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FOREWORD 

by Colonel Joseph I. Greene 

An acquaintance who knew books but not ·the Army once asked me wit; 
On War, by Karl von Clausewitz, was not a standard textbook, or at least 
a book of required reference, at the Command and General Staff School 
and the Army War College. The fact was that the courses at these institu
tions dealt mainly with the warfare of the future .in terms of present 
thought on war, rather than with wars of the past, and that even the clas
sics of military history were little used in the instruction. But I could say 
that these two highest schools of our Army, and the equivalent schools of 
other nations, were in a sense themselves an application of the ideas and 
methods of Karl von Clausewitz as. expressed in this book, which is his 
major work. 

It is also true that, during most of the years between the great wars, the 
two highest schools of our Army were limited to a single course of some 
ten months' duration for all student officers selected to attend them. Into 

. this single year and course were crowded the teaching of the command and 
litaff techniques for the larger military units-the division and the corps, 
and something of the field army-and, at the War College, the completion 
of studies and reports on broader world aspects of the military, largely in 
preparation for duty with the War Department General Staff. There could 
be no time at either place for study of the long development of military 
thought and theory while budgets held. these schools to courses of a year's 
length. The practical work that did fill the intensive year at both schools 
consisted in the detailed study of many different military "situations,',' 
with the imaginary troops, the Blue and the Red, our own and the enemy's, 
disposed on maps. There was room in the courses for a few "historical map 
problems," with situations based on actual battles in the most recent wars. 
But the greater part of the work dealt with possible battles of today or 
tomorrow. 

Now it was Clausewitz's own method, in On War and his other studies, 
to examine military "situations" in great detail. There was more to be 
gained, M thought, in finding out a great deal about a few past battles 
than by studying many battles more briefly. He used the campaigns and 
battles of actual wars for his studies and his illustrative examples, for the 
method of inventing more up-to-date, detailed, imaginary battles on ex
tensive and accurate maps had not been perfected in his day. But this does 

xi 
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not alter the thought that very nearly the whole scope of the work at the 
Command and General Staff School and the Army War College has been 
the extension to groups of student officers of the method of study recom
mended by Clausewitz for any individual commander to pursue. 

If ever more extensive periods of higher training become possible in our 
Army-periods of two or three years' duration-the greatest of the mili
tary thinkers would surely deserve a course of study in themselves. Such 
a course would of necessity be based to a considerable extent on the ideas 
of Clausewitz. For Clausewitz wrote more profoundly concerning war, and 
at the same time touched more of its sides, than any writer before or since. 
Many of the thoughts you will find in this book, On War, are to be found 
today in the official guide books to war of every nation that has a modem 
army.. · 
• Thus the mere fact that On War bas not been a text of instruction at our 

higher American schools of war is neither a reflection upon the book itself 
nor upon those who were our leaders in military thought and instruction. 
The military man who took his profession with a reasonable degree of 
seriousness in the years of peace, and there were large numbers who did, 
found Clausewitz anyway, once he had access to one of the larger military 
libraries. Other students of history and the world's affairs in general-those 
who stayed willing to admit that wars were a part of history and that wars 
were still among the world's possible affairs-likewise found him. Practi
cally speaking, Clausewitz was actually none too easy to find; for this 
Modern Library edition of On War, in a new and excellent translation by 
~rofessor Jolles, is the first American publication of the book. The several 
English editions have often been out of print, though it has always been 
readily obtainable in German. 

On War, however, is not by any means purely a work of historical or 
philosophical reference for the student. Few writers on wars and warfare 
have used as little military jargon as Clausewitz did. In his hundreds of 
passages of general application be uses a somewhat formal style of writing 
but a style that requires no particular background of specialized military 
education on the part of the reader. His philosophical or military termi
nology is neither ponderous or elaborate, and when he does use a word in 
a special sense he usually defines it plainly. The ideas of Clausewitz are 
therefore more readily grasped than those of some of the great philosophers. 
In the passages that refe~ to specific battles and campaigns in illustration 
of a more general point, there is seldom any abstruse connotation in the 
military terms there used. And there is one other point regarding the style 
of writing. I have said that Clausewitz's style is "somewhat formal." But 
that opinion has been influenced somewhat by the woodenness of the Eng
lish translations hitherto available. Professor Jolles has put Clausewitz 
into a much better English prose, a prose that does not take on added 
formality by being obviously a translation, as earlier translations did. 
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Those who read On War for the first time find a number of things about 
it they may not have suspected. For one thing its breadth and diversity 
are often cause for surprise. On War is not a drill manual, or a book of 
battle studies, or even a presentation of strategy. War affects everything 
and everything affects war. War is a matter of human emotions more than 
of cold politics and military calculation. War touches every science and 
art and draws from them all. ClausewitZ realized the spread and inclusive~ 
ness of war, and his book is his endeavor to put this all down. · 

Perhaps "putting it all down" is as accurate a way as could be found of 
saying what Clausewitz did in writing this book. In his earlier writings, aS 
Dr. Herbert Rosinski points out in his· revision of The German Army, 
Clausewitz condemned the idea that there could be a "systematic theory of 
war and strategy" and had already begun to "grope for a more compre-: 

. hensive approach. It was only when • • • he turned back to seek his foun~ 
dations in the inner logic of his subject that .he found himself on firm 
ground at last." Dr. Rosinski goes on to show how Clausewitz took for the 
basis of his analysis "the act-of-war directed upon the overthrow of the 
enemy's power of resistance." He had witnessed the whole course of Napo
leon's campaigns, and had seen that Napoleon fought his wars to win them. 
There might have been men or nations who went into wars with some 
lesser intention in mind. But war as a whole could not be seriously dis; 
cussed on any such half-way basis. On the thought that the aim of war is 
"the overthrow of the enemy's power of resistance," Clausewitz developed 
his own philosophy from the essence of war itself. "It is this unique achieve-: 
ment," concludes Dr. Rosinski, "in conjunction with his eminently practi
cal common sense, his wide experience and long contact with prominent 
soldiers, that constitutes the quality of the great treatise he erected. Be-: 
cause his foundations had been laid with an acute understanding of the 
theoretical problems involved, the book assumed comprehensiveness and 
balance, and in consequence of its theoretical excellence, proved of high 
practical value, even when the causes of that excellence were misunder
stood." 

Clausewitz was able, through compact writing, to treat all of the many 
sides of war he knew in a work of no especially great length. Because of 
this conciseness you cannot race through this book as you might through 
some popular and, over-simplified discussion of war. At the same time, the 
meat of his writing is thoroughly digestible, though quoters of Clausewitz 
have often been ponderous themselves in evidencing their familiarity with 
"the greatest of the writers on war." The new reader finds for himself, of 
course, that On War is highly quotable, that besides the well-known dicta 
which have found their way into the manuals of instruction of every army, 
and more recently into the columns of the military experts, there are hun
dreds of other forceful observations which apply to all of warfare-today's 
and tomorrow's as yesterday's. The critical reader with something of a 
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military background also discovers that the more uncomprorillsing state
ments of Clausewitz are sometimes debatable, and doubtless were when he 
wrote them. For many, it soon becomes a matter, in reading On War, of 
enthusiastic agreement and disagreement from page to page. The final 
iinpact is likely to be an awakening to the complicatedness of war and to a 
particular realization of the moral and emotional sides of it as they affect 
the commander and his troops. And above all, as Professor Jolles implies
in his Introduction, the reader will have learned what every young student 
officer learns at the first school he attends after being conimissioned-that 
in war it all "depends upon the situation." 

This is perhaps the commonest teaching at every school of war: "It de
pends upon the situation." To the earnest young officer in his eagerness to 
absorb the right way of doing things in war, these words can be particu
larly maddening. For he usually wants some good, sound rules to go by. 
He wants his instructors to impart to him at least some definite idea of the 
conduct of war "in a typical situation"-when the enemy and our own 
forces have a given strength, disposition and state of morale as battle 
approaches between them on an area of terrain of a certain general kind. 
But there are too many possible different "situations"-a<;tually an infinite 
number-to. permit the establishment of either typical situations or 
wrought-iron rules of war. The best that can be done is to examine anum
ber of past battles, and imaginary battles of the present and future, in 
erder to bring out the typical elements of the main problems a commander 
and his staff must consider in each given class of military operation. For 
example, the use of boats is probable in an attack across a river but not in 
an attack over ground no river traverses. There are specific ways of bring
ing up, loading and getting these boats across in the face of enemy fire that 
are more likely to succeed in most situations than other ways. But no fiat 
rules can be laid down and there must always be allowance for much varia
tion in the manner of crossing the river. For it will "depend upon the situ
ation" how best to deliver the amphibious attack. It always depends upon 
the situation, and no one has ever shown this more clearly than Clausewitz. 

And this is a lesson of war not merely for officers studying at military 
schools. It is a most vital lesson for the impatient citizen whose part in 
war doesn't happen to be played in a uniform. It is particularly a lesson 
for the writer and radio commentator who interprets the war for others. 
For such men, "it depends upon the situation" means even more than it 
does for the commander. The commander knows the situation, all there is 
to know of it. In his peacetime exercises he is given the details of informa
tion (with certain realistic gaps left in them). And in war all the available 
knowledge is his and he is constantly obtaining and receiving more. The 
commentator, like his readers or hearers, knows only a part of the know
able situation. He has no access to the reports that must be kept secret. His 
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knowledge of the situation is seldom if ever a sufficient basis for positive 
recommendation for action. Clausewitz will give him, if he needs it, and 
more especially his audience, the best idea of the many considerations that 
make up a situation of war-of all the ·things that commanders must know 
and weigh before they can come to a reasonable decision on the conduct of 
a battle or campaign or the war as a whole. 

In this principal work of Clausewitz, he made a considerable use of ref
erences to wars of his time and of the half century just before his time, 
campaigns and battles fought in the decades from the middle of the eight
eenth century to the close of the Napoleonic Wars. Often Clausewitz pre.:. 
sents these matters in enough detail to make his point clear to the modem 
reader without the need for turning to a further source of reference, but 
sometimes not. The reader unfamiliar with. the campaigns of this period is 
certain to be rewarded if he takes the time to seek a little more informa
tion about them where he may need to. For one thing, they were practically 
all fought out on ground occupied by the Axis armies in the early years of 
the Second World War, and therefore on ground some of which was sure 
to see new and greater battles as the war progressed. For another thing, 
their investigation is sure to bring a deeper interest and a clearer insight 
into current campaigns. Many of the problems of those earlier battle leaders 
were not unlike the problems of our present warfare on a greater scale. 
Their decisions "depended upon the situation" then as now, and the princi
pal element of the situation, man himself, is much the same as he was when 
those earlier conflicts were fought. He would ·probably not be fighting 
again if he were not. 

Since Professor Jolles in his Introduction has so ably commented on the 
distorted and selective interpretation given to On War by some of the mod
ern Cerman leaders, and on other broad aspects of the book, there, is no 
need to cover similar ground in this Foreword. I shall only bring to mind 
what Major John H. Bums wrote concerning military history a few years 
ago: "There is no connecting link between the civilian social historian and 
the military chronicler. The soldier historian takes with little comment the 
soldier as produced by the age and recounts his exploits, leaving all other 
details to the conventional historian. The scientific military historian. (if 
we had any) would be struck by the fact that the civilian authorities have 
charge of the soldier's training for some twenty years-infancy to man
hood-and that this vital training period has a powerful effect on the type 
of soldier that will eventually enter battle. Therefore he would study the 
social institutions of the times to ascertain their effect on this human mate
rial ... " 1 Clausewitz based his discussion of war on his extensive knowl
edge of military history, in part as he had read it but in greater part as he 
had experienced it as a soldier from the age of twelve in the great wars of 

1 "What About Military History?" The Infantry Journal, July-August, 1938. 
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his time. He sho.ws himself well aware, in many passages of On War, that 
social institutions in general, rather than the more specifically military, are 
primary elements, not only in the shaping of the soldier but also of the 
wars he fights. 

But there is no single key to warfare either in the writings of Clausewitz 
or of anyone else. At the same time, for more than one good reason, it is 
necessary to read On War to gain any full grasp of today's great war. For 
it has influenced the ideas of leaders not only in Germany, but in every 
army for a century and a quarter. 
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War, like every other human activity, has its theory and its philosophy; 
and, like all other problems, those which arise in the conduct and 'in the 
consequences of war are solved only at haphazard if the speculative devices 
required for their analysis are neglected. We Americans have entered this 
war, as we have entered all wars, under the impulse of circumstances, and 
we have improvised the weapons by which to wage it. We know that it is a 
war of machines, and we have therefore made a great effort to outstrip our 
enemy quickly in the production of the instruments of mechanized warfare; 
we are less fully aware of the fact that it is also a war of ideas, but we have 
assumed that the new weapons have likewise revolutionized the theory of 
strategy and tactics. The Germans, who have thought of war more con
tinuously and in terms of greater philosophic generality, have seen a con
tinuity in practice and thought. When, in 1937, General von Blomberg, 
German Minister of War, wrote his introduction to the fifteenth edition 
of Clausewitz' On War, he still found, in spite of all changes of military 
organization and technique, the basis for any meaningful development of 
the art of war in that work, and Clausewitz' Principles of War was repub
lished in 1936 by General Friedrich von Cochenhausen-instructor at the 
German Academy of Aerial Warfare, an institution concerning which 
Clausewitz could least have been expected to make provision-with only a 
few paragraphS marked to indicate points at which the principles had now 
been modified. Clausewitz was concerned with fundamental principles ex
emplified in the long history of war and rediscovered to be applied anew by 
such modern generals as Frederick the Great and NapPleon; they are 
principles which were followed, after Clausewitz, by Helmuth von Moltke 
and Count Schlieffen; the influence of the exposition of those principles in 
On War can be traced in the campaigns of the First World War, and the 
course of the invasion of Russia during the present war reflects Clausewitz' 
conception of defensive warfare as well as his discussion of Napoleon's cam
paign. Clausewitz conceived war, moreover, in terms which make clear its 
relation to political problems, its function as a means of realizing political 
policy, and the limitations whil:h make the ultimate settlement of the 
problems which lead to war impossible by the instrumentalities of war 
alone. Finally, he treats in detail the moral factors involved in war-which 
oddly enough have become the "psychological aspects" prominent in mod-

xvii 
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ern discussions--personal qualities of individuals, the pressure. of public 
opinion, the bases and effects of army morale. 

