and thin.10

The above shows that it is simply not true to say that love of peace and
hatred for war only made their appearance during the Enlightenment.
Rather, all the Enlightenment did was to recast ideas that had been com-
mon currency for centuries if not millennia into its own peculiar mold.
That mold was secular, nondenominational, and universal; from Rousseau
and Diderot down, many philosophes believed that when it came to main-
taining peace, Europeans had something to learn from the bon sauvage.11

From then on, instead of following in Christ’s footsteps, pacifism was sup-
posed to be based on the “benevolence” and “philanthropy” that the
Supreme Being had allegedly implanted in His creatures.

Finally, it is true that the second half of the nineteenth century wit-
nessed the rise of the first organized movements dedicated specifically to
supporting peace, but what does this fact prove? This was the great pe-
riod when time and distance were cut. Railways, steamships, and
telegraphs began girdling the earth, to say nothing of that most important
invention, the postage stamp. Making use of the new technologies, hun-
dreds of international organizations, both official and unofficial, sprang
out of the ground as if by magic.12 Delegates were elected (then as now,
very often “delegates” represented nobody but themselves), meetings set
up, congresses organized, speeches made, votes taken, and manifestos
published. The organizations in question had all kinds of objectives, from
charity through promoting world revolution to collecting antiques. No
wonder that, among them, a few worked in support of peace.
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Whatever their origins and precise nature, it would be hard to show
that pacifist ideas had a strong impact on practical politics or that they
reduced the frequency and intensity of war. Even in India, where Hindu
religion emphasized ahisma or nonviolence, ruler-warriors waged war as
often and as ferociously as anybody else; throughout precolonial Indian
history, warriors (known as ksatriya) were considered the highest caste
of all. For them, fighting was not just a means to an earthly end but one
way, in fact the way, to gain merit that might come in handy when the
time came for their souls to go through their next incarnation.13

All this explains why, in India, an organized antiwar movement
emerged only during the middle decades of the twentieth century. Even
then it was mainly an instrument for getting rid of the British; whenever
Mahatma Gandhi proclaimed his intention to adhere to ahisma, the 
implication that violence could also be used was clear. Following 

independence, the movement
floundered for some time as of-
ficials and defense intellectuals
asked themselves how Gandhi’s
ideal might be reconciled with
the new reality. However, in the
newly resurgent, self-confident
India of the late 1990s it has lost
any influence. It was a govern-
ment formed by a party profess-
ing traditional Hindu values, the
Bharatiya Janata, that carried
out India’s nuclear tests in 1998.

For all its focus on the de-
tached, virtuously rational or 
rationally virtuous individual,
Taoism also brought forth what
is probably the greatest text 
on war ever. In the whole of
Chinese history there was no

Some pacifists could be quite 
belligerent; a Korean delegation 
brings Buddhism to Japan, 
A.D. 538. DVORA LEWY
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period when it was not studied; fifty commentaries and interpretations
appeared between 1368 and 1628 alone. Today at least four different
English translations are in circulation. As it was applied to other two-
sided activities such as commerce, it ended up by introducing the princi-
ples of war into peace as well. Moreover, Taoism is closely related to some
forms of martial arts, as one would expect from a way of thought (and
life) concerned with using minimum or no force to overcome one that is
much greater.14

Finally, some forms of Confucianism went along quite well with mili-
tary action and war as long as it was directed against “evildoers” and
“bandits”15—as, in theory, it almost always was. The most that all these
religions may have done was help create occasional islands of peace in a
dangerous world. During some periods of Chinese history they may also
have somewhat diminished the status of warriors as opposed to scholars.
That, however, was by no means always the case; as is proved by re-
peated intermediary periods when imperial power and peace broke
down, giving warlords a free hand. On the whole, China’s culture of war is
quite as ancient and as highly developed as that of any other country. To
realize this, all one has to do is look at the thousands upon thousands of
terra-cotta warriors found in the tomb of Shih Huang-ti, the emperor who
used fire and sword to unite China for the first time. Seldom if ever has
there been such a powerful statement of unadulterated militarism.

For every ancient Greek poet or philosopher who denounced war,
there was another who enthusiastically celebrated it, gaining fame and
making his living by doing so. If it is true that Aristophanes spent much of
his life calling for peace, surely he did so in vain; after all, the period when
he wrote was precisely the one that, according to Thucydides, witnessed
the greatest war the world had ever seen. As Augustus himself says in his
Res Gestae, the Ara Pacis was only built after a period of seven centuries
during which the gates to the Temple of Mars were hardly ever closed.
Even so, one should not get a false idea. The altar carries, besides
Augustus’s own image, those of his adoptive father, Julius Caesar; his
friend Marcus Agrippa; and his stepson, Tiberius. To a man, they had
made their names as great commanders before turning, to the extent that
they did, to works of peace. Marcus Aurelius’s meditations did not pre-
vent him from spending much of his life hunting Sarmatians, as he some-
what melancholically put it, nor from erecting the previously mentioned
victory column with carved scenes of war much more violent than those
on Trajan’s column.16
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The inability of the Church to put an end to war between Christians,
as well as its frequent support for wars by Christians against other peo-
ples, is notorious. The pax dei and the tregua dei, the former meant to
regulate the times during which war could be waged and the latter to re-
strict the persons against whom it could be undertaken, were proclaimed
and then forgotten.17 A century or so later, the same fate overtook eccle-
siastical efforts to ban certain weapons, such as crossbows. Often the
Church did not even succeed in the less ambitious objective of creating
islands of peace in the midst of war. This is not surprising: even the great
scholar Saint Thomas Aquinas acknowledged that war could be waged on
sacred days if necessary.18 Throughout the Middle Ages (and before and
after) there were countless cases when sacred buildings were looted,
monks killed, nuns raped, and sanctuaries violated by force of arms.

One cardinal reason why its efforts failed was because, during long
periods of its history, the Church itself either instigated war or waged it
as intensely as anybody else. Even in the New Testament, which is one of
the most pacific texts ever written, it is possible to find some extremely
bellicose passages. As he set about cleansing the Temple, the Lord
Himself proclaimed that his mission was to bring not peace but the
sword; how many warriors found their inspiration in Saint John, imagin-
ing themselves as the hosts of the Lord fighting the Battle of Armaged-
don, is impossible to say.19 Three hundred years after Christ’s death, the
process of “bellicization” started in earnest when Emperor Constantine,
having dreamed that in hoc signo vinces and defeated his rival
Maxentius, made Christianity into the empire’s official religion. From that
point on, Christians served in the army almost as a matter of course. Soon
Saint Augustine was to write that “love of enemies does not exclude wars
of mercy waged by the good”; in other words, it was possible to love one’s
enemy and kill him, too.20

It was in the name of the cross that Charlemagne used sword and fire
to subdue the Saxons. Later in the Middle Ages, it was in the name of the
cross that the nobility of Europe went on one crusade after another both
in the Middle East and in their native lands, killing infidels and extermi-
nating heretics. It was in the name of the cross that the Spaniards fought
the Muslims in Spain, waged war on the Ottomans throughout the
Mediterranean, and committed genocide in the New World. The
Schmalkaldic War of 1543–44 was followed by the French Huguenot Wars
(including the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre) of 1566–98 and the
Thirty Years’ War of 1618–48, to name only the most important ones. All
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these witnessed Christians of different denominations cutting each
other’s throats with an energy rarely surpassed before or since. It is true
that after 1700, Europeans for the most part no longer fought each other
in the name of their respective creeds. Still, most ecclesiastics continued
to bless armies going on campaign as a matter of course, each one on his
own side of the front.

As already noted, there were always some Christian denominations
that insisted on opposing any war regardless of cause and consequence.
On occasion their opposition was heroic. It was for their principled re-
fusal to serve, among other things, that early Christians were routinely
burned at the stake, thrown to the beasts in the arena, or beheaded as
Saint Maximilian was. Early-sixteenth-century Anabaptists were tortured
and executed. In the twentieth century, the likes of Hitler and Stalin
sometimes locked up conscientious objectors in concentration camps.
Sad to say, though, the numbers of those who resisted were never nearly
large enough to make a difference. Concerning what would have hap-
pened if they did have the numbers—imagine, for example, an entire na-
tion made up of Friends—one can do no more than guess. Perhaps such
a nation would have stuck to its pacifist ideals. Its members could have
refused to set up armed forces, relied on prayer to maintain their de-
fense, and willingly paid the resulting price in the form of loss of property,
liberty, and perhaps life.

More likely, though, the practical demands of life would have caused
them to follow many other Christians and shed those ideals as a snake
sheds its skin. To some extent, this is what happened in North America
from about 1670 on. In particular, King Philip’s War marked the time
when conflict between whites and natives peaked and the outcome
looked as if it were by no means predetermined. The recently established
colonies scattered along the Atlantic coast did not have professional
armed forces of the European type. Hence, normally the task of raising
and commanding armies fell to magistrates at the town, county, and state
level. By refusing to fill these functions, Quaker magistrates who helped
run colonies such as Pennsylvania and Rhode Island avoided acting di-
rectly against their faith. Yet they certainly cooperated in the collection of
military taxes, fully knowing what the money was intended for.

Some Quaker magistrates compromised. They would not wage offen-
sive war, but they would build strongholds; once they had been built, it
goes almost without saying that they offered refuge to white men—not
just Quakers—but not to Indians. Others assuaged their consciences by

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_04_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 259



2 6 0 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

commissioning other men to oversee military activities in their stead; as
contemporary documents show, in doing so, they did not really succeed
in satisfying anybody, not even themselves. Whatever the precise stance
they took, once the wars had ended in the near extermination of the
enemy, Quakers were not slow to vie with other colonists over conquered
land.21 The inescapable conclusion is that had the sect’s members been
left to fend for themselves for any length of time, inevitably they would
have overcome their scruples, taken up the sword, and engaged first in
defensive operations and then in offensive ones; equally inevitable, they
would have developed their own culture of war just like anybody else.

Nor did pacifist feelings do much to limit warfare during the eigh-
teenth century, and only too often did their authors (as many of them
said) find themselves crying in the wilderness. To add to the irony, many
contemporary commanders and officers were themselves children of the
Enlightenment. They discoursed with the philosophers and prided them-
selves on their familiarity with the most advanced ideas of the time; 
the fact that they were on leave for months on end each year helped. The
French logistician Jacques François de Chastenet de Puységur, the
Austrian commanders Prince Eugen of Savoy and Marshal Leopold Josef
Graf Daun, the French and Spanish commanders Antoine de Pas de
Feuquières, Victor François de Broglie, and Álvaro José de Navia Osorio
y Vigil, and others belonged to this type. All were highly cultivated men
who felt almost as much at home in the study as they did in the field.
Many of them collected books as well as other works of art. Some officers
even made a name for themselves authoring literary best-sellers. Thus,
having (as he says) done so much to help diminish the human race, the
French expert on fortifications, Sébastien le Prêtre de Vauban, at the end
of his life felt impelled to write a treatise on how it could be increased
again.

The most famous specimen of the kind was King Frederick II of
Prussia, aka the Philosopher of Sans Souci, aka Frederick the Great.
While still a mere crown prince he penned a sharp rebuttal to Machiavelli.
In it he did not rule out war, including preventive war. He did, however,
express his astonishment at the lightheartedness with which many con-
temporary rulers approached the problem, and suggested that they
should do what they could to spare their subjects from undergoing its
horrors.22 Throughout his life he continued to seek the company of
Europe’s best-known savants including, to mention but two, François-
Marie Arouet de Voltaire and Moses Mendelssohn. This, however, neither
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prevented him from launching one war after another nor from keeping at
it for as long as his treasury and his canon fodder lasted.

Several of Frederick’s opposite numbers, notably Catherine the
Great of Russia and Josef II of Austria, were almost as enamored of philo-
sophical discourse and almost as “enlightened” as he was. Considering
herself a “philosopher on the throne,” Catherine founded the Hermitage
Museum. She even wrote a treatise, inspired by Rousseau, on the educa-
tion of young children. Josef took an interest in literature and played the
harpsichord. Yet the wars that these and other crowned heads of the pe-
riod waged were ferocious indeed.23 Two of them, the Seven Years’ War
and the War of the American Revolution, spread over greater parts of 
the globe than any of their predecessors, clearly foreshadowing the 
twentieth-century world wars to come. Together, they caused the deaths
of hundreds of thousands if not millions of people.

Whether they are bourgeois, socialist, communist, or anarchist, many
modern ideas that see war as the product of a man-made social order that
may one day be done away with can be traced back to Immanuel Kant
and his 1795 treatise Perpetual Peace. In many ways, Kant was a typical
son of the Enlightenment. Along with some of his predecessors and con-
temporaries, notably William Penn and Thomas Paine, Kant believed that
war was simply a game played by monarchs and other aristocrats for their
own benefit.24 As long as hostilities lasted, many of these people re-
mained safely ensconced in their palaces. Even if they took the field, for
them the horrors of war were mitigated—for example, by being set free
on parole when captured and having their property respected when on
campaign; often they exchanged elaborate compliments. As they maneu-
vered this way and that, attacking, fighting, withdrawing; ordinary folk
paid, suffered, and died. If that was true, then the next step was obvious.
All that was necessary was to abolish monarchies, put an end to aristo-
cratic privilege, and rearrange humanity in the form of republics so that
power would be in the hands of ordinary people. Once this was done, war
itself might be eradicated.

Though the Revolution certainly turned France into a republic, it was
very far from meeting the hopes Kant put in it. Technically, in 1792–93,
France may have been the victim of aggression, as the sovereigns of
Europe, fearing for their thrones and even their heads, formed the First
Coalition, declared war on it, and invaded its territory. Soon, however, the
armies of the Republic found themselves using their bayonets in order to
export liberté, egalité, and fraternité in all possible directions. First,
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using fire and sword and committing some of the worst atrocities on
record, they set out to root out the pro-monarchist peasant uprising in
the Vendé. The number of dead in that campaign is estimated at about a
quarter of a million; in European history from 1648 to 1941, no other op-
eration came closer to genocide.25 That having been accomplished, they
overran parts or all of the Low Countries, Germany, Switzerland, and
Italy, reaching out as far as Egypt. Almost everywhere they went they
were welcomed at first. Later, however, they met with resistance, and the
more they tried to suppress it the stronger it became. Over the next few
years, they set the continent ablaze.

As Napoleon took charge in 1799, the scale of warfare and the inten-
sity with which it was waged increased still further. Whole libraries have
been written to show how war assumed new and monstrous dimen-
sions26—to the point where, according to no less an observer than
Clausewitz, it came very close to assuming its “absolute” form.27 From
first to last, the wars took up an entire generation. Thus to argue that re-
publicanism did much to limit war is not in the cards. If anything, it was a
staunch supporter of absolute monarchy, Clement von Metternich, who
organized the Congress of Vienna and restored peace. He even suc-
ceeded in maintaining it, more or less, for a period of thirty-three years
after Waterloo.28

Over the next two centuries, Kant’s followers often changed the vil-
lains’ names. In his eyes they had been monarchs and aristocrats, useless
leftovers from an earlier, pre-modern era. Depending on the ideology
they embraced, some of his followers preferred to speak of “bourgeois”
(the very people Kant, himself the most typical bourgeois of all, had
thought were most strongly opposed to war). Others referred to “capital-
ists,” “militarists,” and “imperialists,” as, for instance, in the works of the
early-twentieth-century British economist J. A. Hobson and those of
Vladimir Ilyich Lenin; others still blamed politicians in general.29 No mat-
ter who they blamed, they remained wedded to Kant’s idea that war orig-
inated in the selfish machinations of the elite, and not in the common
people who were cheated or coerced into fighting it. Branching out into
historical scholarship, some of them went on to apply this idea to remote
periods long past.30 The conclusion from this was obvious: to put an end
to war all one had to do was make the government accountable to the
people, as Kant and republicans coming after him suggested, or else do
away with it altogether, as anarchists demanded.

In fact, neither before nor after 1795 did history provide much evi-
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dence to support Kant. Thucydides’s description of Athenian democracy,
its instability, and the way it was swayed by demagogues bent on fighting
one war or another are among the most celebrated passages in his entire
work.31 A little later Plato described that democracy as “feverish,” not a
condition likely to promote peace.32 The case of Sparta was exactly the op-
posite. Not only did Sparta have kings, but its character was always much
more aristocratic than that of Athens. Partly for this reason, partly for oth-
ers, it was famous for its reluctance to go to war. This was true in 480 B.C.,
when only an overwhelming threat finally convinced the Spartans to join
the Athenians in repelling the Persian invasion. It was also true in
Thucydides’s own day and remained equally true a century after him.
Alone among all Greek cities, Sparta refused to join Alexander the Great
in his campaign against Persia. If the opprobrium that he heaped on it as a
result made any difference, we have no record of that fact.

While it would not be true to describe Republican Rome as a democ-
racy, neither was it a monarchy; there could be no question of a crowned
person sitting in his palace saying, as Louis XIV once did, that whether or
not a certain city would be lost he himself would still remain in power.
The last thing one could say of the Roman aristocracy was that it was
sheltered from war. In fact, serving in a certain number of campaigns was
a prerequisite for entering politics and to getting oneself elected. Nor did
any ancient civilization develop the niceties that, under the name of
chivalry, sometimes did something to protect subsequent aristocrats
from the worst that war could do. From the commander in chief on down,
usually all that captives could expect was to be jailed, enslaved, muti-
lated, and perhaps executed in a variety of interesting ways. If our
sources may be believed, after Carrhae in 53 B.C., the victorious Parthians
poured molten gold into the captured Roman commander’s mouth.

However important the consuls and the Senate might be, from the
earliest days of the Republic the right to vote on peace and war always re-
mained firmly in the hands of the various assemblies. It is true that some
of these assemblies were deliberately structured to give the aristocracy a
commanding voice, but from the end of the third century B.C. things
began to change. The popular assembly, or comitia plebis, gained influ-
ence at the expense of the rest, and a hundred years later few magis-
trates even bothered to summon the other committees any longer. Yet, if
anything, this move toward democracy, limited as it was, made Rome
more ready to go to war, not less.

By the standards of the Middle Ages, and also by some of those that
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came later, the Swiss and, a few centuries before them, the Vikings were
democratically governed. There were no kings. By the time the Nordic
monarchies were formed, the great days of expansion were over; the
Swiss, of course, always remained republican. Equally, there were very
few aristocrats, and even those who did exist were expected to fight in
the front line and risk their lives much as everybody else did. Even more
than had been the case in Greece and Rome, the most important deci-
sions on war and peace were made by popular assemblies. All free adult
men attended, weapon in hand. Yet democracy did not prevent either the
Vikings or the Swiss from counting themselves among the most belliger-
ent people of all times; they assiduously prepared for war, defended
themselves, and attacked others. The former also celebrated their ex-
ploits in sagas whose outstanding quality is their stark acceptance of war,
bloodshed, and death.

Motivated by a mixture of belligerence and poverty, the Vikings and
the Swiss acquired a reputation as fearsome warriors. At a later point in
their history, they started renting themselves out to whoever was willing
to pay for their military services. Whether on their own account or while
in the service of others, the Vikings fought in places as far apart as North
America, the northern shores of the Black Sea, and the Jordan Valley. The
Swiss did the same, gaining fame for their willingness to change sides; as
long as they were paid, they did not care why or for whom they fought.
When Rousseau imagined his democratic society made up of warlike
farmers, it was the Swiss, among whom he himself had been born and
raised, that he had in mind.33

In 1812, the two great democracies of the period, Britain and the
United States, again went to war against each other and kept it up for
three years. Throughout the nineteenth century, often backed by a vocif-
erous chorus of popular support, not a single year passed during which
British troops did not engage in military operations in some part of the
world. And while Lincoln’s famous words at Gettysburg may sound im-
pressive, the American Civil War was not a question of democracy fight-
ing its opposite. Rather, what happened was that the most democratic
country the world had ever seen broke up into two parts over an issue on
which its citizens just could not reach agreement, and those parts, each
under its democratically elected president, waged a truly ferocious war.
Ere they were done, they left no fewer than six hundred thousand dead.

As Herbert Spencer’s own triumphal tour of the United States
proved, his philosophy, with its belief in the obsolescence of force and the

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_04_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:34 AM  Page 264



A  W O R L D  W I T H O U T  W A R ? 2 6 5

inevitable spread of peaceful progress, was enormously popular in that
country. The powerful, the well-connected, and the rich felt especially at-
tracted by it; after all, by emphasizing success as the reward of “fitness,”
it vindicated their success. In 1896, the year when Spencer’s influence
reached its peak, no fewer than three Supreme Court justices declared
themselves his followers.34 Yet just two years later the United States
launched what was by some accounts a totally unnecessary and totally
unprovoked war against Spain. The irony did not escape some contempo-
raries.35 In terms of bellicosity, and even more so in terms of statements
that saw positive aspects in war, there was little to choose between
Helmut von Moltke the Elder, chief of staff of a “reactionary,” “authoritar-
ian,” and “militarist” country such as Germany, and Theodore Roosevelt,
the popularly elected (and hugely popular) president of the most liberal,
democratic, and progressive country of all.

Nor were those avowed opponents of war, the pacifists, the suffra-
gettes, the socialists, and the anarchists, much better than anybody else.
Throughout the period from 1871 to 1914, French pacifists had been pre-
pared to abolish war—but only on condition that Alsace-Lorraine was re-
turned to them first. Their German opposite numbers replied in kind.
They said that the provinces were not on the agenda, that their French
comrades had no right to discuss them, that the inhabitants of the two
provinces were happy under German rule, and—by way of an ultima

ratio—that German military strength would make it impossible for
France to recover them by force.

It was, however, the Italian pacifists who raised the greatest number
of eyebrows. Like the rest, they were prepared to renounce war, but only
after South Tyrol, which had never belonged to Italy but which they in-
sisted was really the Alto Adige, were taken away from Austria-Hungary.
In 1911, when Italy unexpectedly attacked Turkey, the pacifists sup-
ported the war, thereby dealing their movement a mortal blow from
which it never recovered. Throughout the period, perhaps the only paci-
fists who, for a time at any rate, did not put their country above their
principles were the British ones. Their opposition to the Boer War was
courageous, but it was also ineffective. So much did they antagonize the
public that they needed police protection.36

Similarly, no sooner did World War I break out than the women’s suf-
frage movement was divided. In all belligerent countries, the majority gave
up their supposed pacifism and turned to support their respective coun-
tries instead.37 One of the best known, Emmeline Pankhurst, immediately
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changed the title of her journal from Suffragette to Britannia. Another,
Vera Brittain, envied her brothers for being able to go out and play “the
great game of death.”38 This, however, was but part of the story. In all the
belligerent countries, countless women were seized by a phenomenon
known in Britain as “khaki fever.” They put pressure on their menfolk to
join the forces, and threw themselves into the arms of the first soldier they
could find.39 Later in the war, the time was to come when French, Italian,
and German soldiers accused their womenfolk of having a ball while they
themselves fought in the trenches and died by the millions.40

Probably for every socialist who rejected war there were two who
had some good things to say about it. To Jean-Pierre Proudhon, one of so-
cialism’s founding fathers, war was a “divine thing,” the origin of “reli-
gion’s most brilliant mysteries” as well as “the entire system of justice.”41

Both Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels took a great interest in it. The for-
mer called the American Civil War “a spectacle without parallel,” the
pangs whereby an old world was giving birth to a new one.42 The latter
made it into his specialty, studying it with commendable thoroughness
until his anonymous writings on that subject were sometimes believed to
be those of a Prussian general. Among socialist leaders who came after
them, most limited their opposition to offensive war between their re-
spective countries, as the Frenchman Jean Jaurès did.43 They did not ob-
ject to defensive war, let alone to war as such. In this they strongly
resembled many ancient Greeks, some Christians, and some Muslims.

Thus not only were socialists no pacifists, but many of them hoped to
gain their objectives by resorting to arms. In theory, at any rate, that was
how Engels, writing to Marx, justified the interest he took in the ques-
tion.44 When one leading socialist, Engels’s former secretary and ap-
pointed heir, Eduard Bernstein, suggested that an armed struggle might
be neither necessary nor desirable, so enraged were many of his fellow
party members that the movement almost fell apart—proving, perhaps,
that for them the vision of class war was something more than simply a
means to an end.45 When war did break out in 1914 practically all social-
ist leaders, afraid lest they be left without voters, supported it. Of the few
who did not at least one, Ramsay MacDonald, paid the price by being
forced to step down as his party’s leader.

Finally, some anarchists were indeed pacifists. The best-known fig-
ure was Leo Tolstoy. As a young man he joined the tsar’s army and saw ac-
tion against the tribes of the Caucasus and also during the siege of
Sebastopol. Many years later, he came to share Kant’s idea that war was a
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mere swindle perpetrated on “the stupid laboring masses” by their self-
appointed betters.46 Having more or less withdrawn from the world, he
could afford the luxury of living in accordance with his ideal, occasionally
loosening a broadside that denounced war and preparation for it. Over
time his warnings became mixed with Christianity so that it became hard
to say what was more important, the writer’s anarchist beliefs or his de-
sire to follow in the footsteps of the Lord.

There did, however, also exist an important wing of the anarchist
movement, known as syndicalism, which took the opposite tack. Far from
embracing pacifism, it came very close to worshipping violence for its
own sake—close enough to attract an unknown Italian laborer by the
name of Benito Mussolini.47 In a way, none of it mattered. When the bu-
gles sounded and armies mobilized, almost all pacifist leaders, whatever
the precise direction from which they approached the subject, changed
their position. Some volunteered for military service. Others went on
speaking tours to denounce their countries’ enemies.48 To most people, it
was not so much a cause looking for a war as a war that was looking for a
cause in whose name it could be fought.

Having been formed in a ferocious civil war, the Soviet Union started
life as the first socialist country in a very belligerent mood. To Leon
Trotsky, as to Marx before him, war was the “locomotive of history.” Lenin
himself had always had a violent streak in him, and it was his insistence
on the inevitability of a bloody revolution that caused him to separate
from the Mensheviks. He proved as good as his word, conducting a civil
war that cost the lives of millions. Once in power he promised to spread
the workers’ revolution wherever he could. At the Eighth Bolshevik Party
Congress in 1919 he predicted “a series of frightful collisions between the
Soviet Republic and the bourgeois states.”49 He even set up a special or-
ganization, the Comintern, to prepare for the coming conflict. This phase
lasted until 1927, the year when Stalin, as part of his struggle with
Trotsky, brought it to an end. Having proclaimed “socialism in one coun-
try” as the official doctrine, from this point on he and his successors al-
ways took care to describe Communism as “peace-loving.”

There was a certain logic to this claim. Like many before them and
some after them, Soviet leaders believed, or claimed to believe, that war
owed its existence to the selfish intrigues of the upper classes intent on
maintaining their own rule and if possible making a profit for themselves.
Now that those classes had been eliminated—this was called “resolving
the contradictions”—the Soviet Union could no longer have any interest
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in waging war but would do so, if at all, only for self-defense. After 1945
the need to assist the working classes in other countries received a re-
newed emphasis, but until 1979 even that kind of military enterprise re-
mained strictly limited. Let others dispute whether the men in the
Kremlin were more hypocritical than the rest—whether, for example,
Leonid Brezhnev had a greater personal interest in invading Afghanistan
than George W. Bush did in trying to take over Iraq and its oil. In terms of
theory, the Communist reasoning was probably as good, or as bad, as any
that came before or after it. In any case, as realpolitik took hold, it made
precious little difference.

The fact—to the extent that it is a fact—that war has declined from
1945 on is often attributed to the idea that democracies do not fight one
another.50 However, this argument does not hold water, either. That is not
because there are exceptions—in fact, it is very hard to find any. Rather,
it is because the same often holds true of countries that are anything but
democratic. For example, after 1945 a newly democratic Germany no
longer went to war against France as, in one guise or another, it had often
done since 1187, when Emperor Otto IV was defeated by King Philip
Augustus of France at Bouvines. However, neither did the democratic
United States fight a war against nondemocratic countries such as the
Soviet Union or, after 1953, China.

Though one may think of several reasons why there are fewer large-
scale wars between Israel and its neighbors than there used to be before
1973, it is not because Arab states have suddenly ceased being brutal dic-
tatorships. Whatever the reason Pakistan and India no longer wage large-
scale war against each other, as they regularly did from 1947 to 1971, it is
not because the former has changed its spots and turned into a model
democracy; in fact it could be argued that a nondemocratic ruler, General
Pervez Musharraf, has done more to normalize relations between
Pakistan and its great neighbor than all his predecessors combined. Nor
can democracy explain why, in spite of the very considerable border-
disputes that divide them, India and China have not fought one another
for over forty years.

To continue the list, Taiwan is more or less democratic, whereas
China is not. The latter’s rulers have often threatened the former with
war in case it dares take such-and-such action. In practice, though, not a
shot has been fired across the Straits for the last half century. Elsewhere
in East Asia, half of Korea is more or less democratic, whereas the other
has no such pretensions. As a continuous barrage of propaganda and oc-
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casional border incidents prove, the two sides have an outstanding ca-
pacity for hating each other, yet they have not gone to war against each
other for over fifty years. Nor is there much reason to think that they will
do so in the future. As of 2007, the most likely factor that could spark off
war in the peninsula is precisely the collapse of North Korean’s totalitar-
ian regime, which is why other countries are trying to prop it up by means
of subsidies. These facts, and many others like them, give those who at-
tribute what peace the world is enjoying to the spread of democracy have
some explaining to do. It is a task that few, if any, of them have attempted
so far.

Throughout history there have been many people, including some
highly influential ones, who courageously campaigned against war in the
name of order, propriety, religion, compassion, humanity, civilization, eco-
nomic expediency, and whatnot. The results were, to say the least, disap-
pointing. Focusing as they do on the alleged machinations of elites, Kant
and his many followers seem to underestimate the extent to which ordi-
nary people are fascinated by war and, too often, desire war, clamor for it,
and rejoice in it. This is not because they hope it will be directly useful to
them in any material sense; except in cases of desperate self-defense, it
hardly ever is. Rather, it is because they find it exciting as nothing else
can be, and because once it breaks out, each man is ashamed not to be
part of it as others are—a fact that also explains why some of war’s most
ardent supporters are found not at the front but in the rear. None of this
is to say that there are no cases when the interests of the elite differ from
those of the common people and when the former manipulate or coerce
the latter; of course there are. Equally often, though, those interests, if
that is indeed the proper term, may coincide, merge, and become insep-
arable. Never more so, it should be added, than precisely when the ban-
ners unfurl and the faith, or the fatherland, or national honor, or
whatever, are in danger.
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The Waning of Major War

I f neither changing attitudes nor the spread of democracy can explain
why major war among major powers seems to be on the wane, what

can?1 Taking a realistic view, rather than engaging in wishful thinking,
one is tempted to answer the question as follows. First, God (or Robert
Oppenheimer, or General Leslie Groves) created nuclear weapons and,
by suffering them to be dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, made sure
those poor, deluded humans would understand the awesome things they
could do.2 After that, for a long, long time, He rested. Only then came any
other reasons one might adduce, such as changing attitudes, spreading
democracy, the (allegedly) growing cost of war, economic integration,
the rise of international institutions, and so on and so on.

From the beginning of history, political organizations going to war
against each other could expect to preserve themselves by defeating the
enemy and gaining a victory. It is, of course, true that some victories had
always been Pyrrhic, not worth the cost. Still, the eponymous King
Pyrrhus got away with his life, as did most of the men he commanded.
Now, assuming only that the vanquished side retains a handful of nuclear
weapons ready for use, the link between victory and self-preservation has
been cut.3 The possibility must be taken into account that, the worse the
disaster that the defeated party is facing, the greater also the danger to
the survival of the victor. The leader of a nuclear belligerent whose coun-
try is threatened by the imminent prospect of total destruction—as, for
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example, happened first to France and Russia and then to Italy, Germany,
and Japan during World War II—is all the more likely to react by pressing
the button.4 Some commentators even invented names for this scenario,
speaking of a “ragged nuclear strike” and “broken-back warfare.”

Hitherto, as we saw, pressures aimed at abolishing war, however well
intended, had ended in failure. Now, with the ruins of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki serving an awesome warning of what the most powerful war-
making weapons could do, they had to succeed at all cost. In essence, two
roads could lead toward that goal. One was to continue the time-honored
method of refusing to serve in war, invoking God against it, speaking out
or writing or rallying against it (from the 1960s on), and, in general, call-
ing war a bad, bad thing. In democratic countries where elections were
free, people were even allowed to vote in favor of parties that promised
to act against war. Many of the parties in question were the direct succes-
sors of those that had campaigned for peace since before 1914. To this
extent, there was nothing new in their activities.

From the British philosopher Bertrand Russell to the Soviet nuclear
physicist Andrei Sakharov, those who raised their voices in favor of peace
included prominent scientists, artists, and movie stars. Here and there,
they were able to organize impressive mass rallies. Newsletters were dis-
patched, leaflets distributed, speeches given, and manifestos read. Arms
were linked, candles lit, peaceful songs sung, and petitions signed by par-
ticipants and sent to politicians. To provide intellectual ammunition in
support of peace, an entirely new academic field, known as conflict reso-
lution, was developed and has now existed for over half a century. Here
and there antiwar candidates got themselves elected to parliaments. Yet
no party that promised to go very far in this direction—for example, by
unilaterally dismantling its country’s armed forces—ever seems to have
succeeded in attracting a mass following, let alone keep that following for
long enough to make a difference.

To start with the most important country of all, in the United States
pacifism never made any headway; it even could be argued that the
American people became much more militaristic after 1945 than they
previously had been.5 One reason behind this obsession with the armed
forces resulted from the change in the country’s international position
that took place after 1945; its very power meant that it came to be chal-
lenged in a way few, if any, others were. A second was the forces’ own
propaganda, a third one the often very considerable economic benefits
that voters associated with having bases and arms-manufacturing corpo-
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rations situated in their states and counties. The United States was also
exceptionally prepared to use its forces.6 Perhaps this had something to
do with the fact that, until September 2001, it was always U.S. troops
beating down on somebody else’s country, never the other way around.
Be the reasons as they may, throughout the Cold War both major
American political parties catered to public paranoia, outdoing each
other in promising that they alone would look after defense. Following
the collapse of America’s principal rival, they still do.

Conversely, any presidential candidate who looked as if he could not
deliver on this count lost the election before he even started. If Harry
Truman did not run again in 1952, it had everything to do with the way he
handled Korea. If Jimmy Carter was defeated in 1980, it was in large part
a result of the administration’s manifest failure to cope with defense and
foreign policy problems, such as the fall of the shah of Iran, the Soviet in-
vasion of Afghanistan, and the Iran hostage crisis.7 Conversely, once a
candidate did get into the White House, normally one of the first things
he did was take a “New Look” (as Eisenhower called it) at national de-
fense and devise ways to reinforce it. The bottom line is that each time
the United States has gone to war since 1945—in Korea, in Vietnam, in
the Gulf, in Bosnia, in Afghanistan, and in the Gulf again—public opinion
was, initially at least, very supportive.8

The situation in Europe was somewhat different.9 Here pacifist sen-
timent developed out of the enormous losses suffered during World War
II. In part, too, it was a logical response to the continent’s feeling of impo-
tence vis-à-vis the superpowers that now divided it among themselves. At
any rate it was quite strong, providing a basis not merely for occasional
protests but for organized political action on a national scale. Outside
Scandinavia and Benelux, small countries with no conceivable enemy to
fight (and no ability to do so), of all the parties that tried their hand at
this game, it was the German Greens who were the most successful. Yet
they never attracted more than 10 percent of voters; but this achieve-
ment was due at least as much to their other policies, such as protecting
the environment. No more than any other left-wing, pro-peace European
party did they succeed in taking their country out of NATO, as some of
them had hoped to do. While forming part of the ruling coalition with
Gerhard Schröder’s Social Democrats from 1998 to 2006, the Greens
could not prevent German forces from being sent first to bomb Serbia
and then to fight in Afghanistan. On both occasions, their call to
Bundeswehr soldiers to desert fell on deaf ears.
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The impact on the nondemocratic countries of the former Eastern
Bloc was probably even smaller, and no wonder. Seeing their country as
the victim of Fascist aggression, Soviet leaders did what they could to
keep the martial spirit alive. Besides, over there any attempt to present
the government’s policies as less than perfectly peaceful was quite often
punished. The few antiwar activists who dared show themselves openly,
as well as those who worked undercover but were discovered by the au-
thorities, invariably lost their jobs. They also suffered from police harass-
ment—some had their homes searched, others were beaten up—and
were incarcerated either in prison or in psychiatric institutions. Since
they were forced to operate underground, it is all but impossible to esti-
mate how many of them there were.

In both East and West, to quote one author sympathetic to their
cause, members of peace movements were well aware that their goals
were “utopian.” Indeed, it could be argued that, as with the Quakers, the
only reason why they could exist at all was because there were relatively
few of them; being few, they did not carry responsibility. In any case they
hardly impacted on major decision making. The most they may have been
able to do was to act as “peace witnesses,” whatever that may mean.10

Perhaps they also helped end a few wars—such as the French one in
Algeria, the American one in Vietnam, and the 1982 Israeli one in
Lebanon, all of which were already widely regarded as lost—somewhat
sooner than might otherwise have been the case.11

The irony is reinforced by the fact that in trying to promote peace,
some of the people involved could be very violent indeed. In the United
States during the late 1960s, peace demonstrations led to massive unrest
at party conventions and universities. Self-styled antiwar activists battled
with the police, making it necessary to bring in heavily armed paramilitary
forces in the form of the National Guard, culminating in a number of
deaths. The climax came at the end of 1972, the time when the so-called
Christmas Bombing of North Vietnam led to a quarter of a million people
trying to storm the Pentagon. In Britain, Germany, and several other
European countries, protesters demanding nuclear disarmament or the
exclusion from their national territories of certain types of delivery vehi-
cles, such as cruise missiles and Pershing ballistic missiles, often came to
blows with their opponents. They blocked roads and railroads, laid siege
to military bases, battled with the police, and sometimes went so far as to
throw Molotov cocktails. In that, too, they resembled quite a number of
their socialist predecessors; the road to hell is paved with good intentions.
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As the Roman saying Si vis pacem, bellum para shows, the other
road toward avoiding war—namely, deterrence—was not exactly new, ei-
ther.12 Rulers and countries have always sought to deter their enemies by
building up their armed forces and putting them on display. From time to
time they also issued threats concerning what would happen to their en-
emies if they dared do this or that. The difference was that, with the
stakes as high as they were after Hiroshima, deterrence became vital as
never before, to the point where it was turned into a central pillar of that
most sacred cow, strategic theory. To achieve deterrence one had to be as
powerful as possible—as former German chancellor Helmut Schmidt,
once put it, “To be able to fight a war so as not to be compelled to.”
Technologies had to be developed, forces deployed, and doctrines
adopted, that would make the threat of nuclear war “credible,” as the
phase went.

Let us start with technologies. The bombs that demolished Hiroshima
and Nagasaki proved to be no more than the beginning. Bombs that were
more powerful, more deliverable, and easier to store started being built al-
most immediately. By 1952–53, the development of hydrogen bombs
opened the road to unlimited explosive power. By the time President John
Kennedy assumed office in 1961, so many bombs were available that each
Hiroshima-sized target could be “serviced” by no fewer than three
weapons, each one sixty times as powerful as the one that had reduced
that city to ashes. In the same year, the Soviet Union tested the largest of
all nuclear devices. It turned out to have the power of fifty-eight megatons
of TNT, equivalent to about four thousand Hiroshima bombs. By way of
comparison, all the bombs dropped by the Allies during World War II on
both Germany and Japan only amounted to a little over two million tons.13

As Winston Churchill once put it, dropping larger bombs would only make
the rubble bounce.

Such powerful weapons could only be used against an enemy who
was many, many miles away (at the time of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the
American bases closest to Japan were 1,500 miles away). Partly to over-
come that limitation and partly because threats to use such weapons
(and thus invite retaliation) could hardly be made credible, before the
1950s were out, defense officials and scientists were turning their atten-
tion to developing much smaller warheads. In this way they opened the
way to so-called tactical nukes, the least powerful of which may have de-
veloped rather less than the equivalent of one thousand tons of TNT.
Technically speaking, developing small warheads is more difficult than
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building large ones; hence, doing so, and letting the fact be known, in
some ways came to be considered a sign of nuclear maturity. Some nu-
clear weapons that have been developed, or could be developed, do not
even create much heat or blast. Instead they create radiation, killing peo-
ple but leaving the physical infrastructure intact.

Closely linked to the warheads themselves were their delivery vehi-
cles. The first two atomic bombs had to be delivered by the largest, most
powerful aircraft ever built until that time, the B-29 bomber. Still, the 
B-29 was not perfect for the purpose. First, it did not have intercontinen-
tal range; with an enemy as large as the Soviet Union, that meant many
targets remained out of reach. Second, it was relatively slow and vulner-
able. The first problem was solved by the construction of even larger air-
craft. The second was dealt with by replacing reciprocating engines with
jets, which led to a considerable increase in speed as well as range.
Focusing on the United States, which built a larger arsenal and made
known more details about it than anybody else, the B-36, B-52, B-58, 
B-1, and B-2, each one faster, larger, more powerful, and/or less vulnera-
ble than its predecessor, came and went. Still not content with this, de-
signers built “stand-off” missiles that could be launched from the
bombers themselves, further extending the latter’s range and making it
harder to shoot them down.

The construction of smaller and smaller warheads opened the way to
two further developments. First, it became possible to deliver them to
target not only by heavy bombers but also by means of medium bombers,
fighter-bombers, fighters, artillery systems, and even two-man bazookas
mounted on a jeep. Second, they could be mounted on top of ballistic
missiles. The first missiles were derived from the German World War II 
V-2 and only had a range of a couple of hundred miles. However, this fig-
ure was quickly increased until, by the early 1960s, practically any point
on earth could be reached from any other and wiped off the map. At first
missiles were liquid-fueled, but later they became solid-fueled, which
meant that they could be kept in readiness at all times and launched
much more quickly than before. At first each missile could carry only one
warhead, but later this number was increased. By the late 1970s, some
Soviet models (such as the formidable SS-18) could carry as many as ten.

During the 1970s, cruise missiles, small robotic jet aircraft capable
of flying very low and delivering their warheads with great accuracy,
joined the arsenal. Many of these different kinds of missiles could be
based on land, either in fixed silos, on board special railway trains, or, in
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the case of the smaller missiles, specially developed vehicles. But it was
also possible to base them in the air, where they were slung under the
wings of bombers, or at sea, where they could be launched either from
all kinds of surface vessels or from specially built submarines operating
while submerged.

As was proved by the awesome arsenal that ultimately came into
being, devising ways and means for turning much of the enemy country
into a radioactive desert was relatively easy; compared to the cost of rais-
ing and maintaining strong conventional forces with their much larger de-
mands on manpower, it was not even very expensive. The flip side of the
coin was the extreme difficulty of defending one’s own country against
nuclear attack. This question has often been divided into two parts, pro-
tecting one’s armed forces and protecting one’s civilian assets. Force pro-
tection has also been divided into two parts: finding ways to defend one’s
nuclear delivery vehicles and waging conventional war under nuclear
conditions.

Most, though not all, calculations pointed to the conclusion that
enough aircraft and missiles could be built, and modes for basing them
devised, to enable many of them to ride out a nuclear attack and launch
a second strike. The situation in regard to waging conventional war under

The real source of Cold War peace; a B-52 bomber dropping ordnance during an 
exercise DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE
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nuclear conditions was very different. Some military physicians insisted
that troops should be indoctrinated so as to overcome the “bugaboo” of
radiation. Some military administrators wanted soldiers to be divided into
different categories according to the amount of radiation they had al-
ready received, so that they could be sent into battle accordingly. Then
there were visionaries who envisaged the use of widely dispersed forces.
They were to be equipped with the kind of vehicles and supply lines that
would enable them to leap around nuclear mushrooms; others still came
up with what was perhaps the most useful suggestion of all, proposing
that the grave registration service should be greatly extended.14

All this might have been funny if it had not been accompanied by ex-
ercises in which troops, suspecting nothing, were taken to nuclear test
sites and ordered to drive by ground zero soon after a weapon had been
exploded. Given the close link between radiation and cancer, the best one
can say of those who organized the exercises is, God forgive them be-
cause they did not know what they were doing.15

Meanwhile, attempts were also made to defend civilian assets against
attack. Throughout the 1950s, schoolchildren were made to carry out air-
raid drills by diving under their desks, putting their hands over their ears,
and closing their eyes. Supposedly bombproof shelters, looking like the
typical American living room magically transported underground, were
designed and advertised, though how many of them were actually sold is
not known. Some cities constructed a few radiation-proof public shelters,
provided them with stores of food, water, and medicine, and settled down
for an indefinite waiting period, during which the stores deteriorated and
often lost whatever purpose they originally had. Except in a handful of
countries such as Switzerland, where the government made money by
taxing people who had not built shelters under their homes; after 1960 or
so these efforts, too, were abandoned. In part, this was because an effec-
tive defense simply could not be provided; in part, because of the grow-
ing realization that, as John Kennedy once put it, in case a nuclear war
broke out, the survivors would probably envy the dead.16

Attempts to devise an active defense looked more promising at first.
As early as 1946 a Canadian general supposedly told the New York

Herald Tribune that the answer to the atomic bomb was “clearly in
sight,” though just what that answer was has never been divulged.17 Some
of the plans were too crazy to merit serious attention even from the
world’s most committed Dr. Strangeloves. For example, at one point it
was proposed that each potential target should have a hydrogen bomb
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buried not too far away.18 As the incoming missiles appeared on the radar
screens, the bomb would be set off, obscuring the atmosphere with a
huge cloud of dust and debris that no warhead, coming in at hypersonic
speed, could pass unscathed. The problem of radioactive fallout apart,
one of the difficulties was that the cloud would clear away after thirty
minutes or so, making it necessary to repeat the process at regular inter-
vals. It sounds like the proverbial Vietnamese village that had to be de-
stroyed in order for it to be saved, not to mention the even more
interesting possibility of a false alarm.

From the 1950s on, there were many attempts to design and con-
struct anti-ballistic-missile missiles—bullets that would hit other bullets in
flight, as the saying went. Among the earliest to make their appearance
were the Nike series, reaching from the Nike Ajax to the Nike Hercules
and culminating in the Nike Zeus. Since the Zeus did not show sufficient
promise, plans were drawn up to replace it by a more advanced Nike X
(for “experimental”), which later received the nicer-sounding name of
Sentinel. Next in line came the Spartan, then the Sprint. All these missiles
were developed by the U.S. Army and Air Force, which saw them very
much as instruments for extracting money out of Congress.19 Meanwhile,
the Navy, equally determined to obtain funding, went its own separate
way, ending up with a completely different missile known as the Bomarc.

Starting in the mid-1960s, the Soviet response was to girdle Moscow
with a similar system known in the West as the Galosh.20 Like its
American counterparts, this system, the only one to reach operational
status, could easily be jammed. It could also be misled by various pene-
tration aids as well as saturated by the multiple reentry vehicles (MRVs)
that were just then being developed; such were its vulnerabilities that
some experts wondered why it had been deployed at all. Like the rest, it
suffered from the trivial disadvantage that it was not accurate enough to
hit an incoming ballistic missile in midflight, so again like them, it relied
on a nuclear explosion in the hope of pushing the target missile off
course. Western observers estimated the force needed to do this at two
or three megatons; even this was an improvement on the five megatons
the American missiles were supposed to carry.

Since nobody knew exactly what would happen when a nuclear war-
head exploded not too far from another, the possibility had to be taken
into account that the incoming one might still cause immense damage by
wiping out not Moscow but some other nearby town. Even if this did not
happen, the consequences, in the form of radiation and electromagnetic
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pulse (EMP), for the “protected” asset, might be too awful to bear think-
ing about. This last consideration explains why the Soviets later relented,
replacing (or claiming to replace) the defensive nuclear warheads with
conventional ones. Returning to the other side of the Iron Curtain, simi-
lar considerations applied to Washington, D.C., and New York. This also
explains why some of America’s planned missiles, such as the Safeguard,
were meant to cover not cities but ballistic missiles in their silos, leaving
the civilian population as exposed as it had been.

Nor was the problem of defending against nuclear bombardment the
same as defending against a conventional one. In the latter case, the de-
fender might hope to intercept a sufficiently large number of incoming
delivery vehicles to repel an offensive and cause it to fail. This, for exam-
ple, happened in 1940–41 when the Royal Air Force compelled the
Luftwaffe to stop its offensive against Britain’s towns. It is also what al-
most happened to the Allied air offensive against Germany in late 1943,
when only the introduction of long-range fighters saved the fleets of 
B-17s. Not so in the nuclear age, when even one surviving warhead may
cause enormous, perhaps almost inconceivable damage. The outcome is
to give the attackers such an overwhelming advantage over the defenders
as to turn the whole of military history on its head.

These considerations, plus financial constraints, helped turn the
1970s into a period of relative sanity. For a time, both superpowers, in-
stead of sinking ever-growing resources into what looked more and more
like a black hole, preferred to negotiate. By means of mutual agreements
known as SALT (for Strategic Arms Limitation Talks) I and II, they froze
the number of delivery vehicles and put limits on the development of
anti-missile defenses. Fortunately for the defense industry, perhaps less
so for everybody else, the hiatus did not last. In 1983, President Ronald
Reagan breathed new life into the efforts to devise an anti-ballistic-
missile defense. His program, which was quickly dubbed “Star Wars,” en-
visaged deploying a large number of space-based lasers to shoot down
incoming missiles. To provide the tremendous amount of energy re-
quired, one variant of the plan envisaged putting small hydrogen bombs
aboard earth-circling satellites and exploding them; enough said.21

When these plans proved too impractical and too expensive, efforts
to develop a ground-based interceptor were resumed. An early version,
consisting of Patriot missiles and their attendant radar, underwent its
first and only baptism of fire during the 1991 Gulf War. It turned out to be
a miserable failure, as none of the eighty or so Scud missiles aimed at
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Saudi Arabia and Israel were intercepted.22 The Scuds were extremely
primitive missiles: launched in small salvos of no more than three or four,
they were without any kind of preparatory jamming or penetration aids,
and they were so badly engineered and built that many of them fell apart
in midflight. Extremely inaccurate and armed with conventional explo-
sives, the damage they caused was negligible. Yet none of this should be
the occasion for illusions. Had only a few missiles carried nuclear war-
heads, then neither their primitive construction nor their extreme inac-
curacy would have mattered much. In that case, Israel, much of Saudi
Arabia, and perhaps other parts of the Middle East as well would have
ceased to exist—and so, most probably, would have the country from
which the weapons had been launched.

A decade and a half later, another hundred billion dollars spent have
yielded nothing better than twelve operational launchers (out of a hun-
dred that were being planned in 1999) stationed in Alaska. However, they
are operational in a very limited sense. The most recent test had origi-
nally been scheduled for August 31, 2006, but the air force announced
that the weather forced it to be postponed by twenty-four hours.23 Just

Countless failures in the attempt to develop anti-missile defenses; during the first Gulf
War, Patriot missiles hit nothing U.S. ARMY/JEFFREY HALL
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what one is to make of this is by no means clear. The given reason may
have been the true one, in which case all the story does is prove how ut-
terly useless the system is. Or else it may have been an excuse to avoid
an encounter with a North Korean missile test that was being scheduled
for the same day. If no attempt to shoot down the Korean missile had
been made, then the air force would have been embarrassed. If an at-
tempt had been made and ended in failure, then it would have been more
embarrassed. If the attempt had been made and succeeded, then the
United States would have committed an act of war in the midst of peace,
with incalculable consequences. Better, therefore, to play it safe—and all
the more so because in two earlier tests held in 2004 and 2005, the anti-
ballistic missiles did not even leave their launching pads. Part of the diffi-
culty is technical, since the tests require computer programs consisting
of millions of lines as well as split-second coordination among systems lo-
cated thousands of miles apart. Part of it is economic, since each test
costs about a hundred million dollars. Hence there is no way enough of
them can be held—even assuming, which is by no means certain, that,
given what the consequences of failure may be, the term “enough” has
any meaning at all.

As these failures prove, so far the system cannot even guarantee the
safety of America’s northwestern Pacific region against a small-scale
North Korean attack. This says nothing of the fact that the awesome ar-
senal that used to deter Moscow should be enough to deter Pyongyang as
well. As a famous British commander put it long ago, the dog that takes
care of the cat should scare off the kittens, too. Instead, all it has
achieved is to help create a solid base for a strategic cooperation program
between former bitter rivals Russia and China. Both countries are wor-
ried, or pretend to be worried, about the U.S. plans. Both have aug-
mented their offensive ballistic missile programs. The objective is to
make absolutely sure the United States will not have them at its mercy;
President Vladimir Putin has even gone on record as saying that his coun-
try now has a new system capable of beating anything the United States
may build.24 Quite possibly the conclusion from all this is that the best de-
fense is one that is never built.

Perhaps in order to assuage the conscience of its editors and readers,
for decades on end the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists used to publish
its famous “nuclear clock” with the hands always pointing to some time
very close to twelve. The idea that we were figurative seconds away from
nuclear disaster may perhaps have been realistic in the early years after
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1945, when few people had any idea as to what nuclear weapons really
meant. The more time that went on, however, the clearer it became that
the clock was nonsense, no more than a gimmick designed to draw atten-
tion to a periodical that would otherwise be almost completely unknown.
Instead, the absence of a credible defense, combined with the vast dam-
age nuclear weapons can inflict, meant that the doctrines for using them
have always been surrounded by a certain air of unreality.

To again focus on the United States, the policies of “massive retalia-
tion,” “mutual assured destruction,” “graduated response,” “flexible op-
tions,” and “decapitation” (to name but the five most important ones out
of several dozen that were developed and, to one extent or another,
adopted) came and went.25 Some doctrines envisaged the possible use of
all-out nuclear force even against small attacks in remote places, the con-
sequences be damned. Others, particularly those devised from about
1970 on, were meant to make the world safe from nuclear war by advo-
cating certain limits on the weapons’ use so as to avoid the kind of retali-
ation that could very well leave the world in ruins. None ever even came
close to carrying conviction, the more so because the Soviets always in-
sisted that no such limitations would apply, and that any attack on them
would lead to a full nuclear exchange right from the start.

In comparison with the United States, little is known about the nu-
clear arsenals and doctrines of other countries. One reason for this is the
unparalleled openness in which these things are discussed in America,
where inventing new and previously unheard-of kinds of war and devis-
ing doctrines for fighting them is part industry, part national hobby—
more proof, if any were needed, that the culture of war is alive and well.
Mainly, though, it is because not nearly as many people around the world
care about the nuclear doctrines of countries such as Britain and France,
or even those of Russia, China, and India.

For good or ill, no other member of the nuclear club impacts global
politics nearly as much the United States does. At the same time, all of
them enjoy all the advantages of latecomers. In other words, they are able
to study the evolution of their predecessors’ forces and doctrines, using
them either as models to follow or simply to trigger their own thinking as
to what ought to be done and how. Here I shall pass over the differences
between the U.S. experience and that of the rest, focusing on the similar-
ities instead.

First, all the members of the nuclear club (as far as we know) made
their debut with a very small number of devices, which (with the excep-
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tion of Israel) they proceeded to test either immediately or after an inter-
val of some years. 

Second, they followed up by building many more, expanding their
nuclear arsenals until at some point considerations of cost-effectiveness
caused them to say, “Enough.” 

Third, with the possible exception of North Korea (whose first test
remains a mystery), they all started with relatively low-yield fission
bombs, whether based on uranium, as in the case of Pakistan, or on plu-
tonium, which require that a reactor be constructed first.26 If they pro-
gressed, the next step was more powerful fusion bombs, on one hand,
and small “tactical” warheads, on the other.

Fourth, depending on their size, strategic position, and technological
and industrial possibilities, they either developed or purchased various
kinds of delivery vehicles. The vehicles included heavy bombers (the
Soviet Union, Britain), more or less advanced fighter-bombers (all nu-
clear countries), and ballistic missiles of various ranges (ditto). Some
countries acquired cruise missiles (the Soviet Union, Israel, perhaps
some others, too), artillery systems (the Soviet Union, perhaps Britain,
France, China, Israel, and India as well), and missile submarines (the
Soviet Union, Britain, France, Israel, and perhaps China). One country,
Israel, was rumored to have constructed nuclear mines and buried them,
ready for instant use, in the Golan Heights, though whether the stories
have a basis in reality is impossible to say.27

Fifth, all these countries devoted much thought and effort to protect-
ing their nuclear forces. To do so they concealed those forces (in the days
of earth-circling satellites, not an easy task), based them in steep valleys
where they could not easily be reached by ballistic missiles, or buried
them deep in the ground. Some missiles were made rail- or road-mobile,
whereas others were stationed aboard launchers placed in the air, at sea,
or under the sea. In theory, every one of these defensive methods is capa-
ble of being overcome by a determined first strike based on really good
intelligence and perfect coordination achieved by an equally perfect sys-
tem of command and control. In practice, such is the difficulty and the
risk that none of them was ever put to the test.

Sixth, though these things are not often discussed in public, all nuclear
countries seem to have devised doctrines for using their forces if need be.
For example, the Soviet Union’s response to American hopes to limit nu-
clear war (so as to enable the United States to make “first use” against the
enemy) was always “instant use of all weapons in case of attack”; since
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there was less emphasis on deterrence, this could be construed as an even
more threatening version of the American “massive retaliation.”28 The
Chinese, regarding themselves as a poor nation that cannot afford many
missiles and having staked everything on rapid economic growth, seem
committed to a low-key no-threat no-first-use doctrine (although, in real-
ity, one can never know).29 The French during the Cold War used to speak
of “defending the national territory” against invasion and of “tearing off a
[Soviet] arm.” Since then they have altered their doctrine to warn off other,
unspecified opponents. In 2006 they also tested a new surface-to-surface
ballistic missile with a range of several thousand miles.30

Britain may have a nuclear doctrine, but few people care what it is or
understand why it is needed at all.31 To some extent, apparently, it is a
question of keeping up with the Joneses. Take the provision that British
forces may resort to nuclear weapons while waging conventional war
against a conventional enemy. Britain is an island with no conceivable
enemy within a thousand miles; hence, it is very hard to see how such a
war could become so vital to the country’s survival as to make such a
move necessary. India and Pakistan have probably developed their own
doctrines. The former’s is based on minimum deterrence, which is not
hard to achieve when your one serious enemy, Pakistan, is much smaller
and weaker than yourself.32 The latter’s appears to center on first use in
case India once again launches a large-scale attack that looks as if it
might endanger the national existence, as happened in 1971.

Finally, the case of Israel. Since at least the late 1950s, Israel’s great-
est fear has been that some Arab country or another would acquire nu-
clear weapons. To avoid a nuclear arms race, it has steadfastly refused to
admit that it possesses them; in December 2006, when the incoming
American secretary of defense, Robert Gates, said that Israel was a nu-
clear power, Israeli commentators saw this as an embarrassment.33

Consequently, it does not allow information concerning its doctrine to
leak out, so that attempts to discuss the question in any detail are very
likely to lead to arrest, trial, and imprisonment. Nevertheless, the semi-
official appellation “doomsday weapons” provides a fairly clear idea of
what those weapons are meant for as well as the circumstances under
which they might be used. So does talk about “the Samson option.”

Whatever their doctrines may say, there is no reason to think that any
of these countries got closer than the United States did to solving the
problem of how to defend their industries, their economies, and their
populations against nuclear attack. A few are so small that, should they
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use nuclear weapons against the enemy, the consequences could redound
on their own populations—for example, how much fallout would Israel re-
ceive if, to stop a Syrian attack, it set off a warhead on the Golan Heights
just as the wind blew in the wrong direction? All seem to have built exten-
sive bunker systems in which their leaders may take shelter and from
which they may direct whatever there may be left to direct. One or two
may have engaged in desultory civil defense exercises. However, such ex-
ercises, if they are to be at all commensurate with the anticipated scale of
death and destruction, must be enormously expensive and disruptive;
their real value is indicated by a Cold War–vintage Moscow joke that had
it that in case of a nuclear attack, the most important thing would be to
prevent a panic. Hence they have remained few in number and far apart.

Outside the United States, only one country, Israel, has anything like
an operational anti-ballistic-missile system, known as the Arrow. The
product of over fifteen years of research and development, the system is
like its U.S. equivalent in that it remains far too new and untested to de-
serve that title. As of early 2007, out of fourteen tests held, twelve had
ended in some kind of failure. Yet critics charge that not one of them was
held under conditions that could be regarded as completely realistic; in
some ways, simply holding an exercise that would be completely realis-
tic is extraordinarily difficult. One reason for this is geographical. Israel’s
Cape Canaveral is located on the coast south of Tel Aviv. If the test target
missile was heading west, it would be moving away from the test site in-
stead of toward it, which wouldn’t reflect reality. If it was headed east, it
would have to be fired from somewhere in the Mediterranean, and even if
doing so were feasible, the possibility exists that it might get through the
defenses and hit Israeli territory. Thus, whatever tricks those in charge
might come up with, they cannot conduct a test in situ. No wonder that,
even as the missile was tested, those responsible conceded that a water-
tight defense was not feasible—while overlooking the question whether
anything less is of any value at all.34

No other member of the nuclear club has anything even remotely re-
sembling America’s financial, scientific, and technological resources.
Several of them could be virtually wiped out by just a single bomb explod-
ing over their largest city. Most could not survive more than a handful of
bombs. Even if some reliable system for intercepting ballistic missiles
could be devised, warheads could still be delivered to target by means of
cruise missiles flying so low—a few hundred feet—as to put them be-
neath the reach of radar; this in an age where a crude cruise missile, pro-
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pelled by a small, commercially available jet engine and capable of being
guided to its target with a fair degree of accuracy, could perhaps be built
in someone’s garage.35 Other weapons still might be put aboard a con-
tainer ship and shipped into some port or simply loaded on a pickup truck
and concealed at ground zero. Against this background, the unwilling-
ness of virtually all countries to spend heavily in a futile attempt to de-
velop, test and deploy either passive or active defenses can hardly be
called surprising.

Both in the case of the great powers and in others, from time to time
a crisis developed, meaning that some country threatened to use its nu-
clear arsenal but desisted in the end. There were scary moments in 1948,
1954–55, 1958, 1962, 1970, 1973, and 1989–90. Still, in the end, the bal-
ance of terror always prevailed. Much as the United States hated the
Soviet Union and the other way around, they did not go to war against
each other. The same applied, successively, to NATO and the Warsaw Pact
countries, the Soviet Union and China, China and India (from 1962 on),
and India and Pakistan. It also applied to the Korean Peninsula (where
war might have led to a nuclear duel between the United States and China,
and where North Korea now has its own nuclear force) and to the Straits
of Taiwan (where there always existed the danger that a Chinese invasion
might lead to U.S. intervention and escalation). It even applied to what in
the eyes of many was the most difficult region of all, the Middle East; com-
pared to the Arab-Israeli wars that used to be waged until 1973 inclusive,
those that came later were mere skirmishes. To turn the idea around, even
countries as poor and undeveloped as China in 1964, Israel in 1967, India
in 1974, Pakistan in the late 1970s or early 1980s, and North Korea in the
years immediately after 2000 proved able to build nuclear devices. No
wonder major war between major states has declined.

Countless academic nuclear strategists like nothing better than to
write lengthy treatises on whether this or that technological develop-
ment, way of deploying nuclear weapons, or doctrine will make nuclear
war more or less likely. In practice their speculations have proved almost
entirely irrelevant, because they were never put to the test. All the
strategists can do is play with words, sometimes supplemented with
mathematical equations few people can understand and which may be
even less relevant to any kind of reality than words are. As the most im-
portant historian of nuclear doctrine wrote many years ago: “C’est mag-

nifique, mais ce n’est pas la stratégie.”36

It did not matter whether the “system” (whatever that may mean) of
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nuclear states was made up of two states or of several. It did not matter
whether the nuclear arsenals those states deployed were large or small,
or whether the available delivery vehicles were sophisticated or primi-
tive, multiple or single, accurate or inaccurate. It did not matter whether
the nuclear doctrine in force (if any) was coercion, deterrence (and
whether deterrence was to be practiced by denial or by punishment),
minimum deterrence, launch on warning, launch on impact, first strike,
second strike, massive retaliation, mutual assured destruction (which
alone came in four different versions), flexible response, countervalue,
counterforce, countervailance (a Reagan-era neologism not even its au-
thor could understand), or any of the dozens of others that one nuclear
power or another may have developed.37

Nor did it matter whether the balance of nuclear power was symmet-
ric or asymmetric. At the time of the 1962 Cuban missile crisis, the num-
ber of U.S. deliverable warheads exceeded that of the Soviets by perhaps
twenty to one.38 The same was even more true in 1969–70 when the
Soviet Union was apparently contemplating a preemptive nuclear strike
against China. Another case of notable asymmetry was the 1989–90 con-
frontation between India and Pakistan; at that time, too, the balance of
nuclear forces was around twenty to one.39 In a non-nuclear world such
discrepancies, combined with a fear of what the future might bring, could
very well have led to a preemptive strike against the weaker opponent.
Not so in a nuclear one, given that those who may have contemplated
such a nuclear strike were unable to guarantee that a nuclear bomb (or
perhaps several) would not explode on their own soil. Probably as a re-
sult, on none of these occasions did war break out. If some participants’
accounts may be believed, even in October 1962, which most commenta-
tors consider the most acute crisis of all, war was not even close to break-
ing out,40 as is also proved by the fact that the Kremlin did not put its
nuclear forces on alert.41

It did not matter whether those who owned the bombs belonged to
similar civilizations, making it relatively easy for them to communicate, or
to different ones, which presumably rendered such communication more
difficult. It did not matter whether they were status quo societies seeking
to preserve the existing order, revolutionaries seeking to overthrow it, or
millenarians trying to bring about the end of history.42 It did not matter
whether they were good, God-fearing Americans committed to free en-
terprise or wicked, godless Soviet Communists supposedly laboring
under a mixture of arrogance and inferiority complex. It did not matter
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whether they were forgiving Christians, Hindus professing nonviolence,
Muslims whose one desire was to go to heaven so as to enjoy the virgins
there, or Jews allegedly afflicted by a Holocaust complex or Masada com-
plex or whatever.

The famous, or rather infamous, transfer of nuclear technology from
one country to another did not matter, either. This seems sufficiently
demonstrated by the fact that in the past, Soviet nuclear technology has
been transferred to China, U.S. nuclear technology has been transferred
to Britain and France, Canadian nuclear technology has been transferred
to India, Chinese and Dutch nuclear technology went to Pakistan, French
nuclear technology went to Israel, Israeli nuclear technology went to
South Africa, and Pakistani nuclear technology went to North Korea. In
1998, when India tested its bombs, the United States made its vigorous
protest heard. Just eight years later, though, it signed an agreement to
transfer nuclear technology to that country.43

It did not matter whether the person with his finger on the trigger
was called Winston Churchill, who throughout his life enjoyed war and
fighting as much as any man did; Stalin, who at the time he was handed
his first weapon in 1949 was seventy years old and becoming even more
paranoid and more murderous than he had always been; Dwight
Eisenhower, who had long been confident that Detroit would enable the
United States to win any future war; or Mao Zedong, who when asked
about the prospect of nuclear war said he was ready to sacrifice three
hundred million people to put an end to imperialism.

All these men started by assuming that nuclear weapons were merely
more powerful versions of older ones and that if worse came to worst,
they would be used to achieve political ends. Later all were convinced
that a fundamental line separates nuclear weapons from the rest and that
crossing that line could only lead to disaster.44 In the words of Lyndon
Johnson, “There is no such thing as a conventional nuclear weapon”; in
those of Charles de Gaulle, “[After a nuclear war] the two sides will have
neither powers, nor laws, nor cities, nor cultures, nor cradles, nor tombs”;
in those of Leonid Brezhnev, “Only he who has decided to commit suicide
can start a nuclear war in the hope of emerging victorious from it.” All
this gives us very good reason to think that others will arrive at the same
conclusion. In the case of some of those others, such as Kim Jong-il, it
seems to be happening already.

Returning from rulers to the people whom they claim to represent, to
the extent that the latter were allowed to make their voices heard, they
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seem to have reacted to nuclear proliferation in two contradictory ways.
First, as many polls held at different times in different countries showed,
the possibility of a nuclear holocaust was very much on their minds.
Some resigned themselves to it, others protested against it; as the adher-
ents of the British movement for nuclear disarmament used to chant in
the early 1960s, “Better Red than dead.”45 Second, as time went on, the
manifest effectiveness of nuclear deterrence plus the obvious decline of
major war among major states made most people feel more secure
against outside attack than ever. The more secure they felt, the less will-
ing they were to sacrifice either their offspring or their money to Moloch,
a change that can be clearly documented in the decline of the percentage
of national budgets allocated to defense. In this way, to the extent that
antiwar attitudes did gain in strength from 1945 on, their rise was the
outcome of the “long peace,” not its cause.

For good or ill, none of this means that humanity has any absolute
guarantee that nuclear weapons will never be used in anger, or that they
will be used only under certain circumstances for certain purposes
against certain targets. To the contrary; had any such guarantees been
given, and supposing they could have been made credible, then nuclear
weapons never could have deterred anybody at all. To this extent, any at-
tempt to place limits on them is actually counterproductive. The point is
precisely that such guarantees do not exist and, by the nature of things,
cannot exist. As long as the capabilities are there, any promises not to use
them or to use them only in certain designated ways will hardly be worth
the e-mails by which they are transmitted. This has been called “the 
stability-instability paradox.”46

Even in case the capabilities are dismantled, as actually did happen
in South Africa and may perhaps happen in some other countries, they
could still be rebuilt rather quickly. At a meeting in Johannesburg in
1996, I personally asked former president F. W. de Klerk (at that time ex-
ecutive deputy president) what had happened to the bomb’s compo-
nents; in response, all he could do was laugh. The price of peace,
probably the only thing that can make humanity abandon its long-
standing desire to try its hand at the game of war, is, unfortunately, fear.
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Beyond the Pale

S ixty years after Hiroshima, any major state can acquire nuclear
weapons (which, of course, is not to say that any major state will

necessarily do so). Sixty years after Hiroshima, any state that is not yet
able to acquire those weapons can be anything but major. As the previous
chapter has shown, there can be no question but that the proliferation of
nuclear weapons is one reason, probably almost the only reason, why
major wars between major states have almost disappeared. But what
about those regions where states are too weak or too undeveloped to
build them, or else where wars are waged not by states among them-
selves but by and among other organizations? The answer is simple. Pace

the optimists, in many of those regions war is not waning away. If any-
thing, it is increasing.

By one list, between 1946 and 2002 there have been 226 armed strug-
gles. Of those, 111 were large enough to qualify as wars, an average of two
per year.1 Though this might appear to be a very low figure, it is misleading
on two counts. First, many of the wars in question were very long; some,
such as the struggles in Vietnam, East Timor, the Philippines, Chechnya,
the territories occupied by Israel, Angola, Mozambique, the Spanish
Sahara, and the border area between Somalia and Ethiopia went on for
decades on end. The same is also true of the one in Sudan. No sooner did
one conflict end in the southern part of that unfortunate country than an-
other broke out in the west; when it will end, if it ever does, is anybody’s
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guess. Accordingly, at any one moment, there were quite a few of them
going on in different parts of the world (one author has estimated the num-
ber at between ten and thirty).2 Second, the number of casualties caused
by any one struggle in any one year may not have been large enough to
merit the term war being applied to it. However, given sufficient time, the
number of people killed and the damage caused might be enormous.

The wars in question could be divided into several different, if to
some extent overlapping, types. First, there are wars waged between nu-
clear states and non-nuclear states. Second, come wars waged between
non-nuclear states on both sides. Third, it is necessary to consider wars
that are waged by states against guerrillas and terrorists who operate
outside their own borders. Fourth, civil wars that take place inside those
borders. Sometimes by definition, sometimes for other reasons to be ex-
plained presently, what all four kinds have in common is that nuclear
weapons are irrelevant to them. Conversely, the fact that nuclear
weapons are irrelevant to them is the most important reason why they
could be fought and most probably will continue to be fought.

Let us begin with wars between major (i.e., nuclear) powers and
minor (i.e., non-nuclear) ones. The list opens with the Korean War, in
which China, at that time a non-nuclear power, was also involved. It also
includes the 1956 Soviet “intervention” in Hungary; the Suez War of the
same year, which was waged by a nuclear-armed Britain, assisted by non-
nuclear France and Israel, against Egypt; the 1973 Arab-Israeli War,
waged at a time when Israel already possessed some nuclear weapons as
well as the means to deliver them; the 1979 Chinese invasion of Vietnam;
the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan; the 1982 Falklands War between
Britain and Argentina; and the American campaigns in Iraq, the former
Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, and, most recently, Iraq again. Depending on
how one defines war, it may also include the 1968 Soviet invasion of
Czechoslovakia and the United States use of armed forces in or against
several Caribbean, Central American, and South American countries.

Some of these wars were very small, others very large. The number
of dead in the Korean War alone is estimated at about a million and a half.
The 1973 Arab-Israeli War did not lead to anything like that number of ca-
sualties, but it did see tank battles larger than any waged since 1945 or,
indeed, in the foreseeable future. The first Gulf War involved eighteen
hundred Allied aircraft and half a million American troops, to which must
be added another quarter of a million sent to the theater by various mem-
bers of the coalition. What made these wars and some others more or less
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like them possible is the fact that, throughout the period, states that ei-
ther already had nuclear weapons or else were capable of building them
so quickly that it hardly mattered remained a minority. Even as late as
2007, after more than sixty years during which the necessary technology
had been steadily spreading, the figure still did not exceed twenty or so.
The rest will require months or years to do the same.

Though their cases differ in detail, the fate of Imre Nagy, Alexander
Dubcek, Hafizullah Amin, Manuel Noriega, Saddam Hussein, and Slobo-
dan Milosevic speaks a clear language. In Thucydides’s words, of men we
know, and of the gods we believe, that the strong do what they can and
the weak suffer what they must. Any state that cannot build or chooses
not to build nuclear weapons must reckon with the possibility that some-
day, some other state that does possess them may use armed force in or
against it for some reason—or for no reason at all. Neither distance, its
small size, nor the weakness of its armed forces will necessarily protect it;
who would have thought the United States would one day attack Serbia?
All this is particularly true if it has the bad fortune of irritating the state
with the largest number of nuclear weapons of all. The opposite, of
course, is also true. Had the above six gentlemen possessed nuclear
weapons, or had they even been strongly suspected of possessing them,
then most likely the wars that brought about their downfall never would
have taken place.

Whether hostilities are conducted under the rubric of war, interven-
tion, humanitarian action, or peacekeeping is in many cases immaterial.
In 1956, Nikita Khruschev’s suppression of the Hungarians killed thou-
sands, drove tens of thousands into exile, and left Budapest in ruins. In
1979 all Leonid Brezhnev may have planned was a swift coup de main
with the intention of reestablishing an ousted Communist government in
Afghanistan.3 Instead, he plunged that country into a series of wars that
have now lasted for almost three decades and which show no sign of end-
ing. In 1982, officially at any rate, all Ariel Sharon planned was a brief “op-
eration.” Its purpose was to occupy parts of southern Lebanon so as to
stop the Katyusha rockets from being fired at Israel from that region, as
well as perhaps teach Syria a lesson; instead, he unleashed a war that
killed tens of thousands, lasted eighteen years, flared up again in 2006,
and may yet flare up for a third time. President Bill Clinton’s decision to
bomb Serbia in 1999 may well have had peacekeeping as his objective. Yet
in the process he wrecked the country to a point from which it may take
a long time to recover, if it ever does.
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The six decades since 1945 have also witnessed a fair number of wars
between non-nuclear, ergo minor, states. This list includes the first three
Arab-Israeli wars fought in 1948, 1956, and 1967. It also includes the
three Indian-Pakistani wars of 1947, 1965, and 1971 (although it is just
possible that at the time the last of these took place, India already had a
bomb in the basement, which would place this conflict in the previous
category). In addition, there were the 1962 war between China and India,
the 1970 Syrian invasion of Jordan, the 1974 Turkish invasion of Cyprus,
the 1977 war between Ethiopia and Somalia, the 1978 war between
Tanzania and Uganda, the 1980–88 Iran-Iraq War (by far the largest of the
lot), and a handful of others too small to call.

Several of the states that were involved in these wars later went on
to acquire nuclear weapons. The outcome was unsurprising. In 1973 the
Arabs, making use of the fact that Israel had not tested its bomb (which
at the time was an innovation) and limiting themselves to a narrow strip
of occupied territory, fought one more large-scale war. After that, things
settled down to a near absolute calm; along the Israeli-Egyptian frontier,
along the Jordan, and on the Golan Heights, that calm persists to the
present day. This is not necessarily because the rulers in Cairo and
Damascus have grown fond of those in Jerusalem. Rather, it is because
they are afraid lest a serious offensive on their part might lead to escala-
tion.4 Given this situation, they very much prefer to confront Israel by
proxy in Lebanon and, to some extent, the Gaza Strip. Something similar
happened in South Asia. Once China, India, and Pakistan had all acquired
nuclear weapons they no longer dared go to war against each other, so
even the latter two limited themselves to skirmishes over a remote
Himalayan glacier.5 While surprises cannot be ruled out, there is an excel-
lent chance that this will remain true in the future, too.