On War is a work of true philosophic scope. Sillce its principles are fun
damental and their bearing universal, it affords at once a basis for under
standing the nature of war in general, an index to the intellectual character 
of the nation which has been so much and so long engrossed with specula
tion on war, and a practical instrument to understand and anticipate the 
decisions of the armies of that nation and to achieve with respect to them 
what Clausewitz states as the aim of warfare--"to disarm or overthrow 
the enemy." 

Professor Jolles' translation of Clausewitz' On War grew out of his ex
periences in teaching military German at the Institute of Military Studies 
of the University of Chicago. Pre-induction basic military training courses 
were begun at the University of Chicago in September, 1940. The pre
induction course was incorporated with other newly organized courses in 
the Institute of Military Studies, established in April, 1941, for "the ad
vancement of civilian interest in and knowledge of military history and 
practice." The entrance of the United States into the war has further par
ticularized the functions of the Institute to those contributions which a 
university and a civilian personnel can make to the successful prosecution 
of the war. The Institute has provided basic military training and instruc
tion in civilian defense to a large number of students at the University of 
Chicago and to residents of the city of Chicago and its suburbs; it has 
offered advanced courses in military history, military law, military theory, 
military German, essentials of mathematics, economics of war, military 
administration, advanced marksmanship, and map and aerial photograph 
reading; it has engaged in such research and has published such results of 
its experiences as might either (a) make specific application of the re
sources of an institution of higher learning to the problems of a nation at 
war or (b) assist other civilian groups to contribute to military training 
without making demands on our military personnel or our military ma
terials. The preparation of a translation of an influential German military 
classic like Clausewitz' On War is the result of such an effort to contribute 
to the American understanding of the war, its progress, and its implica
tions. 

The publications of the Institute have been issued under a variety of 
auspices. Maclean and Olson's Manual of Instruction in Military Maps 
and Aerial Photographs has been published in the Geoscience Series of 
Harper and Brothers; three of the publications of the Institute have been 
issued under its own imprint: A Review of Arithmetic prepared by Zens L. 
Smith, Assistant Professor of Mathematics at the University of Chicago; 
The Organization of the Army; and Some Military Applications of Elemen
tary Mathematics, published with the permission of the Department of 
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' Mathematics of the Uni_!ed States Military Academy, West Point. Th1 
general interest and importance of Clausewitz' On War makes it worthy ol 
the attention of the vast audience it will command as a Modern Librai) 
Giant. Other texts and manuals are in preparation. 

RicHARD McKEoN 

Dean of the Division of the Humanities, 
Chairman of the Committee 

on Pre-Induction Military Training, 
·The University of Chicago 



INTRODUCTION 

by 0. J. Matthijs Jolles 

Ever since the success of the Prussian armies in the wars of 1866 and 
r87o-7r, and especially in the long years of almost unbearable tension 
preceding the First World War, voices were raised in England, warning 
of the danger of Germany's military preparations and the militaristic 
spirit that stood behind her feverish armaments. In vain experts tried to 
explain to the public that full understanding of Prussian militarism was 
essential for the maintenance of peace in Europe and that it could only be 
gained by studying 'the most important military work ever written'
Clausewitz's On War. 

Famous military leaders and writers of Germany in those days, like 
Moltke, von der Goltz, von Blume, Meckel and many others, declared 
themselves to be pupils of Clausewitz and said that Germany owed to 
him her successes on the battlefield. As he had advised, many of them 
went to other countries to gather practical experience and to become in
structors of foreign armies. With them Clausewitz's theories spread. Von 
der Goltz trained the Turkish General Staff, Meckel the Japanese, who 
largely credited him with their success in their war with Russia. When 
asked by the English Major. Stewart L. Murray, who was preparing a 
book on Clausewitz,l to state his opinion as to the importance of that 
great philosopher of war, Meckel answered: "I, like every other German 
officer, have, consciously or unconsciously, instructed in the spirit of 
Clausewitz. I maintain that everyone who nowadays e~ther makes or 
teaches war in a modem sense bases himself upon Clausewitz, even if he 
is not conscious of it." 2 

This is still true for the modern German army. After the first German 
successes in Poland, Norway and France, triumphant German voices 
were raised declaring that the Allies had necessarily lost the war so far 
because they had not remembered the fundamental truth of Clausewitz's 
book On War. According to Karl Linnebach3 of the German Institute of 
Military Research, the Allies had made the fatal mistake of thinking that 
Clausewitz was proved to be wrong by the outcome of the First World 
War, and was now obsolete. "They thought," he declares, "that the essen
tial features of war had changed, that in the future wars would not be 

'Major Stewart L. Murray, The Reality of War: A Companion to Clausewitz, ed. 
A. H. Atteridge (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1914) 

I Ibid., p. IS. 
1 Karl Linnebach is the author of one of the most recent publications on Clausewitz. 

His book is called, Karl und Marie von Clausewitz (Berlin, 1925). 
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decided on· the battlefield but by economic means. We Germ.h......_ ·e goes 
on, "have drawn the right conclusions from the First World War.'·tlt still 
believe in Clausewitz, who says that in war everything is subject to the 
supreme law of decision by arms and that the destruction of the enemy's 
army will always be the most effective guarantee of success." 4 All of this 
is true. It emphasizes unduly, however, one part of his theory and has 
led, as we shall see, to a misinterpretation of Clausewitz on the part of 
the Germans which has had far-reaching consequences. · 

Karl von Clausewitz was born near Magdeburg in 1780. The family was 
originally Polish. Clausewitz's father had only recently migrated to 
Prussia, where he served as a lieutenant under Frederick the Great and, 
later on, lived with his six children on the moderate income of a tax col
lector. In 1793, at the age of thirteen, Clausewitz went to war for the. 
firs( time, and from then until 1815 he gathered an immense amount of 
practical experience by taking part in all the wars in which Prussia was 
involved during the Napoleonic era. He soon attracted the attention of 
Scharnhorst, the military leader and reformer of the Prussian army, and 
became his close collaborator and friend. As the aide-de-camp of Prince 
August of Prussia he took part in the war of x8o6 and witnessed the com
plete collapse of the Prussian army, which had been resting on its laurels 
since the days of Frederick the Great. He was wounded and taken as a 
prisoner of war with Prince August to France, where he had ample tinie 
to reflect on the principal cause of the fatal defeat-a badly trained army, 
led by over-aged generals who had never thought it necessary to revise 
thei,r obsolete principles of strategy in face of the altogether new form of 
warfare introduced by the leaders of the French Revolution and brought 
to perfection by Napoleon. 

On his return to Prussia at the end of the war he took an active part 
in the reform of the army under Scharnhorst. In 1809 Clausewitz con
sidered entering the English or Russian service, since he was unwilling 
to fight under Napoleon. After having been the tutor and military ad
viser of the Crown Prince he left the country in 1812 to offer his services 
to Russia. Later on, this step caused him considerable difficulties, for 
not until 1815 was he allowed to rejoin the Prussian army. In the mean
time he had to act as a Russian liaison officer to the staff of Scharnhorst 
and Bliicher. 

In the period of political reaction following the Congress of Vienna, 
Clausewitz, who had been one of the influential reformers, was regarded, 
like Gneisenau and von Stein, as a revolutionary and a demagogue. His 
attempts to become Prussian Ambassador in London failed. In 1818 he 
was made director of the War Academy in Berlin, an office which was 

'Karl Linnebach, "Vom Geheimnis des Kriegerischen Erfolgs," Wissen vnd Well,., 
XXI (1940), 442-45 
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purely administrative and gave him no influence on the methods and 
principles which were taught in this institute. In the following twelve 
years he devoted most of his time to the writing of his life's work On War. 
In 1830 he had hoped to be able to put his theories into practice, since 
he had been appointed chief of the General Staff to Gneisenau, but war 
did not break out. Like Gneisenau, and shortly after him, he died in 1831 
of cholera. The great disappointment of his life was that he had never , 
had a chance to distinguish himself as a leader on the field of battle: 

The manuscript, which he had put into separate packets and sealed 
before he left for active duty in 1830, was published shortly after his 
death by his devoted wife, Marie von Clausewitz. It had been his reso
lution not to let this work appear in his lifetime. He himself regarded 
the results of so many years of reflection on war, of his intercourse with 
men of ability and of much personal experience, merely as "small nuggets 
of pure metal," 5 as nothing more than a rough collection of material. 
Only the first chapter of the first book he considered completed. 

That the work could ·never be finished is, apart from the inexhaustible 
material and the scope of the field which Clausewitz tried to cover, mainly 
due to the nature of his conception of war. He did not believe that the 
nature of war was such that any abstract theory could ever succeed in 
explaining its manifold and complex phenomena. The many passages where 
he ridicules all attempts at 'reducing strategy to geometric patterns, to 
conditions of terrain, or any other single element, show clearly his deep 
distrust of abstract theories.6 It is not only modesty when he calls his 
book a mere collection of material Ol;' stresses the importance of his prac
tical experience. He insists that the fundamental laws of war, which he 
believes he has discovered, are always subject to an infinite number of 
historical, psychological, moral and incidental modifications. It is perhaps 
one of the greatest merits of his book tltat it shows the proper place of 
theory in relation to practice, its importance and at the same time its 
limitations. In theory war is extremely simple, in practice it is one of the 
most complex forms of human activity. Strangely enough the expressed 
aim of these hundreds of pages of vast erudition is to impress on the mind 
of the reader the futility of all book-learning .. Clausewitz does not want 
to provide a set of abstract rules to be applied dogmatically on the field 
of battle. He wants to be a guide to self-instruction, an aid to observation 
and to the gathering of practical experience. He insists that "theoretical 
knowledge must become practical skill." 7 

From a purely military point of view the immediate aim of war, ac
cording to Clausewitz, is the destruction of the enemy's armed forces. 

• Author's Preface. 
• Book II, Chap. II and Chap. IV 
• Book II, Chap. II, p. 82 
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"War is an act of force to compel our adversary to do our will." 8 There 
is only one means toward this end, and that is combat. "Not only the 
conception of war but experience also leads us to look for a great decision 
only in a great battle. From time immemorial, only great victories have 
led to great successes, on the offensive without exception, on the defensive 
side more or less so." 9 

At the same time war is never an end in itself, but only "a continuation 
of policy by other means." 10 Thus from a higher point of view the politi
cal intentions are the objects, and war is the means. The nature of war 
is therefore determined by political objects. 

Clausewitz is a soldier and a realist. He does not concern himself much 
with state policy. To him wars are as good or as bad, as humane or as 
cruel, as the nations who wage them. But as a realistic soldier he never 
ceases to 'point out that humanitarian feelings influence war only in so 
far as they govern the policy of states, and that the elemental violence 
and brutality of war, which is its fundamental nature, may come to the 
surface at any time. In such cases the more humanitarian party has 
simply no choice but to resort to the same methods. In a truly prophetic 
way Clausewitz warns: "Woe to the cabinet which, with a policy of half 
measures and a fettered military system, comes upon an adversary who, 
like the rude element [of war), knows no other law than that of his in
trinsic strength. Every deficiency in activity and effort is then a weight 
in the scales in favor of the enemy. Then it is not so easy to change from 
the fencing posture into that of an athlete, and a slight blow is often suf
ficient to throw the whole to the ground." 11 A nation that uses war as. 
a means of policy must be fully aware of its inherent danger. "Let us not 
hear of generals who conquer without bloodshed. If bloody slaughter 
is a horrible spectacle, then it should only be a reason for treating war 
with more ~espect [i.e., avoiding unnecessary wars), but not for making 
the sword we bear blunter and blunter by degrees from feelings of hu
manity, until once again someone steps in with a sword that is sharp, and 
hews away the arms from our body." 12 

There can be no doubt that this conception which regards war as an 
exercise of unrestrained force for the attainment of political ends, this 
insistence that only great victories produce great successes, has most 
strongly influenced the minds of the German nation and its military 
leaders. For them Clausewitz was the man who had revealed the secret 
of Napoleon's successes, the advantages of his policy and strategy, and, 

• Book I, Chap. I, p. 3 -
"Book IV, Chap. XI, p. 210 
10 Book I, Chap. I, p. 16 
11 Book III, Chap. XVI, p. 164 
11 Book IV, Chap. XI, p. 210 
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on the other hand, the great danger of not being prepared for such a· 
form of completely unrestrained aggression. When they called themselves 
pupils of Clausewitz, it meant that they were willing to wage war in its 
most violent form in order to achieve their political objects. Whenever 
they found their opponents unprepared and ignorant of this "true nature" 
of war, they were confirmed in their belief by their victories. Germany's 
explanation of her latest successes, at the beginning of this Second World 
War, which were the result of the same strategy of unrestrained aggres
sive warfare, make this perfectly clear. "We can," says Linnebach, "as 
Clausewitz has pointed out, choose different roads in war. We can, for 
instance, direct our intentions to the aim of doing as much harm as pos- -
sible to our enemy in the economic field. But that is not the direct road, 
and woe to him whom the God of War finds treading it. This is exactly 
what happened to our enemies. The FUhrer has forged the ,sharp sword 
of the German army and welded the whole German nation together into 
one great arm in which-to use one of Clausewitz's metaphors-the army 
forms the edge, the people the steel blade. Our enemies, on the other hand, 
thought that behind their protective wall of concrete and wire entangle
ments an elegant rapier would suffice as a . weapon. They believed that 
they could win the war by means of a blockade ·and without bloodshed. 
Hoping to avoid a decision by arms and not to be forced to make any 
sacrifices, the French Government declared ~t the beginning of this war 
that they would be not only sparing but niggardly with their soldiers' 
blood." 13 Thus, according to this writer, the Allies had to pay for the fact. 
that they did not listen to Clausewitz; that is to say, to the Clausewitz 
who declares that war is an act of violence and that it is accompanied 
by "insignificant restrictions, hardly worth mentioning, which it imposes 
on itself under the name of international law and usage, but which do 
not really weaken its power." 14 

It is essential to realize fully that words like these have been construed 
in Germany ever since the days of Clausewitz as not only justifying ruth
lessness in certain cases, but actually advocating it as the most natural 
form of warfare. For other nations the lesson to be drawn is, evidently, 
to be prepared-not to be the party with the blunt sword, the one to 
have his arms hewed off by an adversary who regards his own ruthlessness 
as a sign of youthful vitality, and sneers at the humanitarian weakness 
of his opponent. The result is depressing. It must necessarily lead, and has 
actually led, to a permanent state of armed suspicion and a mad race of 
military preparations without end. 