One non-nuclear country, Iraq, would have acquired nuclear
weapons at some time during the 1980s had not the Israeli raid on the
Osiraq reactor demolished the necessary infrastructure and prevented it
from doing so. What a nuclear-armed Saddam Hussein might have done is
anybody’s guess. Almost certainly he would have forced Iran to end the
war against him earlier than was in fact the case, and perhaps on even
better terms than he actually got; beyond that, who knows? He might
have confronted Israel or, fearing nuclear annihilation, he might not have
done so. He might have invaded Kuwait or, having enough money, he
might not have. Even if he had invaded Kuwait and held on to it, he might
have caused trouble in the region, he might even have caused the price of
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oil to rise, but he hardly would have put the world at risk. The man was a
gambler and a very wicked one at that, but he was not mad.

As these lines are being written in 2007, Saddam’s old enemy, Iran,
may itself be in the process of developing nuclear weapons. Once again,
what will happen if and when it succeeds in its quest is anybody’s guess.
Having been invaded by Iraq, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, a millenarian
leader if ever one there was, was able to galvanize his countrymen
through eight years of truly extraordinary feats of sacrifice. He went so
far as to provide some of the youths who volunteered to fight with fake
golden keys (made in Taiwan) promising them entry into heaven; how-
ever, in 1988 even he was forced to give way. In the two decades since
then, little if anything has taken place to suggest that Iranians are more
willing to commit suicide than anybody else.6

Khomeini’s latest successor, President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, is
known as a hard-liner (though the exact link between his refusal to allow
women to walk the streets without head covering and his foreign policy is
by no means clear). He has gone on record as saying that the Holocaust
is a myth and that Israel does not have the right to exist.7 Some of his
anti-Israeli statements are probably meant to reassure Iran’s neighbors
and prevent them, as far as possible, from starting their nuclear programs
in response to Iran’s own; after all, having the United States as one’s
enemy is enough without adding the Arab world as well. Of course, it is
necessary to take the threats seriously, and Israel is even now initiating
steps to deter the Iranians from trying to implement them. On the other
hand, the prevalence of sanity is suggested by the fact that no leading
Iranian has ever suggested that their country would be the one to put an
end to Israel’s existence. Ahmadinejad himself has said that this goal, de-
sirable as it might be, would come about only as a result of Palestinian re-
sistance and internal decay.8

Turning the problem around, much, perhaps most, of Ahmadinejad’s
blustering is clearly due to his fear that Israel and the United States may
attack him as they did his former neighbor to the west. Both countries
have made at least some preparations for such a strike. In both of them,
leading statesmen have refused to rule it out.9 Ahmadinejad’s own mili-
tary does not have and may never obtain what it takes to reach the U.S.
homeland; indeed, not the least surprising thing about this may be that,
Israel apart, the most vocal opposition to the Iranian program comes not
from Russia, which is almost next door, but from seven thousand miles
away. Aware of geographical realities, Ahmadinejad’s real objective in
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speaking out against Israel may well be to deter an American attack on
him. As also happened when India was facing Pakistan’s nuclear program
and the United States the one of North Korea, the most dangerous time
is the so-called risk period before a country acquires nuclear weapons.
Supposing Ahmadinejad succeeds in navigating through that period,
there is at least an even chance that he will become less adventurous, not
more so.

In all this, the really decisive fact remains that only a minority of
states either have nuclear weapons or, like Japan, Taiwan, South Korea,
and perhaps a few others, are in a position to assemble them so quickly
that, according to their calculations, they can afford to wait. As to the re-
maining ones, it is of course absurd to say that all of them will go to war
against their neighbors. In some cases, especially in North America, Latin
America, and Europe, this is because they are on such good terms with
those neighbors that war has become unthinkable; in others, especially in
Latin America and Africa, it is because they simply do not have the armed
forces needed in order to launch a serious attack on anybody outside
their own borders. On the other hand, judging by past experience, some
of them, especially in Asia, almost certainly will.

It is not impossible that one reason some states refrain from building
nuclear weapons is that they believe they may find themselves at war
against a nuclear enemy. A good case in point is Argentina. Without any
question, Argentina has what it takes to go nuclear and could have done
so several decades ago had it wanted to.10 Passing over the country’s re-
lations with its South American neighbors, which are friendly on the
whole, there is no secret about its desire to “recover” the Falklands
(Malvinas), allegedly taken from it early in the nineteenth century.
During the decades since the 1982 war, the issue may have been put to
sleep, more or less. However, no government in Buenos Aires is likely to
give up its claim to them.11

The islands’ present owner, Britain, is a nuclear power with several
hundred deliverable nuclear warheads routinely carried aboard its air-
craft, ships, and submarines. Should another war break out and escalate,
as wars tend to do, those weapons could be used to wipe much of
Argentina off the map. Of this fact the Argentineans are fully aware; in re-
sponse, they have been trying to press Britain into some kind of guaran-
tee that nuclear weapons will not be introduced into their part of the
world.12 But does all this mean that, as a prerequisite for one day perhaps
launching another bid to occupy the islands, Argentina should acquire
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nuclear weapons? To the contrary. Should it do so, then all it could
achieve would be to increase the fear of escalation, thus perpetuating the
present, highly unsatisfactory situation.

The case of Egypt is even more interesting. Egypt used to have a nu-
clear energy program that was cut short in 1986, ostensibly in connection
with the Chernobyl disaster. However, as one of its former representa-
tives to the International Atomic Energy Agency, Dr. Mustafa al-Fiqi,
wrote in the semi-official Al-Ahram, it still retains the necessary funding
and know-how; it also has two 22-megawatt reactors useful for research
and training.13 Had it wanted to, it could have acquired the weapons years
ago. So why did not its leaders take that road? A possible answer is that
they are worried lest circumstances may again force them to confront
Israel, their only conceivable enemy, in the future. To quote one Egyptian
academic, acquiring nuclear weapons would make a war between the two
countries “unthinkable.”14

Apparently the Egyptians’ real aim is to create a nuclear-free zone in
the Middle East by persuading Israel to dismantle its arsenal. Since the
pressure they have exercised in this direction has been unavailing,
though, they prefer the status quo to the alternative. After all, the one
thing crazier than fighting Israel before acquiring nuclear weapons would
be to go to war with it after doing so. A swifter, more certain way of ter-
minating the existence of a six-thousand-year-old civilization could
hardly be imagined.

With these examples in front of our eyes, it is very likely that North
Korea’s nuclear weapon test indicates not any preparation for an offen-
sive against the South, but, to the contrary, a final decision on the part of
Pyongyang to give up any thought of such an offensive. After all, it is not
inconceivable that a conventional attack across the thirty-eighth parallel
may succeed in breaking through the South Korean and U.S. forces, as
actually happened in 1950. What is inconceivable is that North Korea will
use nuclear weapons against the U.S. troops in the South, which also pos-
sess nuclear weapons, since doing so will certainly lead to its utter de-
struction. Thus, though we do not really know, the test may very well
indicate that Kim Jong-il, well aware of his country’s inferiority in every
way, no longer has any plans to wage war—unless, of course, he himself
comes under attack (which can come only from the United States, as
Serbia and Iraq did).

The argument so far might make the reader think that the only mea-
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sure needed to prevent war is to present every state, however small, with
nuclear weapons, their delivery vehicles, and a command and control sys-
tem sufficiently robust to ride out an attack.15 As one long-serving
Pentagon official with experience in such things once told me half seri-
ously, it would be nice if all the world’s leaders could be gathered to-
gether once every few years to see with their own eyes what a nuclear
explosion can do.

The idea that unlimited, instantly usable, and irresistible force put
into the hands of every person would lead to a much more peaceful and
courteous world is not new. As far back as 1870, something similar was
suggested by Edward Bulwer (Lord Lytton) in his novel The Power of

the Coming Race. Living deep under the surface of the earth, the Ana, as
they were called, had mastered a force known as vril. In one of its forms,
vril could be focused into an easy-to-carry rod. As a result, “so com-
pletely [was man] at the mercy of man, each whom he encountered being
able, if so willing, to slay him on the instant, that all notions of . . . force
gradually vanished from political systems.”16

Assuming no more new states are created, and using the pace at
which proliferation has proceeded over the last sixty-something years as
our basis, several centuries will have to pass before Bulwer’s idea is put to
the test. Even then there will probably remain other kinds of war that nu-
clear weapons cannot and will not prevent. The most important is the
kind waged not by states against one another but by guerrillas, terrorists,
and similar organizations against states, or the other way around. As has
often been pointed out, the organizations in question form a very hetero-
geneous lot, though whether they are more diverse than states is moot.
Politically and strategically all have one thing in common: the fact that
the usual trinitarian distinction between a government that directs the
war, armed forces that fight and die, and a civilian population that pays
and suffers does not apply.

Taking a close look, we find that instead of a government, most of the
organizations in question have a political wing.17 Its task is to raise rev-
enue, conduct propaganda, organize the people, and perhaps negotiate
with the opponent. As they carry out these functions, the politicians are
able to exercise some influence over the fighters, setting goals and rec-
ommending strategies to reach them. However, often they are in no posi-
tion to command those fighters and tell them what to do; seen from the
point of view of the guerrillas or the terrorists, this may also have the ad-
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vantage that it provides them with a kind of flexibility that their oppo-
nents, whose chain of command is more centralized, do not possess. The
outcome is the typical stop-go process whereby agreements with the
guerrillas and terrorists are frequently made and cease-fires concluded,
only to be violated within a matter of hours or days as one faction or an-
other fails to receive its orders or disobeys them. Think of the Yugoslav
civil war, think of Northern Ireland, think of Sri Lanka, think of Israel and
the Palestinians.

Instead of commanding a civilian population, guerrillas and terrorists
have more or less committed supporters. Either out of conviction or be-
cause they have been terrorized into cooperation, those supporters pro-
vide all kinds of goods and services: food, money, transportation (vital if
the fighters are to reach their targets and make good their escape), intel-
ligence (ditto), a technical infrastructure (repairing and manufacturing
weapons and equipment), medical care, refuge, and so on. Some support-
ers also act as part-time fighters. Most of the time they lead normal lives,
going about their business as usual. On occasion, though, they engage in
active hostilities and then disengage as the enemy’s movements and
other circumstances may dictate.

Unlike the fighters, most supporters are more or less tied to the
places where they live. Some are likely to be located across the border,
where the other side cannot reach them or can do so only by paying a
higher political-military price. Support may be provided not only by the
citizens of a neighboring state but by their governments, too, in which
case one may speak of “state-sponsored terrorism.” In fact, whether or
not terrorists and guerrillas can garner support from across the border is
a significant factor in their success. For example, had not the “Terrs” (as
they were called) in Rhodesia been assisted by Zambia and Mozambique,
then today’s Zimbabwe might not have come about. Had the government
of the Irish Republic permitted the IRA to operate on its territory, then
the “troubles” in Ulster might very well have ended differently.

Tactically speaking, the fighters do not operate in the open. While some
guerrillas may put on uniforms when it suits them, terrorists never do.
People belonging to both kinds of groups put great emphasis on concealing
themselves by dispersing and blending with the civilian population—like
fish in the sea, as Mao described it. Blending with the civilian population,
they are much harder to control than regular forces are. Instead of being
commanded from a single center, normally they form a network of loosely
connected nodes. Compartmentalization, needed to guarantee secrecy,
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does the rest; many members of terrorists organizations would not know
each other if they met on the street.

All this means that the organizations in question rarely have a clear
center of gravity—a single group of people, installation, or location
around which everything revolves and whose elimination or occupation
would lead to their collapse. If an area is cleared, then it will remain clear
only so long as the counterinsurgents stay in it. If they do stay in it, then
the action will almost certainly shift to another. As to neutralizing the
leadership, suffice it to say that the French at one point were able to cap-
ture all the top leaders of the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN). This,
however, did not prevent the war in Algeria from taking its course.

Representing the weapon of the weak against the strong, both guer-
rilla war and terrorism are as old as history.18 Both, however, seem to
have acquired a new importance in the years immediately following
World War II. In this period, nuclear weapons were steadily making their
impact felt. At the same time the victors were anxious to exonerate the
resistance movements that, often acting in contravention to international
law as it then stood, had taken on the German and Japanese invaders. In
1949, this led them to draw up a new set of Geneva Conventions.
Abandoning long-established practice, those conventions recognized the
right of occupied populations to rise against their oppressors and enjoy
combatant status.19

To put the idea in a different way, an attempt was made to draw a
clear line between these forms of war and criminal activity—a radical de-
parture indeed, since before this occupied people had no right to resist.
Very often the conventions may not have meant much in practice, as
guerrillas, terrorists, and those who fought against them committed acts
defined as criminal and in response treated each other accordingly. Yet
the conventions did define some situations in which the state’s monopoly
over the use of armed force might legitimately be broken as well as the
way in which those involved should comport themselves; to this extent,
they both reflected public opinion and pushed it along. Thus they en-
couraged many armed conflicts that might otherwise not have found the
support they did.

Like other forms of war, guerrilla action and terrorism have a hideous
fascination of their own.20 Fighters see themselves as engaged with a
much stronger force that they must outwit and outlast. They are pre-
pared to undergo every kind of persecution, hardship, deprivation, and
danger, including torture and a lonely death. In spite of this, because of
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this, guerrilla war and terrorism are capable of providing a way of life as
well as moments of elation, up to and including what the Palestinians call
the bassamat al-farah, the “smile of joy” flashed by some suicide
bombers just before they activate the explosives that will kill them. That
joy is probably one reason why, in an age where major wars are becoming
increasingly rare, guerrilla and terrorist actions have proliferated to the
point where, in terms of numbers, they have become the most important
kind of war of all.

One of the first such campaigns to follow World War II was the Jewish
revolt against British rule in Palestine. Involving no more than a few hun-
dred active fighters, it started in the winter of 1944–45, lasted for some
three years, and ended only when the imperial power with its one hun-
dred thousand troops was forced to throw in the towel and leave the
country.21 The signal having been given, countless other uprisings fol-
lowed. The Dutch were driven out of their East Indian colonies. The
French were driven out of Indochina, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, and the
rest of their colonial empire. Having given up India at about the same
time as they lost Palestine, the British followed up by also losing control
over Malaysia, Kenya, Cyprus, and Aden, to mention only those places
where they tried to make a more or less determined stand. The Belgians
failed to hold on to the Congo, the Spaniards to Spanish Morocco, and the
Portuguese to either Angola or Mozambique.

As this list shows, during the early decades after 1945, most guerrilla
and terrorist campaigns were directed against the old European colonial
states. This was much less the case later on, when other countries also
began to feel their power. Trying to take over from the French, the
Americans found themselves embroiled in an unwinnable war in Vietnam
and later Cambodia as well. The Soviets were defeated in Afghanistan,
the South Africans in Namibia. The Indians tried to intervene in Sri Lanka
and failed (even though the intervention force was larger than the entire
Sri Lankan army). The Vietnamese tried to put down the Cambodian
Khmer Rouge and also failed. The Israelis were forced to leave southern
Lebanon and the Gaza Strip—although the outcome in the West Bank is
still moot. After fighting for over two decades the Indonesians were
forced to give up East Timor, which they had invaded and occupied.

Whether or not they were European, at the time they engaged in
these campaigns several of the countries just listed already possessed nu-
clear weapons. Others gained access to such weapons even as they were
doing their best to beat their elusive enemies, as, for example, Britain did
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in 1952, France eight years later, and South Africa at some point around
1980. Each time this happened, the rising mushroom cloud turned out to
make no difference whatsoever. As Vietnam, Afghanistan (twice: in
1979–88 and from 2001 on), the second Iraq War, and Israel’s 2006 war in
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Lebanon were to show most clearly, guerrilla warfare and terrorism pro-
vided the method par excellence whereby even the most powerful nu-
clear states on earth might be confronted and, given enough time,
defeated. Since the method was available, no wonder it was used.

Yet guerrilla actions and terrorism directed against foreign occupying
powers only formed part of the story. A great many post-1945 wars were
fought neither between states nor by states against guerrilla movements
outside their national territories but by one part of their native popula-
tions against another. One factor that often causes wars of this kind is
weak governments of questionable legitimacy whose one desire is to steal
as much of the country’s resources as they can; shot through and through
with nepotism and corruption, they reach the point where it is no longer
possible to say what constitutes legitimate activity and what does not. An
excellent example was the Congo during the thirty-year rule of General
Mobutu Sese Seko. Others are Liberia and Sierra Leone.22 Equally impor-
tant factors are overpopulation, environmental degradation that leads to
a progressive diminution of resources, failing economies, and a tradition
of ethnic and religious conflict. Which of these problems is the most im-
portant is extraordinarily difficult to establish and may also vary from one
case to another. Only too often they lock into each other, creating a
downward spiral that is very hard to stop.23

In fact, to the extent that the term cause presupposes a clear-cut dis-
tinction between peace and war, in many cases it may be misleading. This
is because, as also used to be the case in many of the more “advanced” so-
cieties before the establishment of strong states at some time during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, armed conflicts are closely linked
to a vast host of other factors—so vast that, taken together, they come
very close to constituting the fabric of the societies in question.24

Proceeding from the public sphere to the most intimate of all, this in-
cludes the cohesion of ethnic groups, tribes, villages, and clans and their
ability to define themselves in relation to others of the same kind. It also
includes adherence to a variety of religious, customary, and symbolic val-
ues, as well as the ever-present, never-ending competition between soci-
eties and individuals for power, riches, and status.

As important as anything else are relations between the sexes.
Members of advanced societies are used to a situation where the streets
are more or less safe so that women can walk them as well as men. This,
however, is by no means universally the case. Many societies, especially
nomadic ones, never had or could have a police force. In others, such as
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Afghanistan, Somalia, or even parts of South Africa, what police forces
did exist have broken down. Hence unprotected women are considered
legitimate prey. Conversely, it is every man’s first task in life to protect his
female dependents, using physical force if necessary. Men who behave in
this way, which of course also includes making sure that those depen-
dents do not expose themselves beyond what is customary, will command
their neighbors’ admiration. Those who cannot or will not do so are not
men at all. They will be despised by the men and deserted by the
women—assuming, that is, that they can find any women to start with.25

A stronger incentive for resorting to violence—which, ascending through
family alliances (“we’ll leave your women alone provided you do the same
with ours”) to clan and tribe, may escalate until it develops into full-
blown armed conflict—could hardly be imagined.26

In fact, in much of the Third World, the real reason why armed con-
flict is widespread is that, far from representing an aberration created by
decolonization, it actually serves to re-create traditions and values that
colonial rule did its best to suppress. After all, usually the very first thing
imperialists did was to prohibit their subjects from rising against their oc-
cupiers as well as fighting among themselves. They eliminated leaders,
disbanded fighting organizations, and confiscated weapons; by so doing,
they took away an important, some would say critical, part of those sub-
jects’ culture.

The inevitable result was the breakdown of other aspects of that cul-
ture as well. In the seventeenth century, that was what happened to the
extremely warlike tribes of North America. Later the same fate overtook
the mountain tribes of northwestern India and the Caucasus, the Maasai
and Kikuyu of Kenya, the Baganda of Uganda, the Zulu of South Africa,
the Maoris of New Zealand, the inhabitants of Papua New Guinea, and so
many others as to make one lose count. In all of them, every male mem-
ber of society had been a warrior by definition. In all of them, they lost
that status. Having lost it, they found it very hard to discover a different
role in life.

Conversely, if Somalia since the early 1990s has been in a state of
more or less chronic warfare by all against all, then in many ways this sim-
ply represents a return to an age-old way of life that remained in force
until the arrival of the Italian administration a hundred or so years previ-
ously.27 Then, as now, government was extremely splintered and often
extremely weak. Then, as now, gangs of youths seeking gain, recognition,
and excitement went on the rampage. It was not so much a question of
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politics as of doing what youths do to prove themselves in their own eyes
as well as those of others—the hooligan age without the normal con-
straints. Since the indigenous culture of war no longer exists, such gangs
tend to be even less well organized and more prone to atrocities than
their predecessors. That apart, the main difference is that instead of
walking about with ancient blunderbusses, they carry machine guns and
drive Toyota trucks.

The same applies to many other places. What we witness is not the
establishment of a new disorder; instead, it represents a reversion to the
old one. For example, Jean-Bédel Bokassa, the self-styled Napoleon of
the Central African Republic, is said to have practiced cannibalism as a
way of dealing with his enemies. If a figure such as Uganda’s Idi Amin be-
came famous for his brutality, including the use of opponents as crocodile
feed, then to some extent at any rate this reflected his role as a “tradition-
alizer” acting in tune with the values of Ugandan society.28 This is also
proven by the fact that Amin’s predecessor and successor, Milton Obote,
behaved as badly, and probably killed as many people as Amin did. The
fact that he carried the title of “doctor” made no difference. After all, how
else does one make sure the members of the rival tribe will remain in
their place and those of one’s own will stay in control?

Under such circumstances, leaders, followers, and victims—all of
whom may change places from time to time—come to see violence,
including large-scale group violence, as a normal part of life. This even in-
cludes the women. In much of Africa, in particular, ties between husbands
and wives are weak. The strongest ones link women and their offspring;
looking for partners, women are accustomed to accepting the stronger
one.29 Abstract yearning for peace, even yearning as eloquently expressed
as that of Rousseau, may exist. However, pacifist movements, even the
weak and ineffective ones that exist in some “advanced” countries, do not
find the soil fruitful for their development in the Third World. For example,
both Kenya and South Africa at one time had followers of Gandhi. South
Africa even had the saintly Gandhi himself; it was in that country that he
first experimented with nonviolent ideas. Their voices, and those of others
like them, were drowned by those clamoring for war to end colonialism,
the domination of one race by another, and apartheid.30

In much of Africa and Latin America as well as parts of Asia, religion
is on the march. Rivers of ink have been spilled concerning the rise of mil-
itant Islam, which, centered around the concept of Jihad or holy war, has
produced outbreaks of violence in many countries across the world.31
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Equally important, though less frequently noticed, is the emergence of
militant forms of Christianity. Having been subordinated to the state and
subjected to secularizing influences for over three hundred years,
Christianity in Europe, and to a lesser extent in the United States, has
long since lost its teeth. The former in particular seems to be dying; in the
absence of an enemy to fight, most people find Christianity anemic and
uninteresting, and vote with their feet.32

Very different is the case of many of Christianity’s Third World vari-
ants. While showing sharp differences from one country to another, they
can be very bellicose indeed. At the head of the sects stand priests and
bishops of both sexes. Many of them are self-appointed, and some are so
unconventional that Christians in developed countries would hardly rec-
ognize them as co-religionists. Incorporating all sorts of native traditions,
their belief systems are shot through with magic. To many of their mem-
bers, the main message of Christianity is not so much brotherly love as
the ability to bring about supernatural cures and even raise people from
the dead.33

Muslim or Christian, the sects are attracting a growing number of be-
lievers. Sometimes they direct their hostility against the ruling classes,
accusing them of economic exploitation and discrimination. In other
cases, they target their fellow citizens who belong to a different faith;
very often, the two kinds of motives are mixed. Sometimes they attack, in
other cases, they are attacked. Repeated outbreaks of violence in the
Philippines, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Uganda, Kenya, Nigeria, and Ghana
(until 1981), and the Côte d’Ivoire, among other places, often leave thou-
sands of dead in their wake; clearly, the last thing the adherents of either
religion will do is renounce violence or turn the other cheek. Many
Christians as well as Muslims believe that their religion obliges them to
fight and that it will render them bulletproof. Those who live will bask in
glory; those who die are assured of heavenly rewards. While Islam has al-
ways been a militant religion, in many ways these new Christians remind
one of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Hussites, Calvinists, Huguenots,
and Lutherans. All carried crosses and chanted hymns as they joined bat-
tle in the name of the Lord.

These problems may be further exacerbated by political and military
intervention from the outside. This was what happened in numerous
Asian and African countries such as Laos, Cambodia, Lebanon,
Afghanistan, Iraq (from 2003 on), the Spanish Sahara, the Congo (where
the ongoing war of all against all has resulted in perhaps four million dead
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so far), Liberia, Sierra Leone, and so many others as to make one lose
count. However, it also happened in the former Yugoslavia and may hap-
pen in any other country engulfed in civil war. The goal of the interven-
tion may be to prevent disorder from spreading. In other cases, it is
politically motivated as neighboring countries try to prevent each other
from upsetting the regional balance of power or else use the ongoing con-
flict to fight each other by proxy. In other cases, it is a question of getting
hold of resources, real or imaginary, whereas in others still it is a straight-
forward business proposition as one warring faction or another asks for
outsiders to lend them a hand and promises to pay for doing so.

To focus on just one example, take the civil war in Chad. Punctuated
by repeated coups, revolts, and revolutions, it has been going on with
short intervals ever since the mid-1960s. At one time or another it 
involved contingents of Libyan, French, Congolese, Togolese, and
Senegalese troops. Other forms of support, such as money, weapons,
and training, came from Algeria, Sudan, Egypt, and Cameroon; even a
country as far away as Lebanon provided mercenaries. Thanks to its re-
ported reserves of uranium, Chad attracted foreigners as a garbage can
attracts flies. All this helps explain how a thinly populated desert coun-
try with a pastoral economy and an income of less than a dollar per per-
son per day can sustain a civil war for as long as it has without reverting
to the use of spears, bows, and arrows. By the mid-1990s the number of
dead was estimated at fifty thousand. How many have been killed since
then is impossible to say.34

Some civil wars expanded until they took a more or less conventional
form. That was what happened during the last phases of the Chinese Civil
War (1946–49) and in Nigeria (1966–69), Vietnam (1963–75), Cambodia
(1970–76), and the former Yugoslavia (1991–95). In the great majority of
cases, however, it was a question of rulers using their armed forces in an
attempt to combat insurgents. Pakistan’s vain attempt to put down rebels
in what is now Bangladesh (which developed into the Indian-Pakistani
war of 1971), the Egyptian and Algerian struggles against Islamic militias,
Syria’s fight against Muslim extremists, Turkey’s fight against the Kurdish
Democratic Party and the attempts by Iraq and Iran to subdue the Kurds,
the Omani and Yemeni fights against rebels, and the Russian effort in
Chechnya all conformed to this type. So did the attempts of the govern-
ment of Burma (Myanmar) to put down a whole series of ethnic revolts;
the Pakistani Army’s operations against al-Qaeda in the northwestern
part of the country; the Indian fight in Kashmir, that of the government of
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Sri Lanka against the Tamil Tigers; the struggles in Thailand, Indonesia,
and the Philippines; and the civil wars that at one time or another have
ravaged many Latin American and African countries.

Reflecting the situation where war and society are sometimes almost
inseparable, many, probably most, of the insurgent organizations that
wage these wars do not constitute armies as the citizens of advanced
countries might understand that term. To use Weberian terminology,
their leadership instead of being rational, goal-oriented, and bureaucratic
tends to be charismatic. It was not so much UNITA that mattered as
Jonas Savimbi, not so much the Christian Falange as Bashir Gemayel. At
the height of the Lebanese civil war, no fewer than fifty different militias
fought each other in that small country; anyone who could tell them apart
(and not even their own members always could) deserved a medal. All
this goes far to explain their tendency to divide, merge with others of the
same kind, and divide again. Having divided, often they start fighting
each other. Next, the leaders having resigned or fled or died, they disap-
pear almost without a trace. Some troops wear standardized uniforms.
Many others either put on what uniform-like bits and pieces they can
find, devise their own, or simply make do with civilian clothes supple-
mented by some insignia or emblem. Some obey a central command
structure, but many others do not and act more or less as they please.

As the breakup of the Serb-Yugoslav army in 1991–95 illustrates very
well, some of the state-owned forces that try to fight these militias were
initially cohesive, disciplined, and well organized, while many others can
hardly be told apart from their enemies. By and large, the longer the con-
flict drags on, the more true this becomes. Like any other game where
one player or team faces another, war is an imitative activity par excel-
lence. Both sides are compelled to study one another and adapt; one can-
not play basketball on one side of the court and tennis on the other.
Regardless of whether they claim to be on the side of the government or
its opponents, most militias consist of underage, undisciplined, untrained
men with inflammable breath literally running about in search of loot.
Many are supported by women who, voluntarily or not, provide rudimen-
tary logistic services, do the laundry, and sleep with the fighters; some-
times they also provide intelligence. However, women rarely take up
arms and fight. In Sri Lanka in the 1990s, only one out of thirty-three
Tamil organizations included female combatants.35

Certainly the picture the militias presented was anything but pretty.
Yet in East Timor, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Sudan, Nigeria, Angola,
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Mozambique, Algeria, Somalia, Rwanda, Burundi, Congo, Liberia, Sierra
Leone, and a great many other developing countries, these and other
shortcomings did not prevent the fighters from committing murder on an
enormous scale. They killed at least hundreds of thousands, drove millions
more from their homes, and turned entire districts into deserts; it has
been calculated that on a per-conflict basis, during the thirty-four years
between 1968 and 1992 the number of refugees has increased fourfold.36

Against this background, to argue that humanity is losing its taste for
war and that war itself is on its way to the dustbin of history is worse than
misrepresenting the truth. Taking such an ostrich-like attitude almost
amounts to a crime against that very humanity—the mostly poor, mostly
undeveloped part of humanity that is beyond the pale. In fact, it is only
some kinds of war waged among some kinds of political entities against
each other on the basis of a certain type of military organization that are
waning away. Even this limited shift is due less to any gradual change in
attitudes, let alone human nature, than to the fears generated by the
most powerful weapons of all. Had it not been for those weapons and
those fears, then there is every reason to think that those organizations
and the societies they claim to represent would have gone to war much to
the same extent as they have from the time that Sparta took on and de-
feated Athens right down to the end of World War II.

The sudden (and entirely unexpected) waning of major war between
major states constitutes a reversal of historical trends that go back to 
the early Middle Ages.37 To this extent, its significance cannot be over-
estimated; to speak with Hegel; if ever there was a world-historical event,
this is it. As far as it goes, it is also a very welcome development. Given the
enormous “progress” made by the means of destruction since World War II,
what could be worse than World War III? It cannot, however, change the
fact that other forms of armed conflict, some of them enormously destruc-
tive and enormously bloody, are alive and well and may be spreading.

Too many Third World countries are even now sinking into the kind
of hopeless poverty, confusion, and despair that formed the background
to genocide in Rwanda. Many others, while more or less peaceful at the
moment, harbor a potential for ethno-religious conflict that is waiting to
explode and may well do so in the not too remote future. Those very fac-
tors are even now driving masses of immigrants into developed countries.
Having arrived, they are torn between the need to build a new existence
by assimilation and the wish to preserve their own traditions, and all this
is complicated by discrimination. Wherever they arrive, their presence is
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creating social tensions that may one day not far off explode into large-
scale violence. As of the beginning of the twenty-first century there are
probably very few countries so homogeneous, so rich, and so wallowing in
their contentment as to be, in principle, immune against the kind of out-
break that is already starting to affect several West European countries.
Let those who have ears to listen, listen!
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P rotected by their nuclear walls, immune against some of the worst
things war can do—large-scale campaigning, bombardment from

the air, and occupation—most inhabitants of major countries are no
longer willing to pay for maintaining the military as they used to, let alone
join the armed forces and get themselves killed on peacekeeping mis-
sions in some faraway country that presents absolutely no threat. But is
it really true that war no longer fascinates them and that the culture of
war is about to disappear? Judging by our television, radio, newspapers,
movies, books, magazines, the military museums, the martial displays
that are put forward from time to time, the countless games that boys of
all ages like to play and on which fortunes are spent, the answer can only
be a strong negative. Even in the most “advanced,” most peaceful coun-
tries that have long done away with conscription, war retains a strong ap-
peal to the popular imagination. Take that appeal away, and surely life
would be very different from what it is; in that case, indeed, it is hard to
say what people would watch, or read, or play with.

War has always made headlines; in almost any advanced country, it is
nearly impossible to watch any news-oriented television program, listen
to any radio program, or read any newspaper page (including pages dis-
played on the Internet) without coming across a reference to some war
being fought somewhere in the world. Some of these countries have not
fought a war for decades, even centuries; others are geographically far re-
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moved from the unfolding military events. Yet even in these places fresh
outbreaks invariably lead to a surge of excitement—one that is perhaps
best compared to a shot of adrenaline or an electric jolt.

For example, during the early stages of the Gulf War in January
1991, no fewer than sixteen hundred journalists were present, four
times as many as had covered Vietnam during the peak days of the Tet
offensive. The response they got was overwhelming. In Nairobi, people
lined up six deep in front of electronics stores to watch the show, even
though no Kenyan troops were involved or stationed anywhere near the
Gulf.1 It was largely thanks to the fortuitous presence of its man in
Baghdad, Wolf Blitzer, that CNN, hitherto a small and unimportant sta-
tion, was able to develop into one of the world’s largest television news
broadcasting services.

The size and importance of any specific war or violent act does not
necessarily determine the amount of broadcasting time or newspaper
space it occupies. Rather, however large or small a conflict may be, it
tends to fill and even overcrowd that time or space. In the not so remote
past, some of the most important armed forces waged their wars with the
aid of hundreds of thousands or even millions of troops, overrunning en-
tire countries and threatening to do the same with parts of continents.
Now that both the number and the size of operations have been reduced
to a small fraction of what they were, in many cases they are followed as
closely as the larger events were before.

They may even be followed more closely, given that recent techno-
logical advances, such as satellite TV, cable TV, cellular phones, laptops,
SMS, and much else, permit such coverage. It has even been argued that
but for the attention the media pays them, certain forms of war would
have played a much smaller role in world affairs than they do; even in
2001, about fifteen times as many Americans were killed in road acci-
dents than in the events of 9/11. Without the presence of TV cameras to
record what was going on, many terrorist events would have been non-
events. Of this fact, of course, terrorists are well aware. Very often they
alert the media after an event, explaining their action and issuing
threats; here and there they do so before it has taken place. To this ex-
tent, it is not so much war that draws the media but the media that helps
spread war.2

The coverage that war gets may be divided into many different kinds.
There are words, either written or broadcast, and there are pictures.
There are still pictures and moving pictures, real pictures and faked pic-
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tures, even staged pictures. An episode coming out of Bosnia in July 1992
illustrates the last-mentioned type: the local United Nations commander,
a Canadian general, could not stop the warring sides from firing at their
own positions so that CNN might film them.3 There are serious stories,
not so serious stories, and human-interest stories that tend to develop
into either heroics or sob stories. There are true stories and false stories.
There are even stories that can only be characterized as bullshit, mean-
ing that those who invent them and spread them do not care whether
they are true or false.4

Some wars are praised to the sky, whereas others are condemned in
equally strong terms. However that may be, all tend to be followed, com-
mented upon, and evaluated by journalists, military men (rarely,
women), and academic experts (ditto).5 As with any kind of game, usu-
ally, as time goes on, interest in any given war tends to diminish. When
that happens, it is necessary to arrange some special effects, such as an
extraordinary act of cruelty; or else to find another war that may step into
the breach. Whenever a major military event takes place, it normally oc-
cupies the beginning of the show and is announced with the aid of the
largest headlines. Had it not been for war, surely much of the news would
have been even more boring than it already is.

So great is public interest in war, and so heavy the pressure to obtain
and disseminate information about it, that there are many cases when
coverage is much too close for comfort. After all, the publicity that forms
the very lifeblood of the media has always been the enemy of military se-
crecy; besides, the military, like any other organization, prefers things to
be told the way they see them and no other. This can lead to contradic-
tory results. On one hand, journalists, in trying to satisfy the demand for
their merchandise, are sometimes deliberately targeted by belligerents,
who kill, injure, or kidnap them.6 On the other, being human like the rest
of us, they tend to be swept along by events. This is especially likely to
happen when they cover wars waged by their own countrymen, with
whom they can identify. Even in Vietnam, a war that attracted as much
media opprobrium as did any other in history, some American journalists,
while absolutely disgusted with the top brass, could not help but feel
sympathy for the grunts who had to carry out orders and who paid the
price for doing so.

Whether because they felt close to the troops or simply because they
wanted to cut a figure, more than one journalist found himself trying to
look like a soldier, walk like a soldier, and talk like a soldier.7 Up to a point,
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this sort of thing is inevitable; to give the public some sense of what the
men, whose activities he covers, were going through, a journalist has to
be accepted by them. On occasion, this form of identification is taken to
the point where the media become an embarrassment to the authorities.
That was what happened, for example, when some British tabloids during
the 1982 Falklands War engaged in what was known as “Argy-bashing,”
using coarse language.

Some journalists trivialize war, causing critics to accuse them of en-
couraging its outbreak by doing so.8 The opposite, however, may also
happen. Following the destruction of Hiroshima, the U.S. Army sent in
photographers to shoot more than 100,000 feet of color film. The ex-
posed film was then classified as “top secret” and stowed away, the objec-
tive being to ensure that the horror and the devastation should not
become widely known, thus perhaps making Americans less willing to
drop more nuclear bombs in the future.9 Thirty years later, many people
came to believe that Vietnam was lost not by the forces in the field but by
TV in the living room.10 Based on this American version of the German
World War I Dolchstoss (stab-in-the-back) legend, some critics have
credited the media with the power of presenting war in such a way as to
make people turn their backs on it almost regardless of what really takes
place in the field.

To cope with these and other problems, very often the military estab-
lishment does what it can to limit or deny access to reporters and to ex-
ercise censorship over their output. Depending on who is involved, where
they take place, how intensive they are, and how well they are going,
some wars are easier to control, others less so.11 In both 1982 and 1991,
geography helped the British and U.S. Forces keep the media under such
tight control that they were barely able to present any kind of indepen-
dent viewpoint. During the 2006 war in Lebanon, different circumstances
and that most ubiquitous gadget, the cellular phone, made it almost im-
possible for Israeli censorship to do the same; even operational plans
were sometimes made public before they could be carried out. Overall,
such is the demand as to require entire departments whose sole job is to
oversee the flow of news as far as possible while at the same time keep-
ing away all sorts of curious people.12 On occasion this has been carried
to the point where there seem to be more public relations officers run-
ning around, many of them female, than there are soldiers fighting.

What is true of news is at least as true of the movies. From the earli-
est days of film, war has formed a critically important subject about
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which movies were made, and entire volumes have been written to docu-
ment and explain this fact.13 Some movies, such as the World War I British
classic The Battle of the Somme (1916), were made by or at the behest
of the authorities. Many movies were made to glorify war and excite pub-
lic opinion in favor of its initiation or continuation, for example, the fa-
mous Why We Fight series of World War II. Some, such as All Quiet on

the Western Front (1930), were meant to criticize war by focusing on its
horrors and futility, but it has been claimed that even in interwar Britain
such films formed a minority.14 Probably the great majority were made
simply in order to make money by catering to the seemingly inex-
haustible public taste for blood and glory.

The ingredients of a good war story are age-old and well known. It
must present some of its subject’s terrors—for without terror there is no
thrill. It must not, however, take this to the point where people close their
eyes and start throwing up; movies that went too far in this direction usu-
ally did not enjoy either commercial success or critical acclaim.15

Violence apart, the film must also involve love, betrayal, death, and tri-
umph in various sequences and in various proportions. As Shakespeare
knew very well, a little comic relief is usually welcome. However, one
should not exaggerate to the point where the overall impression of deadly
seriousness is undermined. Do that, and instead of a war movie what one
gets is farce; entertaining, perhaps (as Dad’s Army was), but in the end
not really up to par. Pace those who believe in the gradual growth of
peace, there is no indication whatsoever that public interest in this kind
of show has diminished one bit.

Victorious wars, such as World War II, tend to be followed by waves
of movies that show how heroic our boys were and, if only by implication,
how just and noble was the cause for which they fought. Very good exam-
ples are The Sands of Iwo Jima (1949), The Guns of Navarone (1961),
and The Longest Day (1964); as late as 1977, this was the recipe that
made A Bridge Too Far into a smash hit. Seen in retrospect, many of
these movies may be considered vapid at best, foolish at worst, but that
was not how they were understood at the time. In 1961, by one survey, 
50 percent of Marines at Camp Pendleton had joined the Corps after
watching The Sands of Iwo Jima.16 John Wayne, it turns out, was the
best propagandist the U.S. Armed Forces ever had. He always had all the
answers while blasting America’s enemies left and right. Not for nothing
did the Marine Corps award him its “Iron Mike” medal.

By contrast, wars that did not end in victory are likely to be ignored
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by the movies. Others, such as the one in Vietnam, are likely to be fol-
lowed by almost equally big waves showing how cruel, unnecessary, and
senseless they were. For example, a central theme in All Quiet on the

Western Front was the tremendous gap that had opened between the
civilians in the rear and the soldiers at the front as well as the civilians’
complete inability to understand the sufferings of those doing the fight-
ing. In Apocalypse Now (1979), the central theme is the mind of man
and its seemingly unlimited capacity for cruelty. By contrast, Platoon

(1986) revolves around the age-old theme of treachery. It ends with the
words “We have seen the enemy, and he is us.”

Normally the best way to end a war movie is by showing the triumph
of the good guys. If circumstances make that impossible, a story may still
be salvaged from the wreckage. One way to do this is by showing the
badly wounded veteran triumph over himself, as in The Deer Hunter

(1978) and Born on the Fourth of July (1989). Another, peculiarly
American method is to use cinematic fiction in order to avenge a real-life
defeat, as the Rambo movies did. Whether or not the war a movie por-
trays is good or bad, it may very well have an ending in which the wounds
left behind are overcome and reconciliation is achieved. A good example
is the German series Dresden (2006). The viewer having seen vast de-
struction, the series ends when the onetime British bomber pilot sets out
to meet the German nurse who saved his life, but unfortunately he is
killed in a plane crash while on his way to her. This sort of thing enables
viewers to tell themselves that the horrors they have just watched, as
well as their own interest in them, are somehow justified and forgivable.

As in the case of news, the link between movies and reality varies.
Proceeding in supposed order of veracity, some movies claim to repre-
sent the raw truth and nothing but the truth. This sometimes gives rise to
difficulties. In World War II, some German citizens had the impertinence
to question the authenticity of newsreels that contained frontal shots of
Wehrmacht troops charging. In response, Goebbels claimed that those
scenes had indeed been filmed by members of his propaganda companies
walking backward over the battlefield while turning their backs to the
enemy; as he himself wrote on another occasion, the bigger a lie, the
more people are inclined to believe in it. Other movies are said to be
“based on real events,” whatever that may mean. Some are documen-
taries; presumably this means that they stand in some kind of relation to
the facts, even though the precise nature of that relation is not always
clear. Finally, there are some that are admittedly fictional.
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Seeking to create an impression of veracity, the first three types of
movies do at least recognize some limits on the material they contain.
This is not nearly as true of avowedly fictional ones. In them the locations
where wars take place, the characters who fight in them, and the
weapons with which they are fought are completely imaginary, often the
more monstrous the better. As if the earth did not afford enough scope
for bloody mayhem, some producers move their stories to intergalactic
space millions of light-years away from earth and centuries in the future.
Others make up, as their protagonists, strange creatures with outlandish-
sounding names, improbable physiques, and the kind of mental capabili-
ties that in ordinary life would land those who claim to have them in a
lunatic asylum. Whoever the combatants may be, often they deploy
weapons never likely to be seen outside the silver screen—such as the
huge metal elephants marching through the snow that figured in the Star

Wars series. All this shows that verisimilitude takes second place to ex-
citement. Provided there is a good fight, almost anything goes, however
foolish.

Illustrating the point, a very special kind of war movie is the one that
shows warrior women in action. From the time of the ancient Amazons
on, such women were almost entirely mythological. If they existed at all,
they formed such a small minority of the forces as to be negligible. Some
women were in fact awarded medals in recognition of their services; a
few later wrote their memoirs. However, none is known to have per-
formed any truly extraordinary feats. As the casualty figures from the
most recent wars (2 percent females killed in action among the American
forces in Iraq, less than 1 percent in the Israeli Defense Force during its
2006 campaign in Lebanon) prove, this continues to be very much the
case today.17 Briefly, women are infinitely more likely to be victimized by
war than to take an active part in it. Yet these facts have not prevented
movies that center around fighting females from attracting whole swarms
of viewers.

In all this, the paradox is that the more like real-life soldiers the hero-
ines look, the fewer people will want to watch them. Both male and female
viewers are uninterested in female fighters who look or act like males—
women perhaps because they cannot identify with them, men perhaps be-
cause they are frightened by them. Not by accident, the heroine of the TV
series Xena: Warrior Princess had no male contacts, not even a father;
once actress Demi Moore had shown some muscle in G.I. Jane (1997),
her acting career went into a steep decline from which it did not recover.
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To gain popularity, warrior women must have doll-like faces (Brigitte
Bardot in Viva Maria! from 1965). They must also wear special clothing
designed to emphasize their long legs, gigantic breasts, deep cleavages,
and narrow waists (Jane Fonda in Barbarella, 1968; Pamela Anderson in
Barbed Wire, 1998). The fact that these anatomic and sartorial character-
istics would have made it hard for them to stand upright, let alone fight, is
ignored. However one looks at it, such movies only have the most tenuous
link with reality. Which, of course, makes even more interesting the ques-
tion as to why they are as popular as they are.

What is true of movies is equally true of literature (quite often the
two are linked, as books are made into movies and movies serve as the
basis for novelizations). To be sure, there are some variations from one
country to another; now it is the triumphal aspects of war that are em-
phasized, now its horrors. However, on the whole there is absolutely no
indication that works whose subject is war are losing their popular ap-
peal. This applies to highbrow literature, middlebrow literature, and es-
pecially lowbrow literature of the kind sold at countless newsstands;
sometimes it seems that the more crude and simple-minded the material,
the more copies it will sell. It applies to the kind of material where text is
used almost exclusively; however, it also applies to the kind that consists
almost entirely of pictures or else of drawings accompanied by lettering
indicating grunts and the noise of explosions.

As with movies, modern war books can be categorized as military his-
tory at one extreme and fiction at the other, with quite a number of inter-
mediate types, such as memoirs, reworked diaries, and the like. Using as
our example, attempts to write the history of the greatest twentieth-
century war of all may be divided into three main kinds. First, during the
twenty-five years following the end of World War II, most authors tended
to concentrate on theaters of war, great campaigns, and “decisive” battles
(there were at least two books on the latter subject, each with a different
list of battles). The overriding objective was to inform the reader how vic-
tories had been won and defeats suffered. The result was that, with the
partial exception of the senior commanders who had been in charge, per-
sonalities did not matter very much; this also applies to the various offi-
cial histories, whose outstanding quality is their blandness. By and large,
this phase may be said to have come to an end in 1971, the year when
Basil Liddell Hart’s History of the Second World War was published
posthumously.

Second, younger historians took up the challenge. Partly in order to
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integrate military history with history in general, partly under the influ-
ence of the social sciences, they broadened the scope of their inquiries;
to the study of operations, large or small, they added logistics, intelli-
gence, organization, politics, technology, economics, social affairs, and
even culture. To the result they gave the name “the new military history.”
Much of this new military history was excellent, shedding light on hith-
erto neglected fields. However, at times it was taken to the point where
the real business of war—that is, killing and getting killed—almost disap-
peared from the printed page.18 Much of it was dedicated to finding out
how things work and drawing lessons from them. However, more than a
few people found it too didactic; instead of dramatic moments and heroic
deeds, all it offered was tables and figures.

By and large, a reaction to that type of history had to wait until the
second half of the 1990s. That period saw the emergence of a third type,
probably best exemplified by the works of Antony Beevor about the bat-
tles of Stalingrad and Berlin. Like popular war literature of all times and
places, it all but ignores analysis, sometimes to the point where one won-
ders what it is that the author really wants to say. Perhaps more than
most popular war literature of all times and places—ours, after all, is the
age of the common man—it has shifted the focus from grand moves to
the ordinary, often all but forgotten soldier: his efforts, his sufferings, his
joys, and his sorrows. In so doing, historians made extensive use of di-
aries, letters, and personal interviews to tell a new generation of readers
with no hands-on experience of war what it had been like.

Not only is military history as much in demand as ever but, taking on
a new form, it has invaded the universities. This is an innovation. Until
1960 or so, few universities offered much by way of military history, mod-
ern military history in particular. To the extent that military personnel
engaged in higher study, they did so almost exclusively in their own insti-
tutions; such as officer schools, military academies, staff colleges, and
war colleges. Since then, things have changed. One reason behind the
change is that, sheltered by nuclear walls, soldiers in developed countries
in particular had much more time to study. Equally important was the
fact that the new military history was much closer to other forms of aca-
demic history as well as the social sciences. Previously war has often
been seen as standing apart from other fields. Now it came to be seen as
joining many of them together, given that there was hardly any part of life
that did not enter war and which, in turn, it did not enter.
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As demand created supply
and supply drove demand, almost
any self-respecting university felt
it had to set up a department of
war studies, strategic studies, se-
curity studies, peace studies, or
conflict resolution.19 A few uni-
versities even have two or three
of them side by side. In others,
war is included under the rubric
of political science or interna-
tional relations; whatever their
categorization, very often they
could not be distinguished from
each other. Normally those in
charge of the departments are ei-
ther civilian professors or retired
military personnel who have
taken academic degrees. Some of
the students also consist of mili-
tary personnel who, instead of at-
tending their own schools, have
been detailed to earn a degree.
Others are intellectually minded
civilians with an interest in war.

In Liddell Hart’s words, to put
an end to war it is necessary to
understand it first. Whether many
of those who study war in their capacity as faculty or as students really
understand it is debatable; what is not in doubt is that their contribution
to ending war is minuscule, if it exists at all. They flood the world with an
avalanche of paper so great that in many cases ten words are printed for
every bullet fired. All of which proves how fascinating war has become
even among people and in institutions that for centuries did their best to
ignore it or, if they couldn’t, looked down their nose at it.

Among works of fiction, some fit events that could have taken place
into a real setting, whereas others take real events and move them to an
imaginary one. Others still are pure and acknowledged invention. On oc-

Can a person be both female and warlike? 
The sculpture of Athene at the Pergamon 
Museum is one attempt to solve the 
dilemma. DVORA LEWY
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casion the plot shows how war can improve the characters of those who
engage in it—how the ordeal they undergo takes away their illusions
and/or cynicism, turns them into better and more compassionate people,
and even gets them to the point where they sacrifice themselves for oth-
ers. Other works take the opposite tack. Their objective is to show how
war can cause a character’s lower nature to break through; as the story
nears its end, that character is often conveniently disposed of as unfit to
live in normal society. As with movies, many books tend to celebrate war,
especially the kind of war waged by our own good boys against the
wicked enemy. Add a lot of seemingly realistic technical details and stir
well. The result is the unbeatable recipe that made Tom Clancy into a
best-selling author.

Never mind that, with Clancy, all Americans are upright people who
never let down their country, their friends, or their family. Never mind
that, as events in Iraq showed all too plainly, his work has almost nothing
to do with the often impersonal, highly bureaucratic world of the U.S.
Armed Forces with its tendency to rely for canon fodder on the down and
out.20 Nor does it have much to do with the messy, dirty, stinking reality
of armed conflict. With Clancy and those who imitated him, the pity and
the sorrow are almost entirely absent. Above all, so is the pain—not only
mental but physical as well. In this he is not alone. How does one put onto
the printed page the pain felt by those who have their bodies perforated,
their limbs broken or crushed or torn off? How does one make one’s read-
ers smell the burned flesh and hear the screams? Even Homer did not re-
ally find a way to do it; though there are numerous references to “black
blood spurting” and “a rattling death cry,” all his heroes without excep-
tion die a nearly instantaneous death. Conversely, had there been such a
way, then perhaps war literature would have been a little less popular
than it is—or perhaps not.

Among volumes that speak out against war, the most effective ones
are probably not the maudlin ones but those that, like Joseph Heller’s
Catch-22 (1961) and Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five (1965), use
black comedy as their instrument. As with Clancy, though, a great many
simply seek to excite, entertain, and titillate; after all, to quote a U.S.
fighter pilot with more than a hundred missions to his credit, combat is
“the most fun you can have with your pants on.”21 If highbrow critics
often look down on war, publishers most definitely do not. Indeed, one
sometimes gains the impression that the main effect of the endless de-
nunciations of lowbrow military literature issued by those critics, if they
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have any effect at all, is to encourage even more people (men, of course)
to buy and read even more trash.

Almost none of this is new. Almost all of it represents a direct contin-
uation of themes going back centuries, such as sin (if only the kind of sin
that involves blindness and lack of preparation), struggle, heroism, suf-
fering, and deliverance that may take place either before or after death.22

From the Iliad through the Arthurian legends all the way to Tolstoy’s
War and Peace, some works are perennial favorites and keep being reis-
sued in a variety of forms. Others, less well known, are sometimes
reprinted, as Erskine Childers’s The Riddle of the Sands was in 1999.
Declining interest, let alone a break that could indicate a different mind-
set, is nowhere to be seen.

While some people watch war movies and others read war literature,
many others express their obsession with war and armies by collecting
militaria.23 Presenting an even more sanitized way of dealing with war
than any film or book does, originally militaria, whether native or cap-
tured, were located in the treasure rooms of kings and other command-
ers. Nowadays they are sold in every kind of establishment from
specialist shops (including Internet shops) to traveling stands that are
run off the back of a truck. They fall into many different types. Those who
can afford to may collect real weapons ranging from antique samurai
swords to machine guns and even larger systems such as halftracks,
tanks, and combat aircraft. Such systems are bought from junkyards and
carefully restored, a job that can be both prolonged and very costly. On
special occasions they are put on display, driven, or flown; thus the line
between tools and toys is difficult to draw. Other people make do with
military uniforms, military hats (as at least one former U.S. chairman of
the Joint Chiefs did), military gear, military insignia, and so on. Those
who cannot even afford those will often collect models or pictures of the
objects in question.

As with any other kind of collectible, the better the condition of any
object and the closer it is to the real thing the harder it is to find and the
higher the price it can command. For example, a copy of an SS dagger
can be had for ten to twenty dollars. The original, provided it has been
well preserved, may fetch ten times as much. As with every other kind of
collectible, this fact has often led to all sorts of unsavory practices such
as grave robbing. This is especially true in Eastern Europe.24 That is
where hundreds of thousands of more or less well marked, more or less
well guarded graves of former Wehrmacht soldiers are located; for some
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inscrutable reason, militaria originating in the Third Reich have always
commanded more than their share of public interest. It has also given rise
to a minor industry that produces fakes. The need to avoid fakes, or “au-
thentic replicas” as they are sometimes known, and make a profit if pos-
sible often means that collectors of militaria are as knowledgeable about
their field of interest as, say, collectors of antique furniture are.

By far the largest collections of militaria are housed in our military
museums. Unlike individual collectors, military museums often get their
exhibits for free in the form of surplus war material handed over by the
armed forces themselves (some armed forces, aware of the propaganda
value that museums possess, run their own). Unlike most private collec-
tors, they may have the means with which to restore the equipment and
the space to put it on display. The result is some huge museums (for ex-
ample, the Invalides in Paris, the Heeresmuseum in Dresden and Vienna,
the Imperial War Museum in London, and others) and countless smaller
ones. Quite a number of museums double as memorials to the fallen, as,
for example, the Australian War Museum in Canberra, the Israeli
Armored Corps Museum between Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, and the World
War II Museum in Moscow’s Victory Park. Others, such as the one at
Anzio, Italy, are simply concerned with preserving as much history as
possible.

Depending on circumstances, airfields, naval bases, and army camps
all have been converted into museums. So have old warships, submarines,
and the like. Berlin’s Gatow Airfield now houses the Luftwaffe Museum.
Columbus, Ohio, has the USAF Museum at Wright-Patterson Air Force
Base. London has the World War II cruiser Belfast. New York and
Charleston have the World War II aircraft carriers Intrepid and Yorktown,

respectively (Charleston also has the only nuclear-powered freighter ever
built, the Savannah. However, perhaps because it does not have any
guns, its popularity cannot compare with that of the warships.) Boston is
proud to present the USS Constitution. While several Scandinavian
towns boast Viking ships, none of them can compete with Stockholm’s sev-
enteenth-century warship Vasa with its row upon row of gun ports. Such
features, it seems, possess a strong appeal to the imagination.

At Peenemünde, on the Baltic, one can visit a former Soviet missile
submarine. The astonishing thing about this particular exhibit is that it
has absolutely no ties to the island. Besides being a well-known vacation
spot, Peenemünde owes its fame to the fact that V-2 missiles were devel-
oped there during World War II; the submarine was bought and brought
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there with the sole purpose of attracting tourists. There is hardly a mod-
ern country that does not have such museums, and hardly one in which
they do not attract large crowds. Every city can count itself fortunate if
there happens to be a battlefield not too far away that may be sanitized
and put on display. Had it not been for the events of July 1863, how many
people would visit Gettysburg, Pennsylvania?

From collecting militaria to playing at war is but a short step. One
type of wargame that, starting in the United States, has gained consider-
able popularity in recent years is the one played by the reenactors al-
ready mentioned in Part II.25 Some reenactors have personal experience
of war, while others do not. In terms of education, profession, and in-
come, they come from all walks of life. As also happens in the real-life mil-
itary, this fact often results in people who would normally have led
entirely separate existences coming together and feeling much closer
than would otherwise have been the case; doing so is considered part of
the fun. They spend considerable sums of money and sacrifice consider-
able amounts of leisure time in order to engage in their hobby of re-
searching and reenacting historical battles. Practically all of them are
men; the few women who take part are usually sisters or girlfriends.
Some groups of reenactors, seeking authenticity, do not allow women to
join. Others, to the contrary, are constantly on the lookout for female re-
cruits who could fill the ranks of their “medical corps.”

Some reenactors choose to portray American Revolutionary soldiers
serving with Washington and crossing the Delaware. Each year as
Christmas comes there is likely to take place a reenactment of that cam-
paign; sometimes they succeed in crossing the river, sometimes not.26

Others pretend they are World War I French poilus or World War II
Soviet Guards. Some may give evidence of being on the peculiar side by
choosing to reenact the German Waffen SS. Surprisingly, even an army
that had little to show but defeats, such as the World War II Italian one,
has its reenactors, as some enthusiasts dress up and act like one of
Mussolini’s units in Russia.27 All this requires vast amounts of preparation
and study. Strange as their hobby may seem, few people take military his-
tory more seriously, or know more about it, than many reenactors do.

Though there are different approaches to reenacting and even differ-
ent “schools” of reenactors who adhere to them, most participants do
what they can to make sure that the encounters should be as authentic as
possible. A rifle, a pocket knife, a watch even, that do not fit the time and
the place about to be reenacted are considered enough to spoil the fun.
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So does a piece of clothing that looks either too new or too old. In the for-
mer case this is because the item in question is probably a fake; in the lat-
ter, because it does not appear as it did at the time it was actually issued
and worn. Such problems often lead to heated arguments, and groups of
reenactors have been known to break up because of disagreements over
what is and is not acceptable.

As with most collective activities, much of the time devoted to the
hobby is spent on either technical preparations or socializing. However,
some of it is spent digging trenches in the soil, dragging equipment into
position, running up and down hills under the hot sun, wading through
slush and snow, lying on the ground pretending to be dead, eating 
K-rations, and in general doing almost anything to experience (or reex-
perience) what war at the time and place selected was like. Here it should
be said that, of all forms of war games, reenactments come closest to cap-
turing at least some of the friction, deprivation, and physical effort that
real-life war involves. To that extent, they also provide the most realistic
training for it.

Most reenactments are performed by a relatively small number of en-
thusiasts at their own expense and for their own enjoyment in more or
less secluded locations that are rented for the purpose. Some, however,
are organized by or in cooperation with local authorities with the aim of
reaching a much wider public and, if possible, making money. In the
United States, Britain, and several other countries performances of this
kind can involve hundreds if not thousands of participants. Even in
Germany, where the memory of World War II has turned “militarism” into
the dirtiest of all dirty words, things are changing; in October 2006 a
reenactment was held to mark the two hundredth anniversary of
Napoleon’s triumph over Prussia at Jena. In Italy, the Battle of Custozza
(1866) is now being commemorated annually.

Compared to the private events, most large-scale public reenact-
ments are not nearly as thorough in their attempts to reproduce contem-
porary uniforms, weapons, and tactics. Some, such as the annual staging
of a “Roman” battle held at Fiesole, near Florence, are better understood
as burlesque, though even there the significant point is that it is mock
fights, rather than something else, that people flock to laugh about. The
shows, for that is what they are, are capable of attracting huge crowds
made up of both sexes and all ages. Perhaps surprisingly, most of those
who watched the one in honor of the Battle of Jena were not youths but
middle-aged couples with an interest in history. A reenactment of the
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Civil War Battle of Manassas that I attended many years ago caused such
huge traffic jams that it took hours to reach the event and leave it. The
occasions also provide opportunities for every kind of vendor of militaria
to hawk their wares. In many ways, they are simply open bazaars where
entertainment takes the form of mock warfare rather than, say, a magi-
cian or a circus.

An unkind soul would say that, based as they are on make-believe, all
these forms of playing at war merely represent a trivial form of amuse-
ment for people who have never grown up.28 Up to a point that is true, but
it is also true that they reflect the close relationship that has always ex-
isted between war and games. Even some of those who criticize the
hobby tend to be caught up in it. They flock to watch the reenactments
and loudly express their approval or disapproval of what they see. Next
they start recounting their own experiences, real or imaginary, and get
involved in the reenactors’ own debate. Often they end up having as
much excitement trying to find out what is and what is not authentic,
what can and cannot be reenacted, as well as the purpose of it all, as the
reenactors themselves do.29

Other war games also continue to be played as they have always
been. On one hand, there are “free” games suitable for the exploration of
high strategy.30 On the other, there are the old structured games, includ-
ing also the kind that is played with the aid of toy soldiers, toy cannon,
toy field toilets, and the like.31 These structured games have been joined
by two new devices that transformed the field, giving it an entirely new
lease on life and reaching millions of people. First, at some point during
the 1960s, the chess-like squares with which boards had been marked
since the last decades of the eighteenth century were replaced by
hexes.32 This seemingly trivial change was a stroke of genius. It permitted
the various pieces to move in six directions instead of four, thus greatly
increasing flexibility and realism. It also permitted terrain features that
influence strategy and operations, such as roads, rivers, borders, and the
like, to be represented much more accurately than before. Soon war
games based on hex maps, some of them commercially available and
some custom-designed for certain purposes, were being played by pro-
fessionals and amateurs alike.33

War games of this kind are capable of dealing with most levels of war
from the grand-strategic to the purely tactical. To provide anything like a
realistic picture of the campaigns and battles they seek to portray, they
must be based on extremely detailed information concerning the capabil-
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ities of weapons and units, the impact that enemy action may have on
them, the effect of external factors such as terrain, day and night, the
weather, and so on. Some games even take morale into account, multiply-
ing or dividing units’ capabilities as appropriate. The amount of study
many of them involve, as well as the ingenuity needed to combine the
various factors being modeled, can only be called prodigious; in some
ways they differ little from modern operations research. Nor is it rare for
experts in one of these fields to move to the other. If you can design a

As this North American Indian example shows, board games representing war have a
long history.
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true quantitative model of a battle of any size, then you can do almost
anything.

The flip side of the coin is that the larger games in particular can be
very difficult to play. Suitable surroundings, such as a large table reserved
solely for the purpose, must be available. First, players must master the
rules. Though common designers and a common background (for exam-
ple, the Napoleonic wars or World War I) mean that some games have
certain characteristics in common, the details tend to differ, and different
companies may produce different versions of the same battle or cam-
paign. Very often the rules take up several dozen closely printed pages
that resemble nothing so much as a legal text with numbered paragraphs,
sub-paragraphs, and sub-sub-paragraphs; within the artificial world of
the game, of course, they are legal texts. Next it is necessary to set up the
pieces on the board. Given that there may be several hundred of them,
doing so is a time-consuming, often quite tedious task.

Since the players must take turns in moving their pieces and rolling
dice to see the results of “combat,” the game proceeds very slowly. Since
different kinds of troops, represented by different kinds of pieces, have
different capabilities and will impact enemy ones in different ways, a
tremendous amount of calculation is needed. Usually it is carried out on
specially provided forms as well as innumerable little pieces of paper;
starting in the 1970s, calculators became an indispensable tool. All this
means that games can last for weeks, months even, and that a consider-
able amount of organization is required if they are to be played at all.
Nevertheless, between about 1960 and 1990 they were sufficiently popu-
lar for special shops to be set up to sell them and magazines to be pub-
lished to review and advertise them; apparently playing at war was
enough fun for enthusiasts to overcome all the difficulties.

In the end, hex board games were brought down not by any obvious
boredom with the subject but by the diffusion of a different kind of game,
namely, the kind that is played with the aid of computers.34 Initially the
number of people, most of them scientists and military planners, who
were able to play war games by programming and running the enor-
mously costly, and hence precious and far-between, computers of the
1950s was strictly limited. But the invention of microchips allowed almost
anybody, professional or amateur, to access a computer and to play the
games not just for serious training, modeling, and simulation but for
amusement as well. Computers eliminated the most important disadvan-
tage of chess and other games that are based on it, namely, the demand
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that players take turns instead of acting simultaneously, as would be the
case in real life. They also enabled the huge amounts of information some
games require to be processed quickly and efficiently.

Increasingly, as their power grew, computers permitted the creation
of entire virtual worlds, thus adding realism to the games. Yet another ad-
vantage of computers was that once they had been programmed, they
could go through even the most complex games at low cost and enor-
mous speed. This made it possible to play the same game over and over
again. Meanwhile, programming changes enabled the parameters to be
altered as often as necessary so as to see the different outcomes that
would result.

In many modern war games the opponent is not a human being but
the computer itself, and computers that do this are often known as simu-
lators.35 Even some of the simplest simulators, which can be purchased
for a few dollars at any computer shop, incorporate a vast amount of data
about the physical world they claim to represent; whether that world is
imaginary or real is, in the end, immaterial. The same is even more true
of the simulators that armed forces use to train their troops. Some of the
first simulators were developed during World War I and were intended for
basic pilot training. In World War II a company by the name of Link built
thousands of them for the U.S. Army Air Forces, which used them to train
pilots. These were crude devices, made to look more or less like the in-
side of aircraft and provided with hydraulically or pneumatically oper-
ated controls so as to give trainees a feel for what flying that aircraft was
like. In the 1950s, to add realism, instruments, recorded noises, and films
that enabled trainees to see the “outside world” were added.

From about 1970 on, the growing power of the available computers
permitted the machines to be made much more complex and much more
realistic still. Seen from the outside, the devices currently in use look like
huge, rather ungainly boxes. They are mounted in large, often specially
constructed buildings and supported by all kinds of hydraulic contrap-
tions designed to tilt them at various angles; control is exercised from a
desk provided with numerous screens, switches, and buttons. From the
inside they look and feel almost exactly like real aircraft complete with
every instrument from seat harness through altimeter and artificial hori-
zon to sights and firing button. In a sense they are real aircraft, but they
also incorporate the enormously complex electronic, visual, mechanical,
and acoustical devices needed to simulate not only the machine itself but
also the environment in which it operates. Thanks to the computer, all
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these devices can be tied together and coordinated. This in turn allows
the simulation of almost any kind of mission, performed under almost any
kind of conditions.

Some of the performances and conditions in question are too danger-
ous to try in real life. That is precisely why algorithms for them are writ-
ten, the objective being to enable pilots to practice them in a risk-free
environment. On the other hand, where there is danger, even simulated
danger, there will always be men, and perhaps a few women as well, who
see it as a challenge, play with it, and have fun with it. Thus I am told that
Israeli (and presumably not only Israeli) pilots training at Maxwell Air
Force Base in Alabama asked their USAF instructors to program the sim-
ulator so as to represent their Hercules transport aircraft as “flying”
under the bridges spanning the Mississippi at Saint Louis. First they prac-
ticed in the ordinary way. Next, having mastered the technique, they pro-
ceeded to do the same upside down.36 The experience is absolutely
hair-raising; yet that is just why men love it so much.

From aircraft the use of simulators spread to other weapon systems,
such as tanks, armored cars, ships, submarines, and guided missiles of
every sort. As with aircraft, the initial objective was to teach trainees to
operate their machines safely and cheaply. It is true that simulators can
be very expensive. On the other hand, they have the very great advantage
that they do not require real-life ammunition. Operating and mainte-
nance costs also form no more than a small fraction of what training with
real equipment under real conditions involves. As in the case of aircraft,
soon enough the opponent started to be simulated as well. Rapid techno-
logical advances in fields such as data processing, imaging, and commu-
nication followed. The most recent models enable not just individuals but
entire groups to practice against each other.

Yet the simulators used by the military only represent the tip of the
iceberg. For just a few dollars anybody can buy a box containing a disk,
install the software on his or her personal computer, and start pretending
he or she is a pilot, a tank gunner, a submarine commander, or whatever.
Other games may be downloaded from the Net. Some, such as the most
recent versions of Warcraft, permit as many as a hundred different play-
ers to participate simultaneously. These simulators cannot compete with
their larger and more expensive counterparts in the amount of detail they
provide. Still, the information on which they are based is sufficiently ex-
tensive to fill entire encyclopedias.

As the game opens, players are often offered a choice as to which war
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they want to play at—one disk may store several of them. Next they can
decide which aircraft or other systems they want to fly or operate, how
they want to arm them, what kind of missions they want to carry out in
what kind of terrain, under what conditions, and against what kind of op-
position. The games may also contain surprises, forcing players to cope
with the unexpected; as in real life, practice makes perfect. Professional
soldiers say that many of them provide a good feel for what operating the
weapon system is like as well as reasonable approximations of real-life
combat. Since some of those soldiers are themselves involved in the de-
sign process, this is not surprising.

For those who are not content with the computer games available to
ordinary mortals and seek greater excitement still, it is now possible to
take tours in real-life, if perhaps slightly outdated, combat aircraft. The
first who hit on the idea of using such aircraft to generate revenue were
the Russians during the 1990s. With the state broke and unable to pay its
armed forces, many combat aircraft inherited from the Soviet Union were
standing about in their hangars, rusting away. What better solution than
to rent them out as if they were parts of some amusement park? For the
paltry sum of fifteen thousand dollars per hour, tourists could put on a
pressure suit, take the trainer’s seat behind the pilot, and enjoy a spin in
some MiG or Sukhoi fighter that would otherwise have to be put out of
service; it is an experience, I am told, that no roller coaster can match.
Later the idea spread to other countries. In the United States and else-
where, there are now companies that enable their clients to fly combat
aircraft, drive tanks, and the like, all simply so they can play at war and
experience some of the thrill it can provide.37

Finally, even as countless kinds of games are deliberately designed to
simulate war, some forms of war have become so much like certain kinds
of games as to be virtually indistinguishable from them. This is because
much modern combat, particularly air-to-air, ground-to-air, air-to-
ground, and sea-to-sea, has long ceased to be fought against flesh-and-
blood adversaries. In many cases, the “target” is too far away or moves
too fast to be seen or heard. In others it may be hidden by darkness,
cloud, or (as with submarines) water. Its presence is detected “over the
horizon,” as military men say, sometimes (as with anti-ballistic-missile
defense) when it is thousands of miles away. This is done by radar, or else
by some other device such as FLIR (forward-looking infrared) or sonar.

Once contact has been formed, the impulses bounced off or gener-
ated by the target are converted into electronic signals, fed into comput-
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ers, processed, and projected onto a fluorescent screen. It then becomes
the task of the commander, pilot, or weapons officer to use some blips,
representing his sights, to aim other blips, representing his own missiles,
at a third group of blips, representing the enemy. Even as he does all this
he must also pay close attention to a fourth category of blips, ones that
tell him where he is, in what direction he is flying, whether he is flying
straight or upside down, where the other members of his force or unit (if
any) are, and the like.

The blips are supposed to represent objects in the real world, but
that is by no means necessarily the case. As anyone who has ever visited
a video arcade knows, they might equally well be fed into the system by a
computer program or, for that matter, some malevolent gnome who has
hijacked the machine and is now playing games with the player. To those
who watch the screens and operate the controls it does not make the
slightest difference; they see what they see, and they do what they must
do. In this way a situation is created where fighting, training, and play
merge into one another to the point of becoming indistinguishable. Back
in 1986, when Newsweek, describing the combat over Tripoli Bay when
two Libyan aircraft were shot down by U.S. fighters, headlined it “The
Ultimate Video Game,” it hit the nail right on the head; since then, of
course, the use of electronics in war has only expanded.38

To play a video game well, two qualities are needed: manual 
dexterity—although it is possible that in the not so remote future some
games will be activated by thought alone—and absolute concentration
on the task at hand.39 For such concentration to be achieved, cause and
consequence must be put aside. So must the entire outside world, with
all its tensions and distractions. The player should enter the arcade as if
he were entering a temple with his head bare, so to speak. In fact, for
him not to know whether the signals that flash about on his screen rep-
resent anything in the real world can actually represent a critical ele-
ment in his ability to perform. The less he worries about what may or
may not be behind them, the better able he may be to manipulate them
with the necessary assurance, flexibility, and speed. Thus insulation can
help lead to mastery, whereas acquiring and exercising mastery is a
source of joy at least equal to any other. Play merges into war, and war
turns into play. Far from the culture of war being a more or less irrele-
vant appendage to the “real thing,” in many cases it and the “real thing”
have literally become one and the same.
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I n theory, war is simply a means to an end, a rational, if very
brutal, activity intended to serve the interests of one group

of people by killing, wounding, or otherwise incapacitating those
who oppose it. In reality, nothing could be further from the truth.
Facts beyond number prove that war exercises a powerful fasci-
nation in its own right—one that, while it affects participants, is
by no means limited to them. Out of this fascination grew an en-
tire culture. Like any other culture, the one associated with war
consists largely of “useless” play, decoration, and affectations of
every sort. On occasion, affectations, decoration, and play are
even carried to counterproductive lengths.

But what if, for one reason or another, the culture of war fails
to develop, or assumes a mechanical character, or is deliberately
strangled? In that case, four different outcomes are possible.
Outcome number one is the wild horde. Outcome number two is
the soulless machine. Outcome number three is men without
chests. Outcome number four is feminism. History knows many

V

Contrasts
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examples of the first three; the fourth, though not entirely un-
precedented, has become particularly important during the last
few decades. Each one in its different way is quite capable of
wrecking a military organization and rendering a society inca-
pable of defending itself.

• • •
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A ny cohesive and disciplined group of men working together for a
considerable time will develop a culture of their own. Indeed, it

has been argued that groups of bonded males, sometimes joined by a lone
female who serves as glue and inspiration, are the originators not just of
the culture of war but of all culture.1 On the other hand, it is culture that
holds the group together; without a set of norms so familiar that much of
it is taken for granted, there can be no discipline and no cohesion. Finally,
it is culture that distinguishes one group from another and of which the
members are proud.

Not every group that finds itself at war does form a culture or is able
to sustain it. Sometimes this is because the men simply have neither the
time nor the conditions to develop the necessary cohesion and disci-
pline—with the result that they remain strangers to each other, cannot
trust each other, and can only cooperate with each other to a very limited
extent. In others it is because they have been heavily defeated. As the cry
Chaque homme pour lui-même, sauve qui peut is raised, culture may
very well melt away like snow under the sun. Attempting to get away,
men may overrun and turn on each other, which is one reason why casu-
alties suffered in the aftermath of a battle often exceed those during the
fighting itself. Later still there is likely to take place an identity crisis.
What used to be most cherished turns out to be of no value, and what
used to be most valuable turns out to be false. No longer knowing who

17
The Wild Horde

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_05_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:35 AM  Page 335



3 3 6 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

and what they are, men allow the ties that bind them to lapse, turning
them from a fighting organization into a mob. Time and very great effort
will be needed to restore them, and there may be circumstances where
they cannot be restored at all.

Yet another situation in which the culture of war will break down is
when a force strong in numbers, organization, equipment, training, and
tradition is made to face a much weaker one for too long. Almost in-
evitably, the outcome is demoralization. If they sit still and suffer re-
peated pinpricks, then they will become demoralized. If they lash out at
the enemy without success—when fighting the weak, the fact that the
conflict is not decided itself signifies the lack of success—then they will
also become demoralized. As they become demoralized they will blame
each other, accelerating the process still further. In Nietzsche’s words,
nothing is more boring than a victory endlessly repeated. In those of Lao
Tzu, a sword thrust into saltwater will rust.

Historically speaking, the list of wild hordes is a long and dishonor-
able one. Among the earliest about whom we have more or less detailed
information were the Roman latrones, best translated as “outlaws” or
“bandits.” Latrones were common in many Roman provinces and could
be found during most of the centuries from the late Republic to about A.D.
200 (from that period on, so large was the number of rebellions and civil
wars as to make it almost impossible to distinguish between bellum, war,
and latronicum, the kind of large-scale police action that was directed
against robbers). As ancient historians and jurists used the term, it re-
ferred to groups of armed men who were more than simple robbers;
though every latro was necessarily a robber, not every robber was neces-
sarily a latro. What set latrones apart was that instead of acting individ-
ually, they ganged together and, openly using armed force, set out to
plunder the countryside. Thus their status stood midway between ordi-
nary criminals and public enemies of the state. This also explains why,
when dealing with them, the use of ruses (doli) such as treachery was
considered not only permissible but even honorable.2

As might be expected, latrones were not evenly distributed. They
tended to infest regions with difficult terrain, such as mountains, forests,
and deserts from where they emerged to attack villages and highways. As
the New Testament shows, they represented one of the main hazards of
travel; it was the attack on a traveler, left half dead by robbers, that pro-
vided the Good Samaritan with the opportunity to perform his good
deed.3 Similar references come from the life of the Apostle Paulus,4 the
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writings of the philosopher Seneca,5 the poet Juvenal,6 and many others.
Few people, however elevated, could claim to be entirely safe against
them. For example, the future emperor Hadrian, then on a mission to in-
form the candidate for the throne, Trajan, of his predecessor Nerva’s
death, fell victim to an attack by latrones. Having lost his transport, he
had to continue his voyage from Mainz to Cologne on foot.7

Latrones came from all social classes.8 Among them were escaped
slaves and free men, citizens and foreigners, military and civilians, hum-
ble folks and high-ranking persons who for one reason or another had
broken with civilization. Most of our sources having been produced by
members of the aristocratic or at least well-to-do classes, they rarely de-
scribe the lives of latrones in detail. Accordingly, the best extended ac-
count of them is found in an early second-century-A.D. novel, Apuleius’s
Golden Ass.