But there is one very serious flaw in this interpretation of Clausewitz: 
it totally disregards the fact that he clearly stresses the superior strength 

11 Linnebach, loc. cit. 
" Book I, Chap. I, p. 3 
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of the defensive form of warfare as against the offensive. Clausewitz's aim 
was not merely to prove- the strategic superiority of Napoleon's light
ning attacks as so many writers and strategists--British and American, 
unfortunately, as well as German-seem to believe. This is but one part 
of his theory and not the most important one, for he goes on to show why 
Napoleon, greatest of all aggressors up to that time, was necessarily in' 
the end completely defeated. More than one third of his work On War is 
devoted 'to Book VI, on "Defense." 

"The defense is the stronger form of making war," 15 the attack is the 
weaker form. This opinion does not contradict, as at first it seems, the belief 
that only great victories produce great successes. Clausewitz declares that 
in reality there is no such thing as a pure attack or a pure defense. The 
assailant is often temporarily reduced to the defensive, and on the other 
hand the defender must never forget that "a swift and vigorous transition 
to attack-the flashing sword of vengeance-is the most brilliant point of 
the defensive. He who does not bear this in mind from the first, who does 
not from the first include it in his conception of defense, will never 
understand the superiority of the defensive." 16 It is therefore a highly 
active form of defense which Clausewitz has in mind. Its most extreme ap
plication is the retreat into the interior of the country; a constant haras
sing of the pursuing enemy; attacks on his ever-lengthening supply lines; 
and, finally, when the aggressor is exhausted and no longer superior in 
strength, the falling on him from a well-chosen position and the con
sequent achievement of his complete destruction. That is what Clausewitz 
learned from Napoleon's campaign in Russia in ~812. And who will not 
think in this connection of the events in Russia in 1942-43? 

It is highly interesting to see how in his discussion of active defense, 
though realizing the necessity of ruthlessness against a ruthless adver
sary, Clausewitz is by no means a Machiavellian advocate of ruthless ag
gression-and this not only for military reasons. He stresses, for instance, 
the fact that the political sympathies of all nations not directly concerned 
in the war will be on the side of the defender. \\'herever there are close 
connections between civilized states there will be a tendency to preserve 
the stability of the whole and to maintain the existing conditions rather 
than to produce changes. Single states which tried to effect important 
changes solely for their own benefit have, usually, been opposed, with 
more or less success, by these universal interests. Such attempts, he re
gards as "abnormalities ... real diseases." 17 

If Clausewitz declares war to be only a continuation of policy by other 
means, he certainly is not advocating that the political relatiQils of states 
should be constantly overshadowed by a threat of war. He warns of the 

111 Book VI, Chap. I, p. 319 
, 

10 Book VI, Chap. V, p. 331 
11 Book VI, Chap. VI, p. 335 
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dangers that may result when the purely military point of view of gen
erals influences the foreign policy of a nation. Even the Minister of War 
should not be a soldier, but a statesman who knows just enough about 
war not to expect results from military means and measures which they 
cannot produce. Clausewitz is perfectly. aware that the policy of a state / 
"may take a wrong direction, and prefer to promote amb;tious ends, private 
interests or the vanity of rulers." 18 But as a strategist who under no cir
cumstances can be the "preceptor" of politics he declares this to be no con
cern of his. He makes it clear that when he speaks of policy he means "the 
representative of all the interests of the whole community." 19 

There is still one point which has. caused great embarrassment to all 
those German interpreters of Clausewitz who regard. him as the father 
of their ideal of unrestrained aggressive warfare. In . summing up his 
discussion of the relative advantages of attack and defense Clausewitz 
says: "The great moral forces ... may be assumed to exist as much. on 
the side of the defensive as of the offensive; at least those which are 
more especially in favor of the attack-such as confusion 'and· disorder 
in the enemy's ranks-do not generally appear until after the decisive 
stroke is delivered, and consequently seldom ·help to influence it. We 
think we have now sufficientiy established our proposition, that the de
fensive is a stronger form of war than the offensive; but there still remains 
to be mentioned one small factor hitherto unnoticed. It is the courage
the feeling of superiority in an army-which springs from a consciousness 
of belonging to the attacking party. The thing is in itself a fact, but the 
feeling very soon merges into the more general and more powerful one 
which is imparted to an army by victory or defeat, by the talent or in
capacity of its general." 20 

To the modern German commentators such a passage is a stumbling 
block indeed. Von Scherff's comment is typical. "We can scarcely," he 
writes, "help putting a large note of interrogation behind this 'small'! 
Clausewitz, the man of 'moral forces' par excellence, quietly ignores with 
this little word that high spirit of enthusiasm, that self-assured, manly 
pride, that instinctive confidence of the common soldier, all of which, 
spurring him to extraordinary achievements, spring from the 'conscious
ness of belonging to the attacking party.' " 21 

Nothing could illustrate better than these words the extreme one-sided
ness of the German way of interpreting Clausewitz which singles out 
what he has to say on victories and the violent nature of war and willfully 
overlooks his theory of the superior strength of active defense. Large 
question marks, vague hints that Clausewitz himself had declared he was 

,. Book VIII, Chap. VI, p. 598 
"'Book VIII, Chap. VI, p. 598 
10 Book VI, Chap. III, p. 326 
11 Karl von Clausewitz, Yom Kriege ed. W. von Scherff (Berlin 188o), p. 312 
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not altogether satisfied with all the parts of his book and regretful re
marks that he had not been fortunate enough to see the German victories 
of 1866 and 187o-7I inspire no conviction. 

The Germans may still claim that they alone understand Clausewitz. 
They may point out that the AIIies are committing what Clausewitz re
gards as the worst error in believing that an enemy can be overcome 
without bloodshed. But is it really true, as Linnebach insists, that the 
Germans "have drawn the right conclusion from the First World War"?22 

It looks now as if in the present war their one-sided interpretation has 
involved them, for a second time, in the much more fatal error of under
estimating the importance which Clausewitz, convinced by the final defeat 
of Napoleon, attaches to the superior strength of that form of defensf 
which never ceases to think of the "flashing sword of vengeance." 23 

""Linne bach, loc. cit. 
'"Book VI, Chap. V, p. 331 
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TWO NOTES BY THE AUTHOR 

"I regard the first six books, of which a fair copy has now been made, 
· as only a rather formless mass which will be thoroughly revised once 
more. In this revision the two kinds of war will everywhere be more 
clearly kept in view. Thus all ideas will acquire a more distinct meaning, 
a definite direction and a more detailed application. These two kinds of 
war are: the one in which the object is the overthrow of our adversary, 
whether we wish to destroy him politically or merely to disarm him and 
thus force him to accept whatever peace we will; and the other in which 
we want merely to make some conquests on the frontier of his country, 
either to retain them or to avail ourselves of them as useful bargaining 
points in settling the terms of peace. The two kinds must, no doubt, con
tinue to blend into one another, but the wholly different characters of the 
two efforts must everywhere prevail, and things which are irreconcilable 
must be kept in their separate categories. 

"Apart from this difference existing in fact between wars, we must fur
ther expressly and exactly establish the point of view, no less necessary 
in practice, from which war is regarded as nothing but the continuation 
of state policy with other means. This point of view, everywhere main
tained, will bring much more unity into our investigation, and everything 
will be easier to disentangle. Although this point of view will chiefly find 
its application in Book VIII, nevertheless it must be fully explained in 
Book I and also contribute to the revision of the first six Books. By such 
a revision the first six Books will be freed from many a piece of dross; 
many a fissure and gap will be closed; and many a generality can be 
converted into more ·definite thoughts and forms. 

"Book VII, 'On the Attack,' for which the rough drafts of the several 
chapters have already been prepared, is to be regarded as a reflection of 
Book VI. It is to be revised at once in accordance with the more definite 
points of view just stated, so that it will need no further revision, but 
may rather serve as a model in the revision of the first six Books~ 

"For Book VIII, 'On the Plap of a War,' that is, generally, on the 
arranging of a whole war, several chapters have been drafted, which, 
however, cannot even be regarded as real materials but are merely a 
rough survey of the whole subject, for the purpose of finding, in the very 
process itself, a clear idea of what are the important points. This pur
pose they have fulfilled, and I propose after finishing Book VII to pro
ceed at once to the final revision of Book VIII, in which the two points 
of view above stated will be principally brought out and should simplify 
oeverything and also at the same time raise it to a higher intellectual 
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level. I hope in this Book to iron out various wrinkles in the heads of 
strategists and statesmen and at all events to show what are the points 
at issue and what in the case of a war is specially to be taken into con-
sideration. · 

"If by the revision of Book VIII I have cleared up my ideas, and the 
main features of war have been properly established, it will then be the 
easier for me to infuse the same spirit into the first six Books and there, 
too, to make those features everywhere visible. Not till then, therefore, shall 
I undertake the revision of the first six Books. 

"Should I be interrupted ·in this w'ork by an early death, what exists 
of it may certainlybedescribed as merely a hotchpotch of ideas, which, 
being exposed to ceas~less misunderstandings, will give rise to a multi-: 
tude of hasty criticisms. For in these matters everyone thinks that what
ever comes into his head when he takes up a pen is quite good enough 
to be said and printed, and holds it to be as far beyond doubt as that two 
and two make four. If he would give himself the trouble, as I have done, 
to think over the subject for years and years and always compare his 
conclusions with the actual history of war, he would certainly be more 
cautious with his criticism. 

"But in spite of their unfinished form, I nevertheless believe that an 
unprejudiced reader, anxious for truth and conviction, will not fail in 
the first six Books to appreciate the fruits of many years of thought and 
a diligent study of war, and perhaps will find in them the leading ideas 
from which a revolution in the theory of war might proceed. 

"Berlin, July 10, 1827.'; 
[Besides this "Note" there was also found among the author's papers 

the following unfinished statement.} 
"The manuscript on the conduct of war on a great scale which will be 

found after my death, can, in its existing state, only be regarded as a col
lection of materials out of which a theory of war oil a great scale was to be 
constructed. With most of it I am not yet satisfied, and Book VI is to be 
considered a mere experiment; I would have rewritten it entirely and 
sought another solution. 

"But the leading features which predominate in these materials I hold 
to be the right ones in the view of war. They are the fruits of a compre
hensive study with constant reference to practical life, and in constant re
membrance of what experience and association with distinguished soldiers 
have taught me. 

"Book VII was to cover the attack, the subjects of which have been 
lightly sketched; Book VIII, the plan of a war. In the latter I should have 

· dealt more particularly with the political and human side of war. 
"The first chapter of Book I is the only one which I regard as finished. 

It will, at any rate, serve to give the whole the direction which I wished to 
maintain throughout. 
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"The theory of war on a great scale, or what is called strategy, presents 
extraordinary difficulties. It may perhaps be said that on its different sub
jects very few people have clear ideas-ideas, that is to say, which are 
logically traced back to their underlying necessity. In action most men fol
low a mere instinctive judgment, which hits the mark more or less success
fully, according as they have in them more or less of genius. 

"So have all great commanders acted, and their greatness and their 
genius lay partly in the fact that this instinct of theirs always proved cor
rect. So too it will always be with action, and for this that instinct is amply 
sufficient. But when it is a matter not of acting ourselves, but of persuading 
others in council, then it is a question of clear ideas, of demonstrating the 
internal connection of things. And because so little progress has yet been 
made in this direction, most councils are a futile bandying of words, in 
which either everyone sticks to his own opinion or a superficial agreement 
out of mutual consideration leads to a middle way, fundamentally devoid 
of all value. , . 

"Clear ideas, therefore, on these matters are not without utility. More
over, the mind of man has quite universally a tendency toward clarity and 
a need of establishing necessary connections. 

"The great difficulties presented by such a philosophical construction of 
the art of war, and the many very unsuccessful attempts that have been 
made at it, have reduced most people to declaring that such a theory is not 
possible, for it is a question of things which no permanent law can include. 
We should agree·with this opinion and give up all attempt-at a theory if 
there were not a whole multitude of propositions which can be made per
fectly clear without difficulty. Of such are the following: defense is the 
stronger form with the negative object, and attack the weaker form with 
the positive object; great successes help to determine the small; strategic 
effects can, therefore, be referred to certain centers of gravity; a demon
stration is a weaker application of force than a real attack, and therefore 
demands special conditions; victory consists not merely in the conquest of 
the battlefield, but in the destruction of physical and moral forces and this 
is usually attained only in the pursuit after the battle is won; success is 
always at its greatest where a battle has been fought and won, and the 
changing over from one line and direction to another can only, therefore, 
be regarded as a necessary evil; an enveloping movement can only be justi
fied by a general superiority or by the superiority of our lines of communi
cation and retreat to those of the enemy; flank positions, therefore, are also 
conditioned by the same circumstances; every attack weakens as it 
advances." 