The story, which we only need to follow in part, is set in Thessaly. A
small band of outlaws has taken up residence in a wild mountain strong-
hold, far from civilization, where they have their housework done for
them by an old woman. As individuals they are not without courage, but
they are volatile, tricky, treacherous, and cruel. They go out on an almost
daily basis, robbing, murdering, and taking back loot, part of which they
sell to the inhabitants of a nearby village. One day the loot includes both
the hero, Lucius, a man whom magic has changed into an ass, and a
young woman of good family whom they snatch away just before her
wedding party and hold for ransom. Since we lose sight of them at the
point in the story where the ass, Lucius, succeeds in escaping from the
stronghold while taking the woman with him, it is impossible to say how
the robbers end up. Presumably, having gone too far in making a nuisance
of themselves, sooner or later a company of soldiers was sent to deal with
them and they were caught and punished, only to be replaced by others
of the same kind.

Like terrorists and guerrillas at many times and places, small-time,
garden-variety robbers of the kind described by Apuleius tended to be per-
sistent. This was all the more the case because the members of some pro-
fessions, notably shepherds, were regarded as naturally inclined to
banditry. Though slaves in law, the kind of life they led gave them an un-
usual degree of freedom; at the same time, by permitting mobility and de-
manding frugality, it instilled them with warlike qualities. Some shepherd
slaves even practiced robbery with the tacit consent of their owners, who
were thus relieved of the need to take care of them.9 On top of this some
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people, particularly the Lusitanians of modern Portugal, were seen as
being naturally disposed toward the outlaw’s life. All this explains why
such emperors as Augustus and Tiberius, both of whom took energetic ac-
tion against them, failed to get rid of them completely.10 Still they hardly
constituted a threat to the immense structure that was the Roman Empire.

There did, however, also exist other kinds of wild hordes that pre-
sented a much greater challenge, with the incidental result that we are
much better informed about them. Some of the most notorious were
made up of escaped slaves. The largest slave revolts in the ancient world
were those that took place between about 134 B.C. and 70 B.C. Their locus

classicus was Sicily; however, uprisings also took place in Asia Minor and
Greece—both of which were heavily penetrated, if not conquered, by
Rome during the second century B.C.—as well as Italy itself. Some of the
slaves worked in mines, which were known as the worst places of all,
whereas others, such as Spartacus and his early followers, were being
trained as gladiators. Most, however, must have been among the thou-
sands upon thousands of agricultural slaves who lived and worked on im-
mense estates where there were few free citizens to keep them in check.
If our sources may be believed, they were often subject to acts of almost
unbelievable cruelty growing out of the owners’ feeling of power over, or
fear of, their slaves.

From escaped slaves and their leaders it was but a short step to guer-
rilla chieftains. Some set themselves up at the head of their peoples,
started a rebellion, and fought the Romans for as long as they could.
Others were pretenders or rivals to thrones, whereas others still aimed at
avenging political assassinations by taking the law into their own hands.
Here it is important to realize that, following well-established literary
codes, our sources divide latrones into noble bandits and ordinary ones.
The former are often presented as contrasts to, and examples for, corrupt
Roman civilization; while the Romans had lost their edge, the latrones,

living far from civilization and its amenities, retained it. Sometimes a con-
trast is also drawn between the noble leaders and their men. The latter
were riffraff, yet look what the heroic leader was able to do with them!
Strip the sources of their literary bias, and both types of latrones become
much more similar to one another and to what most of them really
were—that is successful, if sometimes righteous, brigands. Successful,
that is, until defeated by the relentless might of Roman arms supported
by what Caesar calls a superior military tradition and what we have
dubbed a superior culture of war.11
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The first great slave revolt took place in Sicily, starting in 136 B.C. and
ending four years later. The first actors were shepherds. Their activities
consisted of what we today would call a mixture of terrorism and criminal
activities, making the highways unsafe at night; according to Diodorus,
the first-century-A.D. writer who is our principal source, they lived under
the open sky, carried clubs and spears and staves, and dressed in the
skins of wolves and boars. Followed by ferocious dogs, they were terrible
to look at. Feeding on plenty of milk and meat, physically and mentally
they became savages.12 As more slaves started escaping, the movement
expanded and charismatic leaders made their appearance. The most im-
portant was Eunus, originally from Apamea in Syria. If Diodorus may
be believed, he was neither brave nor an able commander. Instead he
was a trickster. Pretending to read the future and using “magic” to spew
out sparks and flames, he convinced his followers that he enjoyed divine
support; the fact that his name happened to mean “good fortune”
helped.13

From then on the revolt spread like wildfire. It involved first hun-
dreds, then thousands, and finally, if our sources may be believed, tens of
thousands; “their pressing needs and their poverty forced the slaves to
regard everyone as acceptable, giving them no opportunity to pick and
choose.”14 Without any real strategy, acting almost indiscriminately, the
bands moved about the island, “[measuring] their authority only by the
excessive suffering of the freeborn.”15 “They fell upon the city of Enna,
with Eunus at their head and working his miracle of the flames of fire for
their benefit. When they found their way into the houses they shed much
blood, sparing not even sucking babies. Rather they tore them from the
breast and dashed them to the ground, while as for the women—and
under their husbands’ very eyes—but words cannot tell the extent of
their outrages and acts of lewdness.”16 According to Florus, so great was
the destruction as to exceed that caused by the First Punic War.17

At one point in the uprising poor free people started joining the
slaves, increasing their numbers and engaging in even worse depreda-
tions than the slaves themselves. Finally, having resisted several attempts
to subdue them, the rebel bands were brought to heel by Roman forces
under the command of a consul, Publius Rupilius. Besieged in the town of
Tauromenium (modern Taormina), toward the end they were reduced to
such straits that they started eating first children and women, then each
other. Of their leaders one, Comanus, was captured but succeeded in
killing himself by stopping his breathing. Not so Eunus. Along with a
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cook, a baker, a masseur, and another man whose duty it had been to
amuse him at drinking parties, he was dragged out of a cave, imprisoned,
and died as his body disintegrated, possibly owing to gangrene.18

The second Sicilian slave revolt lasted from 104 to 101 B.C. Even be-
fore it started, there took place a number of small slave uprisings in vari-
ous places in Italy that were quickly suppressed. The Sicilian revolt itself
opened with the murder of a Roman knight, Publius Clonius, by eighty of
his slaves. Since the local governor was slow to act, the number grew
quickly. Six thousand rebels elected a “king” by the name of Salvius;
Diodorus claims that he had been “a flute player of frenetic music at per-
formances for women” who, like Eunus before him, also claimed the abil-
ity to foresee the future.19 A second leader was a Silician by the name of
Athenion, an experienced estate manager with great knowledge of astrol-
ogy. “He adopted an attitude just the opposite to that of all the other
rebels. He did not admit all who revolted, but making the best ones sol-
diers, he required the rest to remain at their former labors.”20

As the rebellion spread, “the whole of Sicily was sunk in chaos, a ver-
itable Iliad of woe.”21 The free poor living in the countryside also rose,
robbing, plundering, and murdering “indiscriminately so that nobody
could report on their insane and illegal activity.”22 The outcome was “an-
archy.” Having anointed himself king and calling himself Triphon, Salvius
was joined by Athenion, and the two of them ended up facing the Romans
in the open. They were defeated, but the battle did not prove decisive
and it took another year to put down the remaining slaves. Athenion, who
from beginning to end is presented as the only rebel leader who was more
than a mere bandit, died fighting bravely on the battlefield. What hap-
pened to Triphon is not clear.

In antiquity as well as today, the most famous ancient slave revolt
was that led by Spartacus between 73 and 70 B.C. Spartacus himself is de-
scribed as a noble barbarian, strong in body and mind. Later he proved
himself a capable and wily commander; such were his virtues, says
Plutarch, that he might almost have been taken for a Greek.23 Committed
to a school for gladiators, he escaped, carrying with him initially several
dozen companions. Next he was joined by tens of thousands; including,
to follow Plutarch again, “many of the herdsmen and shepherds of the re-
gion, sturdy men and swift of foot,” who excelled as scouts and light in-
fantry in particular.24

The men, however, proved unworthy of their commander. Having
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won several victories over the Roman detachments, they moved north, fi-
nally reaching ancient Galia Cisalpina (modern Lombardy). Well aware of
their limitations, Spartacus suggested to them that they should leave
Italy and return to their countries of origin, but they refused. Sallust, in
one of his surviving fragments, explains why: “Shamefully, they forgot
their homeland; many of them, following their slavish nature, did not seek
anything but loot and cruelty.”25 Instead, he marched them all the way to
Lucania, in southwestern Italy, intending to take them to Sicily, where he
hoped to incite another slave revolt.26 For that, however, he could not
procure the necessary ships.

Retreating into the province of Rhegium, “immediately, and acting
against their commander’s orders, the escaped slaves started raping
young and mature women . . . Others set houses on fire. Many rebellious
slaves, fit by nature to be [Spartacus’s] allies, went into hiding places and
dragged out the masters’ treasures or the masters themselves. To the
barbarians and those of slavish nature, nothing was sacred. Spartacus,
though he begged them to stop lest they make themselves hated, could
not call them to order. They were busy committing cruel slaughter.”27

Whereas the slave hordes were too undisciplined to adopt a coherent
strategy, their enemies rallied under the command of consul Marcus
Licinius Crassus, the subsequent triumvir.28 Crassus quickly built a wall
right across the toe of the peninsula, an astonishing feat of engineering.
To the slaves, all that remained was to fight with the courage of despera-
tion. This they did, but to no avail. As the end approached Spartacus was
deserted by his companions. He fought on until he was finally killed.

To trace every uprising that threatened the peace of ancient Rome
would take us much too far. Even a short list would have to include the
Lusitanian outlaw Viriatus (died 139 B.C.), the Spanish tribal leader
Sertorius (defeated 72 B.C.), the Numidian deserter Tacfarinas (died A.D.
24), and the bandit Aniktos of Pontus (eliminated A.D. 69). Time after
time, our sources insist that many rebel leaders were brave and strong, as
were at least some of their followers. However, hastily thrown together,
undisciplined, and sometimes without a common country of origin, they
were lacking in everything that we have included under the rubric of the
culture of war; how could it have been otherwise? Lacking a culture of
war, they found it very hard to engage in any kind of organized, sustained
action except atrocities. Time after time they ended up being defeated by
the regular forces sent out against them.
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Nor was the ancient world the only period to witness wild hordes in
action. Skipping over fourteen hundred years, let us take a look at the
great French peasant uprising known as the Jacquerie. The deep back-
ground to the revolt was formed by the intense hatred of the serfs, who
were tied to the soil and subject to all kinds of exactions as well as con-
tempt and ridicule, by their self-appointed betters.29 Its immediate cause
was the great French defeat at the hands of the English in the Battle of
Poitiers (1356). In this battle, the king of France was taken prisoner. The
ruling classes were decimated—the list of dead reads like an aristocratic
who’s who—leaving government in the hands of the eighteen-year-old
dauphin, the future Charles VI.

While the Estates took over Paris, adding to the confusion, unpaid
soldiers, commanded by disgruntled barons, roamed the countryside.
One band, under a certain Regnault de Cervoles, infested Provence.
Another, under a Welsh captain called Ruffin, blocked the roads between
Paris and Orléans; a third, under Robert Knollys, a companion of En-
gland’s Black Prince, operated in Normandy. The activities of these and
many others are sufficiently well indicated by the French words used to
describe them: écorcheurs (skinners) and routiers (highwaymen). They
attacked towns and villages, robbed travelers, and kidnapped people and
held them for ransom.

Against this background of growing anarchy, two courses were open
to the peasantry.30 One was to leave their habitations, seek refuge in
forests and other desolate places, and take up guerrilla warfare. The
other, perhaps less frequent but more dangerous, was open revolt.
Representing the second form, the Jacquerie got under way on May 28,
1358. Its epicenter was at the village of Saint-Leu in the Oise valley, north
of Paris, a region that previously had been left almost untouched by the
war. Apparently a group of soldiers, commanded by one Raoul de
Clermont, had orders to establish themselves there so as to guard a cross-
ing of the Oise River, whereupon they took up quarters in the local abbey
and demanded that the village bring them provisions.

That evening, after vespers, two hundred “Jacques”—the name
seems to have been derived from the padded jacket that formed an es-
sential item of peasant dress—held an impromptu meeting in the local
cemetery. There they gave voice to their grievances, including the heavy
taxation made necessary by the need to ransom noble prisoners in
English hands and the inability of the king, who as just said was himself a
prisoner, to hold it in check. Encouraging each other by shouting, they
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rushed to the nearest manor house, killed the knight, his wife, and their
children, and set the place on fire.

As so often, the revolt spread quickly. It involved not only peasants
but some members of the urban lower classes as well. Here and there
towns opened their gates to the rebels, providing them with food, drink,
and shelter. Later, of course, they claimed that they had been coerced
into doing so. The claim may well have been true in some cases, which
may explain why, when all was over, those involved were able to earn let-
ters of pardon. Within two weeks, the entire region around Paris was up
in arms; isolated uprisings took place as far away as Rheims and Rouen.

The Jacques’ principal leader was a well-to-do peasant by the name
of Guillaume Caillet. As so often, he is presented as personally charis-
matic, courageous, and strong, as indeed he would have to be to create
something out of practically nothing. It is claimed that he tried to rein in
his followers and impose some order on them. However, he and other
leaders exercised only very limited control over the diverse bands of
peasants. Scattered over the countryside, lacking in everything that con-
stitutes the culture of war, most Jacques were little better than mobs—
murderous, destructive, and according to some sources gorged with
blood and often drunk; in the apt phrase of one modern historian, “with
no aim and no morrow.”31

From such bands, nothing but the worst could be expected. Their ac-
tivities are best described by Jean Froissart, who admittedly was not an
eyewitness and whose sympathies lay entirely with the upper classes.

These evil men, who had come together without leaders or arms, pil-
laged and burned everything and violated and killed all the ladies
and girls without mercy, like mad dogs. Their barbarous acts were
worse than anything that ever took place between Christians and
Saracens. Never did men commit such vile deeds. They were such
that no living creature ought to see, or even imagine or think of . . .
I could never bring myself to write down the horrible and shameful
things they did to the ladies. But, among other brutal excesses, they
killed a knight, put him on a spit, and turned him at the fire and
roasted him before the lady and her children. After about a dozen of
them had violated the lady, they tried to force her and the children
to eat the knight’s flesh before putting them cruelly to death. They
had chosen a king from among them, and they elected the worst of
the bad . . . Taken together, they easily numbered a hundred thou-
sand men. When they were [captured and] asked why they did these
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things, they replied that they did not know; it was because they saw
others doing them and they copied them. They thought that by such
means they could destroy all the nobles and gentry in the world so
that there would be no more of them.32

Using other chroniclers as his source, Froissart puts the total number
of manors and castles sacked by the Jacques at over a hundred.

On June 9, a band of Jacques—their number supposedly reached nine
thousand—entered the town of Meaux, in the valley of the Marne. Taking
shelter in the local citadel were the dauphin’s wife, Jeanne de Bourbon;
his sister; his infant daughter; and three hundred other ladies and their
children. As it happened, the Jacques’ arrival coincided with that of two
barons, Jean de Grailly (the Captal de Buch) and Gaston Phoebus.
Originally based in the south of France, they were on their way back from
Prussia, where they had campaigned with the Teutonic Knights. Buch
was an aristocrat praised by Froissart as a model of chivalry; later he was
to throw in his lot with the English and die in prison for his pains. Gaston,
whose nickname, Phoebus, had to do with his good looks, was the Comte
de Foix and thus one of the greatest French noblemen.

On this occasion, all they had with them were forty “lances.”
Counting men at arms and pages, this works out to some two hundred
troops; the number of knights is put at just twenty-five. Yet dressed in
armor, “with pennants of argent and azure displaying stars and lilies and
couchant lions,” 33 this small force was able to rout the crowd of undisci-
plined peasants, slaughtering, if our sources are to be believed, several
thousand of them. It has been explained that, caught in the narrow
streets of the town, the Jacques could not bring their numerical superior-
ity to bear.34 That is true. However, it is equally true that such streets
hardly formed the best place for armored cavalry to fight, as was proved
just a few days later when a party of nobles trying to enter the town of
Senlis (which had cooperated with the Jacques) was repulsed with loss.

From this point on, things went downhill for the Jacques. At the head
of the forces now arrayed against them was King Charles of Navarre, aka
Charles the Bad, aka the Duke of Normandy (1323–73). On the day after
the events at Meaux he caught up with the Jacques at Clermont, a little
distance east of the place where it had all started. Like so many similar
captains before and after him, Guillaume Caillet pleaded with his follow-
ers not to stand and fight against a better-organized, better-armed oppo-
nent but to take refuge in Paris, which was in the hands of a rebellious
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commune led by a wealthy draper, Etienne Marcel. Once again, he was
disobeyed.

The Jacques, numbering perhaps three thousand to five thousand,
gathered in a field at Mello. By now they were sufficiently well armed to
form separate units of archers and crossbowmen; six hundred were
mounted and constituted a rudimentary cavalry force. Opposing them,
the noble army may have numbered perhaps fifteen hundred to twenty-
five hundred men of whom, assuming that the customary division into
“lances” was maintained, probably no more than one-fifth were knights
on horseback. Caillet himself was invited to parley in the barons’ camp,
an offer he foolishly accepted. Arriving there, he was arrested, put in
chains, and later tortured and executed. This was not an uncommon fate
for men of his kind. Perceived as having broken the laws of gods and men,
they could hardly complain if similar treatment was meted out to them.
The ensuing battle was furious but short. The Jacques were beaten as
easily in the open field as their comrades had been in the alleys of Meaux.
Hundreds were killed, the rest scattered and later hunted down like rab-
bits. Many of the surrounding villages in which they tried to take shelter
now betrayed them; others witnessed atrocities much like those that had
been recently committed by the Jacques themselves. By the end of
August, everything was over.

Considered as a peasant revolt, the Jacquerie was neither the first
nor the last of its kind. As in the case of the ancient slave revolts, the mo-
tives that led to it are understandable, some would say praiseworthy.
However, lacking strong leadership, proper organization, and a clear di-
rection, it accomplished nothing and changed nothing. Like so many
wild hordes before and after them, all the Jacques left behind was a rep-
utation for terror of the worst kind, one that was answered by similar
terror accompanied by better discipline and a more highly developed
culture of war.

The last example of wild hordes I want to consider here is taken from
the civil war that raged across the former Yugoslavia from 1991 to 1995.
The state of Yugoslavia was created in 1919 by joining Serbia and
Montenegro, themselves liberated from Ottoman rule in 1878 and ex-
tended by means of the Balkan Wars of 1911–12, with some provinces
taken from the disintegrating Austro-Hungarian Empire. However, the
marriage of Serbs and Montenegrins with Croats, Slovenes, and Muslims
(primarily in Kosovo and in Bosnia-Herzegovina) proved unhappy from
the beginning. Throughout the twenty years up to the outbreak of World
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War II, a Croat separatist movement in particular was active. From time
to time, it also received Italian support.35 In April 1941, Yugoslavia’s eth-
nic diversity and unresolved conflicts contributed materially to the coun-
try being overrun in a blitzkrieg campaign that lasted all of two weeks and
cost the Wehrmacht fewer than 250 German dead.

The country’s next ruler, the former guerrilla leader Jozef Broz, nick-
named Tito, was himself a Croat. He sought to override the ethnic prob-
lems by imposing a single ideology, Communism, and as long as he lived
he was fairly successful in this task. However, the price he had to pay for
maintaining control was growing decentralization; his death in 1980
started the processes that would ultimately lead to disintegration.
Following the collapse of the Eastern Bloc, the first multiparty elections
were held in November 1990. Croatia and Slovenia voted for indepen-
dence; two years later they formally seceded from the federation, leaving
the quarter million Serbs of Croatia high and dry. Even more ominously,
separating Slovenia and Croatia from Serbia was the ethnically mixed
province of Bosnia-Herzegovina.

The Yugoslav National Army (sometimes known as JNA), which was
sent to put down the two rebellious provinces, was originally well trained,
well organized, and well equipped with Soviet weapons, and could look
back on a formidable military tradition going back for centuries on end.
First, as already mentioned, the Serbs spent five hundred years fighting
the Ottoman Empire, from which they were finally able to gain their inde-
pendence in 1878. Next they withstood the Austrian Empire in World
War I; after that, they formed the core of the forces that waged a success-
ful guerrilla campaign against Hitler. Yugoslavia came out of World War II
as the only country that expelled the German invaders without being
overrun by foreign armies. This in turn is one reason why, in 1947–48,
Tito was able to thumb his nose at Stalin when the latter tried to impose
his own brand of Communism on him.

Had it been a question of dealing with Croatia and Slovenia alone, the
JNA, still intact and ably commanded, might conceivably have succeeded
in its mission. It could not, however, simultaneously put down unrest in
those provinces and look after Bosnia-Herzegovina in its rear—to say
nothing of growing discontent in Macedonia and Montenegro, both of
which also ended up by proclaiming their independence. As a result,
Slovenia, located in the northeastern corner of Yugoslavia, farthest away
from Serbia, had to be let go, so the country gained its independence with
hardly a shot being fired. No such good fortune for Croatia, where
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Yugoslav—in reality, Serb—forces clashed with hastily established local
militias and succeeded in occupying the district of Krajina. And no such
good fortune, above all, for centrally located Bosnia-Herzegovina.

In Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croats, Serbs, and Muslims—the last suppos-
edly the descendants of Turkish settlers—had been living together for
centuries, now quarreling, now at peace. As Yugoslavia broke up, all three
groups hastily set up militias to deal with one another. Taking up the
cause of the Bosnian Serbs, the JNA started disintegrating. Most Croat
soldiers deserted, preferring to join their brethren either in Bosnia-
Herzegovina or in Croatia itself. Some Serb soldiers also deserted, either
because they wanted to join the Serbs in Bosnia-Herzegovina (where
many of them originated) or because, instead of risking their lives, they
preferred to go home to Serbia. At the same time as it lost these troops
the JNA also started taking in some Bosnian Serb volunteers. Within a
matter of months the once proud regular force had virtually ceased to
exist, becoming all but indistinguishable from the other militias.

The most important militias were the Bosnian Serb one, led by for-
mer JNA general Radko Mladić, and the Bosnian Muslim Green Berets.
Most of their members, as well as those of the smaller Croat militias, pos-
sessed some military experience, having served either in the JNA or in
the territorial forces maintained by each Yugoslav province. However,
none had the time to get properly organized. They could, moreover,
hardly be told apart. All fought with each other, negotiated with each
other, kidnapped and executed each other’s leaders. Now Croats and
Muslims fought against Serbs, now Serbs and Croats united forces against
Muslims.

However, not even those bitter enemies the Serbs and the “Turks”
(as the Serbs called them) eschewed occasional cooperation. For exam-
ple, the Muslims around Mostar tried to bribe the Serbs (who had the
most firepower) to shell the Croats. In July 1993, Muslims charged with
defending Sarajevo against the Serbs sold their positions to the latter.36

Four months later a Muslim leader by the name of Fikret Abdić, onetime
Communist Party strongman in Bihac and now a freebooter, signed a pri-
vate ceasefire with the Serb militias opposing him. Next, he tried to set
up an autonomous region in the Cazinska district. Attacked and defeated
by Bosnian government forces, he and an estimated twenty thousand fol-
lowers escaped into Krajina, the province of neighboring Croatia, which
at that time was being held by the Serbs.37

Complicating things even further, Bosnia-Herzegovina is a mountain-

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_05_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:35 AM  Page 347



3 4 8 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

ous country with deep valleys joined by narrow, winding roads. Movement
from one town to another can be quite difficult, especially in winter, and
communications are easily cut. The upshot was that each town, Serb or
Muslim or Croat, set up its own militia to supplement, or oppose, that of
the next. Some of the militiamen were conscripted—to the extent that the
rival governments, the Serb one under Radovan Karadžić and the Muslim
one under Alija Izetbegović, were able to have their orders obeyed—
whereas others took up arms out of their own free will.

Some towns had more than one militia. Take the case of Sarajevo,
soon to become world famous as its inhabitants were besieged and
shelled by Bosnian Serb forces. Early in the war the Green Berets in the
city were commanded by Jusuf Prazina, a soldier turned mafioso. The de-
fense of the neighborhood of Dobrinje was organized by Ismet
Bajramović-Ćelo, commander of the city’s military police, who was also in
charge of the local prison and used that position to let out criminals on
condition they fight for him. The Croat suburb of Stup was controlled by
a local Croat, Velimir Marić. A certain Musan Tolalović, aka Caco, ran the
part of the city on the left bank of the Miljacka River. Some of them saw
themselves as serving the Bosnian Muslim government, others not. By
one count, the total number of militias that joined the struggle at one
time or another, in one way or another, reached eighty-three.38

During the four years of confused fighting, the Serb militias, which
had progressively swallowed up what remained of the JNA, acquired a
particularly bad reputation.39 In countless media reports as well as at
least one (entirely fictional and fairly idiotic) movie they are often pre-
sented as adventurers, thugs, and even football hooligans. Provided with
weapons from former JNA stores by Yugoslav (in reality, Serb) president
Slobodan Milošević, they wore bits and pieces of uniforms as well as
Yugoslav army insignia. They are portrayed as a canaille that blundered
about from one Muslim town to another, killing, torturing, raping, driving
tens of thousands from their homes, looting anything they could lay their
hands on, and setting fire to what they could not carry. Often they were
fortified by alcohol. For example, the Serb hordes that carried out the
massacre at Srebrenica were roaring drunk.

In many cases, the description was apt. However, it does the Serbs an
injustice in that it applied almost equally well to the remaining militias. In
Sarajevo and other mixed towns, Croat and Muslim militiamen treated
the Serb population almost as badly as the Serbs treated them.40 Thus,
when Croat forces took Krajina late in the war, two hundred thousand
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Serbs lost their homes amid scenes of destruction very similar to those
that had taken place in Bosnia-Herzegovina. In particular, cultural land-
marks, such as Orthodox churches and graveyards, became targets. All
that was left of them were blackened ruins; a community that could trace
its origins four centuries back in history simply ceased to exist. The
longer the war went on, the more alike the warring groups became.
Within a matter of months, they could hardly be told apart.

Furthermore, not one of them represented a really cohesive force.
Cut off from each other by mountain passes, recruiting their men wher-
ever they could find them, subordinate leaders did more or less as they
pleased; that was one reason why, of the countless cease-fires agreed on
at one time or another, few held up for more than a handful of days or
even hours. Under cover of war between ethnic groups, criminal activi-
ties multiplied and countless personal accounts were settled, gun in
hand. The other face of the coin was that many members of the rival mili-
tias knew each other from before the war, a time when they had lived to-
gether more or less peacefully as neighbors. This made it easy for them to
negotiate with each other, trade with each other, and occasionally carry
out special missions, such as assassination, on behalf of each other.

As the wild hordes, for that is what they had become (or had been
from the beginning), chased each other, an additional element of confu-
sion was introduced by the presence of the international media and of
foreign (United Nations) forces. For reasons that are difficult to fathom,
almost from the beginning of the conflict most of the world media turned
against the Serbs, accusing them of atrocities that their opponents com-
mitted equally. As the media went, so did much of public opinion from
President Bill Clinton and his secretary of state, Madeleine Albright, on
down. Yet the Serbs themselves never understood why they were being
singled out.41 All they were doing was trying to hold the country together
as best they could; furthermore, had not their enemies, both Croats and
Muslims, cooperated with Germany in World War II?

In an attempt to justify the role they played, some members of the
media claimed that, by their presence, they helped document atrocities
and perhaps prevent a few of them. This may be true, but it is also true
that all the warring sides were quite prepared to harness the media by
staging incidents for their own benefit. For example, Bosnian Muslim
militias sometimes refused to allow the United Nations to evacuate their
civilian co-religionists from battle zones, only to turn around and blame
the Serbs for the plight of those very civilians.42 By some accounts there
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were even occasions when Muslim forces, with the same objective in
mind, opened fire on their own citizens.43

The first United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) units were
introduced into the country in August 1992 and numbered fifteen hun-
dred men. Later they were progressively reinforced until, two and a half
years later, their strength reached twenty-three thousand. Since the in-
tention was merely to “ameliorate” the situation, however, at no time did
they operate as a single body. Instead, being scattered in small groups all
over Bosnia-Herzegovina, all they could do was help carve the country
into smaller and smaller, but less and less coherent, enclaves. Their com-
manders desperately tried to understand what was going on, designated
“safe zones,” escorted convoys to beleaguered towns, and negotiated
cease-fires. However, the fact that those commanders had to be in con-
stant touch both with UN headquarters in Zagreb and with the various
TCNs (troop-contributing nations) did nothing to help.

Among the TCNs, not a single one had any intention of committing
its troops to battle or indeed putting them at risk in any way; this attitude
was carried to the point where UNPROFOR commanders who did open
fire, even in self-defense, were reprimanded.44 Deliberately or by acci-
dent, very often the peacekeepers found themselves interposed between

The wild horde has been here; refugees in Bosnia. CORBIS
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the warring militias. As a result, much of the time they were both vulner-
able and ineffective: vulnerable to potshots taken at them, to kidnapping
(some troops of the Dutch contingent were tied to Serb guns, acting as
human shields), and to having their communications cut; ineffective in
accomplishing their mission and putting an end to the hostilities or even
considerably reducing their intensity.

Separated from each other, the various Yugoslav militias found that
they could not conquer territory—between the end of 1994 and the mid-
dle of 1995 the front lines hardly moved.45 But they were still able to fire
at each other to their hearts’ content, an opportunity they began to use
as soon as spring arrived. As even one of its own commanders admitted,
for much of the time UNPROFOR may have been part of the problem, not
the solution. Arguably the force’s main contribution was to increase the
already tremendous chaos by making it even harder for the warring par-
ties to adopt a cohesive strategy and focus their efforts. It prevented vic-
tory from going to one side or another, and probably prolonged hostilities
beyond what might otherwise have been the case.46

As if to confirm all of this, following years of confusion and rivers of
blood, the commander of UNPROFOR finally reached a decision (or
rather, had one forced on him by his superiors in London, who intended
to withdraw a battalion of troops without planning to replace them).
Acting in secret, he evacuated the area around Sarajevo, thus making
sure that the Serbs would not again take his men hostage as they had
done on previous occasions. The outcome, which appears to have been
entirely unexpected, was to give NATO freedom of action to use its air-
power against the Serbs. A few days’ bombardment, to which the Serbs
were unable to respond, did the job.

Even so, the effects should not be exaggerated. First, in terms of
equipment destroyed, and even more so personnel killed or injured,
General Mladić’s losses were moderate. For example, out of an estimated
seven hundred artillery tubes, just seven were destroyed.47 As so often
happens, a number of precision-guided bombs missed their targets and
hit civilians instead; though the Serbs cried foul, nobody listened.
Second, the attack only hit the Serb forces deployed around Sarajevo.
The rest, busy laying siege to various other Muslim-held enclaves, re-
mained unaffected. By that time, though, the Serbs had become thor-
oughly demoralized by their own activities. These were made necessary
in part by the fact that Belgrade, in an effort to end the UN-imposed sanc-
tions, had ceased to support them or pay for their upkeep. As a result, a
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single hard kick sufficed to make the men melt away and the remaining
leaders negotiate.

One of the commentaries on Sun Tzu’s The Art of War speaks of “mad
bandits,” an apt expression.48 Either because they lack a common culture
or because they have discarded it, wild hordes respect neither heavenly
commands nor human ones. They understand neither themselves nor the
enemy. As a result, they are hardly able to take organized action on any
scale. Though luck may favor them on this occasion or that, in the long
run they cannot win; in one sense, indeed, the term winning, when ap-
plied to them, loses its meaning. Having gained a victory, they are rarely
able to follow up. Having suffered a defeat, they tend to become demor-
alized and disintegrate. Perhaps the best they can hope for is the kind of
confused stalemate that prevailed after Poitiers and in Bosnia, given that
it extends their life and allows them freedom of action they otherwise
would not have possessed. Working themselves into a blind fury, often
they do not distinguish between friend and foe. This in turn may mean
that they lash out so brutally and so indiscriminately as to create even
more enemies than they already have. Wherever they turn, they spread
first fear and then hatred.

Lawless, disorganized, and universally hated, wild hordes cannot
trust anybody or make anybody trust them. The one way they can hold on
to anything is by utterly destroying it. However, the destruction they
wreak is in many cases counterproductive, given that the dead are use-
less to the living and that a ruined country cannot sustain human life.
They tend to be extremely wasteful of resources, both their own and
those they may have taken from the enemy. Either they neglect to hus-
band those resources or they willfully destroy them; when some of the
English commanders turned to banditry and ravaged the French country-
side after Poitiers, what did their activities benefit their king? All this may
explain Clausewitz’s contemptuous dismissal of such troops when he rec-
ommends that they be stationed only “in prosperous areas where they
can enjoy themselves.”49 In war, however, they tend to be more or less
useless, as great a menace to their commanders and to themselves as to
their enemy.
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A soulless machine may be the product of two opposed sets of cir-
cumstances. In most cases, it is a question of the culture of war

developing to the point where it takes over from war itself. Applied mind-
lessly and mechanically, instead of helping make the forces disciplined,
cohesive, and effective, it turns counterproductive and contributes to
their defeat; this is especially likely to happen during the period that fol-
lows upon a great victory. It is, however, also possible to find some cases
when, for one reason or another, an existing culture of war is deliberately
set upon, pulled down, and so thoroughly demolished that, for good or ill,
it may never rise again. While focusing on Germany, the present chapter
will provide one example each of these two possibilities.

The Prussian army was established by the Great Elector, Frederick
William (reigned 1640–88), who was the first to make it into a recogniz-
able factor in European power politics. Next, it was almost literally
kicked and beaten into shape by the Elector’s grandson, Frederick
William I (reigned 1713–40). However, the “soldier king” much preferred
the culture of war to war itself. Throughout his life, he wore a uniform; as
legend has it, when lying on his deathbed he vowed to keep it on even
when he would go to meet his maker in heaven. Here on earth, the king’s
most famous creation was the regiment of lange Kerle, or tall grenadiers;
in an age when people on the average were smaller than now, they had to
be at least six-foot-four to join. He had painters produce portraits of his

18
The Soulless Machine
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favorite soldiers, using them to decorate the rooms of his palaces. As the
Austrian ambassador to his court noted, so much did he cherish them
that there was something childish about it.1

Frederick William’s heir, Frederick the Great, was a completely dif-
ferent character. He discarded some of his father’s more flamboyant
forms of martial display, including both the grenadiers and a troop of
cuirassiers so proportioned as to deserve the appellation “giants riding
elephants.”2 At the same time he built up the Prussian army until it be-
came one of the most formidable military organizations of all time. Over a
period of twenty-two years, from 1741 to 1763, he used it in a series of fe-
rocious wars against all the European great powers in turn. The wars en-
abled him to double Prussia’s territory as well as its population, but they
left the country almost in ruins.

During Frederick’s last twenty-three years—he died in 1786—the
army he had commanded so successfully started going downhill. In
Prussia, as in other eighteenth-century countries, the educated middle
classes were not required to serve. Now, however, in an effort to get the
economy back on its feet, a growing number of country dwellers—the fa-
mous Kantonisten, after the mobilization districts from which they were
drawn—were also exempted from conscription so that they could con-
tinue to work in agriculture. To fill the ranks of a force that continued to
expand, foreigners were enlisted until, by the time of Frederick’s death,
they outnumbered natives two to one.3 Yet the Prussian state was notori-
ously parsimonious, with the result that the men were of low quality and
deserted at the first opportunity. To compensate for their shortcomings,
very great emphasis was put on the culture of war until it was driven to
almost insane lengths, including, notoriously, the use of the whip.

In part, it was the king’s own fault. He had always been a cynic; now,
prematurely old and exhausted, increasingly he came to prefer form over
substance. Under him, the man most responsible for the new trend was
Lieutenant General Friedrich Christoph von Saldern. Born in 1719, origi-
nally he had been a capable commander who proved his strong nerves, as
well as his excellence in moving troops quickly and precisely, in the mur-
derous battles of Hochkirch, Liegnitz, and Torgau. His physical appear-
ance was striking: “a picture of the God of War, tall [in his time he had
been one of the lange Kerle], very well formed, fully of majesty and dig-
nity” was the description one contemporary left of him.4 He was also a
man of some integrity, having at one time refused Frederick’s order to de-
stroy a hunting lodge that belonged to one of the king’s Saxon enemies,
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and fallen into temporary disfavor as a result. In 1763 Frederick made
him army inspector in Magdeburg, a post he retained until 1785. In this
capacity he was able to convince his fellow generals, all of whom were
veterans of the Seven Years’ War like himself, that the essence of military
training, indeed the whole of military life, consisted of regularity in carry-
ing out tactical evolutions.

At this time, the king’s reputation was already beginning to assume
legendary proportions; to some extent, he seems to have fallen in love
with his own system. Year after year he came to observe the maneuvers.
Year after year he was intrigued as von Saldern, commanding from the
tower that overlooked the town’s market square and making full use of
his stentorian voice, had the troops go through an ever more complicated
series of evolutions. Many were especially devised for the king’s benefit;
the most spectacular, if not the most useful, movement of all was turning
a battalion on its own axis, like a top. Georg von Berenhorst, a former
Prussian staff officer who had turned into a well-known military writer,
has left us a description of what it looked like: “A battalion of 200 or 250
files makes a fine impression as it advances on a broad front towards the
dilettanti who are standing directly in front. The soldiers’ legs, with their
elegant gaiters and close-fitting breeches, work back and forth like the
warp on a weaver’s frame, while the sun is reflected blindingly back from
the polished muskets and the whitened leatherwork. In a few minutes the
moving wall is upon you.”5

For this kind of perfection to be achieved, uniforms had been made so
tight-fitting that simply putting them on required a great deal of work.
More seriously, every cog in a machine made up of thousands upon thou-
sands of human components had to function very precisely and without
fail. A commander who succeeded in this task could win great acclaim,
Prussia’s highest medal, the Pour le mérite, included. A single error,
though, and the king’s wrath would put an end to an officer’s career: gener-
als were jailed, colonels cashiered in front of their troops, cavalry officers
transferred to the less prestigious infantry. To prevent their menfolk from
falling victim to such a catastrophe, wives, mothers, children, and other rel-
atives would address their prayers to heaven. With the men drilled for
weeks ahead of time, heavily punished if so much as a button was missing
from its proper place, it is no wonder they turned out robot-like.6

The reviews may have helped cement the ties between the king and
his army. Frederick himself is said to have remarked that the most sur-
prising thing about them was not the regularity with which they were car-
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ried out but rather that in the face of tens of thousands of heavily armed
men, he and his entourage were able to stand and watch in perfect safety.
However, the extent to which the culture of war had taken over from war
itself is nicely illustrated by two contemporary stories. One had von
Saldern earnestly debating the pros and cons of increasing the regulation
marching speed of seventy-five paces a minute to seventy-six; according
to the other, when he went to heaven and explained his system of maneu-
vers to Gustavus Adolphus, the king answered that he was not aware that
in the years since his death the earth had been made flat.7 Briefly, a thou-
sand details—“pedantries” as Field Marshal Gebhard von Blücher was to
call them later on—that had originally served a useful purpose now be-
came detached from reality, so to speak. They continued to float about
solely as parts of a highly developed culture, one that no longer made
sense in any terms except its own.

Following Frederick’s death the situation deteriorated still further.
The king’s successor was his nephew, Frederick William II. Nicknamed
the “fat giant,” he neither had much personal experience of war nor any
interest in it. An amiable man, his main concern was the endless string of
mistresses he maintained. In 1788, his commanders attempted to mod-
ernize the army by issuing new regulations for the light infantry. Even
then, however, most of the text continued to focus on close-order drill:
dress ranks, forward march, so and so many steps a minute, right turn,
left turn, and so on. As a result, the training of the light infantry differed
little, if at all, from that of the rest.8

Attracted by the reputation left behind by Frederick the Great, for-
eigners flocked to watch the parades, hoping to glean from them some-
thing that might prove useful. One of the more knowledgeable was
General Charles Cornwallis, the former commander of the British forces
in North America who, unfortunately for him, had acquired firsthand ex-
perience of the most recent forms of warfare. He was not impressed by
what he saw. Two long lines of soldiers, dressed in all their finery and pre-
cisely arrayed with the aid of stakes and ropes, were positioned on a field
and marched toward one another. Coming within six yards, they halted
and opened fire, keeping at it until the last training cartridge had been
spent. So ridiculous were the maneuvers, Cornwallis later wrote, that the
worst general in England would be hooted for practicing them; as we
shall see in a moment, though, this was just how the Prussian troops
fought in the Battle of Jena.9

Another visitor was Louis-Alexandre Berthier, Napoleon’s chief of
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staff. In the early summer of 1806 he went to Magdeburg to observe the
maneuvers held by the Duke of Brunswick. Like everybody else, he noted
the perfect order with which the troops went through their evolutions.
However, instead of firing their weapons they used wooden clappers to
simulate the noise of shots; such troops could scarcely present a danger
to the experienced French army. What Berthier could not know was that
at exactly this time, the commander of the Potsdam regiment was telling
Berlin that his muskets had become so worn with endless cleaning and
polishing that they could no longer be used to fire live ammunition; yet
other Prussian officers were claiming that the French evolutions did not
match their own standards.10 The state of the cavalry, which under
Frederick had been regarded as Prussia’s most formidable arm, was no
better. When the time came, so accustomed had the troops become to op-
erating in dense formation that it was impossible to make them go on pa-
trol or conduct reconnaissance.

As the French Revolutionary and later the Napoleonic armies over-
ran Europe, Prussia stayed on the margins. Its forces invaded France in
1792 but were repulsed by the famous cannonade at Valmy in September
of that year. After that they took no further part in the wars. Instead, they
turned into a military backwater where commanders, convinced of their
own superiority, clung obstinately to tradition, including the obligation on
all officers and men to follow the sovereign and wear ponytails.
Particularly prominent was Ernst von Rüchel, von Saldern’s disciple and
a man of whom Clausewitz wrote that he looked and acted as the “con-
centrated essence” of Prussianism. On one occasion he claimed that the
Prussian army had many Napoleons. On another he was present when
the Berlin Military Society, whose founder was the future military re-
former Gerhard von Scharnhorst, discussed the possibility that infantry
officers, instead of merely riding with their units as the regulations re-
quired, should learn how to command them in battle. Whereupon this
general, who was to play a critical role in the unfolding events, exclaimed:
“A Prussian nobleman never walks!” What a change from the time when,
at Torgau in 1760, Lieutenant General Johann von Hülsen, having had his
horse shot out from under him and unable to mount another one owing to
his injuries, had himself dragged to the front on top of a gun.11

By 1806, Prussia had signed an alliance with Russia and was prepar-
ing to fight Napoleonic France. The reigning monarch was Frederick
William III. He had ascended the throne in 1797 and was to remain on it
until 1840. As a boy, his tutor had been General von Scheelen, precisely
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one of those “demon drillmasters” who formed the backbone of the
Prussian army. He himself was pious and well-intentioned but narrow-
minded and shy, a man completely dominated by his beautiful young wife,
Queen Louise. Napoleon, who spent quite some time dining with him in
the summer of 1807, said of him that he was “good.” However, he also
found that the king would talk of little but “military headgear, buttons, and
leather knapsacks”; other subjects, including military matters, were be-
yond his comprehension.12 Out of 142 Prussian generals, 4 were over
eighty years of age. Thirteen were over seventy-nine, and 62, Rüchel him-
self included, over sixty. Even among the regimental and battalion com-
manders 25 percent were over sixty.13 Such men could be expected to
safeguard old bottles but not to pour new wine into them.

The commander in chief was the abovementioned Duke of Bruns-
wick. Forty years earlier Frederick II, one of whose principal lieutenants
he had been in the Seven Years’ War, had called him “my young hero.”
Tremendously brave, he ably commanded the Hanoverian army in north-
western Germany; his victory at the Battle of Krefeld (1758) made him
famous throughout Europe. Now, however, he was seventy-one years old.
A minor incident that took place on October 4, 1806, showed how at-
tached to the culture of war, how hidebound, forty years of peace had left
him. Frederick William had called a conference of his senior commanders
at Erfurt. The palaver took longer than expected, and it was still not over
at eleven o’clock, the appointed hour for changing the daily password. As
officers started gathering outside, the king, noticing them through the
window, gave Brunswick a new password to announce. The commander
in chief emerged from the door and immediately noted a minor catastro-
phe: the NCO and four men who should have been present in order to
prevent strangers from coming close and listening in were not standing at
their appointed posts.

With the king watching, the old field marshal marched around, berat-
ing his subordinates but unsure what to do next. Somebody pointed out
the possibility of using the two guards stationed at the entrance to the
building, but this still left him two men and one NCO short of the required
number. Luckily, help was at hand. A cart loaded with bread for a battal-
ion of grenadiers rumbled by. The soldier riding in it provided the neces-
sary NCO, but now a fresh disaster took place. The soldier did not carry a
carbine as per the regulations; instead, he had tied it to the cart so as to
keep his hands free! In the face of such a flagrant breach of discipline,
what to do? If he employed the man to defend the password from prying
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ears, he would be flouting the regulations; if he punished the soldier as he
deserved, the password could not be issued at all. Great consternation
and helplessness reigned until the field marshal cut through the Gordian
knot by issuing a special order. Only then could the new password be an-
nounced. “And that,” commented a future general and minister of war,
Hermann von Boyen, on whose eyewitness account these paragraphs are
based, “was the man who was about to lead us against Napoleon.”14

A few weeks later, at the double Battle of Jena-Auerstadt on Octo-
ber 14, 1806, Nemesis arrived. This is not the place to analyze the strategic
plans of both sides or describe the divisions that existed inside the
Prussian high command. Nor do I want to dwell on the immense gulf that
separated officers, who were privileged to wear the king’s coat, from the
downtrodden rank and file, most of whom were still serfs, little more than
human cattle without civic rights of any kind, brought to the battlefield by
the lash and kept there by their NCOs’ demi-pikes. This is the factor to
which most historians, especially nonmilitary ones who want to show how
“feudal” and “absolutist” Prussia still was, have attributed the defeat; why
should such soldiers fight? Yet while it is true that armies reflect the civil-
ian society of which they are a part, it is also true that any army is a sepa-
rate organization held together by bonds, which we have called the culture
of war, that civilian society shares, if at all, only to a limited extent.

A closer look at what actually happened on the field reveals a picture
that is rather different from the accepted one. The Prussian army that
went to war against Napoleon numbered little short of 200,000 men. It also
numbered 7,000 officers, a proportion not at all unusual for the armies of
the period. Of those officers, though, only 190—just over 21⁄2 percent—
were killed.15 The total number of Prussians who lost their lives in the dou-
ble battle is estimated at some 10,000; in other words, proportionally far
fewer of Frederick William’s officers died for their country than did those
in the rank and file. Yet these were highly privileged, handpicked men,
bred and raised for and in the service, sworn on their honor to defend
their sovereign, and steeped in a culture that, as Rüchel’s remark illus-
trates, was carried to the point where it had become counterproductive.

The behavior of the rank and file was entirely different. At Jena, the
most important single Prussian body consisted of twenty thousand in-
fantrymen under the Prince of Hohenlohe-Ingelfingen. For hours on end
they stood in line, three deep, near the village of Vierzehnheiligen at the
center of the front. Mechanically, they loaded, rammed the bullets down
the barrels, primed, aimed, fired their muskets, and poured volley after
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volley into—what? Opposing the Prussians were French tirailleurs, or
skirmishers, who had taken cover among the buildings of the village itself.
Behind the Prussians, Rüchel, with fifteen thousand men, was coming to
their aid, but for some reason he took four hours to cover six miles.
Isolated from the rest of the army, coming under murderous fire directed
at them by enemies they could not see, blanketed by the white smoke ris-
ing from their own weapons, gradually covered with soot, their bravery
(or perhaps it was merely unthinking stolidity) was amazing; probably no
other men in the world could have done half as much. Even as most of
their comrades lay on the ground dead or dying, clumps of soldiers still
went on with their routine.16

Had the outcome of the battle been determined by the resentment
felt by the common man against the sociopolitical conditions of the
Prussian state and his refusal to fight on its behalf, then the rank and file
should have fled while the officers held their ground. What happened,
however, was just the opposite. A culture of war developed from about
1700 on and was forged in the deadly struggles of the Prussian state
against its enemies. Crowned with success, naturally it was turned into
the country’s outstanding symbol of power. As such, it was applied me-
chanically and relentlessly for another forty years until it became second
nature. The effect on the officers was to make them conceited, timid, and
unwilling and unable to think. Any attempt to tamper with existing forms
was prohibited, any sort of enthusiasm discouraged.17 The effect on the
men was to make them do just what they had been drilled to do, even
under the most difficult circumstances, even though what they were
doing was entirely senseless, and even though, as the figures show, few of
their commanders were there to hold them in line. When the casualties
became intolerable, the army, and the culture that held it together, col-
lapsed like a house of cards.

As everything they had cultivated for decades on end proved to be
useless, the forces disintegrated very quickly. Having performed prodi-
gies of valor but finally unable to hold on, the remnants of Hohenlohe’s in-
fantrymen fled. As they did so, they collided with Rüchel’s troops, who,
moving with the usual steadiness on the parade ground, were just then
coming up from the rear. The result was the most indescribable chaos;
the German term versprengte, meaning “leaderless troops who have
been blown apart,” is said to have originated in this episode.18 Weeks,
even months were to pass before order was restored. Meanwhile, in the
words of one of Napoleon’s marshals, Jean Lannes, “the Prussian Army is
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so terrified that it lays down its arms whenever even a single Frenchman
makes his appearance.”19 The emperor was no less derogatory. In the
twenty-second bulletin of the Grande Armée he rhapsodized: “The
Prussian Army has vanished like autumn mist in front of the rising sun.”20

Reality lived up to this description. Previously even the critical
Scharnhorst had thought the bonds that held the army together would
survive a defeat, perhaps even more than one defeat; “our honor,” he
wrote, “as well as mutual trust, will remain intact.”21 Nothing could have
been further from the truth. Entire units, including many that had never
fired a shot, fled as if they had been pursued by the devil, or else they fell
over each other in their haste to give themselves up. Take Hohenlohe, who
had commanded the Prussian center. Though defeated and obliged to re-
treat, he still commanded a strong force of over ten thousand men. He also
had with him sixty-four guns, twenty more than the number with which
the French marshal Louis-Nicolas Davout had defeated a Prussian force
twice as large as his own at Auerstadt, and thirty-nine more than those
Napoleon himself had concentrated in order to form his “Grand Battery”
at Jena.22 Nevertheless, on October 28, having credulously accepted
Marshal Joachim Murat’s bluff that he was surrounded by a hundred thou-
sand French troops, he laid down his arms. Informing his officers of the
decision, he found that not one of them demurred; yet with proper leader-
ship they ought to have been able to get away to Stettin.23 Later not even
the future victor of Waterloo, Blücher, was able to avoid capture.

Untouched by the battles of October 14 were the great Prussian
fortresses at Erfurt, Magdeburg, Spandau, Stettin, and others farther east
in Silesia and along the Oder. Many of them were better-provisioned and
better-armed than the field army had been. Erfurt alone contained more
than ten thousand men, albeit they were demoralized and disorganized;
Magdeburg took in twenty-five thousand. Yet their governors, often elderly
veterans of the Seven Years’ War who had been given their posts so as to
save on pensions, did not even try to make a stand. One fortress, Küstrin,
fell when its commander, Colonel von Ingersleben, accepted a bribe. At one
point, so many places opened their doors more or less simultaneously that
Murat was hard-pressed to report their fall to his imperial brother-in-law.
The governor of Berlin, the same who had issued the famous proclamation
that the king had lost a battle and that it was the citizens’ “first duty” to re-
main calm, fled. In the armory he left fifty thousand muskets—brand new,
and technically somewhat superior to those used by the French. Later,
Napoleon used them to equip the troops he raised in Poland.
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Too soon, the French had reached as far east as the river Vistula.
Once again, history does not quite support the idea that it was the alien-
ation of the middle classes from the Prussian state that was responsible
for the defeat. As he retreated, not to say fled, in front of the French,
Captain August von Gneisenau, the future field marshal, found the popu-
lation well disposed toward him and the handful of troops he had been
able to rally. Wherever he went, they were willing to help, providing him
with shelter, food, warm clothing, transportation, and information; had it
not been for the assistance he got, he never would have been able to get
away.24 As had already been the case at Jena, the Prussian collapse pro-
ceeded from the officer corps down, not the other way around.

One evening, as the French approached the fortified town of Kolberg
in Pomerania, the burghers tried to rouse the colonel commanding the
garrison, only to be told that he had already gone to bed and could not be
disturbed. On the next day, when the first cannonballs were fired, they
learned that he wanted nothing more than to hoist the white flag as soon
as he could. In the end, they had to prevent him at the point of a bayonet
from doing so.25 Not long after this, Gneisenau arrived, now carrying his
new rank of major. Taking charge, he was able to hold on until peace was
finally signed at Tilsit in June 1807. He was, however, entirely excep-
tional. In the weeks following Jena-Auerstadt, so many of Frederick
William’s officers gave themselves up that Napoleon, not knowing what to
do with them, set most of them free on parole.

Writing not long before the war, the aforementioned Gerhard von
Scharnhorst voiced his opinion that when it came to carrying out evolu-
tions, the Prussian army had achieved “an excellence perhaps never to be
surpassed.” For that very reason, though, as soon as its officers reached
the field, they had no clue as to what they were to do. In putting the “art
of war” above the military virtues, the state was putting its existence in
jeopardy. Writing not long after the debacle, his protégé Carl von
Clausewitz agreed: endlessly drilled on the parade ground, the “spirit of
the army” had become “completely unwarlike.”26

On the other side of the hill, Napoleon, whose ability to arrange a show
was not the least of his qualities as a commander, was well aware of the role
that the culture of war had played in all this. First he had the monument to
the great Prussian victory over the French at Rossbach in 1757 dismantled
and transported to Paris, where it was re-erected not far from the Palais
Royal.27 He also took the trouble of traveling to the Garnisonkirche in
Potsdam, where he paid a solemn visit to Frederick’s tomb and took away
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the king’s three-pointed hat and dagger. A magnificent victory parade
through Berlin’s Brandenburg Gate sealed the victory.

Like the phoenix, the Prussian army did not die but rose out of its
crushing defeat. Taking the “wars of liberation” of 1813–15 as their start-
ing point, but increasingly looking back to the great days of Frederick II
as well, Prussian (later German) commanders during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries continued to cultivate the culture of war.28 No army
on earth took greater pride in its uniforms, trappings, flags, music, and
parades. None held its past in higher regard or devised more elaborate
ways of celebrating it; there was scarcely a public ceremony in which the
military, often supported by the numerous veterans’ organizations, did
not take a prominent part.

Still, in many ways this was now a progressive force, not a reac-
tionary one.29 However powerful the emphasis put on symbolic values in-
herited from the past, never again was there any question of allowing
tradition to smother the present to the extent that had been the case be-
tween 1763 and 1806. Partly sustained by their culture, the army, later
the armed forces as a whole, were able to develop a singular combination
of cohesion, strict discipline, high initiative, and the command system
known as mission-type orders (Auftragstaktik).30 These qualities in turn
helped the forces win a series of signal victories in the Wars of Unification
of 1864–71. Later they put on an outstanding, if ultimately unsuccessful,
military performance in both world wars.

Inside Germany during the century and a half in question, some
groups did what they could to rein in their country’s culture of war, which
they took for an instrument of reaction, feudalism, capitalism, imperial-
ism, and so many other bad things that one loses count. Some, especially
on the left, denounced it. Others, especially among the educated middle
classes, ridiculed it.31 However, there can be little question that the ma-
jority always admired it and supported it. Throughout the century and a
half after 1813, it was always the army that acted as the “school of the na-
tion,” not the other way around. Even during the days of the Weimar
Republic, when the Reichswehr was restricted to a hundred thousand
men, the veterans’ organizations numbered millions, thus helping pre-
serve and spread the military tradition. Had it not been for the strong and
widespread public support that the army and its culture received, then of
course none of the abovementioned wars would have been conceivable.

Outside Germany, attitudes were even more divided. Some foreign-
ers admired the magnificence of it all and tried to adapt it for use in their
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own armed forces. This even applied to former enemies. In the years be-
tween the end of the Seven Years’ War and the outbreak of the French
Revolution, “à la Prusse” became the model in places as far apart as Paris
and St. Petersburg. If Russia’s Peter II did not fight Frederick II to the
end, this was in part because of his admiration for the Prussian army; if
his wife, later known as Catherine the Great, may be believed, he tried to
emulate that army with the aid of toy soldiers that he even took to bed
with him.32 Something similar took place in the Anglo-Saxon world during
the last few decades before 1914, a time when few people in either
Britain or the United States, officers least of all, had any doubt that the
German army was the world’s best and most powerful.33 Not everybody,
though, was enchanted with the unfolding spectacle. There were always
those who shook their heads at the manifest spirit of “militarism.” Either
they saw it as a leftover from pre-modern times, as Herbert Spencer did,
or else they perceived it as a danger to their own countries, in France in
particular.

As a result of World War I, and even more so after World War II, many
historians started blaming militarism for everything that had gone wrong
with Germany. First, the armed forces were made to shoulder part of the
blame for the fact that the country had taken so long to turn itself into a
democracy. Next, they were accused of failing to resist Hitler and for
making possible, if they did not help commit, some of the worst war
crimes and atrocities of all times.34 Without question, there was a great
deal of truth in all this; still, there is no denying that, however terrible the
consequences, militarism helped account for the country’s unquestioned
military effectiveness.35 In a way, it did not matter. Whatever their posi-
tion, both sides, each in its own way and for its own purposes, freely ac-
knowledged the role played by the culture of war in constructing one of
the most formidable armed forces in the whole of history. As a practically
endless stream of publications and legions of collectors of militaria all
over the world prove, to this day it exerts a powerful—some would say
hideous—fascination.

As the German Democratic Republic and the German Federal
Republic started rebuilding their armed forces in the early 1950s, the
question of culture—in other words, what traditions they would cultivate
and how they would relate to their predecessors—had to be confronted.
The solutions adopted by the two states could not have been more differ-
ent.36 East of the Iron Curtain, the leaders of the GDR claimed to have
carried out a complete social, economic, and political revolution.
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Supposedly they cut all links with the previous state and society, putting
in their place one representing the very workers and peasants whom the
Nazis, capitalist toadies that they were, had brutally suppressed. This
break meant that they felt free to build up a new culture of war without
worrying too much about accusations of “militarism.” The way they saw it,
their state, having shed its old class character and led by the Communist
Party, could do no wrong. Neither, of course, could that state’s armed
forces.

The outcome was a paradox. The Nationale Volksarmee (NVA), or
National People’s Army, as it was called, regarded itself as the very oppo-
site of the old Prussian-German militarism, not entirely without reason.
After all, the “Junker caste,” which for two and a half centuries had
formed the backbone of that militarism, had been eliminated; those of its
members who did not cooperate were physically liquidated. Partly for
inner political reasons, partly because they always had their Soviet
“friends” looking over their shoulders, NVA commanders also went much
further than their Western counterparts in getting rid of old, allegedly un-
reliable former Wehrmacht personnel—even if, as often happened, doing
so involved a loss of military efficiency.37

On the other hand, precisely because the forces’ commanders and
their political bosses claimed that they had discarded that legacy, they
felt no compunction about taking up many of the trappings of that very
militarism. That included very strict discipline imposed from the top
down; the goose step; field-gray uniforms; insignia surprisingly similar to
those Hitler’s soldiers had worn; and even the jackboot. As early as 1956,
all of these were rehabilitated. As the official decree put it, the govern-
ment of the German Democratic Republic had successfully accomplished
its self-imposed mission of purging the country’s culture of war of its “re-
actionary” and “militarist” elements. As a result, that culture was once
again fit for use by the armed forces.38

Trappings alone, however, do not a culture of war produce. An armed
force with no tradition is like a person without a face; it does not know
what it is, let alone what it stands for and is supposed to fight and die for.
Marxism-Leninism had always had a strong historical orientation.
Accordingly, before long the GDR leaders, as well as the NVA’s own com-
manders, started scouring history for traditions they could adopt as their
own so as to provide “exemplary role models” and develop the troops’
“sense of honor.”39

First and foremost was the shining Soviet example as set in 1919–20
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and during the great anti-Fascist struggle of 1941–45.40 While it is true
that Prussians and Russians had cooperated in the war against Napoleon,
this emphasis on “socialist internationalism” sometimes led to strange re-
sults. For example, Seelow, on the river Oder, saw the construction of a
vast monument, accompanied by a museum, to commemorate the victory
of the Red Army in its battles against the German Wehrmacht in April
1945—surely the only time in history a monument was built in a country
to celebrate the defeat of that very same country.

Second only to the heroic Soviet liberators came “German revolution-
aries” of various periods. Prominent among them were the leaders of the
Peasants’ Revolt of 1525; some of the less wealthy, less bourgeois leaders
of the abortive revolution of 1848; the Spartacists, especially Karl
Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, who had tried to launch an equally
abortive Communist coup in 1919; and the troops of the Ernst Thaelmann
Battalion who had fought for the republic in Spain during the civil war
there. Some, but by no means all, of the members of the group that tried to
assassinate Hitler on July 20, 1944, were rehabilitated and joined the pan-
theon. So were a few “progressive” elements of the old Prussian army. For
example, Scharnhorst was metamorphosed from the son of a former NCO
in the army of Frederick the Great into a peasant’s son (Baurensohn).
Having had his record cleaned in this manner, in 1966 he enjoyed the
honor of having the NVA’s highest medal named after him; at a later point,
he even had a television film made about his life and career.

In 1979, other heroes of the “wars of liberation” also had medals
minted in their honor. The more time that passed, the more pronounced
the tendency of the GDR, whose territory did after all include the core
provinces of the old Prussian state, to adopt at least some of the traditions
of that state as its own. Gradually figures such as Frederick William I and
Frederick William II came to be seen in a different light; from feudal mon-
archs who had conspired with the nobility to exploit the peasants and the
workers they were transformed into men who had served their country
well.41 In 1979, even the statue of Frederick II, the greatest “militarist” of
them all, was rescued from oblivion and restored to its place on the Unter
der Linden in Berlin, where it still remains.

Looking back over the forty-five-year history of the GDR, we can see
how at first the state tried to make a complete break with Germany’s tra-
ditional culture of war. Later, however, the process went into reverse
gear—the more so because the GDR, like its neighbor to the west, always
claimed to represent the entirety of the German nation. Slowly and hesi-
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tantly, the NVA tried to harness additional elements of German history to
its cart, even if they were not strictly “proletarian” and “revolutionary,”
and even if they were not quite “internationalist.” All this preoccupation
with tradition was deliberately designed to promote the ideological
“steeling” of GDR troops in preparation for the “socialist class struggle” to
come.42 As official propaganda had it, by taking up and developing these
traditions, the NVA had made itself into the most worthy, most progres-
sive armed force in German history, a sharp contrast to the Bundeswehr,
which had never purged itself of its predecessors’ sins.

But did the culture thus called into being truly take root, or was it
just so much claptrap forced on the troops by power-hungry leaders who
themselves did not believe a single word they said? In post-unification
Germany, where almost everything East German is denounced and deni-
grated (often with very good reason), it is hard to get a reliable answer to
this question. During the last two decades or so of its existence, the NVA
was widely regarded as perhaps the most efficient non-Soviet armed
force in the Warsaw Pact nations.43 Publishing their memoirs, some of its
former troops expressed considerable pride in their service; its represen-
tatives, acting as advisers, spread all over the Third World from East
Africa to Cuba.44 On the other hand, it was never tested in battle.
Furthermore, the GDR was a totalitarian state where dissent and criti-
cism were not permitted; in it, merely to cast doubt on the effectiveness
of tradition was a punishable act. Perhaps the fact that in 1989 this state
collapsed with hardly a single officer or soldier lifting a finger to save it
speaks for itself.

While similar in the sense that an old culture of war had to be dis-
carded and a new one created, in other ways the situation in the Federal
Republic was entirely different. To be sure, the Western Allies made an
attempt at “de-Nazification,” having every German citizen fill in forms
concerning his or her involvement with the regime and imposing some
penalties on a minority of them. That apart, however, no far-reaching
purge, no redistribution of property, no revolution, not even the kind of
revolution that the Soviet Union forced on the Democratic Republic, took
place on West German soil. Instead, guided by Chancellor Konrad
Adenauer, a Catholic conservative, the West Germans went on to build up
a constitutional, democratic, law-abiding state provided with powerful
guarantees for human rights. Doing so, they came under constant
scrutiny by their allies in NATO and, later, the European Union; those al-
lies were always looking for signs of regression, as they still do.
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Thus both internal considerations and external pressures dictated
that when the Bundeswehr was established, it went far to reject the
legacy of the past. Two ideas in particular were critical to the process.
First there was the “citizen in uniform,” a notion that had few precedents
in the history of a country where the very term militia had long been
prohibited and where soldiers had always been an instrument, first of the
sovereign and then of the state. It meant that the army lost its special po-
sition in society, including of course the special status and the special
privileges that its members had long enjoyed. The second innovation,
“inner leadership” (Führung), was even more revolutionary. Here the
objective was to put an end to the strict old top-down discipline that, dur-
ing World War II, had provided countless soldiers with an excuse for par-
ticipating in countless atrocities—including, by way of a minor footnote,
the execution of more than fifteen thousand of their own comrades.45

The task of putting these concepts into practice proved very difficult.
As West Germans started rebuilding their country after 1945, millions of
them retreated into private life. Opposition to everything military was
both widespread and very vehement. For many years the most popular
slogan was “Nie wieder Krieg” (never again war); if in the years since
Germany’s reunification and the end of the Cold War that slogan is no
longer heard as often as before, in large part this is because it is taken for
granted.46 Yet West Germans were not necessarily ready to make a com-
plete break with the state’s previous armed forces. After all, millions of
their friends or relatives, or they themselves, had served in those forces;
they would resist being criminalized merely for having done so.47 As early
as the late 1940s public opinion was rejecting both Allied and German at-
tempts to put former officers on trial, and by the mid-1950s it largely suc-
ceeded in bringing those attempts to an end.

Caught between these pressures, the highly select group of defense
officials and former officers, which from 1953 on started planning for the
establishment of the Bundeswehr, had to tread very carefully indeed. On
one hand, the members of the Amt Blank, as it was known, had to avoid
any appearance of “militarism,” which became, and has remained, one of
the dirtiest words in the language. At the same time, they could not go very
far in denouncing Germany’s military past, specifically including its recent
past. Finally, unlike the GDR, the Bundesrepublik very soon turned itself
into a functioning democracy. Failure to take voters’ wishes into account
would readily be reflected in the opinion polls and in the vote counts.

The situation inside the Bundeswehr was equally complicated. Those
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who founded the force and commanded it during its first three decades
or so were, without exception, former Wehrmacht personnel, including
some ten thousand officers and thirty thousand NCOs. To be sure, they
had been handpicked to guarantee that they were “unblemished”—un-

belastet, as the saying went.48 Still asking that they apply their expertise
while at the same time requiring that they discard, even actively con-
demn, the culture in which many of them had served for years was per-
haps more than human nature could bear. For example, should they or
should they not be allowed to wear their wartime decorations? In princi-
ple, Wehrmacht decorations were no different from those of other
armies. However, some of them had been awarded by Adolf Hitler per-
sonally, and every one of them was stamped with the swastika. The even-
tual compromise, permitting the medals to be worn without the swastika,
satisfied nobody.

As on the east side of the intra-German border, the results were par-
adoxical. As far as external trappings went, the Bundeswehr resembled
the Federal Republic as a whole in that it was much less “German” and
much less “militarist” than its eastern counterpart. Field-gray uniforms
and goose-stepping parades were done away with, and hopefully never to
return. American-type combat boots and helmets, as well as the uniforms
worn by the troops, made them look very different from any previous
German armed force—a little less martial, perhaps, and not quite as
sharp. Nowhere was the change more evident than in the dress uniforms
officers wear. Breeches have been replaced by trousers, boots by parlor
shoes, tunics by shirts with civilian-type ties and dinner jackets. Much of
this seems designed to make commanders look as much like lackeys as
possible. Some people, indeed, would argue that they are lackeys.49

Yet the Bundeswehr differed from the NVA in that it was not an ide-
ologically committed force serving a revolutionary regime, but a suppos-
edly apolitical organization on the Western model. Hence originally it did
not go nearly as far as the NVA in banishing other remnants of Germany’s
military tradition. Instead, a line was drawn between a supposed minor-
ity of “bad” soldiers who had been Nazis and participated in atrocities and
the great majority of “good” ones who had merely served their country.
The former should be, and allegedly had been or would be, isolated, de-
nounced, and even punished. The latter should be left alone. They might
even deserve an honorable niche as soldiers who, however wicked the
leadership under which they had fought and the cause for which they had
fought, had done their duty in an “honorable” way.
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As time went on, there was a growing tendency to include even the
troops of the Waffen SS, an organization that the international military
tribunal at Nuremberg had designated as “criminal,” in the second cate-
gory. How problematic all this was, and remains, was perhaps illustrated
most dramatically in May 1985. As U.S. president Ronald Reagan pre-
pared to visit Germany, he was invited by Chancellor Helmut Kohl to in-
spect the military cemetery at Bitburg, where thousands of former
Wehrmacht troops are buried side by side with a few fallen Waffen SS
members. Following extensive diplomatic negotiations, Reagan com-
plied, but only after he and Kohl had paid a joint visit to the memorial to
the victims of the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, and only after he
had delivered an emotional speech in memory of those victims.

From time to time some Bundeswehr personnel would overstep the
limits of what was considered permissible—often, it must be said, with-
out any intention of doing so. Each time, the alarm announcing the pres-
ence of “right-wing extremist” tendencies was sounded and a public
scandal would ensue. This in turn would cause successive ministers of
defense to issue new, more restrictive decrees on what was considered
tradition-worthy and what was not. A few things, such as putting on dis-
play swastikas of any size, in any form, and for any purpose, have always
remained hors de loi. The same applies to German martial music origi-
nating in the Third Reich. Inside Germany, disseminating it and playing it
are strictly prohibited—which, of course, has given rise to a black market
in tapes and CDs as well as any number of Internet sites.

Concerning other traditions, a lively debate has raged. Now it was
permitted to honor former Wehrmacht generals by celebrating their
birthdays, inviting them to speak, and so on; now doing so was prohibited
under severe penalties. Now units, bases, casernes, and streets could be
named after World War II heroes; now all those names were proscribed
and assigned to oblivion. What made the situation even more confusing
was that some of the things German law did not allow were considered
permissible, even desirable, in other countries. For example, if one
wishes to see Wehrmacht flags, standards, uniforms, and insignia as they
really were, it is necessary to visit a museum located outside Germany’s
borders. And throughout the years 1975–85, the Pentagon often invited
former Wehrmacht commanders to participate in war games so as to
learn from their experience and put it to use.

Whenever a change was made, a lively debate would ensue. Socialists
were constantly claiming that what was taking place reflected a feeling of
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nostalgia for, or even a return to, the bad old days. Confronting them,
conservatives always argued that not everything in the past had been ab-
solutely bad and that an army, if it was to be a fighting force and not just
a bureaucratic machine, could not dispense with that past.50 Whenever a
left-wing government held office, as was the case from 1969 to 1982 and
again from 1998 to 2006, it would ratchet up the list of prohibitions—as,
for instance, Helmut Schmidt’s minister of defense, Hans Apel, did.
Whenever a right-wing government took over, as from 1982 to 1998 and
from 2006 on, it could do little to change the situation for fear of being
called Nazis both by its own people and by others.

Under such circumstances it is scant wonder that the “tradition-
worthy” sections of history from which the Bundeswehr was allowed to
draw its inspiration have tended to become progressively narrower. The
process worked in several directions. First, the distinction between
“good” and “bad” Wehrmacht generals was put aside, so anyone who had
been a senior commander under Hitler was ostracized. Next, the process
started moving down the military hierarchy. In the end, even figures such
as Hans-Joachim Marseille, an ace fighter pilot who gave his life for his
country in 1942 after having shot down more Allied aircraft than anyone
else (and who, as a devoted Catholic, was anything but a supporter of
National Socialism), were banned.

At first, only the years 1933–45 were exorcised. From 1968 on, how-
ever, there was a growing tendency to extend the shadows until they cov-
ered previous periods of German military history as well. Not only the
Panzer leader Heinz Guderian, not only the desert fox Erwin Rommel,
but Hans von Seeckt, Paul von Hindenburg, Erich Ludendorff, Alfred von
Schlieffen, and Helmut von Moltke disappeared. From heroes who had
served their country, they were turned into “militarist,” “reactionary,”
and “imperialist” villains; in today’s casernes, it is in vain that one looks
for their names or their portraits. Moreover, the Federal Republic during
most of its history has been vehemently anti-Communist and still retains
this character to some extent. Hence it could not follow the GDR by tak-
ing up left-wing revolutionary traditions; in this respect, its situation was
even worse than that of its sister on the other side of the border.

As of 2007, the results are there for anyone to see. The total number of
men who went through the German armed forces in 1939–45 is estimated
at almost eighteen million; how many more did so in the two centuries be-
fore World War II is impossible to say. Of these, the only ones whose deeds
are still considered worthy of official recognition are those who tried to as-
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sassinate Hitler on July 20, 1944—a group that numbered a few hundred
officers at the very most, and whose members were anything but represen-
tative of the forces as a whole. The situation is made doubly ironic by the
fact that most of the officers in question were not liberal democrats, let
alone politically correct left-wing pacifists. Instead, almost to a man, they
were old-fashioned, dyed-in-the-wool Prussian-German nationalists.51

Their objective was to save Germany as they understood it—meaning, es-
sentially, a return to a pre-1914, even pre-1871, regime that would incorpo-
rate many authoritarian elements. Had General Ludwig Beck, Colonels
Schenk von Stauffenberg and Henning von Tresckow, and their fellow con-
spirators been able to witness some of the uses to which their names are
put today, no doubt they would have wished that they had never been born.

Service personnel taking military education courses in other coun-
tries will spend some of their time mulling over the things those coun-
tries stand for and they themselves are supposed to risk their lives for;
not so Bundeswehr personnel, who are made to spend at least as much
time discussing warnings concerning the awful things Germans did
when they were still Nazis and which should never, ever, be repeated.
Throughout the Bundeswehr’s numerous installations, one will look in
vain for any attempt to celebrate the periods in military history before
1813 (when “patriarchal feudalism,” “militarism,” “authoritarianism,”
and other “preindustrial values” allegedly reigned) and after 1815 (when
those bad things not only reigned supreme but became increasingly
mixed up with nationalism and National Socialism as well).52 In compar-
ison with similar institutions in other countries, German military acade-
mies, staff colleges, and other educational institutions have an empty,
bare, functional, and soulless appearance. The relics of the “wars of 
liberation” apart, almost the only items on display pertain to the
Bundeswehr’s own history. However, since the Bundeswehr has never
gone to war, the ability of those items to excite and inspire is limited. It
is not colored pieces of metal, wood, and cloth that count but the deeds
they represent. The Bundeswehr in 2003 was able to earn some praise
by helping build dikes along the Elbe; however, as a basis for military tra-
dition, this is clearly insufficient.

Yet even as the list of those whom Bundeswehr personnel are allowed
to remember is being progressively cut, more than a few Germans feel that
the purge has still not been carried sufficiently far. Take the case of Ralph
Giordano. The son of an Italian father and a German Jewish mother,
Giordano spent World War II in Hamburg trying to prevent the Gestapo
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from catching up with him; later
he became a well-known journal-
ist. As he wrote in 2000, to him
and his family the Wehrmacht was
the enemy. Every victory it won
was a disaster, every defeat it suf-
fered a blessing that brought de-
liverance that much closer. In his
view, an armed force whose oper-
ations permitted genocide to take
place does not have, cannot have,
anything that is worth preserving
for the present; nor did any of its
predecessors during at least the
previous 130 years. Yet Giordano
is but one prominent voice in a
chorus made up of left-wingers.
Had they had their way, the
Bundeswehr would have called
its bases exclusively after figures
such as Otto Bruser, a seventeen-
year-old Jehovah’s witness who in the spring of 1944 refused to enlist and
subsequently was put on trial, convicted, and executed.53

Given the terrible historical background, all this is perfectly under-
standable. On the other hand, it is indisputable that an armed force, if its
members are to fight and die for their country, must have a culture of
war—and also that the examples on which that culture draws cannot be
of the kind that Giordano and many others inside and outside Germany
regard as the only suitable ones. Contrary to what one might expect, the
fact that over sixty years have passed since 1945 does not make things
any easier. Partly because practically all those involved are now dead,
partly because the end of the Cold War has in some ways pulled the rug
out from under the Bundeswehr’s feet, in many ways the more time that
passes, the more thorough the soul-searching that has been going on.
Both inside and outside Germany, many would consider the constant
confrontation—Bewältigung, “overcoming,” as it is called—with the
past to speak in the country’s favor. For the Bundeswehr, however, it has
made things very difficult indeed.