AUTHOR'S PREFACE 

That the conception of the scientific does not solely or chiefly consist of 
a system, with its course of instruction all complete, needs no explanation 
today. In the present exposition, no trace of system is to be found on the 
surface, and instead of a course of instruction all complete, it is nothing but 
a collection of materials. 

Its scientific character lies in the attempt to investigate the essence of 
the phenomena of war and to show their connection with the nature of the 
things of which they are composed. Nowhere have we tried to avoid logical 
conclusion, but when its thread runs altogether too fine, the author has pre
ferred to sever it, and depend upon the corresponding phenomena of ex
perience. As many plants only bear fruit if their stems do not shoot too 
high, so in the practical arts the theoretical leaves and blossoms must not 
be allowed to grow too high, but must be kept close to experience, their 
proper soil. 

Undoubtedly it would be a mistake to try from the chemical constitu
ents of the grain of wheat to investigate the form of the ear it produces; 
we have only to go into the field to see the ears all complete. Investigation 
and observation, philosophy and experience must never despise or exclude 
each other; each goes bail for the other. The propositions of this book rest 
the short span .of their internal necessity either upon experience or on the 
conception of war itself as an external point and therefore do not lack 
their buttresses.1 

It is not impossible, perhaps, to write a systematic theory of war both 
logical and wide in scope. Ours, up to the present, is far from being either. 
Not to mention their· unscientific spirit, in the attempt tQ make their sys
tems consistent and complete, many such works are stuffed with banalities, 
commonplaces and twaddle of every kind. If anyone wants a faithful pic
ture of them, let him read Lichtenberg's extract from a Fire Regulation: 

"If a house is on fire, it is above all things necessary to try to protect the 
right wall of the house standing to the left, and the left wall of the house 

'standing to the right respectively. For if, for instance, we proposed to protect 
the left wall of the house standing to the left, the right wall of the house lies 
to the right of the left wall, and consequently, as the fire also lies to the right 
of this wall and the right wall (for we have assumed that the house lies to 

1 That this is not the case with many military writers, especially such as wished to 
deal with war scientifically, is shown by the many instances in which the pros and the 
cons get so tangled up in their arguments that not even, as with the two lions, tht" 
tails are left. 
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the left of the fire) so the right wall lies nearer to the fire than the left, :mel 
the right wall of the house could catch fire, if it were not protected, before the 
fire reached the left wall, which is protected. Consequently something might 
catch fire which is not protected, and indeed sooner than anything else would 
catch fire, even if not protected; consequently the former must be left alone 
and latter must be protected. In order to impress the matter thoroughly on 
one's mind, one may merely note: if the house lies to the right of the fire, it 
is the left wall, and if the house lies to the left, it is the right wall." 

In order not to frighten away the intelligent reader with such common
places and make what little is good unpalatable by dilution with water, 
the author has preferred to offer in the form of small nuggets of pure metal 
what many years of thought about war, association with shrewd observers 
acquainted with war and many an experience of his own have suggested to 
him and established in his mind. It is thus that the chapters of this book, out
wardly but loosely connected, have come into being. Nevertheless, it is hoped 
they do not lack internal consistency. Perhaps before long a greater brain 
will appear, which will give us, instead of these isolated nuggets, the whole in 
one casting of pure metal without dross. 
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ON THE NATURE OF W,AR 



CHAPTER I 

WHAT IS WAR? 

I. INTRODUCTION 

We propose to consider, first, the several elements of our subject, then 
its several parts or divisions, and, finally, the whole in its internal connec
tion. Thus we proceed from the simple to the complex. But in this subject 
more than in any other it is necessary ~o begin with a glance at the nature 
of the whole, because here more than elsewhere the part and the whole 
must always be considered together. · 

2. DEFINITION 

We shall not begin here with a clumsy, pedantic definition of war, but 
confine ourselves to its essence, the duel. War is nothing but a duel on a 
larger scale. If we would combine into one conception the countless sep
arate duels of which it consists, we would do well to think of two wrestlers. 
Each tries by physical force to compel the other· to do his will; his im
mediate object is to overthrow his adversary and thereby make him in
capable of any further resistance. 

War is thus an act of force to compel our adversary to do our will. 

Force, to meet force, arms itself with the inventions of art and science. 
It is accompanied by insignificant restrictions, hardly worth mentioning, 
which it imposes on itself under the name of international law and usage, 
but which do not really weaken its power. Force, that is to say, physical 
force (for no moral force exists apart from the conception of a state and 
law), is thus the means; to impose our will upon the enemy is the object. 
To achieve this object with certainty we must disarm the enemy, and this 
disarming is by definition the proper aim of military action. It takes the 
place of the object and in a certain sense pushes it aside as something not 
belonging to war itself. 

3· THE USE OF FORCE THEORETICALLY WITHOUT LIMITS 

Now philanthropic souls might easily imagine-that there was an artistic 
way of disarming or overthrowing our adversary without too much blood
shed and that this was what the art of war should seek to achieve. However 
a~reeable this may sound, it is a false idea which must be demolished. In 

3 
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affairs so dangerous as war, false ideas proceeding from kindness of heart 
are precisely the worst. As the most extensive use of physical force by no 
means excludes the co-operation of intelligence, he who uses this force 
ruthlessly, shrinking from no amount of bloodshed, must gain an advan
tage if his adversary does not do the same. Thereby he forces his adver
sary's hand, and thus each pushes the other to extremities to which the 
only limitation is the strength of resistance on the other side. 

This is how the matter must be regarded, and it is a waste-and worse 
than a waste-of effort to ignore the element of brutality because of the 
repugnance it excites. 

If the wars of civilized nations are far less cruel and destructive than 
those of the unciviUzed, the reason lies in the social condition of the states, 
both in themselves and in their relations to one another. From this condi
tion, with its attendant circumstances, war arises and is shaped, limited and 
modified. But these things do not themselves belong to war; they already 
exist. Never in the philosophy of war itself can we introduce a modifying 
principle without committing an absurdity. 

Conflict between men really consists of two different elements: hostile 
feeling and hostile intention. We have chosen the latter of these two ele
ments as the distinguishing mark of our definition because it is the more 
general. We cannot conceive the most savage, almost instinctive, passion 
of hatred as existing without hostile intention, whereas there are many 
hostile intentions accompanied by absolutely no hostility, or, at all events, 
no predominant hostility, of feeling. Among savages intentions inspired by 
emotion prevail; among civilized peoples those prescribed by intelligence. 
But this difference lies not in the intrinsic nature of savagery and civiliza
tion, but in their accompanying circumstances, institutions, and so forth. 
It does not necessarily, therefore, exist in every case, but only prevails in 
the majority of cases. In a word, even the most civilized nations can be 
passionately inflamed against one another. 

From this we see how far from the truth we should be if we ascribed 
war among civilized men to a purely rational act of the governments and 
conceived it as continually freeing itself more and more from all passion, 
so that at last there was no longer need of the physical existence of armies, 
but only of the theoretical relations between them-a sort of algebra of 
action. 

Theory was already beginning to move in this direction when the events 
of the last war1 taught us better. If war is an act of force, the emotions are 
also necessarily involved in it. If war does not originate from them, it still 
more or less reacts upon them, and the degree of this depends not upon the 
stage of civilization, but upon the importance and duration of the hostile 
interests. 

If, therefore, we find that civilized peoples do not put prisoners to death 

• The war with Napoleon. 
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or sack cities and lay countries waste, this is because intelligence plays a 
greater part in their conduct of war and has taught them more effective 
ways of applying force than these crude manifestations of instinct. 

The invention of gunpowder and the advances continually being made 
in the development of firearms, in themselves show clearly enough that the 
demand for the destruction of the enemy, inherent in the theoretical con
ception of war, has been in no way actually weakened or diverted by the 
advance of civilization. 

So we repeat our statement: War is an act of force, and to the applica- c 

tion of that force there is no limit. Each of the adversaries forces the hand 
of the other, and a reciprocal action results which in theory can have no 
limit. This is the first reciprocal action that we meet and the first extreme. 

(First reciprocal action) 

4. THE AIM IS TO DISARM THE ENEMY 

We have said that the disarming of the enemy is the aim of military 
action, and we shall now show that, theoretically, at all events, this is 
necessarily so. 

If our opponent is to do our will, we must put him in a position more 
disadvantageous to him than the sacrifice would be that we demand. The 
disadvantages of his position should naturally, however, not be transitory, 
or, at least, should not appear to be so, or our opponent would wait for a 
more favorable moment and refuse to yield. Every change in his position 
that will result from the continuance of military activity, must thus, at all 
events in theory, lead to a position still less advantageous. The worst posi
tion in which a belligerent can be placed is that of being completely dis
armed. If, therefore, our opponent is to be forced by military action to do 
our will, we must either actually disarm him or put him in such a condition 
that he is threatened with the probability of our· doing so. From this it 
follows that the disarming or the overthrow of the enemy-whichever we 
choose to call it-must always be the aim of military action. 

Now war is not the action of a live force upon a dead mass-absolute 
non-resistance would be no sort of war at all-but always the collision of 
two live forces with each other, and what we have said of the ultimate 
aim of military action must be assumed to apply to both sides. Here, then, 
is again reciprocal action. So long as I have not overthrown my adversary 
I must fear that he may overthrow me. I am no longer my own master, but 
he forces my hand as I force his. This is the second reciprocal action, 
which leads to the second extreme. -

(Second reciprocal action) 

5· UTMOST EXERTION OF FORCES 

If we want to overthrow our opponent, we must proportion our effort 
to his power of resistance. This power is expressed as a product of two in-
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separable factors: the extent of the means at his disposal and the strength 
of his will. The extent of the means at his disposal would be capable of 
estimation, as it rests (though not entirely) on figures, but the strength of 
the will is much less so and only approximately to be· measured by the 
strength of the motive behind it. Assuming that in this way we have got 
a reasonably probable estimate of our opponent's power of resistance, w~ 
can proportion our efforts accordingly and increase them so as to secure 
a preponderance or, if our means do not suffice for this, as much as we can. 
But our opponent does the same; and thus a fresh competition arises be
tween us which in pure theory once more involves pushing to an extreme. 
This is the third reciprocal action we meet and a third extreme. 

(Third reciprocal action) 

6. MODIFICATIONS IN PRACTICE 

In the abstract realm of pure conceptions the reflective mind nowhere 
:finds rest till it bas reached the extreme, because it is with an extreme that 
it bas to do-a conflict of powers left to themselves and obeying no law 
but their own. If, therefore, we wanted from the mere theoretical concep
tion of war to deduce an absolute aim which we are to set before ourselves 
and the means we are to employ, these continuous reciprocal actions would 
land us in extremes which would be nothing but a play of fancies produced 
by a scarcely visible train of logical hair-splitting. If, adhering closely to 
the absolute, we proposed to get round all difficulties with a stroke of the 
pen and insist with logical strictness that on every occasion we must be 
prepared for the extreme of resistance and meet it with the extreme of 
effort, such a stroke of the pen would be a mere paper law with no applica
tion ,to the real world. 

Assuming, too, that this extreme of effort were an absolute quantity that 
could easily be discovered, we must nevertheless admit that the human 
mind would hardly submit to be ruled by such logical fantasies. In many 
cases the result would be a futile expenditure of strength which would be 
bound to find a restriction in other principles of statesmanship. An effort of 
will would be required disproportionate to the object in view and impos
sible to call forth. For the will of man never derives its strength from 
logical hair-splitting. 

Everything, however, assumes a different shape if we pass from the ab
stract world to that of reality. In the former everything bad to remain 
subject to optimism and we had to conceive both one side and the other 
as not merely striving toward perfection but also attaining it. Will this ever 
be so in practice? It would if: 

I. war were a wholly isolated act, which arose quite suddenly and bad no 
connection with the previous course of events, 

2. if it consisted of a single decision or of several simultaneous decisions, 
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3· if its decision were complete in itself and the ensuing politic~! situa
tion were not already being taken into account and reacting upon it. 

7· WAR IS NEVER AN ISOLATED ACT 

With reference to the first of these three points we must remember that 
neither of the two opponents is for the other an abstract person, even as 
regards that factor in the power of resistance which does not depend on 
external things, namely, the will. This will is no wholly unknown quantity: 
what it has been today tells us what it will be tomorrow. War never breaks 
out quite suddenly, and its spreading is not the work of a moment. Each of 
the two opponents can thus to a great extent form an opinion of the other 
from what he actually is and does, not from what, theoretically, he should 
be and should do. With his imperfect organization, however, man always 
remains below the level of the absolute best, and thus these deficiencies, 
operative on both sides, become a modifying influence. 

8. WAR DOES NOT CONSIST .OF ONE BLOW WITHOUT DURATION 

The second of the three points gives occasion for the following observa
tions: 

If the issue in war depended on a single decision or several simultaneous 
decisions, the preparations for that decision or those several decisions 
would naturally have to be carried to the last extreme. A lost opportunity 
could never be recalled; the only standard the real world could give us for 
the preparations we must make would, at best, be those of our adversary, 
so far as they are known to us, and everything else would once more be 
relegated to the realm of abstraction. But if the decision consists of several 
successive acts, each of these with all its attendant Circumstances can pro
vide a measure for those which follow, and thus here, too, the real world 
takes the place Of the abstract, and modifies, acwrdingly, the trend to the 
extreme. 

Every war, however, would necessarily be confined to a single decision 
or several simultaneous decisions if the means available for the conflict were 
all brought into operation together or could be so brought into operation. 
For an adverse decision necessarily diminishes these means, and if they 
have all been used up in the first decision, a second really becomes un
thinkable: All acts of war which could follow would be essentially part of 
the first and really only constitute its duration. 

But we have seen that in the preparations for war the real world has 
already taken the place of the mere abstract idea, and an actual standard 
that of a hypothetical extreme. Each of the two opponents, if for no other 
reason, will therefore in their reciprocal action stop short of the extreme 
effort, and their resources will thus not all be called up together. 

But the very nature of these resources and of their employment makes 
it impossible to put them all into operation at one and the same moment. 
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They consist of the military forces proper, the country with its superficial 
extent and its population, and the allies. 

The country with its superficial extent and its population, as well as be
ing the source of all military forces proper, is also in itself an integral part 
of the factors operative in war, if only with that part which provides the 
theatre of war or has a marked influence upon it. 

Now all movable military resources can- very well be put into operation 
simultaneously, but not all the fortresses, rivers, mountains, inhabitants, 
and so forth-in a word, the whole country, unless it is so small as to be 
wholly embraced by the first act of war. Furthermore, the co-operation of 
the allies does not depend upon the will of the belligerents, and from the 
very nature of political relations, it frequently does not come into effect or 
become active till later, for the purpose of restoring a balance of forces 
that has been upset. 

That this part of the means of resistance, which cannot be brought into 
operation all at once, in many cases is a much larger part of the whole 
than at first sight we should think; and that consequently it is capable of 
restoring the balance of forces even when the first decision has been made 
with great violence and that balance has thus been seriously disturbed, will 
be more fully explained later. At this point it is enough to show that to 
make all our resources available at one and the same moment is contrary 
to the nature of war. Now in itself this could furnish no ground for relaxing 
the intensity of our efforts for the first decision, because an unfavorable 
issue is always a disadvantage to which no one will purposely expose him
self, because even if the first decision is followed by others, the more de
cisive it has been, the greater will be its influence upon them. But the 
possibility of a subsequent decision is something in which man's shrinking 
from excessive effort causes him to seek refuge, and thus for the first de
cision his resources are not concentrated and strained to the same degree as 
they would otherwise have been. What either of the two opponents omits 
from weakness becomes for the other a real, objective ground for relaxing 
his own efforts, and thus, through this reciprocal action, the trend to the 
extreme is once more reduced to a limited measure of effort.-

9· THE RESULT OP A WAR IS NEVER ABSOLUTE 

Lastly, the final decision of a whole war is not always to be regarded 
as an absolute one. The defeated state often sees in it only a transitory 
evil, for which a remedy can yet be found in the political circumstances of 
a later day. How greatly this also must modify the violence of the strain 
and the intensity of the effort is obvious. 
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IO. THE PROBABILITIES OF REAL LIFE TAKE THE PLACE OF THE EXTREME 

AND ABSOLUTE DEMANDED BY THEORY 

In this way the whole field of war ceases to be subject to the strict law 
of forces pushed to the extreme. If the extreme is no longer shunned and no 
longer sought, it is left to the judgment to determine the limits of effort, 
and this can only be done by deduction according to the laws of probability 
from the data supplied by the phenomena of the real world. If the two 
adversaries are no longer mere abstractions but individual states and gov
ernments, if the course of events is no longer theoretical but one that is 
determined according to its own laws, then ·the actual situation supplies 
the data for ascertaining what is to be expected, the unknown that has to 
be discovered. 

From the character, the institutions, the situation and the circumstances, 
of the adversary, each side will draw its conclusions, in accordance with the 
laws of probability, as to what the action of the other will be and determine 
its own accordingly. -

· II. THE POLITICAL OBJECT NOW COMES FORWARD AGAIN 

At this point a subject, which in Section 2 we had dismissed, now once 
more insists on claiming our consideration: namely, the political object of 
the war. The law of the extreme, the intention of disarming the enemy and 
overthrowing him, had up to now, so to speak, more or less swallowed it up. 
As this law loses its force, and this intention falls short of its aim, the polit· 
ical object of the war once more comes to the front. If all we have to con
sider is a calculation of probabilities starting from definite persons and 
circumstances, the political object as the original motive must be an essen
tial factor in this process. The smaller the sacrifice we demand from our 
adversary, the slighter we may expect his efforts to be to refuse it to us. 
The slighter, however, his effort, the smaller need our own be. Further
more, the less important our political object, the less will be the value we 
attach to it and the readier we shall be to abandon it. For this reason also 
our own efforts will be the slighter. 

Thus the political object as the original motive of the war will be the 
standard alike for the aim to be attained by military action and for the 
efforts required for this purpose. It cannot be in itself an absolute standard, 
but, as we are dealing with real things and not with mere ideas, it will be 
the standard relative to the two contending states. One and the same 
political object can in different nations, and even in one and the same 
nation at different times, produce different reactions. We can therefore 
allow the political object to serve as a standard only in so far as we bear 
in mind its influence on the masses which it is to affect. So the character 
of these masses must be considered. It is easy to see that the result may 
be quite different, according as the action is strengthened or weakened by 
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the feeling of the masses. In two nations and states such tensions, and such 
a mass of hostile feelings, may exist that a motive for war, very trifling 
in itself, still can produce a wholly disproportionate effect-a positive 
explosion. 

This holds good for the efforts which the political object can call forth 
in the two states, and for the aim it can assign to military action. Some
times it can itself become this aim, for example, if it is the conquest of a 
certain province. Sometimes the political object will not itself be suited 
to provide the aim for military action, and in such cases one must be chosen 
of such a kind as will serve as an equivalent for it and can take its place 
in the conclusion of peace. But in this case also due consideration for the 
character of the states concerned is always presupposed. There are circum
stances in which the equivalent must be much more considerable than the · 
political object, if the latter is to be attained by it. The greater the indif
ference of the masses and the less serious the tensions that on other grounds 
also exist in the two states and their relations, the more dominant as a 
standard, and decisive in itself, will the political object be. There are cases 
in which it is, almost by itself, the deciding factor. 

Now if the aim of the military action is an equivalent for the political 
object, that action will in general diminish as the political object dimin
ishes. The more this object comes to the front, the· more will this be so. 
This explains how, without self-contradiction, there can be wars of all de
grees of .importance and energy, from a war of extermination down to a 
mere state of armed observation. But this leads us to a question of another 
kind, which we have still to analyze and answer. 

\. 

I 2. A SUSPENSION OF MILITARY ACTION NOT EXPLAINED BY ANYTHING 

YET SAID 

However insignificant the political claims made on either side, however · 
weak the means employed and however trifling the aim to which military 
action is directed, can this action ever for a moment be suspended?. This 
is a question that goes deep into the essence of the matter. 

Every action requires for its accomplishment a certain time, which we 
call its duration. This may be longer or shorter, according as the person 
acting is more or less quick in his movements. 

About this we shall not here trouble ourselves. Everyone does his busi
ness in his own fashion; but the slow person does not do it more slowly 
because he wants to spend more time on it but because by his nature he 
needs more time, and if he were to make greater haste, he would do it less 
well. This time, therefore, depends on subjective causes and belongs to the 
actual duration of the action. 

If we now allow to every action in war its duration, we must admit, at 
all events at first sight, that every expenditure of time in excess of this 
duration, that is to ~y, every suspension of military action, seexns to be 
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absurd. In this connection we must always remember that the question is 
not of the progress of one or other of the two opponents, but of the progress 
of the military action as a whole. 

13. THERE IS ONLY ONE CAUSE THAT CAN SUSPEND ACTION, AND THIS 

SEEMS ALWAYS TO BE POSSffiLE ON ONE SIDE ONLY 

If two parties have armed themselves for the conflict, a hostile motive 
must have caused them to do so. So long then as they remain under arms, 
so long, that is, as they do not make peace,· this motive must be present 
and can only cease to· act with either of the two opponents for one sole 
reason, namely, that he wants to wait for -a more favorable moment for 
action. Now, it is obvious that this reason can only be present on one of 
the two sides, because by its very nature it becomes the opposite on the 
other. If it is to the interest of the one commander to act, it must be to 
the interest of the other to wait. 

A complete equilibrium of forces can never produce a suspension 'of 
~ction, for in such a suspension he who has the positive aim-that is, the 
assailant-would necessarily retain the initiative. 

But if we chose to conceive the equilibrium as such that he who has the 
positive aim, and therefore the stronger motive, has at the same time the 
smaller forces at his disposition, so that the equation would arise from the 
product of motives and forces, we should still have to say that if no change 
in this condition of equilibrium is to be foreseen, both sides must make 
peace. But if a change is to be foreseen, it will be in favor of one side . 
only, and for that reason the other will necessarily be moved to action. We 
see that the idea of an equilibrium cannot explain a suspension of hostili
ties, but all it amqunts to is the waiting for a more favorable moment. Let 
us assume, therefore,. that of two states one has a positive aim, the conquest, 
for instance, of one of the adversary's provinces to be used as a counter 
in the settlement of peace. After this conquest his political object is at
tained, the need for action ceases and he can take rest. If his adversary is 
prepared to acquiesce in this result, he must make P.Cace; if not, he must 
act. If it is thought now that in four weeks' time he will be in a better 
condition to do so, then he has sufficient grounds for postponing his action. 

But from that moment the duty of action seems to fall logically upon 
his opponent, in order that no time be allowed to the vanquished to prepare 
for action. In all this, it is, of course, assumed that each side has a complete 
knowledge of the circumstances. 

14. THUS A CONTINUITY WOULD BE INTRODUCED INTO MILITARY ACTION 

FORCING EVERYTHING AGAIN TO A CLIMAX 

If this continuity of military action actually existed; everything would 
again be driven by it to the extreme. For apart from the fact that such 
ceaseless activity would give a greater bitterness to the feelings and impart 
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to the whole a higher. degree of passion and a greater elemental force, there 
would also arise through the continuity of action a more inevitable se
quence of _events and a less disturbed causal ·connection between them. 
Each action would in consequence become more important and thus more 
dangerous. 

But we know that military action seldom or never has this continuity, 
and that there are many wars in which action fills by far the smallest part 
of the time occupied, and inaction all the rest. This cannot possibly be 
always an anomaly. Suspension of military action must be possible, that is 
to say, not a contradiction in itself. That this is so, and why, we will now 
show. 

IS. HERE, THEREFORE, A PRINCIPLE OF POLARITY IS BROUGHT INTO 

EVIDENCE 

By supposing the interests of the one commander to be always diamet
rically opposed to those of the other, we have assumed a true polarity. We 
propose later on to devote a special chapter to this principle, but for the 
present must make one observation upon it. · 

The principle of polarity only holds good if it is conceived in one and 
the same thing, in which the positive and its opposite, the negative, exactly 
destroy one another. In a battle each of the two parties wishes to win; 
that is true polarity, for the victory of the one destroys that of the other. 
But if we are speaking of two different things which have a common rela
tion external to themselves, it is not the things but theinelations that have 
the polarity. 

I6. ATTACK AND DEFENSE ARE THINGS DIFFERENT IN KIND AND OF UN• 

EQUAL FORCE. POLARITY THEREFORE IS NOT APPLICABLE TO THEM 

If there were only one form of war, namely, the attack of the enemy, 
therefore no defense; in other words if the attack were distinguished from 
the defense merely by the positive motive, which the one has and the other 
has not, but the methods of the fight were always one and the same, in 
such a fight every advantage to the one side would be an equal disadvan
tage to the other and true polarity would exist. 

But military activity takes two separat~ forms, attack and defense, 
which, as we shall later on explain in detail, are very different and of un
equal strength. Polarity lies therefore in that to which they both bear a 
relation, namely, the decision, but not in attack or defense itself. If one. 
commander wishes to postpone the decision, the other must wish to hasten 
it, but, of course, only in the same form of conflict. If it is to A's interest 
not to attack his opponent at once but four weeks hence, it is to B's interest 
to be attacked by him at once and not four weeks hence. Here is a direct 
opposition; but it does not follow therefrom that it is to B's interest to 
attack A at once. That is obviously something quite different. 
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17. THE EFFECT OF POLARITY IS OFTEN DESTROYED BY THE SUPERIORITY 

OF THE DEFENSE TO TH~ ATTACK. THIS EXPLAINS THE SUSPENSION OF 

MILITARY ACTION 

If the form of defense, as we shall hereafter -show, is stronger than that 
of attack, the question arises whether the advantage of a deferred decision 
is as great for the one side as that of the defense is for the other. When it 
is not, it cannot by means of its opposite outweigh the latter and so influ
ence the course of military action. We thus see that the impulsive force 
which lies in the polarity of interests may be lost in the difference between 
the strength of the attack and that of the defense, and thereby becomes 
ineffectual. 

If, therefore, the side for which the present is favorable is too weak to 
be able to dispense with the advantage of the defensive, it must resign 
itself to facing a less favorable future. For it may still be better to fight 
a defensive battle in the unfavorable future than an offensive one in the 
present, or than to make peace. Now as we are convinced that the superior
ity of the defense (rightly understood) is very great and much greater than 
may appear at first sight, a very large proportion of the periods of sus- "' 
pended action which occur in war are thereby explained, without our being 
necessarily involved in a contradiction. The weaker the motives to action 
are, the more they will be swallowed up and neutralized by this difference 
between attack and defense. The more frequently, therefore, will military 
action be brought to a standstill, as, indeed, experience teaches. 

. . 
IS. A SECOND CAUSE LIES IN THE IMPERFECT KNOWLEDGE OF THE 

SITUATION 

But there is still another cause that can stop military action, and that 
is imperfect knowledge of the situation. No commander has accurate per
sonal knowledge of any position but his. own; that of his adversary 
is only known to him by uncertain reports. He can make a mistake in his 
judgment of them and in consequence of this mistake believe that the 
initiative lies with his opponent when it really lies with himself. This want 
of knowledge could, it is true, just as often occasion untimely action as un
timely inaction and would in itself no more contribute to delay than to 
hasten military action. Still it must always be regarded as one of the 
natural causes that, without involving an internal contradiction, may bring 
military action to a standstill. If, however, we reflect how much more 
we are inclined and induced to estimate the strength of our opponent too 
high rather than too low, because it lies in human nature to do so, Wft 

must also admit that imperfect knowledge of the situation must in general 
greatly contribute to putting a stop to military action and modifying the 
principles on which it is conducted. 