Though “inner leadership” has become the subject of a vast litera-

The soulless machine; title page of a book 
about the German Bundeswehr
FROM THE GOOSE STEP IS VERBOTEN
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ture, nobody knows what it stands for. Merely to understand the code of
military justice, with its countless paragraphs, reservations, and qualifi-
cations, requires a legal genius. In too many cases the system, such as it
is, has led to lax discipline; in others it has degenerated into the so-called
eleventh commandment, “Be nice to each other.” The idea of the “citizen
in uniform,” too, has led to some remarkable results. Conscripts, most of
them originating in the lower social classes (the sons of the higher ones
are much more likely to opt for civilian service instead), look and behave
as if they had caught a bad number in a lottery. Professionals, officers
above all, regard themselves as little but uniformed state employees who
happen to wear a funny sort of clothes to work and whose specialty—
more in theory than in fact—is the use of violence on behalf of the state.54

One does not have to be a “militarist” or a right-wing extremist to note
the peculiar smell that prevails throughout the Bundeswehr. That smell is
made up of impersonal bureaucratic procedures, political correctness,
and the obsequiousness that results when people worry lest speaking up
will lead to bad consequences.

Representatives of the right lament the situation, claiming that this is
no way to build a fighting force and that if Germany ever again goes to war
the consequences could be dire. Many representatives of the left also
lament it, either because they feel that Germany’s culture of war still car-
ries too many relics of the past or because they object to any culture of the
kind and would like to see it abolished altogether—“an army without
pathos,” as the forces’ founding fathers put it. Meanwhile, the Bundeswehr,
though many of its personnel are as able and as willing as soldiers any-
where else, is caught in the middle. Much of what other armed forces, its
own allies included, take for granted is prohibited to it; it is damned if it
does and damned if it does not. As far as active soldiers are concerned,
merely to mention that the problem exists may lead to instant dismissal. A
former inspector-general, who after his retirement enjoys greater freedom
than the rest, put it very well: “We are a broken nation.”55 How much time
must pass until the situation changes, and what the consequences for
Germany and the world may be if it does change, remains to be seen.
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M en without chests” are men who, not having a culture of war
and perhaps even looking down on the very idea, refuse to

stand up and defend themselves almost regardless of the provocation to
which they are subjected. As long as peace prevails, they do their best 
to look away. When war gets under way, instead of arming themselves and
fighting, they either hide, run, or pray. For our purpose, the sequence of
cause and consequence is immaterial. In other words, it does not matter
whether the neglect of the culture of war leads to the failure of the will to
fight or the other way around. Nor, since the readiness to fight and the
culture in which it is partly rooted are mainly mental phenomena, does it
matter whether it is perceived or real.

As one might expect, men without chests are not the product of a
single society. They may be found at all times and places—but especially
in societies that have enjoyed the blessings of peace for very long. Here is
Priam, king of Troy, giving some of them a piece of his mind: “Worthless
children, shameful creatures! If only all of you had been killed together,
instead of Hector . . . I begat the best sons in Troy, and I tell you not one
of them is left . . . But these shameful ones are still here, these boasters
and dancers, the best men of the dance-floor, robbers of sheep and goats
among their own people!”1 Or take the Chinese idea of wen, best under-
stood as “cultural attainment.” It has no use for physical strength, speed,
and endurance. Instead it makes scholars civilized, gentle, refined, hu-

19
Men Without Chests
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mane, soft-spoken, bashful, and often possessed of a feminine body as
well; lack of exercise and a sedentary lifestyle do not normally for a war-
like nature make.2 In all this it is the opposite of wu, or martial virtue.

Perhaps the best single example of a people without chests are the
Diaspora Jews—though some would say that modern Europeans, refus-
ing to confront the growing Muslim threat in their own countries and
abroad, are moving in the same direction.3 As many parts of the Old
Testament bear witness, originally the Israelites who left Egypt, crossed
the Sinai, conquered the land of Canaan, and went on to found the
Kingdom of David were as warlike as any other contemporary people and
developed a culture to match.4 The tradition was continued through late
Hellenistic times, when a Jewish state ruled by the Hasmoneans was able
to maintain an independent existence over a century or so, and when
Jews were apparently employed as mercenaries by the kings of Egypt. It
had its last great revival in the vast rebellions against Rome that swept
over Judea in A.D. 66–70 and 132–35. A few traces of it can still be found
in the Talmud, which was written in the two and a half centuries after
those events, and which expresses some pride in the second of these
episodes in particular.5

As the armies of the emperors Vespasian, Titus, and Hadrian put
down the rebellious Jews, the country was devastated. Hundreds of thou-
sands lost their lives or were captured and enslaved; the rest, inspired by
a famous rabbi named Yochanan Ben Zakai (ca. A.D. 1–80), went on to
build up an entirely new kind of Jewish culture. In it, the national identity
was based almost exclusively on religious worship and scholarship, and
neither war nor its culture was allowed to play any part. The same was
even more true of the growing majority of the Jewish people who were
driven into exile or, seeking a better life, went there of their own free will.
Widely dispersed, living on foreign soil, without a polity of their own,
often barely tolerated, and always almost completely defenseless in the
face of their more numerous neighbors, it is hardly surprising that they
quickly lost touch with their warlike past.

As the centuries progressed, things went much further still. It ap-
pears that some Jews continued to serve in the Roman army, only to
be expelled from it by the Christian emperor Theodosius II, who issued
a series of laws against them in A.D. 410–39.6 Later, Jews were entirely
absent from the medieval heroic tradition, be it Beowulf, the Chanson

de Roland, the Arthurian legends, the Scandinavian sagas, or the
Nibelungenlied. As one mid-twentieth-century song jokingly put it,
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being a knight and slaying dragons was no job for a fellow called
Gruenbaum. On rare occasions, individual Jews might join armies belong-
ing to the rulers of the countries in which they lived and participate in
war. In that case, however, the question always remained what they
should do if they encountered each other in the field. Should they put the
service allegiance that separated them ahead of their religious bonds, or
the other way around?

Moreover, keeping up the Jewish way of life while on campaign could
be very difficult, as it consisted of hundreds upon hundreds of command-
ments, such as gathering the ten men needed to pray to the Lord (min-

yan), observing the Sabbath, eating kosher food, consuming alcoholic
drinks, finding a Jewish bride, and even obtaining the kind of burial 
that would lead to resurrection on the Day of Judgment. Hence, the few
Jews who served—including, apparently, a few convicted Marranos in
seventeenth-century Peru who, instead of being executed in an auto-da-
fé, were sentenced to the galleys—always stood in danger of losing touch
with their own people.7 This was what often happened to the youngsters
from the Pale of Settlement forcibly enlisted in the army of the Russian
tsar during the first half of the nineteenth century.8

Some popular religious festivals, notably Hanukkah, which was cele-
brated in memory of the Hasmoneans and their uprising against King
Antiochus of Syria in 168 B.C., still preserved some traces of martial pride,
but most did not. Jewish leaders involved in foreign affairs focused on
placating Gentile rulers, often with the aid of bribes. Meanwhile, the rab-
bis drew further and further away from any involvement with war and its
culture. The process whereby the quill took the place of the sword was
carried to the point where passages in the Old Testament were reinter-
preted to remove any reference to military affairs. For example, the book
of 2 Samuel presents King David as a conquering hero. Along with his
army, he went on countless campaigns against every neighboring people
in turn until his rule extended from Damascus all the way to the Red Sea.
Yet medieval sources put an allegorical gloss on the story, turning him
into a rabbi who taught his yeshiva students how to worship the Lord.9

None of this is to deny that surviving in the Diaspora often required
enormous courage. However, it was the courage not of the warrior, with
which we are concerned throughout this volume, but that of the victim
and the refugee. The former centers on honor, pride, and the determina-
tion to sell one’s life dearly if necessary, emotions that are inconceivable
without a well-developed culture of war. The latter, by contrast, rests on

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_05_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:35 AM  Page 377



3 7 8 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

evading, hiding, and turning the other cheek in a desperate attempt to
survive at almost any cost save surrendering one’s religious adherence. In
time the belief that Jews, lacking a martial tradition, were cowards born
and bred who could not, would not, stand up for themselves even when
pressed became well-nigh universal. So much so, in fact, that it would be
hard to say who was more strongly attached to the stereotype, anti-
Semitic Gentiles or the Jews themselves.

To the Enlightenment, with its strong anti-religious bent and empha-
sis on toleration, Jews were no longer simply the devilish enemies of God
they had been for centuries on end. Instead, though their basic humanity
was granted, they became a blot on the landscape, a glaring eyesore
whose very presence put in question the anticipated progress of man 
toward equality and perfection.10 Hence the rise of the idea, during the
last years before 1789, that they should be freed from discrimination and
educated. Having once overcome their “clannish religious opinions,” they
would cease to be Jews and become citizens instead.11 However, the rel-
evance of this to our theme is limited. Many representatives of the
Enlightenment set themselves up against existing states, specifically in-
cluding the allegedly often foolish and often unnecessary wars that those
states waged among themselves. The emphasis was on creating human
beings, not soldiers. To most of those who wished to emancipate the
Jews, doing so meant infusing them with culture in general, rather than
instilling them with the culture of war.

This kind of reasoning did not survive the dawning of the nationalist
age. Increasingly as the nineteenth century progressed, the equality and
perfectibility of all men were replaced by the perfectibility of each nation
separately and its claim to superiority over all the rest. Furthermore, the
Enlightenment had put its faith in timeless, universal reason. By contrast,
the nineteenth century, and its last two-thirds in particular, was the age
of historically based ideologies. Wherever one looked, states and nations,
attempting to establish their own unique origins and nature, were busily
manufacturing histories for themselves. Wars, campaigns, battles, com-
manders, soldiers, and heroic deeds figured very prominently in those
histories. Sometimes this was taken to the point where these elements of
war almost supplanted everything else; decades of scholarship went into
rediscovering and refurbishing them. At the same time they were pressed
into the service of patriots bent on maintaining their countries’ power
and increasing it if possible.

Against this background, the Jews were like a flag on a windless day.
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While others had fought and bled, they had been confined to the over-
crowded, filthy ghettos. Hardly ever had they taken part in the armed
struggles for independence and territorial expansion, real or imaginary,
that were now being elevated to the essence of each nation’s history; in
Austria, for example, the prohibition on Jewish soldiers was lifted only in
1788. Even after the emancipation had begun, the legacy of centuries of
seclusion, voluntary or other, prevented them from breathing free and
spreading out. They remained an almost exclusively urban population, af-
flicted with all the diseases that such a population suffered. Supposedly
this gave them furtive movements—later, the Nazis were to compare them
with rats. They also were alleged to have flat feet, huge noses, squinting
eyes, crooked backs, and sunken (the Nazis said apelike) chests.

Jews were said to possess rounded, effeminate bodies. They could
neither stand up straight, stride proudly, talk clearly, nor look people in
the face, let alone endure the physical exertion and deprivation that wag-
ing war requires. Unruly and unable to either obey or command, they
could not even cooperate with one another to form an army, engage in
training, and take unified action. To cap it all, Jews, although well known
for trading in horses, were unable to ride those indispensable instru-
ments and symbols of war; so unwarlike was their nature that they had to
be saved from their enemies by their dangerously scheming, if darkly at-
tractive, women.12 On occasion these images were projected far back in
time so as to cover not just contemporary Jews but their biblical ances-
tors as well—as, for example, in Judith, a play by the famous Austrian
author Johann Nestroy (1801–62).

Still, both during the Enlightenment and in the first half of the nine-
teenth century the “Jewish problem” was thought to be religious, eco-
nomic, and political. To be sure, the qualities attributed to Jews were
unpleasant enough. However, it was supposed that they originated in their
owners’ false education and the difficult conditions under which they
lived, not in what would nowadays be called “genes” and what people at
that time used to call “blood.” Drag them out of their backwardness—even
by discriminating against them, if necessary—and those qualities and the
Jews themselves would ultimately disappear. Throughout the hundred
years from 1780 to 1880, the objective was to acculturate and assimilate
(first into humanity, then into each nation separately), not to segregate
and ultimately destroy. This was true even of famous anti-Semites such as
the writer Paul de Lagarde and the historian Heinrich von Treitschke.13

As racist thought began to take hold during the second half of the
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nineteenth century, the situation changed. Perhaps the best-known rep-
resentative of the new form of anti-Semitism was Houston Stewart
Chamberlain (1855–1927). An Englishman born and bred, Chamberlain
turned his back on his own country, which he accused of being sunk in
materialism and commercialism. Instead he became an admirer of
Germany and of Wagner, and ended up marrying the latter’s only daugh-
ter. In 1899 he published The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century,

a wide-ranging, pseudo-scholarly treatise that was to become the bible of
at least two generations of anti-Semites.

The way Chamberlain reconstructed history, the best Israelites had
not really been Israelites at all. For example, Moses was “probably a perfect
Egyptian.” King David, of whom the bible says that he had “red” (blond,
Chamberlain claimed) hair and “beautiful eyes,” was an “Amorite.”14 This,
however, was by no means the whole of the picture. Originally the
Israelites, miserable creatures though they were, comprised two separate
if closely related peoples, the Josephites (whose principal tribes were
those of Ephraim and Manasseh) and the sons of Judah. Of the two, the for-
mer were much more important and successful. The latter, by contrast,
were a kind of sickly appendage made worse by an admixture of Hittite
blood.15 They were only able to keep alive thanks to their manlier, more
heroic brethren to the north. With the destruction of the Kingdom of Israel
at the hands of the Assyrians in 721 B.C., the Israelites disappeared from
the stage of history, leaving the miserable sons of Judah alone in a world
with which they were ill suited to cope. It was from these people that sub-
sequent Jews inherited their racial soul.

The nature of that soul could be seen in every field from scholarship
to music and from productive work (in which Jews did not engage) to
politics. Still, perhaps the one in which it was most manifest was precisely
the one in which we are interested in here. Chamberlain explains that
there were Celtic, Germanic, and even Slavic and Indian heroes; he
specifically speaks of Siegfried, Tristan, Perceval, Roland, Marco
Kraljevich of Kosovo fame, and Rama.16 All of them were characterized by
their heroic courage, their clear preference for honor over earthly pos-
sessions, and their fealty unto death, qualities in which they were often
inspired by their “tender, brave and chaste” women. Most important of
all, they were endowed with the singular ability to transform the most
crushing defeat into posthumous victory, thus turning them into the stuff
of legend on which subsequent generations could and did build their cul-

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_05_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:35 AM  Page 380



C O N T R A S T S 3 8 1

ture of war. Contrast that, Chamberlain continues, with the biblical
Samson, the only Jewish hero (most Jewish heroes, as we saw, were not
Jews at all) he mentions by name. Samson’s strength lay in his hair. In the
end, as we know, he allowed himself to be shorn both of his hair and of his
strength by a scheming, sluttish woman.

Strange as they may seem in retrospect, Chamberlain’s ratiocinations
concerning the Jews’ nature in general and lack of a proper martial spirit
in particular were entirely typical and were endlessly repeated both in
scholarly literature and in more popular works sold in the streets. At best
the Jews, having gone through so much, were graciously forgiven for
what they had become. A very good example was the French writer
Charles Péguy (1873–1914). Péguy was a fervent nationalist who never-
theless surrounded himself with Jewish friends and was reluctant to part
with them. What he admired were the sufferings inflicted on their people
by history, and the spiritual depth that was the result of those suffer-
ings.17 At worst the accusations were vulgarized, as in Hitler’s Mein

Kampf, where German Jews are accused—falsely, as it turns out—of fail-
ing to do their duty in the world war and of spreading syphilis as well.18

What makes all this really interesting is that it was not limited to
Gentile anti-Semites but was often taken over by the Jews themselves. At
times they even used the image for their own purposes. For example, the
first Polish partition of 1772 brought large numbers of Jews under
Prussian rule (previously only a relative handful had been permitted to
settle). Their representatives traveled to Berlin in order to persuade
their new sovereign, Frederick II, that they would not do as soldiers and
should be exempted from military service. The king hesitated, asked
around, and conducted some experiments. However, in the end he
granted their request—after making them pay additional taxes.
Consequently the enlistment of Jews into the Prussian army was delayed
by forty years. It was only in 1812, during the period of military reform,
that the laws concerning conscription were extended to Jews so that they
could serve in the “wars of liberation” like anyone else.19 Half a century
after that, the spectacle of Jewish soldiers wearing uniforms, bearing
arms, and going on campaign for the first time was still considered suffi-
ciently interesting to inspire some works of art.

Once the ghetto had been left behind, a growing number of assimi-
lated Jews tried to gain acceptance on the part of Gentile society by ren-
dering faithful service in the armed forces of the countries in which they
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lived. This was especially true in countries that had introduced general
conscription, and especially in Germany and France. Jewish soldiers par-
ticipated in every one of Prussia’s wars from 1813 on. Napoleon’s sum-
moning of a Sanhedrin (Jewish supreme council) in 1806 was specifically
meant to ensure that Jews, as a condition for retaining the equal rights
they had been granted in 1791, would serve in the army like anyone else.
Dreyfus, after all, was a brilliant graduate of the École Polytechnique and
a promising officer on the general staff.

That, however, was but part of the story. Though Jews did serve, very
often they failed to obtain the kind of martial recognition they craved,
causing some of them to descend into self-hatred. Here is what one ex-
tremely successful businessman, government official, politician, and au-
thor had to say about the matter just before the turn of the twentieth
century:

Your east Mediterranean appearance is not very well appreciated by
the northern tribes. You should therefore be more careful . . . [not to
become] the laughing stock of a race brought up in a strictly military
fashion. As soon as you have recognized your un-athletic build, your
narrow shoulders, your clumsy feet, your sloppy, rounded shape,
you will resolve to dedicate a few generations on the renewal of your
appearance.20

As if this were not provocative enough, the article carried the title
“Hear, O Israel,” after the most important Jewish prayer of all. Its author
was Walter Rathenau, who one historian said “incarnated the spirit of the
times in his own person.”21 For reasons that were part personal, part so-
cial, Rathenau’s fondest wish was for his sovereign, Emperor Wilhelm II,
to appoint him a lieutenant of the reserve. His failure to realize his
dream may well have been the bitterest disappointment of his life, send-
ing him into a mental crisis from which he took several years to recover.
Perhaps it was fitting that in 1922 he was killed at the hands of anti-
Semitic assassins.

Zionists, too, took up the image of the unmilitary Jew, and indeed as
time went on its role in building up their movement’s own ideology and
culture grew. Among its propagators were many of the movement’s most
prominent leaders and writers, figures whose names are still carried by
streets, squares, and neighborhoods in practically every Israeli city, town,
and settlement. Consider the most important leader of all, Theodor Herzl.
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Herzl was born in Budapest in 1860, the son of a well-to-do and assimi-
lated family. Later he was given a typical liberal education that laid very
little stress on Judaism but centered around the humanist values instead.

Throughout his eight-year period of Zionist activity, Herzl tended to
underplay the role that armed force, as distinct from political, economic,
and organizational activities, would have to play in the “colonization” of
Palestine by the Jews. In part, he may well have been sincere in his atti-
tude; one of his closest friends was Bertha von Suttner.22 There may, how-
ever, have been other considerations, too. First, the conversations he
held with various European rulers gave him good reason to believe that
the powers that be, above all the Ottoman Empire, would not take kindly
to the establishment of a strong Jewish state in the Middle East.23

Second, there was no need to draw the attention of his fellow Zionists to
the violent resistance that their movement probably would meet on the
part of the settled inhabitants of the Land of Israel.

Be this as it may, in his diary Herzl struck a different tone. Already
during his student days in Vienna he was confronted by the fact that
some of the dueling societies there would neither admit Jews nor give
Jews satisfaction. The resulting humiliation continued to preoccupy him
for decades thereafter. It may explain why, daydreaming about the fu-
ture, he noted that the Jewish state would permit and even encourage
dueling so as to restore the Jews’ long-lost sense of honor.24 Visiting the
Land of Israel in 1898, he considered the Jews he met there shy and 
narrow-minded. What a surprise, then, to watch a demonstration by some
early Zionist settlers who, imitating their Arab neighbors, galloped
around on their horses and fired their weapons into the air to welcome
him. This flew straight in the face of every anti-Semitic stereotype; so
strong was the impression that it brought tears to his eyes. He considered
the episode sufficiently important to work it into his programmatic novel,
Old-New Land. There, a crusty old Prussian officer named Otto von
Koenigshof is made to compare the Jewish horsemen with Frederick II’s
cavalry at Rossbach, no less.25

The most important early-twentieth-century Jewish poet was Chaim
Nahman Bialik. Born in 1873, a native of the Ukraine, Bialik grew up in
poverty and later made his living as a teacher and a masterly writer of
Hebrew. Right from the beginning he was obsessed with the humiliation
of being Jewish and with reviving ancient Jewish heroism, only to be dis-
appointed by what followed. The disappointment in turn led to the com-
position of his best-known work, a poem called “The City of Slaughter.”

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_05_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:35 AM  Page 383



3 8 4 T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  W A R

The city in question was Kishinev, in western Ukraine. In April 1903
it witnessed a pogrom, the same one that caused the family of future
Israeli prime minister Golda Meir to leave for the United States. The poet
minces no words in denouncing the rabble’s deeds, including murder by
means of spikes driven into people’s heads, and shaking his fist at the God
who had permitted those deeds to take place. However, his strongest
censure is reserved for the Jews themselves. Physically degenerate
(Herzl had claimed that “they have the bodies and souls of small trades-
men”), lacking courage, the only thing they cared about were their pos-
sessions; in his notes, taken on the spot, Bialik explains how they
mourned each broken piece of crystal. Untrained in the use of weapons,
when the mob came for them they could think of nothing better to do
than to hide in “shitholes.” Next, the men who had not been killed “like
dogs” ran to the rabbis to ask whether the law still permitted them to
sleep with their poor violated wives.26

Bialik’s poem was translated into Russian by Ze’ev Jabotinsky
(1880–1940), the man who
later founded the right-wing
Zionist Revisionist move-
ment, which in turn became
the parent of the present-
day Likud Party. Jabotinsky
added a preface in which 
he called Bialik “my elder
brother in spirit” and claimed
that “The City of Slaughter”
reflected the Jewish experi-
ence as no other did.27 His
own strictures on Jewish life
might have come (and per-
haps did come) straight out
of some anti-Semitic hand-
book:

“The Jew . . . is always afraid, 
frightened of the sound of a 
driven leaf”; Ze’ev Jabotinsky 
in the uniform of a 
British lieutenant.
ZIONIST ARCHIVE

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_05_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:35 AM  Page 384



C O N T R A S T S 3 8 5

We live in the narrow confines of the ghetto and see at every step
the contemptible pettiness which developed as a result of oppres-
sion over many generations, and is so unattractive . . . And what is
truly exalted and glorious, our Hebrew culture, we do not see. The
children of the masses see a bit of it in the heder [rabbinical elemen-
tary school], but there Judaism is presented in such a pathetic form
and in such ugly surroundings that it cannot inspire love. It is differ-
ent with the children of the middle class; these are denied even that;
practically none of them know anything at all of the history of our
people; they don’t know about its historic function as a “light unto
the nations” of the white race, its great spiritual power . . . they only
know the Judaism which their eyes see and their ears hear. And
what is it that they see? They see the Jew who is always afraid,
frightened of the sound of a driven leaf; they see that he is chased
from every place and insulted everywhere and he doesn’t dare to
open his mouth and answer back . . . Each time a Jewish boy leaves
home for school, his mother tells him not to stand out, lest he be
seen or heard.28

Lamenting or denouncing Jewish weakness, cowardice, and lack of
a martial spirit was one thing, doing something about it another. At
least one Zionist, Adolf Bruell (1846–1908), advocated the use of mixed
marriages in order to infuse the Jews with soldierly blood.29 As Turkey
joined World War I at the end of 1915, Jabotinsky, now a well-known
Zionist leader, sought to solve the problem in a different way. He de-
voted much of his efforts to the establishment of a Jewish Legion under
British command.

The volunteers he had in mind would come from neutral countries
such as Scandinavia and, before 1917, the United States as well. Others
would be drawn from belligerent nations where, since they were living
there as foreigners, they were not subject to conscription. First they
would go to Egypt and receive military training. Next they would assist in
the British war effort that was being mounted against the Ottoman
Empire; after that, they would act as the nucleus of a Jewish army to
come. As one of the soldiers who joined the scheme later put it, their goal
was not so much “strategic” as to “shed their blood as an educational
value for future generations.”30 In other words, they would set an exam-
ple on which a new culture of war could be built.

On the whole, the movement was not a success. One reason for this
was because the War Office was not interested in setting up a force whose
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minuscule military value would probably be much outweighed by the po-
litical trouble it would create among Britain’s would-be Arab allies in the
Middle East. Even after the wind changed and it reluctantly gave its as-
sent, most of the men Jabotinsky had in mind, lacking both fighting spirit
and a culture in which it might have been rooted, preferred to stay where
they were. He personally went to Whitechapel, a poor district in east
London, in a quest for volunteers among the Russian Jews who had set-
tled there. The borough was just then going through a tremendous boom.
Its residents lost no time in telling their would-be savior that they were
tailors; the last thing they wanted was to play at war in the ranks of an im-
perial power to which they did not feel any strong bonds.31 So vehement
was the opposition that at one point the police had to rescue Jabotinsky
from being mobbed. In the end only a few hundred men signed up and
served against the Ottomans, first at Gallipoli and later in the Sinai Desert
and Jordan Valley.

Though he was unwilling to speak up publicly about these matters,
Herzl himself spent hours speculating about the methods necessary for
the “maintenance of manly discipline” among his followers. At the same
time, it would be necessary to inoculate the new Jewish army against var-
ious kinds of irregularities that afflicted other armed forces. There would
be “national festivals with gigantic spectacles, colorful processions,
etc.—e.g., on the foundation day of the State.” Using yellow as its pre-
ferred color, the state would hand out decorations similar to the French
Légion d’Honneur; above all else, it would adopt a flag. “A flag, what is
that? A stick with a rag on it? No, Sir, a flag is more than that. With a flag
one can lead men wherever one wants, even into the Promised Land. For
a flag men will live and die; it is, indeed, the only thing for which they are
ready to die in masses, if one trains them for it.”32

Another way to transform the “little Jews”—the contemptuous ex-
pression, originating with the anti-Semites, is found repeatedly in Herzl’s
diary—was to provide them with a proper physical education. In his
book, he proposed to do this by means of rifle clubs, ball games, and row-
ing. All of these had proved their value in Switzerland and England; why
not use them to transform the Jews as well?33 The most prominent expo-
nent of sport as a vehicle for national regeneration was his close friend
Max Nordau (1849–1923). Like Herzl, Nordau was born in Budapest.
From there he made his way to Paris, where he worked as a physician and
came into close contact with the city’s downtrodden—but also with con-
temporary modern art, for which he had no appreciation whatsoever. In
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1892 he published an international best-seller, Degeneration, which set
forth the supposedly nefarious effects of modern civilization. Prominent
among them were urban life, commerce, consumerism, and the speed of
transport made possible by the rise of the railways. Another factor was
the superabundance of news arriving from all quarters of the world; in
the face of all those disasters, how could one expect to retain one’s san-
ity? All this spelled ruin for people’s minds and bodies, inducing uncer-
tainty, effeminacy, neurasthenia, and in the end, madness.

As with so many of his fellow Jews, some of Nordau’s ideas can be
traced back to the anti-Semites. In his case the key figure was Friedrich
Ludwig Jahn (1778–1852). The proclaimed ideal of the “father of German
gymnastics” had been to create sound minds in sound bodies. Though
Jahn had prohibited Jews from joining his movement, Nordau was quite
prepared to acknowledge his influence. What could be more natural than
to try to regenerate the Jews by applying his methods to them? In partic-
ular, the Jewish reaction, or lack of it, to the Dreyfus affair left Nordau
disappointed. While the mob was yelling for Dreyfus’s blood and theirs,
French Jews hardly even dared to gather and raise their voices in protest.
Instead, “slinking along the walls,” they showed how “morbid” their na-
ture had become.34 Clearly they were in even more urgent need of salva-
tion, both physical and mental, than everybody else.

At Herzl’s invitation, Nordau attended the second Zionist Congress in
1898. There he put forward the importance of developing, side by side
with a political program, one of physical training. It would lead to the cre-
ation of a new, proud, straight-backed type of “muscular Jews”; possibly
he was also influenced by the “muscular Christianity” that during those
very years was being propagated in the United States.35 His speech was
received with tumultuous applause. In the following years he went on to
publish several essays on the subject, which were later included in his
collected Zionist Writings. Furthermore, Nordau, like Herzl, was much
concerned with the Jews’ alleged lack of courage and the need to correct
it. In 1907 he produced a play whose hero, Dr. Kohn, striving to save his
people’s honor, engages in a duel with a German officer—and, having lost
his life, is posthumously turned into a symbol.

By that time, Jewish gymnastic clubs, formed partly in response to
Nordau’s call and partly because Gentile ones were steadily expelling
their Jewish members, were no longer rare. Seeking to manufacture a tra-
dition for themselves, most took on the names of ancient Jewish heroes.
At least one, in Vienna, called itself simply “The Force.” When the sixth
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Zionist Congress held its opening ceremony in 1903 it invited several
dozen Jewish athletes. They gave a demonstration of their prowess, thus
proving that the situation was not hopeless and that the Jewish people
could still be saved.

In more ways than one, all these images of what Jews were and were
not, could and could not do, came together in the person of the above-
mentioned Jabotinsky. Jabotinsky was an excellent speaker and a bril-
liant linguist—he could write in eight different languages—as well as a
political organizer. In his own lifetime, as well as after his death, he was
considered the most prominent Zionist “militarist” of all (though still not
radical enough for some of his followers, including future prime minister
Menachem Begin). In a passing reference early in his career he rejected
the fashionable idea that war was an outgrowth of economic competition.
In reality, he suspected, it was akin to fashion, the result of men’s unceas-
ing competition for honor and excellence; the clue to understanding
human behavior was Homer, not Marx.36

Though he was sometimes accused of Fascism, politically speaking,
Jabotinsky always remained a liberal. He insisted on democratic elec-
tions, human rights, and individual freedom (“every man a king”).
Perhaps even more important, he never overlooked the role of private

Turning Jews into heroes; a postcard in honor of the Jewish battalion of the British
Army, 1918 Y. BEN DOV
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property as a guarantee for that freedom.37 At least until the outbreak of
the so-called Great Arab Revolt in the Land of Israel in 1936, what set him
apart was his readiness to admit, even advocate, the role that armed
force (an “Iron Wall”) would and should play in the Zionist attempt to re-
settle the Land of Israel and establish a Jewish state there.38 To bridge the
gap between the need for an army and his liberal values, he proposed a
version of “inner commitment” that was to prove much more attractive
and much more successful than that of the Bundeswehr.

The way he saw it, ceremonies and ritual constituted “almost three-
quarters” of human culture; yet Jews “do not know how to stand straight,
how to greet each other, how to address a comrade and how to address a
superior; we are, in short, formless.”39 This problem he and a few others
set out to correct. In 1923 they founded Betar, a right-wing youth move-
ment named after the last fortress held by the Jewish rebels who had
fought against Hadrian in A.D. 135. With branches in several countries, no
sooner had Betar been established than it immediately made its bellicose
intentions clear by adopting the lines, “In blood and fire Judah fell / in
blood and fire Judah will rise!” as the opening of its anthem. It also put
great emphasis on paramilitary education. In a community noted for its
slovenliness, lackadaisical attitudes, and lack of formal discipline, uni-
forms (complete with ties) were obligatory. Members spent much of their
energy making sure their shoes were properly polished. They also in-
spected each other, saluted each other, hoisted flags, drilled, held pa-
rades, and so on.

Partly because they were followers of Marx, partly because they saw
Judaism as part of the set of circumstances that had deprived the Jews of
their onetime martial prowess, many of the most important Zionist lead-
ers had little patience with religion. Not so Jabotinsky and Betar, who,
though fundamentally secular in outlook, took a more positive line. In
their eyes the Old Testament was not simply a sacred book but contained
a strong admixture of secular elements as well; accordingly, they tried to
harness it by emphasizing its nationalist, instead of ethical and religious,
contents. Overall, the intention was both to change Jewish attitudes and
to impress non-Jews. This was true in Poland, the country where Betar
had its largest membership; in Italy, where Mussolini personally, hoping
to gain support against the British, provided the movement with an un-
usually favorable climate and even allowed some serious paramilitary
training to take place; and also in the Land of Israel itself. Setting the ex-
ample, Jabotinsky never overcame his habit of handing out photographs
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that showed him in a World War I–vintage British officer’s uniform, com-
plete with cap and crossbelt.

In 1933, to counter those who accused him of “militarism” (and
whom he in turn accused of having bouillon run in their veins instead of
blood), Jabotinsky penned an article on the subject. He noted that both
in the world at large and among the Jewish community in the Land of
Israel, many left-wing, self-styled pacifist movements used military ter-
minology and methods to inspire their members and provide them with
cohesion and set a course. They, too, set up paramilitary organizations.
They talked of “advances” and “retreats,” wore insignia, adopted military
ranks (as the Salvation Army did), wore uniforms, raised flags, held
marches, and the like; obviously there was something to be said in favor
of such things. War, he thought, was ugly and should be waged only in a
just cause, but that was no problem—since the Jews were a small and
persecuted minority, their cause was just by definition.

Military life, he continued, “in and of itself,” was “distinguished by
many fine aspects.”40 The parts of it he liked best were ceremony and dis-
cipline. “There is nothing in the world that will make as great an impres-
sion on us as the ability of the masses, at particular times, to feel and also
to act as one unit, moved by one will, acting in uniform tempo; because
that is the entire difference between a mob, a rabble, and a nation.”41

They were vital to raise “our race” (by this time Jews were embracing
racial ideas almost as strongly as anti-Semites did) out of its ghetto exis-
tence and into the light.42 Properly applied, they would result in a fight-
ing spirit as well as hadar. Hadar was a quality that stood for everything
that, in Jabotinsky’s view, the Jews did not have. It is best translated as
“forms of appearance and bearing that command respect”—as in keeping
one’s body clean and trim, walking straight, refraining from gesticulation,
speaking in a firm but measured way, and the like.

Having originated among turn-of-the-century Zionists and later
adopted by the Jewish community in the Land of Israel, the supposed
contrast between Herzl’s weak, effeminate “little Jews” and the mascu-
line, muscular, martially minded “new Jews” became critically important
in the State of Israel. After all, the latter’s very raison d’être was, if not to
bless Jews with absolute security, at any rate to provide them with the
wherewithal, physical and mental, to defend themselves—make them
stand straight, as the saying went. Hence the contrast continued to be
propagated by every available means well into the 1950s and 1960s. One
outcome was that during those years the term “Diaspora Jew” became
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one of the strongest expressions of contempt in the entire Israeli vocab-
ulary. Even Holocaust survivors, instead of being treated sympathetically,
often found themselves despised for allegedly allowing themselves to be
led “like lambs to the slaughter.”43 I personally recall how, while still at-
tending elementary school around 1960, my classmates and I were made
to memorize and sing in unison a song that presented them and their
dead relatives as “calves.”

As so often with stereotypes, the image of “men without chests,”
which Zionism first adopted and then sought to alter, was part fiction,
part real. Originating with some of the most vicious anti-Semites as long
ago as the Middle Ages,44 it was fiction insofar as it included elements
that were entirely mythological, such as the idea that Jews, lacking viril-
ity, were more liable to the female disease of hysteria.45 It was also insuf-
ficiently nuanced; just as not all non-Jews were heroes, so there were
always some Jews who did not conform to the pattern. Finally, to the ex-
tent that it was adopted by the Jews themselves, it bordered on the
pathological. Yet it was real insofar as most Jews, living through centuries
and centuries of exile, did indeed lose touch with their own culture of
war. As to adopting that of others, either doing so was prohibited or else
they did so only with considerable reluctance. Given the circumstances,
how could it have been otherwise? With rare exceptions, such as the
great scholar Maimonides (1135–1204) who had much to say about the
law of war in particular, they did not see any need for it.46 To the extent
that traces of it still existed, they did their best to reinterpret it or to push
it aside. This attitude was taken to the point where, if the opening pages
of Herzl’s diary may be taken literally, one of his first concerns was to con-
vince his would-be fellow Zionists that they needed a flag at all.

Once the Zionist movement got under way and it became clear that
the Land of Israel would not be won without a fight, the construction of
a new martial tradition became imperative and was carried out quite
consciously. Parts of it were drawn from Jewish history, above all the Old
Testament. Here also Jabotinsky tried to lead the way. Perhaps one rea-
son for this was because he and his right-wing followers were a minority
within the Zionist movement. This enabled him to say openly what oth-
ers, from Herzl, Chaim Weizmann, and David Ben-Gurion on down, could
only express in private; the last in particular was as much enamored of
the “new Jew” as anybody else. As part of his efforts, Jabotinsky wrote a
novel about Samson. In it, he sought to correct the hero’s image as a
muddleheaded, skirt-chasing muscleman who was always getting into
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trouble and had to fight in order to get out of it. Instead he presented
him as a farsighted leader. As Samson confessed to his jailer, throughout
his life he had been “in love” with the Philistines and tried to make his
own people appreciate their enemies’ “order and dignity in warfare,”
without success.47

Other ingredients of the newly forming military tradition were the
Hasmonean revolt against the Seleucid Empire as well as the legacy of
those who had risen against Rome and lost their lives fighting for their
people’s independence. Prominent in the latter was the story of Masada,
a massive, hard-to-access rock in the Judean desert overlooking the Dead
Sea. It was there, according to the ancient Jewish historian Josephus
Flavius, that the last Jewish rebels had chosen to commit collective sui-
cide rather than surrender to their enemies. Like so many other elements
in the Jewish culture of war, over the centuries Masada was wiped from
the national consciousness; even its location was forgotten. One reason
for this was that Josephus had written in Greek, whereas a Hebrew trans-
lation of his work appeared only in 1923.