The possibility of a standstill introduces into military action a new 
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modification by diluting it, so to speak, with the element of time, halting 
danger in its stride and increasing the means for restoring a lost balance 
of forces. The greater the tensions out of which the war has sprung and 
the greater in consequence the energy with which it is waged, the shorter 
will be these periods of inaction; the weaker the hostile feeling, the longer 
will they be. For stronger motives increase the power of the will, and this, 
as we know, is always a factor in the product of our forces. 

19. FREQUENT PERIODS OF INACTION REMOVE WAR STTI.L FURTHER FROM 

THE REALM OF EXACT THEORY AND MAKE IT STILL MORE A CALCULATION 

OF PROBABILITIES 

But the more slowly military action proceeds and the longer and more; 
frequent the periods of inaction, so much the more readily can a mistake 
be repaired, the bolder the commander will thus become in his assump
tions, and the more readily will he at the same time remain below the ex
treme demanded by theory and build everything upon probability and 
conjecture. So the more or less leisurely course of military action allows 
more or less time for what the nature of the concrete situation in itself 
already demands, namely, a calculation of probabilities in accordance 
with the given circumstances. 

20. SO ONLY THE ELEMENT OF CHANCE IS NOW LACKING TO MAKE OF WAR 

A GAMBLE, AND IN THIS ELEMENT IT IS LEAST OF ALL DEFICIENT 

We see from the foregoing how much the objective nature of war 
makes it a calculation of probabilities. It now needs but one single element 
more to make of it a gamble, and that element it certainly does not lack
the element of chance. There is no human activity that stands in such con
stant and universal contact with chance as does war. Thus together with 
chance, the accidental and, with it, good luck play a great part in war. 

21. THROUGH ITS SUBJECTIVE AS WELL AS THROUGH ITS OBJECTIVE NATURE 

WAR BECOMES A GAMBLE 

If we now glance at the subjective nature of war, that is, at those quali
ties with which it must be carried on, it must strike us as still more like a 
gamble. The element in which the activity of war moves is danger; but, in 
danger, which is the most superior of all moral qualities? It is courage. 
Now courage is certainly quite compatible with prudent calculation, but 
courage and calculation are nevertheless things different in kind and belong
ing to different parts of the mind. On the other hand, daring, reliance on 
good fortune, boldness and foolhardiness are only manifestations of cour
age, and all these efforts of the spirit seek the accidental because it is their 
proper element. 

We thus see that from the very first the absolute, the so-called theoret-
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ical, faculty finds nowhere a· sure basis in the calculations of the art of 
war. From the outset there is a play of possibilities and probabilities, of 
good and bad luck, which permeates every thread, great or small, of its 
web and makes war, of all branches of human activity, the most like a 
game of cards. 

22. HOW THIS BEST ACCORDS WITH THE HUMAN MIND IN GENERAL 

Although our intellect always feels itself urged toward clarity and cer
tainty, our mind still often feels itself attracted by uncertainty. Instead 
of threading its way with the intellect along the narrow path of philosophi
cal investigation and logical deduction, in order, almost unconsciously, to 
arrive in spaces where it finds itself a stranger and where all familiar objects 
seem to abandon it, it prefers to linger with imagination in the realm of 
chance and luck. Instead of being confined, as in the first instance, to 
meager necessity, it revels here in the wealth of possibilities. Enraptured 
thereby, courage takes to itself wings, and thus daring and danger become 
the element into which it flings itself as a fearless swimmer flings himself 
into the stream. 

Shall theory leave it here and move on, self-satisfied, to absolute conclu
sions and rules? In that case it is of no practical use. Theory must also 
take into account the human element and accord a place to courage and 
boldness and even to foolhardiness. The art of war has to do with living 
and with moral forces; from this it follows that it can nowhere attain the 
absolute and certain; there remains always a margin for the accidental 
just as much with the greatest things as with the smallest. As on the one 
side stands this accidental element, so on the other courage and self
confidence must step forward and fill up the gap. The greater the courage 
and self-confidence, the larger the margin that may be left for the acci
dental. Courage and self-confidence are thus principles absolutely essential 
for war. Consequently theory must only lay down such rules as allow free 
scope for these necessary and noblest of military virtues in all their de
grees and variations. Even in daring there is still wisdom and prudence as 
well, only they are estimated by a different standard of value. 

2J. YET WAR STILL REMAINS A SERIOUS MEANS FOR A SERIOUS OBJECT. 

MORE PARTICULAR DEFINITIONS OF IT 

Such is war, such the commander who conducts it, and such the theory 
that rules it. But war is no pastime, no mere passion for daring and win
ning, no work of a free enthusiasm; it is a serious means to a serious end. 
All that it displays of that glamour of fortune, all that it assimilates of the 
thrills of passion and courage, of imagination and enthusiasm, are only 
particular properties of this means. 

The war of a community-of whole nations and particularly of civilized 
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nations-always arises from a political condition and is called forth by a 
political motive. It is, therefore, a political act. Now if it were an act com
plete in itself and undisturbed, an absolute manifestation of violence, as 
we had to deduce it from its mere conception, it would, from the moment 
it was called ferth by policy, step into the place of policy and, as some
thing quite independent of it, set it aside and follow only its own laws, just 
as a mine, when it is going off, can no longer be guided into any other 
direction than that given it by previous adjustments. This is how the thing 
has hitherto been regarded even in practice, whenever a lack of harmony 
between policy and the conduct of war has led to theoretical distinctions 
of this kind. But it is not so, and this idea is radically false. War in the 
real world, as we have seen, is no such extreme thing releasing its tension 
in a single discharge; it is the operation of forces which do not in every 
case develop in exactly the same way and the same proportion but which 
at one moment rise to a pitch sufficient to overcome the resistance which 
inertia and friction oppose to them, while at another, they are too weak 
to produce any effect. War is, therefore, so to speak, a regular pulsation 
of violence, more or less vehement and consequently more or less quick in 
relaxing tensions and exhausting forces-in other words, more or less 
quickly leading to its goal. But it always lasts long enough to exert, in its 
course, an influence upon that goal, so that its direction can be changed in 
this way or that-in short, long enough to remain subject to the will of a 
guiding intelligence. Now if we reflect that war has its origin in a political 
object, we see that this first motive, which called it into existence, natu
rally remains the first and highest consideration to be regarded in its con
duct. But the political object is not on that account a despotic lawgiver; 
it must adapt itself to the nature of the means at its disposal and is often 
thereby completely changed, but it must always be the first thing to be 
considered. Policy, therefore, will permeate the whole action of war and 
exercise a continual influence upon it, so far as the nature of the explosive 
forces in it allow. 

24. WAR IS A MERE CONTINUATION OF POLICY BY OTHER MEANS 

. We see, therefore, that war is not merely a political act but a real polit
ical instrument, a continuation of political intercourse, a carrying out of 
the same by other means. What now still remains peculiar to war relates 
merely to the peculiar character of the means it uses. The art of war in 
general and the commander in each particular case can demand that the 
tendencies and designs of policy shall be not incompatible with these 
means, and the claim is certainly no trifling one. But however powerfully 
it may react on political designs in particular cases, still it must always be 
regarded as only a modification of them; for the political design is the 
object, while war is the means, and the means can never be thought of 
apart from the object. 
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25. DIVERSITY· IN THE NATURE OF WARS 

The greater and the more powerful the motives for war, the more they 
affect the whole existence of the nations involved, and the more violent 
the tension which precedes war, so much the more closely will war con
form to its abstract conception. The more it will be concerned with the de
struction of the enemy, the more closely the military aim and the political 
object coincide, and the more purely military, and the less political, war 
seems to be. But the weaker the motives and the tensions, the less will the 
natural tendency of the military element, th~· tendency to violence, coin
cide with the directives of policy; the more, therefore, must war be diverted 
from its natural tendency, the greater is the difference between the political 
object and the aim of an ideal war, and the more does war seem to become 
political. ' . . . 

But that the reader may not form false conceptions, we must here re
mark that by this natural tendency of war we only mean the philosophical, 
the strictly logical tendency, and by no means that of the forces actually 
engaged in conflict, to the point where, for .instance, all emotions and pas
sions of the combatants should be reckoned as included. These too, it is 
true, might in many cases be excited to such a pitch that they could with 
difficulty be kept confined to the political road; but in most cases such a 
contradiction will not arise, because the existence of such strong emotions 
will imply the existence also of a great plan in harmony with them. If the 
plan is directed only to a trifling object, the emotional excitement of the 
masses will be so slight that they will always be rather in need of being 
pushed on than of being held back. 

26. ALL WARS MAY BE REGARDED AS POLITICAL ACTS· 

To return to our main subject: Though it is true that in· one kind of 
war policy seems entirely to disappear, while in another it very definitely 
comes to the front, we can nevertheless maintain that the one kind is as 
political as the other. For if we regard policy as the intelligence of the 
personified state, we must include among the combinations of circum
stances which its calculations-have to take into account that in which the 
nature of all the circumstances postulates a war of the first kind. It is only 
if we understand the term policy not as a comprehensive knowledge of the 
situation but the conventional idea of a cautious, crafty, even dishonest 
cunning, averse to violence, that the latter kind of war could belong to it 
more than does the former. · 

27. CONSEQUENCES OF THIS VIEW FOR THE UNDERSTANDING OF MII:.ITARY 

HISTORY AND FOR THE FOUNDATIONS OF THEORY 

We see, therefore, in the first place that in all circumstances we have 
to think of war not as an independent thing, but as a political instrument. 
And only by taking this point of view can we avoid falling into contra-



IS ON THE NA·TURE OF WAR 

diction with the whole ol military history .. This alone opens the great book 
to intelligent appreciation. In the second place, this same point of view 
shows us how wars must differ according to the nature of their motives 
and of the circumstances out of which they arise. 

Now the first, the greatest and the most decisive act of the judgment 
which a statesman and commander performs is that of correctly recogniz
ing in this respect the kind of war he is undertaking, of not taking it for, 
or wishing to make it, something which by the nature of the circumstances 
it cannot be. This is, therefore, the fifst and most comprehensive of all 
strategic questions. Later on, in the chapter on the plan of a war, we shall 
examine it more closely. 
· For the moment we content ourselves with having brought our subject 
to this point and thereby fixed the main point of view from which war and 
the theory of war must be regarded. 

28. RESULT FOR THEORY 

War is, therefore, not only a veritable chameleon, because in each con
crete case it changes somewhat its character, but it is also, when regarded 
as a whole, in relation to the tendencies predominating in it, a strange trin
ity, composed of the original violence of its essence, the hate and enmity 
which are to be regarded as a blind, natural impulse, of the play of proba
bilities and chance, which make it a free activity of the emotions, and of the 
subordinate character of a political tool, through which it belongs to the 
province of pure intelligence. 

The first of these three sides is more particularly the concern of the 
people, the second that of the commander and his army, the third that of 
the government. The passions which are to blaze up in war must be already 
present in the peoples concerned; the scope that the play of courage and 
talent will get in the realm of the probabilities of chance depends on the 
character of the commander and the army; the political objects, however, 
are the concern of the government alone.-

These three tendencies, which appear as so many lawgivers, lie deep in 
the nature of the subject and at the same time vary in magnitude. A theory 
which insisted on leaving one of them out of account, or on fixing an arbi
trary relation between them, would immediately fall into such contradic
tion with reality that through this alone it would forthwith necessarily be 
regarded as destroyed. 

The problem, therefore, is that of keeping the theory poised between 
these three tendencies as between three centers of attraction. 

How this difficult problem can be solved in the most satisfactory way, 
we propose to investigate in the book dealing with the theory of war. In 
any case this definition of the conception of war becomes for us the first 
ray of light that falls upon the foundations of theory, and will for the 
first time separate its main features and enable us to distinguish them. 



CHAPTER II 

END AND MEANS IN WAR 

Having in the previous chapter ascertained the complex and variabl~ 
nature of war, we shall now occupy ourselves in considering what influence 
this has upon the means and the end in war. 

If, first of all, we ask what is the aim to which the whole war must be 
directed so as to be the proper means for attaining the political object, we 
find that this is just as variable as are the political object and the particu
lar circumstances of the war. · · 

If we begin by keeping once more to pure theory, we are bound to say 
that the political object of war really lies outside of war's province; for if 
war is an act of violence to compel the enemy to do our will, then in every 
case everything would necessarily and solely depend on overthrowing the 
enemy, that is to say, of disarming him. This object, which is deduced from 
pure theory but to which in reality a large number of cases nearly approxi· 
mate, we shall first of all examine in the light of this reality. 

Later on, in the plan of a war, we shall consider more closely wha.t dis
arming a state means, but we must here at once distinguish between three 
things, which as three general categories include everything. else. They are 
the military forces, the country and the will of the enemy. 

The military forces must be destroyed, that is to ·say, put into such a 
condition that they can no longer continue to fight. We take this oppor
tunity 'to explain that in what follows the expression "destruction of the 
enemy's inilitary forces" is to be understood only in thiS sense. 

The country must be conquered, for from the country fresh military 
forces could be raised. 

But even if both of these things have been done,.the war, that is to say· 
the hostile tension and the activity of hostile agencies, cannot be regarded 
as ended so long as the will of the enemy is not subdued also, that is, until 
his government and his allies have been induced to sign a peace or his 
people to submit. For though we are in full possession of his country, the 
conflict may break out again in the interior or through assistance from his 
allies. No doubt this may also happen after the peace, but this only shows 
that not every war admits of a complete decision and settlement. But even 
when this is the case, the conclusion of a peace in itself always extinguishes 
a quantity of sparks, which would have quietly gone on smouldering, and 
the tensions slacken because the minds of those inclined to peace, of whom 
in every nation and in all circumstances there is always a great number~ 
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turn wholly away from the idea of resistance. However that may be, we 
must always regard the end as attained with the peace and the business 
of war as finished. 

Of the three things above enumerated, the military forces are meant to 
defend the country. So the natural order is that these should first be de
stroyed; then the land should be conquered; and as a result of these two 
successes and of the strength which we shall then still possess, the enemy 
should be induced to make peace. Usually the destruction of the enemy's 
military forces takes place by degrees, and in a corresponding measure the 
conquest of the country immediately follows. The two things usually react 
upon one another, the loss of the provinces helping to weaken the military 
forces. But this order is by no means necessary, and on that account it is 
also not always followed. The enemy forces, even before they have been 
noticeably weakened, may retreat to the opposite side of the country, even 
right into foreign territory. In this case the greater part of the country, or 
even the whole, is therefore conquered. 

But this object of war in the abstract, this last means for attaining the 
political object, in which all others are to be included, namely, the disarm
ing of the enemy, by no means universally occurs in practice nor is it a 
necessary condition to peace. It can, therefore, in no wise be set up in 
theory as a law. There are innumerable instances of peace treaties which 
have been concluded before either of the parties could be regarded as dis
armed, even indeed before the balance of strength was so much as notice
ably altered. And, what is more, if we look at the actual cases, we must 
admit that in a whole class of them the overthrow of the enemy would be a 
futile playing with ideas-the cases, namely, in which the enemy is dis
tinctly the stronger. 

The reason why the object of war deduced from theory is not always 
suited to real war lies in the difference between the two with which we have 
been occupied in the previous chapter. According to pure theory, a war 
between states of noticeably unequal strength would appear to be an ab
surdity and therefore impossible. The inequality in physical strength would 
have to be at most no greater than could be neutralized by moral strength, 
and that would not go far in Europe in our present social condition. If, 
therefore, we have seen wars take place between states of unequal power 
that is because war in reality is often very far removed from our original 
theoretical conception of it. 

There are two things which in practice can take the place of the im
possibility of further resistance as motives for making peace. The first is 
the improbability of success, the second an excessive price to pay for it. 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, war must from first to last 
free itself from the strict law of internal necessity and resign itself to a 
calculation of probabilities. This is always so much the more the case, the 
more it is adapted thereto by the circumstances out of which it has sprung; 
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that is to say, the slighter are the motives for it and the existing tensions. 
This being so, it is quite conceivable that out of this calculation of proba
bilities, even the motive for making peace may arise .. A war need not, 
therefore, always be fought out until one of the parties is overthrown, and 
we may suppose that when the motives and tensions are weak, a slight, 
scarcely perceptible probability is in itself enough to move that side to 
which it is unfavorable to give way. Now, were the other side convinced 
of this beforehand, he would, naturally, strive for this probability only, 
instead of first going out of his way to attempt to effect a complete over
throw of the enemy. 

Still more general in its effect on the decision to make peace is the con
sideration of the expenditure of force already made and further required. 
As war is no act of blind passion, but is dominated by the political object, 
therefore the value of that object determines the measure of the sacrifices 
by which it is to be purchased. This will be the case not only as regards 
the extent of these sacrifices, but also their duration. As soon, therefore, 
as the expenditure of force becomes so great that the political object is no 
longer equal in value, this object must be given up, and peace will be the 
result. 

We see, therefore, that in wars in which the one side cannot completely 
disarm the other, the motives to peace will rise and fall on both sides ac
cording to the probability of future success and the expenditure of force 
required. If these motives were equally strong on both sides, they would 
meet in the middle of their political difference. What they gain in strength 
on the one side they should lose on the other. As long as the sum of them 
added together is sufficient, peace will result, but naturally to the advan
tage of the side that had the weakest motives thereto. 

At this point we purposely pass over for the moment the difference which 
the positive or negative character of the political object must necessarily 
produce in practice. Although, as we shall hereafter show, this is of the 
highest importance, we must here keep to a still more general point of view, 
because the original political intentions change very much in the course of 
the war and may at last become totally different, just because they are 
partly determined by the successes and by the probable results. 

The question of how the probability of success can be influenced now 
arises. In the first place, naturally, by the same means as those used for the 
overthrow of the enemy, namely, the destruction of his military forces and 
the conquest of his provinces; though neither of these is quite the same in 
this connection as it would be if used with that object. If we attack the 
enemy's forces, it is a very different thing whether we intend to follow up 
the first blow with a succession of others, until the whole force is destroyed, 
or whether we mean to content ourselves with one victory in order to shat
ter the enemy's feeling of security, to give him a feeling of our superiority, 
and so to instil into him apprehensions about the future. If this is our in-



22 ON THE NATURE Oli' WAR 

tention, we only go so far in the destruction of his forces as is sufficient for 
that purpose. In like manner, the conquest of the enemy's provinces is 
quite a different measure if the object of it is not the overthrow of the . 
enemy. If this were our object, the destruction of his forces would be the 
really effective action and the taking of the provinces only the consequence 
of it. To take them before his forces have been shattered would always 
have to be regarded as only a necessary evil. On the other hand, if our 
purpose is not the overthrow of the enemy forces and if we are convinced 
that the enemy does not seek but fears to bring matters to a bloody deci
sion, the taking of a weak or entirely undefended province is an advantage 
in itself, and if this advantage is great enough to make the enemy appre
hensive about the final result, then it may also be regarded as a shorter 

' road to peace. 
But now we come upon yet another particular means of influencing 

the probability of success without defeating the enemy's armed forces, 
namely, such enterprises as have an immediate bearing upon policy. If 
there are any enterprises which are particularly suited to breaking up the 
enemy's alliances or making them ineffective, to winning new allies for our
selves, to stimulating political activities in our favor, and so forth, then it is 
easy to conceive how much these can increase the probability of success 
and become a much shorter way to our object than the defeat of the 
enemy's armed forces. 

The second question is how to influence the enemy's expenditure of 
strength, that is to say, how to raise for him the price of success. 

The enemy's expenditure of strength lies in the wastage of his forces, 
consequently in the destruction of them on our part, and in the loss of 
provinces, consequently the conquest of them by us. 

That each of these terms varies in meaning and that the operation it 
designates differs in character, according to the object it has in view, will 
here again upon closer examination be self-evident. That the differences as 
a rule will be only slight should not cause us perplexity, for in practice 
when the motives are weak, the finest shades of difference are often de
cisive in favor of this or that method of applying force. We are only con
cerned here to show that, certain conditions being supposed, other ways of 
attaining our object are possible, and that they are neither self-contradic
tory and absurd, nor even an error. 

Besides these two means, there are three other special ways of directly 
increasing the enemy's expenditure of force. The first is invasion, that is, 
the occupation of the enemy's territory, not with a view to keeping it, but 
in order to levy contributions upon it or even to devastate it. The immedi
ate object here is neither the conquest of the enemy's territory nor the 
defeat of his armed forces, but merely to do him damage in a general way. 
The second way is to direct our enterprises preferably to the points at 
which we can do the enemy most harm. Nothing is easier to conceive than 
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two different directions in which our forces may be employed, the first of 
which is much to be preferred if our object is to defeat the enemy, while 
the other is more advantageous if there is and can be no question of de
feating him. According to the customary way of speaking, the first would be 
considered the more military course, the second the more political. But 
from the highest point of view, both are equally military, and each only 
effective if it suits the given conditions. The third way, by far the most 
important from the number of cases to which it applies, is the wearing out 
of the enemy. We choose this expression not merely to give a verbal defini
tion, but because it represents the thing exactly and is not so figurative as 
at first sight appears.- The idea of wearing out in a struggle implies a 
gradual exhaustion of the physical powers and the will by the long con
tinuance of action. 

Now, if we want to outlast the enemy in the continuance of the struggle, 
we must content ourselves with as small objects as possible, for naturally 
a great object demands a greater expenditure of force~ than a small one; 
but the smallest object that we can propose to ourselves is pure resistance. 
that is, a combat without any positive intention. In this case, therefore, our 
means will be relatively at their maximum and the result therefore most 
certainly assured. How far now can this negative mode of proceeding be 
carried? Clearly not to absolute passivity, for mere endurance would cease 
to be a combat; but resistance is an active thing and by it so many of the 
enemy's forces are to be· destroyed that he must give up his intention. 
That alone is what we aim· at in each single act, and therein resides the, 
negative character of our intention. 

No doubt this negative intention in its single act is not so effective as a 
positive one would be in the same direction, assuming that it succeeded; 
but there is just this difference in its favor that it succeeds more easily than 
the positive and thus offers greater certainty. What it loses in effectiveness 
in its single act, it must recover with time, that is, with the duration of the 
struggle, and thus this negative intention, which constitutes the essence of 
pure resistance, is also the natural means for outlasting the enemy in the 
duration of the struggle, that is to say, for tiring him out. 

Herein lies the origin of the difference between offensive and defensive, 
which dominates the whole province of war. We cannot, however, here 
pursue this subject further than to observe that from this negative inten
tion are to be deduced all the advantages and all the stronger forms of 
combat which are on the side of the defensive and in which, therefore, that 
philosophico-dynamic law establishing a constant relation between the 
magnitude and the certainty of success is realized. We shall resume the 
consideration of all this hereafter. 

If, therefore, the negative intention, that is, the concentration of all 
me!ins in pure resistance, affords a superiority in combat, and if this is 
sufficient to balance whatever preponderance the enemy may have, then the 
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mere duration of the combat will suffice gradually to bring the loss of 
force on the side of the enemy to the point at which his political object 
can no longer be an adequate equivalent; at which point, therefore, he 
must give up the contest. We thus see that this method, the tiring out of 
the enemy, characterizes the great number of cases in which the weaker 
wants to offer resistance to the stronger. 

Frederick the Great in the Seven Years' War would never h~ve been in 
a position to defeat the Austrian monarchy, and if he had tried to do so 
after the fashion of a Charles XII, he would inevitably have been brought 
to ruin. But after his skilful use of a wise economy of his forces had for 
seven years shown the powers allied against him that the expenditure of 
forces on their side would far exceed what they had at first imagined, they 
made peace. 

We see then that there are many ways to our object in war; that the 
defeat of the enemy is not in every case necessarily involved; that the 
destruction of the enemy's military forces, the conquest of enemy prov
inces, the mere occupation, the mere invasion of them, enterprises aimed 
directly at political relations, and lastly a passive expectation of the 
enemy's onset-that all these are means which, each in itself, may be used 
to subdue the enemy's will, according as the peculiar circumstances of the 
case lead us to expect more from the one or the other. We can still add to 
these a whole class of objects, as shorter ways of gaining our aim, which 
we might call arguments ad hominem. In what field of human intercourse 
do sparks of personality that overleap all material circumstances fail 
to appear? And least of all, surely, can they fail to appear in war, where 
the personalities of the combatants play so important a part, in the cabi
net and in the field. We confine ourselves to pointing this out, as it would 
be pedantry to attempt to classify them. Including these, we may say that 
the number of possible ways of attaining the object in view rises to in
finity. 

To avoid underestimating the value of these various shorter ways to our 
aim, either reckoning them as merely rare exceptions or holding that the 
difference they make in the conduct of war is insignificant, we have only 
to bear in mind the diversity of political objects which may cause a war~ 
or to measure with a glance the distance that separates a death-struggle 
for political existence from a war which a forced or tottering alliance makes. 
a matter of disagreeable duty. Between the two, innumerable gradations 
occur in practice. If we reject one of these gradations, we might with equal 
right reject them all, that is to say, lose sight of the real world entirely. 

In general, that is the substance of the aim that has to be pursued in 
war; let us now turn to the means. 

There is only one means: combat. However diversified this may be in 
form, however widely it may be removed from a rough venting of hatred 
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and animosity in hand-to-hand encounter, whatever number of things may 
introduce themselves which are not actual combat, still it is always implied 
in the conception of war that all the. effects manifested in it must have 
their origin in combat. 

That this must always be so even in the greatest diversity and complica
tion of reality can be proved in a very simple manner. All that occurs in 
war takes place through military forces; but where military forces, that 
is to say, armed men, are used, the idea of combat must necessarily under
lie everything. 

All, therefore, that relates to the military forces, and, thus, all that apper
tains to their creation, maintenance, and employment, belongs to warfare. 

Creation and maintenance are obviously only the means, while employ
ment is the object. 

Combat in war is not a combat of individual against individual, but an 
organized whole made up of many parts. In this great whole we may dis
tinguish units of two kinds: the one determined by the subject, the other 
by the object. In an army the mass of combatants ranges itself always 

. into an order of new units, which, again, form members of a higher order. 
The combat of each of these members also forms, therefore, a more or less 
distinct unit. Furthermore, the purpose of the combat-and therefore its 
object-makes it a unit. 

Now, to each of the units in the combat we attach the name of engage-. 
ment. 

If the idea of combat lies at the foundation of every employment of 
armed forces, then the employment of armed forces in general is nothing 
more than the determining and arranging of a certain number of engage
ments. 

Every military activity, therefore, necessarily relates to the engagement, 
either directly or indirectly. The soldier is levied, clothed, armed, trained, 
sleeps, eats, drinks, and marches merely to fight at the right place and the 
right time. 

If, therefore, all the threads of military activity terminate in the en
gagement, we shall also be able to grasp them all when we settle the.ar
rangement of the engagements; only from this arrangement and its execu
tion do the effects proceed, never directly from the conditions preceding 
them. Now, in the engagement all the activity is directed to the destruc
tion of the enemy or rather of his ability to fight, for this is inherent in the 
conception of an engagement. The destruction of the enemy's armed forces 
is, therefore, always the means to attain. the object of the engagement. 