Starting around the middle of the nineteenth century, when the rock
was rediscovered by German archaeologists, its fame gradually grew. At
the time Jabotinsky wrote his article about the blessings of military life it
was just beginning to be turned into a national symbol at the hands of the
Zionist establishment.48 The time was not far away when it became an ob-
ject of pilgrimage. Its use as part of the culture of war culminated in the
turbulent 1960s and 1970s. Recruits forming part of Israel’s armored
corps, carrying lit torches, were made to scale the rock in darkness so as
to greet the rising sun. Next they would form up on the top and were then
sworn in under the slogan “Masada will not fall again.” Part disapprov-
ingly, part admiringly, foreigners spoke of the national “Masada complex.”
So, in response, did some Israelis, including Prime Minister Golda Meir.49

Certain elements of the Israeli military culture, especially uniforms,
drill, parades, and ceremonies, were borrowed in more or less modified
form from various foreign armed forces around the world. Photographs of
reviews held during the early 1950s speak volumes concerning the debt it
owed to the British armed forces that had policed Palestine for thirty
years and in which many of its members, including several chiefs of staff,
had cut their teeth. In time, a lively debate arose as to which of these very
different traditions should be given priority. Was a culture originating in
an ancient, even tribal past suitable for the modern world? How to recon-
cile the religious elements in the Jewish culture of war, as expressed in
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the Old Testament above all, with the predominantly secular nature of
modern Israeli society? Was the Jewish (later Israeli) Defense Force to
adopt a spick-and-span attitude like so many others, or would it draw its
moral strength from different sources?50 Assuming a culture of war was
indispensable, how to instill it while avoiding that worst of all bad things,
“militarism”?

For some fifty years, from the anti-Jewish riots of 1929 until the con-
clusion of peace with Egypt in 1979, the issue was overshadowed by the
concept of en brera, “no choice.” En brera resulted from the fact that, in
its own view and to a considerable extent in reality as well, the country
was a David fighting a Goliath; to realize that, all one had to do was take
a look at the map. However, by the turn of the twenty-first century Israel
had developed into a regional giant. The Israeli Defense Force (IDF) was
one of the world’s most powerful. It had in its arsenal enough nuclear
weapons and delivery vehicles to demolish all its enemies combined,
causing the ethos that had sustained it since the beginnings of Zionism to
lose much of its force. Other developments common to Israel and other
advanced societies, such as the declining number of children per family
and a consequent rise in the average age of the population, pushed the
change along.51 Last but not least, the need to fight the Palestinians in the
occupied territories led to demoralization as well as the opening of a
growing divide between Israeli society and its armed forces. Conversely,
whenever the armed forces attempted to assert themselves and repair
their lost prestige they were accused of “militarism.”52

Nemesis came in the summer of 2006. Going to war against Hezbollah
in Lebanon, an irregular Islamic guerrilla force consisting of just a few
thousand fighters and armed with few heavy weapons to speak of, the IDF
performed poorly. The political leadership and general staff were plagued
by internal divisions, indecisiveness, and, above all, fear of fighting and
taking casualties. The troops turned out to be willing but lackadaisical, in-
sufficiently trained and motivated as well as badly led. Apparently the
ethos that had long made commanders rally their men with the cry
“Follow me” was forgotten. Plagued by these shortcomings, the Israeli
forces took weeks to achieve their objectives, to the extent that they did
so at all. Nor were things any better in the rear, which came under rocket
fire, than they were at the front. The perceived failure led to turmoil in
Israel, culminating in the resignation of the chief of staff. Still, it had the
effect of rekindling the debate concerning the true sources of fighting
power and the role of a martial tradition in sustaining it.
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At present, it is impossible to foresee what answer may emerge.
Clearly, however, in the absence of peace, Israel’s ability to sustain what
armed struggles the future may bring depends on such a tradition being
found and as thoroughly assimilated into the consciousness of the troops
as well as that of the nation at large as “no choice” used to be. Thus the
Jewish-Zionist-Israeli experience provides an object lesson concerning
what has happened, and may still happen, to a people who, for one rea-
son or another, have lost touch with their culture of war.
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F rom the day when the first band of cavemen put on war paint and
took up clubs to kill their neighbors (often with the objective,

among other things, of capturing the latter’s women),1 the relationship
between women and the culture of war has been complex and contradic-
tory. This continues to be the case today, and in spite of efforts at reform
by feminists and various other groups it is very likely to remain the case
in the future.

As even a superficial glance at history will reveal, women are ab-
solutely essential to war. In the main this is not because they have taken
an active part in combat, although here and there it is possible to find a
handful who did so either while wearing disguise (mainly in the eigh-
teenth century) or, even less often, openly.2 Nor is it because, whether
dressed in uniform, as in the military of today’s advanced countries, or
without it, while acting as camp followers, they have often supported
men, contributing to such fields as logistics, administration, transporta-
tion, medical work, intelligence, and the like.3 In both of these capacities,
all women have done was to imitate men and act as surrogate men. In the
latter, they sometimes enabled more men to go out to the front and do
the real work of war, fighting. This has been reflected in their low status,
meager pay, and limited opportunities for promotion; indeed, one reason
why armies employed any women at all was because, compared to men,
they tended to be cheap.

20
Feminism
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By contrast, when women behave as women, their impact on men,
fighting men above all, cannot be overestimated. “Come back with your
shield or on it” was the parting shot a Spartan mother addressed to her
son who was leaving for the battlefield. On one occasion, when Cyrus’s
men were running from battle, the Persian women called them “base
cowards” and lifted their skirts to emphasize the point.4 We are told sim-
ilar stories about other civilizations, such as the Zulu of South Africa.5

Throughout history, countless anxious women presented their menfolk
who were going into battle with pictures, amulets, pieces of dress (in-
cluding intimate ones), and other souvenirs. In 1914, British women dis-
tributed white feathers to “slackers” and told them, “We do not want to
lose you, but we think that you should go.” “Mount and enter,” an obscene
adaptation of a traditional Jewish blessing, uttered when worshippers are
called on in synagogue to read from the Torah, was the greeting Israeli
women allegedly addressed to their husbands as they returned from the
1973 war.

In both reality and fiction, it is women who loudly demand that their
men protect them against the things that lecherous enemy males are
planning to do to them. In both reality and fiction, very often one of the
most important objectives for which war is waged is to save women from
those things. Hence it is women who cheer on those men as they deck
themselves in their martial finery, take up their weapons, dress ranks,
and march away on campaign; pray for them while they are fighting; greet
and embrace the victors as they come marching home; console the losers
once they have ceased running away; dress the wounded (how much bet-
ter to be looked after by a woman than by a man); and, as a last favor,
mourn the dead and bury them. The victors in a war will surely target the
women of the defeated. “To every man a damsel or two,” as the mother of
the biblical commander Sisra put it; no sense of female solidarity here, in-
cidentally.6 The losers’ women may well be turned into booty as they are
subjected to every kind of atrocity and indignity culminating in rape or
murder (or both).

Women who do not conform, as by refusing to mourn their dead men-
folk or by finding new partners too soon, can expect to be ostracized both
by men and by other women. Those who cross the lines, as by voluntarily
consorting with the enemy, can expect punishment, perhaps even very
serious punishment. No sooner did Odysseus come back from his travels
and avenge himself on Penelope’s suitors than he hanged twelve of his
maids, who had slept with those suitors, by the neck, “like thrushes or pi-
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geons in a net.”7 In liberated Europe immediately after World War II,
women who had associated with German soldiers were often paraded in
the streets after having their hair shorn off. In Iraq, in Afghanistan, any
woman who dares come too close to the foreign occupation troops may
very well have signed her own death warrant.

Briefly, had it not been for the tension between the sexes war would
have been almost inconceivable. Indeed, it might have been pointless. Men
who are without a future—in other words, without women and their off-
spring—would not have had much reason to fight each other over honor
or possessions, either, and would have ceased to do so soon enough.8

What applies to war applies equally well to its culture. Everything
else apart, one very important reason why men have created the culture
of war was in order to impress women with their own martial glory. They
would scarcely have done so if women had not been as capable of being
swept along by that culture as men are; but for the admiration that they
excite in women, what use are glittering weapons and suits of armor,
painted faces and bodies, plumes, splendid tight-fitting uniforms, gladia-
torial fights, knights’ tournaments, reviews, parades, victory celebrations,
monuments, and so much else? Many years ago I was present when U.S.
Marines in San Diego, mounting a somewhat dangerous demonstration of
their skills, were watched by their female relatives and friends, several of
whom were nervously sucking their fingers. It would scarcely be too
much to say that women are what war and its culture are all about—and
this, as Horace says, since “long before Helen of Troy ever lived.”9

Observing the magnificent appearance of Bernier, the hero of the
twelfth-century poem Raoul de Cambrai, his admirer, Bernice, ex-
claims: “How fortunate one would be, to be the lover and the engaged
bride of such a knight! Anyone who was allowed to kiss and embrace him
would find it better for her than meat and drink.”10 The person who in-
vented Bernice and put the words into her mouth was a man. However,
women concur. Writing soon after the largest war in history until then,
the English feminist Virginia Woolf made the point as well as anybody
could. “Women,” she says, “have served all these centuries as magnifying
mirrors possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure
of men at twice its real size.” Had it not been for that power, “probably the
earth would still be swamp and jungle. The glories of all our wars would
be unknown . . . mirrors are essential to all violent and heroic action.”11

Quite a number of feminists have argued that war, and of course its
culture, are typically wicked male products that (supposedly) do not ap-
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peal to the “real” nature of women.12 Hence women who try to join in wars
are traitors to their own sex; what they should do is stay away from them
and resist them as much as they can. Reality, however, is much more com-
plex. Consider the following passage, written by a member of the U.S.
Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC) in the midst of World War II:

Without women, no war; Jewish women in festive dress bidding farewell to their 
departing menfolk, Palestine, 1918 ZIONIST ARCHIVE

Vanc_9780345505408_5p_05_r1.k.qxp  7/28/08  10:35 AM  Page 398



C O N T R A S T S 3 9 9

All eight hundred of us marched out on the Parade Ground to be re-
viewed by Colonel Faith. We certainly put our hearts into column
left, and by the right flank, and when we went by the reviewing
stand, out heads snapped around so energetically that I’m surprised
a few didn’t go bowling off down the field. Being out there, with all
those trim, eager women moving perfectly in ranks, and the band
playing, and the sun on the colors, was the most tremendous expe-
rience I’ve had yet. There is nothing that can equal the feeling of
being part of something infinitely larger than yourself.13

But do women enjoy war and combat as much as many men do?
Judging by the fact that, once they have left puberty behind, very few of
them participate in war games of any kind (including those that do not
demand physical strength, such as computer games) even when they are
invited, the answer is negative. My own attempts to search the few books
written by women who fought, as opposed to those who merely served or
watched from the sidelines, also failed to turn up phrases similar to those
often uttered by men. Instead, such women tend to emphasize the diffi-
culty they have encountered in casting off a woman’s role and assuming
that which is normally reserved for men.

For example, take Nadezhda Durova’s Cavalry Maiden. The author
was a young Russian noblewoman. At the age of twenty-seven or so, she
ran away from home in order to join the tsar’s forces and fight against
Napoleon—as a woman, she felt that the army offered her greater free-
dom than home life did. Writing long after the event, she often describes
how “dreadful” things were. War and combat certainly caused her excite-
ment, even wild excitement, but normally her reaction seems to have
been one of anxiety and fear. Throughout the book, not once does she ex-
press her joy in them.14

Perhaps the real reason why women so seldom enjoy battle, or at any
rate seldom express their enjoyment of it, is because there is a catch. War
and masculinity reinforce each other, so that fighting men have always
been envied by men and attractive to women. Simone de Beauvoir de-
scribes the scene. No sooner had the Germans (who, she does not forget
to say, were “perfectly groomed”) occupied Paris in 1940 than they were
surrounded by prostitutes, both professional and amateur.15 In 1945, as
the Allies overran first Western Europe and then Germany itself, the
same happened in reverse. These are but two of countless examples that
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could be cited. One Israeli woman, gazing at her weapon-carrying male
compatriots, thought they were “gods.”16

For women, things work exactly the opposite way. The more like
hardened fighters they look and behave, the more difficult they will find
it to maintain their femininity, and the less attractive to men they will be-
come. Hence the efforts, noted in a previous chapter, to make fighting
women who figure in the literature or appear on the screen look as femi-
nine as possible so that men, mainly young men, will want to read about
their adventures, watch them in action, or play computer games with
them; the fact that in real life such creatures would be impossible is sim-
ply put aside. Rousseau, who himself was a great womanizer and who
knew about such things, hit the nail on its head. “The more you try to be
like us, mesdames,” he wrote, “the less we shall like you.”

Nor does the blame for this rest on “male chauvinists” alone. Many
men find a woman who plays at war cute—as, for example, when World
War II artist Alberto Vargas, who specialized in illustrating men’s maga-
zines such as Esquire, painted some of them wearing high heels, short
pants, a semi-buttoned blouse, and a rakishly tilted service cap. However,
women, knowing the score at least as well as men do, are unimpressed.
For every uniformed female who has ever graced the cover of magazines
such as Vogue, Cosmopolitan, or Marie Claire, there are a thousand
beautiful models and actresses who have done the same. The fact that
these magazines and others like them are edited by women merely serves
to emphasize the point. Such attitudes may very well deter at least some
women who might otherwise have decked themselves in the apparel of
war and expressed the joy of war as many men have done; therefore, the
question concerning their innate qualities must remain open.

Men and women do, however, differ in other respects that are ger-
mane to the subject. First, physically speaking, women are considerably
weaker and more vulnerable than men—a fact that, when it comes to an
activity such as war in which bodily strength, robustness, and endurance
have always played and continue to play a crucial role, cannot and should
not be overlooked. The most important differences between the sexes
may be summed up as follows:17 On average, women are about five inches
shorter than men. They have only 72 percent of the overall strength and
55 percent of the upper-body strength that men possess. Women’s joints
are constructed in a different way. This makes them less adept at activi-
ties such as climbing, leaping, running, and throwing. Thinner skeletons,
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especially skulls and shins, make them more susceptible to injuries that
may result from either blows or stress.

Women’s weaker anatomy means that they are less resistant to infec-
tion, hence dirt and life in the field, than men are. Their sensitive breasts,
which tend to grow larger as they grow older, require special protection
and present an obstacle to certain kinds of movement. When it is a ques-
tion of reaching an enemy, women’s shorter arms and legs handicap them.
Smaller lungs mean that they cannot match men in every kind of aerobic
activity; in fact, the aerobic capacity of a fifty-year-old man equals that of
a twenty-year-old woman.18 Furthermore, male muscles differ from female
ones. As a result, a period of intensive training, instead of closing the gap
between the sexes, will cause it to increase still further.19 The fact that
since 1970 or so the gap between men’s and women’s times in running and
the like has narrowed somewhat merely proves how very low women’s
starting point used to be.20 Finally, women, like men, are capable of driv-
ing themselves, or being driven to, very great physical effort far exceeding
their ordinary capabilities. For women, however, the long-term results
may include osteoporosis, amenorrhea, and barrenness.21

In view of the physical differences between the sexes, devising a
training course that will prepare members of both for war on an equal
footing while at the same time making sure they are, in fact, ready for it is
almost impossible. Make women train as hard as men do, such as in climb-
ing or running or marching with heavy packs (or merely doing without
showers), and the result will be that a very high percentage will be injured,
drop out, and/or fail to qualify.22 Thus, in one Canadian experiment, only
one out of a hundred women who entered infantry training survived the
course; in Israel, so small is the number of women who do graduate that it
cannot justify the resources invested.23 Do the opposite, that is, hold male
trainees to female standards, and the men will end up receiving hardly any
training at all. Worse still, a training course that does not present a chal-
lenge, instead of making trainees more self-confident, is very likely to be
regarded with indifference and will also lead to demoralization. There is,
moreover, an additional disadvantage: the less strenuous the course, and
therefore the less it makes trainees push themselves to their utmost lim-
its, the less it can be used as a vehicle of selection to separate the goats
from the kids.

It is, of course, possible to devise a system that will start by measur-
ing the relative capabilities of men and women, then separate the
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trainees by sex and put each of them through the kind of regime their
bodies can sustain. This method has the disadvantage that, instead of
finding out what female trainees will have to do on campaign and design-
ing the course in such a way as to provide the best possible preparation
for it, it only takes into account their own capabilities. It ignores the fact
that no training is hard enough for real-life war—and also that in war the
cost of inadequate training is unnecessary losses. Hence it is not just an
error; rather, it represents a crime both against the forces as a whole and
against the women it contains.

This system also has another disadvantage, namely, that it will make
men train much harder than women for the same reward. For example,
they may have to run five miles instead of three or complete a course in
forty-five minutes instead of an hour or scale a seven-foot wall instead of
a five-foot one or throw a hand grenade to a distance of sixty yards in-
stead of thirty-five or carry a pack that is half again as heavy. Being made
to train much harder, the men may well ask what the point is, given that
women, who are held to lesser standards, obtain the same credit and end
up in the same units supposedly doing the same jobs and garnering the
same pay and privileges.

Some military schools try to cope with the problem by concealing
these discrepancies—for example, by issuing men and women training
hand grenades that look similar but are made of different materials and
have different weights, or else by making men and women run separate
courses (longer for men, shorter for women) but with a common starting
point and a common finish. All such measures rest on the belief that the
men are stupid—and will therefore tend to make them even more cynical
and bitter. As long as the number of women does not exceed token levels,
somewhere between 10 and 15 percent, these and similar problems may
be handled as men, acting with good grace or ill, help them cope so that
things can go ahead.24 Put in more, however, and once again the in-
evitable outcome will be demoralization.

What can cause the difficulty to increase still further is the very real
possibility that available facilities will be insufficient, so compromises
will have to be made. When that happens the men, besides being worked
much harder, will invariably draw the short end of the stick in regard to
housing, sanitary facilities, dining facilities, and so on.25 The army that,
given a choice, will prefer women over men has not yet been created;
should it try to do so, then without question it will be met with howls of
protest both by the female trainees themselves and by their civilian rel-
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atives and supporters. All these problems explain why, throughout his-
tory, men and women (even on the exceedingly rare occasions when the
latter were present at all) undergoing military training have very seldom
lived together or done their physical exercises together. Conversely, at
times when training is conducted in common, as for the gigantic reviews
sometimes put on by Communist countries such as North Korea, the ob-
jective is not to maximize the trainees’ skills and capabilities but simply
decorative.

When it is a question of training teams rather than individuals, things
become much more difficult still. Any team is only as strong as its weak-
est member. Put in a woman, and unless she is a true Amazon (experi-
ments show that only a very small percentage of women are able to keep
up even with the weakest men),26 she will become a liability, forcing her
male comrades to work extra hard so as to compensate for her weakness
and her vulnerability. Much of the time the liability will only be a minor ir-
ritant, as happened during the 1991 Gulf War, when male GIs always had
to help female ones when it was a question of moving camp, packing and
unpacking ammunition, and so on.27 However, in some situations it may
become life-threatening both to her and to the men who, instead of focus-
ing on the mission, have to protect her and look after her.

Nor is the situation of the woman herself a comfortable one; always
coming in last and always having to ask for special dispensation or else for
help in carrying out various tasks.28 If she is not properly grateful she’ll be
abandoned, perhaps deliberately sabotaged. The smaller the number of
women around and the less contact soldiers can have with the females of
the surrounding civilian population, the more intense the pressure to
hand out sexual favors; among the U.S. troops in Iraq, this was sometimes
carried to the point where, busy repelling the advances of her male com-
rades, the female soldier can no longer function at all.29

Finally, in every military around the world there are some types of
training where physical contact between instructors and trainees, as well
as among the trainees themselves, is indispensable. Examples are hand-
to-hand combat; medical work, as in bandaging, heart massage, mouth-
to-mouth resuscitation, and the like; evacuation, as in carrying the
wounded; and resistance, as when trainees are put through mock torture
to prepare them for what may be coming. Require men and women to
touch each other, and assuredly the outcome will be complaints about
what the present generation knows as sexual abuse and that previous
ones used to call gross immorality. Demand that they keep their distance,
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and training will degenerate into an absurd ritual with no link to reality.
Such ritual, resembling a carefully orchestrated ballet, may in fact be ob-
served in many modern armed forces in the United States and else-
where.30

As we saw, a very large part of the culture of war arises in, and from,
the institutions and procedures whereby future warriors are put through
their paces while being prepared to fight and perhaps sacrifice their lives.
With the stakes as high as they are, under no circumstances should the
system be unfair or be so perceived. If it is, then it is almost certainly
going to break down. Instead of being admired and cherished, it will be
hated and detested; instead of generating cohesion and fighting power, it
will prevent them from being formed. To be sure, such fairness is hard to
maintain under the best of circumstances. However, when men and
women are mixed together as closely as many kinds of military training
demand, doing so is almost impossible.

There is probably an even more important reason why fairness is so
hard to maintain. In every known society since the world has been cre-
ated, whatever is considered suitable for a man is perceived as too hard
for a woman. At the same time, whatever is seen as suitable for a woman
is perceived as being too easy for a man. Nor is it only a question of exert-
ing physical strength, as is proven by the fact that when it comes to met-
ing out punishments to men and women, the same situation prevails.
Swear at a man and he is supposed to take it; not so a woman. This asym-
metry explains why for a very strong woman such as former Israeli prime
minister Golda Meir or former Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi to be
called a man, as both often were, is a compliment (albeit one that, had
they been looking for husbands, would have caused them problems). But
for a man to be called a woman represents the maximum possible humil-
iation.

This asymmetry has important consequences both for men and for
women. As noted by the most famous female anthropologist of all time,
Margaret Mead, in all societies both men and women value men’s
achievements much more highly than those of women;31 as the Dutch
poet Chawwa Wijnberg, put it, if only men had periods even the sanitary
napkins would look large and impressive.32 Uneasy about being regarded
as women, men are compelled to spend a considerable part of their ener-
gies making sure women do not outclass them. If, as happens when
women start entering a male field in any significant number, men cannot
do so, then it is only a question of time before they start to leave. Once
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that happens, the social status of the field in question will start declining.
So will the economic rewards that it provides as well as its ability to at-
tract good personnel.33 Things also work the other way around, as is
shown, for example, by the rise in the prestige since 1970 or so of activi-
ties such as cooking as men joined in, it emerged from the women’s pro-
grams and magazines, where it had long been hidden from sight, into the
mainstream media that now devote plenty of attention to it.

How to explain the above processes? Clearly they have something to
do with the greater physical strength of men; however, since they apply
equally well to fields in which such strength is irrelevant, such as playing
chess (practically all great chess players are men) that is by no means the
complete explanation. A better one might perhaps run as follows: Since
men are capable of producing many more offspring than women, from an
evolutionary point of view their lives are not nearly as precious. In any
given human group, a large percentage of men may die, whether in war or
for other reasons. Nevertheless, barring a real catastrophe, the remain-
der will almost always be able to fertilize as many women as there are
around. Provided there is enough food and no external enemy, eventually
the balance between the sexes will be restored and the existence of the
group will not be put in jeopardy. In fact, and again taking an evolution-
ary point of view, it will not be put in jeopardy even if there is an external
enemy, one who, having killed the men, will take over the women, either
adopting their children and/or having additional ones with them.

Wherever we look, the much higher value that society puts on
women’s lives is evident. In every known society, criminal violence kills
far fewer women than men—to the point where such violence itself is
largely a male-on-male affair.34 Society also tends to be far more forgiving
of violent women than of violent men. In the United States, for every con-
victed female murderer who is sentenced to death, there are eight males;
when it comes to the number of executions that are carried out, the dis-
crepancy is much greater still.35 Since far fewer women work in danger-
ous jobs, they suffer far fewer accidents.36 The largest gap of all, however,
may be seen in the movies. In them, for every woman who loses her life,
roughly two hundred men share the same fate.37 Even this figure under-
estimates the difference between the sexes. On the screen, unless a fe-
male character is very wicked indeed, her death is almost always
presented as tragic. By contrast, the same fate overtaking a man is sim-
ply part of the fun.

Not only are the lives of men grossly undervalued in comparison to
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those of women, but male hormones, such as testosterone, also make
them more inclined to aggressive, assertive, and competitive behavior.38

These facts are crucial. They explain why men are considerably more in-
clined to take risks in almost every field, including many, such as invest-
ing money, gambling, and even taking multiple-choice exams, that have
nothing to do either with war or with physical strength.39 By definition,
risk-taking behavior demands courage, and courage has always been ad-
mired as perhaps the greatest human quality of all—no less so by women
than by men.

These considerations may finally solve the great riddle that Margaret
Mead and many others have posed but few have tried to answer: why, in
every known society, men garner such a disproportionate share of the
honors that those societies have at their disposal. Many of the things men
do (including, some would say, waging war) are entirely without sense:
for example, extreme sports, such as the most dangerous kinds of moun-
taineering, rodeo riding, car and motorcycle racing, ski jumping, and
whitewater canoeing. In these fields there are hardly any women partici-
pants. It is not the things themselves but the way, or perhaps merely the
perceived way, in which men go about doing them that counts. As long as
they do not miserably fail, the more recklessly they pursue their goals the
louder the applause they draw.

In fact, provided the odds are bad enough and the cause good
enough, even failure may acquire an aura. Courage itself is a very great
virtue; even the perpetrators of the Great Train Robbery got a certain
amount of public sympathy. When it is demonstrated not for one’s own
sake but for the benefit of others, one may speak of self-sacrifice, some-
times growing into true nobility. In civilian life, the classic example is the
fireman (there are hardly any firewomen) who enters a burning house to
save a child and dies as a result. The fact that men are much less impor-
tant for society’s survival than women means that they are expected to
sacrifice their lives, and do so, much more often. Furthermore, a man
who sacrifices his life to save a woman will be admired. By contrast, one
who permits a woman to die so as to save his life can expect nothing but
contempt. Male self-sacrifice in the face of predators may be observed
even among some species of animals, such as zebras and baboons.

Of all human activities, war is practically the only one in which peo-
ple, almost exclusively men, are deliberately ordered to do this and that
even if it means their lives are going to be forfeited. If they hide or refuse,
they may be tried, punished, and perhaps executed for cowardice. The
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Roman practice of decimating units—killing every tenth soldier pour en-

courager les autres—is famous as one of the harshest examples of this
practice. But it is certainly not the only one; in World War II, the Red
Army alone executed tens of thousands of men (but few if any women)
for these offenses. It is to prepare men for sacrifice, as well as reward
them for the risks they have taken, that much of the culture of war was
first invented and has continued to develop across the ages. To share it
equally with women who, thanks to their biological function as childbear-
ers and child minders, are rarely asked, let alone ordered, to sacrifice
their lives, would represent the height of iniquity and lead directly to that
culture’s collapse.

In theory, if scarcely in practice, it is possible to imagine some mad
dictator who would try to ride roughshod over these problems. Her or his
starting point might be simply the desire to maximize the available
forces, but it might also be some extreme version of “equity feminism”
bent on proving that women can do anything as well as men can. In any
case, she or he will start by drafting female subjects (including, one sup-
poses, mothers; have not many feminists claimed that men are as capable
of looking after children as women?) as well as the male ones. She or he
will then proceed to train soldiers of both sexes, either separately or to-
gether, either to different standards or to the same ones. Putting aside
any other considerations, men will be put in charge of women as often as
women are put in charge of men. Members of both sexes will be assigned,
promoted, and rewarded solely according to their proven abilities. In the
process, no attention will be paid to the fact that, like it or not, society
does not value the achievements of men and women equally, so that the
outcome will be humiliating to men.

Next, having instilled men and women with the culture of war as part
of their training, our dictator may order them into battle on an equal
basis. Having sacrificed them equally, she or he will reward the survivors
equally for heroic deeds committed and victories won. She or he will,
however, also punish the survivors equally—for example, by assigning
deserters to penal battalions where their chances of surviving will be
slim, or else by putting them in front of a firing squad made up of both
men and women. Of course, any army that tried to arrange things in such
a way would either see so many women receiving so many injuries during
training as to make the exercise counterproductive or be forced to deal
with hordes of half-trained, thoroughly disgusted men and women.
Socially it would fall apart long before it ever came within the guns’ range.
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Inevitably, such arrangements would lead to many more female casu-
alties than is currently the case even in the most “advanced” Western
armed forces. Probably this is why even the most radical feminist utopias
of the 1970s did not suggest, let alone demand, anything of the kind: one
does not gather supporters, least of all female supporters, by promising
that as a reward for acting like men and being treated as harshly as men,
they will get killed as often as men are. Behavior of the kind just de-
scribed may be found, if at all, only in extremis, such as during the last,
dying moments of beleaguered cities that, their gates having been
stormed and walls breached, face being sacked and destroyed.40 Even
then, the women who mount the roofs and throw objects on the enemy
below are almost certain to fight of their own accord, out of despair, and
not because some organization has ordered them to do so.

In this day and age, certainly in “advanced” Western countries, it is
much easier to imagine the opposite scenario—which, however, will lead
to exactly the same result. Imagine a society whose female members 

in particular have been wal-
lowing in such a long period
of peace that they no
longer see any need either
for war or for its culture. As
the men preen and strut
and bluster, the women, 
instead of cheering, turn
their faces away. They spit
on the uniforms and tear
off the decorations. They
laugh at the hats and tell
the troops who are depart-
ing for war—this actually
happened to one of my
friends during the Vietnam
era—that they hope the
men will be killed.

Some of the more radi-
cal feminists go further
still. Like Aristophanes’s
Lysistrata, they reject not
only the culture of war but

The best antidote to war is women’s ridicule; 
Lysistrata THE YELLOW BOOK, 1895
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also the men who, throughout history, have been its main creators, carri-
ers, and beneficiaries. As this kind of feminism gains in force, the culture
of war—the flags, the insignia, the music, and the monuments—is
pushed away from the streets into the barracks. From the barracks it re-
treats into the halls of the museums and from there into the unvisited,
half-forgotten basements where, in the end, nothing but a few dusty rem-
nants are left. As the culture of war retreats, this kind of feminism gains,
and so on in a cycle that keeps reinforcing itself.

Women have always been absolutely essential to the culture of war
and, through it, to war itself. For that very reason, there are two different
ways in which women, turning toward feminism, may make their destruc-
tive impact on the culture of war felt. One is by following Lysistrata’s ex-
ample by turning against the culture, deserting it, and, worst of all,
ridiculing it. The other, which is almost equally bad, is bringing pressure
to bear so as to make armed forces take in too many women and have
them occupy too many important positions—in short, by trying to imitate
men. In either case, the culture in question will have to do without
women’s “delicious power” to reflect it and magnify it. As a result, it will
surely collapse like the house of cards any kind of culture is—and so, if
and when war comes, will the ability to fight it and to win it.
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I n theory, war is simply a means to an end, a rational, if very brutal,
activity intended to serve the interests of one group of people by

killing, wounding, or otherwise incapacitating those who oppose that
group. In reality, nothing could be further from the truth. War, and com-
bat in particular, is one of the most exciting, most stimulating activities
that we humans can engage in, capable of putting all others in the shade;
quite often, that excitement and that stimulation translate themselves
into pure joy. This fact alone is, or should be, enough to lift it out of the
realm of mere utility, as Clausewitz and many of his “realist” followers
would have it, and into that of culture. Indeed, it could be argued, as my
friend Edward Luttwak does, that if war is not enjoyable, then likely
something is very wrong with the purpose for which it is waged.

The obvious reason why war is supremely exciting is because it is a
life-and-death struggle. It is one of the very few activities in which hu-
mans, almost all of them men, deliberately court death, and the only one
in which they do so while taking on an opponent who is as strong and as
intelligent as themselves. They may even be ordered to risk their lives
against their will and on pain of the most severe punishments. These
facts are reflected in its culture. It was, indeed, very largely to counter
the fear of death that the culture of war was created many, many millen-
nia ago and has been maintained ever since.

Whether or not the culture of war belongs to war’s “essence,” as

c o n c l u s i o n s

The Great Paradox
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those who fight in it often seem to believe, or whether it is just a decora-
tive appendage, as too many defense officials and academic strategists
think, will not be discussed here. It may be true that the real essence of
war is fighting, that fighting has neither rules nor any other sort of cul-
ture, and that, to quote Clausewitz, it stands to war as cash payment
stands to commerce.1 However, a treatise on commerce that focuses on
cash payments alone while ignoring everything else (if such a thing were
possible) would be not just senseless but incomprehensible. It is like say-
ing that the essence of a closet consists of the space it provides for the
various kinds of objects that are put into it. Though technically correct,
such an argument ignores the fact that it is the sides, the rear, the doors
and the shelves that create this space and define it.

While the ostensible function of the culture of war is to make men will-
ing, even eager, to look death in the face, it can do so only if it is under-
stood not as a means to an end but as an end in itself. Those who give
their lives for the eagle know very well that it is just an image of a rather
nasty bird, painted this or that color and put on top of a pole. A com-
mander who before giving a speech, making the trumpet sound, holding
a review, or arranging for a ceremony in which fallen comrades are hon-
ored informs listeners or participants that his goal is to “psych them up”
for battle will earn nothing but ridicule and/or contempt. Thus reality and
pretense mix; to be of any use, the culture of war must be useless. Such
is the great paradox referred to in the title of this chapter.

In fact, the term understood, by putting the emphasis on the intel-
lect, may itself be the wrong choice. Partly because of the sheer terror in
which it unfolds, partly because it involves a clash with an enemy who has
his own free will and whose actions are often unpredictable, war has an
inherent tendency to degenerate into uncontrollable mayhem, the kind of
thing that modern strategic parlance, with its penchant for euphemisms,
calls “escalation,” “inadequate information,” and “friction.” To prevent
this from happening, or to minimize the impact when it does happen, it is
not enough for the culture of war to be understood. Instead, it must be
felt, experienced, incorporated into the fighters’ souls to the point where
it and those who are its bearers fuse into one and can no longer be told
apart.

All this explains why, whereas weapons, organization, tactics, strat-
egy, and everything else connected with war change, often rapidly and
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radically, its culture, rooted as it is in human psychology, is largely imper-
vious to change. In one sense, the older it is the better, given that age pro-
vides it with a certain patina that cannot be artificially created and for
which there is no easy substitute. Other things being equal, the more ven-
erable any element of the culture is, the greater its impact. Which, of
course, is one reason why those elements are often adhered to blindly
and stupidly, even to the point where they become counterproductive.

We know the past, and we must live with it regardless of whether we
want to or not. But how about the present and the future? Is humanity
now reaching, will it ever reach, the point where it can heave a sigh of re-
lief, do away with the culture of war (as well as war itself), and concen-
trate on leading the comfortable life?2 Some people believe so, and hope
to use the opportunity to rid society of “militarism,” among other bad
things.

Personally, I am more skeptical. It is true that, considering the in-
crease in the earth’s population and the growing resources at the disposal
of the most powerful political entities, war has become steadily smaller
from 1945 on. It is, however, not at all true that this decline has resulted
from a change of heart, let alone a change in the nature of the human an-
imal. Almost as far back into history as we can look, there have always
been some people who preached the cause of peace. Yet their words and
gestures seem to have had precious little impact on a bellicose world.
Quite often the champions of peace, instead of sticking to their convic-
tions through thick and thin, ended up advocating war for a cause that
they considered right; others were pacifists only because they knew that
in case of need their countrymen would do their dirty work for them. To
the extent that change did take place, it was due almost exclusively to
fear of a nuclear holocaust that would render meaningless the very objec-
tive of war, victory.

While this fear has prevented the world’s most powerful political en-
tities from going at each other’s throats as they used to, it has been al-
most completely powerless to prevent war against or between lesser
entities. Take Korea, take Biafra, take Vietnam. Take the Indo-Pakistan
War of 1971; take the eight-year Iran-Iraq War, take the former
Yugoslavia, take Angola, take Mozambique; take the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan; take Colombia, take Rwanda, take Sudan. The groups and
armies responsible for these conflicts did not always have the best avail-
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able organization or the best available weapons. But this fact did not pre-
vent them from behaving as ferociously and committing as many atroci-
ties as their larger and better-equipped predecessors.

Even in the developed world, and even in many of the countries
where rulers and opinion makers like doing nothing better than denounc-
ing other people’s tendency toward “militarism,” the warlike spirit is
often alive and well. This is proved, if proof were really needed, by peo-
ple’s tendency to read books about war, watch movies whose topic is war,
play games that imitate or are based on war, and experience a surge of in-
terest every time some war breaks out in some other country, however
remote and unimportant it may be. It is true that some of these manifes-
tations of the old warlike spirit are trivial; not every armchair strategist is
prepared to go out and risk his or her life. On the other hand, some de-
serve to be taken seriously. They suggest that Thor’s hammer, though it
has long been at rest, has not been forgotten. If and when the occasion
demands, it may yet be taken up by a firm, determined hand.

As Sun Pin, a Chinese commander and military writer who lived some
twenty-three centuries ago, said, “However mighty the state, whoever
takes pleasure in war will perish.”3 It is, however, also true, as Sun Pin
himself said, that “though war may take place only once in a hundred
years, it must be prepared for as if it could break out the very next day.”
Almost any kind of human activity will be conducted more effectively
and almost any kind of human product improved if those who engage in
it or manufacture it do not just plod along but take pleasure in what they
are doing. Why, then, should preparing for war and waging it be an ex-
ception?

If war is to be waged at all, let alone if it is to be waged successfully,
then keeping up its culture is a sine qua non. Should circumstances make
doing so impossible, or should things be taken too far, then, as we saw,
four different outcomes are possible. The first is the wild horde, a force
that, having no discipline and no cohesion, can wage war only as long as
there is no enemy. The second is the soulless machine, made up of robots
rather then men; the third, men without chests, who neither can nor will
defend themselves when the need arises. The fourth is feminism. Like the
other three, feminism both reflects a declining culture of war and acts as
a factor that can cause such a decline. Unlike the other three, it is a two-
edged sword. When it comes to maintaining the culture of war, too many
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women joining the military and trying to gain their share of that culture
are just as dangerous as women who turn their backs on it.

Like so many books, this one ends where it began. I am neither a com-
mander nor a defense official; in deciding to become an academic and
choosing the vita contemplativa, my aim has always been not so much
to offer guidance or change the world as simply to understand. It appears
to me now, as it did when I started working on this project, that the cul-
ture of war does not deserve the contempt in which some people tend to
hold it. Instead, it is at least as interesting, at least as important, and at
least as worthy of being studied as any other subject I might have chosen.
If, having got to this point, the reader shares this feeling, then I have
achieved all I set out to do.
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The idea for this book came to me in October 2005, when the Musée d’Art
et d’Industrie in Saint-Étienne, France, asked me to do an introductory
essay for the catalog of an exhibition it was preparing under the title
Bang! Bang!. I therefore wish to thank the director of the museum, Ms.
Veronique Baton.

At the time, I was living in Postdam, Germany, and I was fortunate to
have the gracious assistance of the staffs at the Staatsbibliothek, Berlin,
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Without them, this book would never have been completed, let alone
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Riddle, but as often happens, by the time I was able to get the grant, that
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volume was already more or less finished. I hope the foundation does not
mind getting two books for the price of one.

My agents, Gabriele Pantucci and Leslie Gardner, of Artellus Ldt.,
London, have been their usual marvelous selves. Their only shortcoming
is that they do not visit me in Israel, where I would be able to return the
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wanted to or not. Thanks for that—and for everything you do and are.
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