This object may likewise be the mere destruction of the enemy's armed 
forces; but that is not by any means necessary, and it may be something 
quite different. Whenever, for instance, as we have shown, the defeat of the 
enemy is not the only means to attain the political object, whenever there 
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are other things which may be pursued as an aim in war, then it follows of 
itself that these things may become the object of particular acts of war, 
and, therefore, also the object of engagements. 

But even those engagements, which as subordinate acts are in the strict 
sense devoted to the defeat of the enemy's armed forces, need not have -
the destruction of them as their immediate object; 

If we think of the complex organization of a great armed force, of the 
quantity of details that come into play when it is employed, we can under
stand that the combat of such a force must also acquire a complex organi
zation, with parts subordinated one to the other and acting in correlation. 
There may and must arise for single parts a number of objects which are 
not themselves the destruction of the enemy's armed forces, and while 
they certainly contribute to increase that destruction, do so only indirectly. 
If a battalion is ordered to drive the enemy from a hill, or a bridge, for 
instance, as a rule the occupation of this position is the real object, and 
the destruction of the enemy's forces there only the means or secondary 
matter. If the enemy can be driven away by a mere demonstration, the 

-object is attained all the same; but this hill or bridge will only be occupied
in order thereby to cause a greater destruction of the enemy's armed 
forces. If this is the case on the field of battle, much more must it be so in 
the whole theatre of war, where not merely one army is opposed to the 
other, but one state~ one nation, one country, to the other. Here the num
ber of possible relations, and consequently of combinations, must be greatly 
multiplied, the diversity of arrangements increased, and by the gradation 
of objects, each subordinate to the other, the first means further removed 
from the final object. 

It is, therefore, for many reasons possible that the object of an engage
ment is not the destruction of the enemy's forces, that is of the forces im
mediately opposed to us, but this appears only as a means. In all such 
cases, however, it is no longer a question of making this destruction com
plete, for the engagement is here nothing but a trial of strength. It has in 
itself no value but only that of its result, that is to say, of its decision. 

But in cases where the strengths are very unequal, a measure of them 
can be obtained by mere estimation. In such cases the engagement will 
not take place, but the weaker force will at once give way. 

If the object of an engagement is not always the destruction of the 
enemy's forces therein engaged, and if its object can often be attained as 
well without the engagement taking place at all, merely by the estimated 
result of it and the circumstances to which this gives rise, we can under
stand how whole campaigns can be carried on with great activity without 
the actual engagement playing any notable part in them. 

That this may be so, military history proves by a hundred examples. 
In how many of such cases the bloodless decision was justified, that is to 
say, did not involve a self-contradiction, and whether some of the reputa-
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tions therein gained would stand criticism, we shall leave undecided, for 
all that concerns us now is to show the possibility of such a course of 
events in war. 

We have only one means in war-the engagement; but this means by 
the multiplicity of the ways in which it can be employed leads us into all 
the various paths of which the multiplicity of its objects allows, so that 
we seem to have achieved nothing. But this is not the case, for from this 
unity of means proceeds a thread which we follow with our eye as it runs 
through the whole web of military activity and which, indeed, holds it 
together. 

But we have considered the destruction of the enemy's forces as one of 
the objects which may be pursued in war and left undecided what im
portance should be assigned to it in comparison to the other objects. In 
single instances it will depend on circumstances, and as a general prin
ciple we have left its value undetermined. Once more we are brought back 
to this point, and we shall learn to understand the value which must 
necessarily be accorded to it. 

The engagement is the sole effective activity in war; in the engagement 
the destruction of the.enemy forces opposed to us is the means to the end. 
It is so even if the engagement does not actually take place, because at all 
events there lies at the root of the decision the assumption that this de
struction is to be regarded as beyond doubt. It follows, therefore, that the 
destruction of the enemy's forces is the foundation-stone of all action in 
war, the ultimate support of all combinations, which rest upon it like the 
arch on its abutments. All action, therefore, takes place on the assumption 
that if the decision by force of arms which lies at its foundation should 
actually take place, it would be a favorable one. The decision by arms is, 
for all operations in war, great and small, what cash payment is in bill 
transactions. However remote these relations may be, however seldom the 
settlements may take place, they must eventually be fulfilled. 

If a decision by arms lies at the foundation of all combinations, it 
follows that our opponent by means of a fortunate decision by arms can 
make any one of these impracticable, not merely if it is the decision on 
which our combination directly rests, but also by means of any other, pro
vided only it be of sufficient importance. For every important decision by 
arms-that is, destruction of the enemy's forces-reacts upon all preceding 
it, because, like a fluid, they ·tend to bring themselves to a level. 

Thus, the destruction of the enemy's forces always appears as the su
perior and more effectual means, to which all others must give way. 

It is, however, only when there is an assumed equality in all other con
ditions that we can ascribe to the destruction of the enemy's forces a 
higher efficacy. It would, therefore, be a great mistake to conclude that a 
blind dash must always gain the victory over cautious skill. An unskilful 
dash would lead to the destruction not of the enemy's forces but of our 
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own and caimot, therefore, be what we mean. The higher efficacy belongs 
not to the means but to the end, and we are only comparing the effect of 
one realized end with the other. 

If we speak of the destruction of the enemy's force, we must expressly 
point out that nothing obliges us to confine this idea to the mere physical 
force. On the contrary, the moral force is necessarily implied as well, be· 
cause in fact both are interwoven with each other even in the most minute 
details and therefore cannot be separated. In connection with the inevitable 
effect which has been referred to as a great act of destruction-a great 
victory-upon all other decisions by arms, it is just the moral element that 
is most fluid, if we may use that expression, and that distributes itself the 
most easily through all the parts. Against the superior value which the 
destruction of the enemy's forces has over all other means stands the ex· 
pense and the risk this involves, and only to avoid these are other methods 
employed. 

That the means in question must be costly stands to reason, for, other 
things being equal, the wastage of our own forces is always the greater, the 
more our aim is directed to the destruction of those of the enemy. 

The risk of this means lies in the fact that the greater efficacy which 
we seek recoils in the event of failure, upon ourselves, and thus brings more 
disastrous consequences. 

Other methods are, therefore, less costly when they succeed, less risky 
when they fail; but this necessarily implies the condition that they are 
only opposed by similar ones, that is, that the enemy employs the same 
methods. For if the enemy should choose the method of a great decision 
by arms, our own method would just by that very fact be changed againsl 
our will into a similar one. Thus all then depends on the issue of the act 
of destruction; now it is obvious that, other things being equal, in this 
act we must be in all respects at a disadvantage, because our intentions and 
methods had been partly directed to other things, which was not the case 
with the enemy. Two different objects of which one is not part of the 
other exclude each other, and therefore a force which is applied to attain 
the one cannot at the same time serve the other. If, therefore, one of two 
belligerents is determined to take the way of great decisions by arms, he 
has a high probability of success as soon as he is certain that the other 
does not want to take it but seeks a different object; and anyone who sets 
before himself any such other object can reasonably do so only on the 
assumption that his adversary has as little intention as he has himself of 
seeking great decisions by arms. _ 

But what we have here said of another direction of intentions and forces 
relates only to other positive objects which we may propose to ourselves in 
war besides the destruction of the enemy's forces, and not by any means to 
pure resistance, which may be adopted with a view thereby to exhaust the 
enemy's strength. In mere resistance the positive intention is wanting, and 
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therefore ·in this case our forces cannot be directed to other objects,. but 
can only be confined to defeating the intentions of the enemy. 

We have now to consider the negative side of the destruction of the 
forces of the enemy, that is to say, the preservation of our own. These two 
efforts always go together, as they react upon each other; they are integral 
parts of one and the same intention, and we have only to examine what 
effect is produced when one or the other has the predominance. The en
deavor to destroy the enemy's forces has a positive object and leads to 
positive results, of which the final aim would be the defeat of the enemy. 
The preservation of our own forces has a negative object, and thus. leads to 
the defeat of the enemy's intentions, that is to say, to pure resistance, of 
which the ultimate aim can be nothing else than to prolong the duration 
of the' contest so that the enemy exhausts himself in it. 

The effort with a positive object calls into existence the act of destruc
tion; the effort with the negative object awaits it. 

How far this waiting should and may be carried we shall enter upon 
more particularly in the theory of attack and defense, at the origin of which 
we again find ourselves. Here we must content ourselves with saying that 
the waiting must be no mere passive endurance, and that in the action 
bound up with it the destruction of the enemy forces engaged in the con
flict may be the aim just as well as anything else. It would thus be a great 
error in fundamental principles to suppose that the consequence of the 
negative effort must be that we are precluded from choosing the destruction 
of the enemy's forces as our object, but must prefer a bloodless decision. 
The preponderance of the negative effort may certainly lead to that, but 
only at the risk of its not being the most suitable method, a question which 
depends on totally different conditions, resting not with ourselves but with 
our opponent. This other, bloodless way can thus in no way be considered 
as the natural means of satisfying our predominating anxiety to preserve 
our own forces. On the contrary, in cases in which such a course did not 
suit the circumstances we should be much more likely to bring them to 
utter ruin. Very many generals have fallen into this error and been brought 
to ruin by it. The only necessary effect resulting from the preponderance of 
the negative effort is the delay of the decision, so that the defender 
takes refuge, as it were, in waiting for the decisive moment. The conse- · 
quence of this is usually the putting back of the action both in time and, 
so far as space is connected with it, also in space, so far as circumstances 
permit. If the moment has arrived when this could no longer be done 
without overwhelming disadvantage, the advantage of the negative effort 
must be considered as exhausted and then comes forward, unchanged, the 
effort for the destruction of the enemy's force, which was only kept back 
by a counterpoise but never diScarded. · 

We have thus seen in the foregoing reflections that in war there are many 
ways to its aim, that is, to the attainment of the political object; but that 
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the only means is the engagement and that consequently everything is sub
ject to a supreme law: which is the decision by arms; that when this is 
actually claimed by the enemy, such an appeal can never be refused, and 
that, therefore, a belligerent who proposes to take another way must be 
sure that his opponent will not make this appeal, or he will lose his case 
before this supreme tribunal; that thus, in a word, the destruction of the 
enemy's forces seems among all the objects which can be sought in war 
always to be that which overrules all else. 

What may be achieved in war by combinations of another kind we shall 
only learn in the sequel, and, naturally, only by degrees. We content our
selves here with acknowledging in general their possibility as something 
pointing to the deviation of practice from theory and to the influence of 
particular circumstances. But we cannot avoid showing here at once that 
the bloody solution of the crisis, the effort to destroy the enemy's force .. is 
the first-born son of war. When political objects are.unimportant, motives 
slight and the tensions of the forces small, a cautious commander may skil
fully try all sorts of ways by which, without great crises and bloody solu
tions; he may twist himself into a peace through the characteristic weak
nesses of his opponent in the field.and in the cabinet. We have no right to 
blame him if the assumptions on which he acts are well founded and 
promise success; but still we must require him to remember that it is a 
slippery path he is treading on which the god of war may surprise him, and 
to keep his eye always upon the enemy that he may not have to defend 
himself with a dress rapier if that enemy takes up a sharp sword. 

The consequences of the nature of war, how ends and means act in it, 
how in the deviations of practice it departs now more and now less from 
its original, strict conception, fluctuating backward and forward yet al
ways remaining under that strict conception as under a supreme law-aU 
this we must keep in view and bear constantly in mind in the consideration 
of each of the succeeding subjects if we wish rightly to understand their 
true relations and proper importance, and not become incessantly involved 
in the most glaring contradictions with reality and at last with ourselves. 



CHAPTER III 

THE GENIUS FOR WAR 

Every special activity, if it is to be pursued with a certain perfection, 
demands special qualifications of intellect and temperament. When these 
are of a high degree of distinction and manifest themselves by extra
ordinary achievements, the mind to which they belong is distinguished by 
the term "genius." 

We know very well that this word is used with meanings which vary 
very greatly, both in their application and their nature, and that in the 
case of many of these meanings it is a very difficult task to distinguish the 
essence of genius. But as we do not profess to be either a philosopher or a 
grammarian, we shall take leave to keep to a meaning usual in ordinary 
speech and to understand by "genius" a very superior mental capacity for 
certain activities. 

We wish to stop for a moment at this faculty and dignity of the mind in 
order to indicate more closely its justification and become more closely 
acquainted with the content of tl:ie conception. But we cannot dwell on 
genius that has obtained its title through a very superior talent, on genius 
properly so called, for that is a conception that has no defined limits. What 
we must do is generally to bring into consideration all the combined tend
encies of the mind and soul toward military activity, and these we may 
then regard as the essence of military genius. We say "combined," for mili
tary genius consists of being not just a single capacity bearing on war, as for 
instance, courage, while other capacities of mind and soul are lacking or 
take a direction useless for war, but in being a harmonious combination of 
powers, in which one or other may predominate, but none must be in 
opposition. 

Were every combatant required to be more or less endowed with military 
genius, our armies would probably be very weak; for precisely because it 
implies a special trend of mental and moral powers, it can but rarely be 
found when the mental and moral powers of a people are employed and 
trained on so many sides. But the fewer different activities a people has, 
and the more the military activity predominates in it, the more prevalent 
in that people must military genius also be found to be. This, 'however, 
determines merely its prevalence and by no means its degree, for the latter 
depends on the general state of the people's mental and moral development. 
If we look at a wild, warlike people, we find a warlike spirit in individuals 
much more common than among civilized peoples, for in the former almost 

JI 
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every warrior possesses it, while in the latter there is a whole multitude of 
persons who are only roused by the pressure of necessity and not at all by 
inclination. But among uncivilized peoples we never find a really great 
general, and extremely seldom what may be called a military genius, 
because that demands a development of the intellectual powers which an 
uncivilized people cannot have. That civilized peoples can also have a more 
or less warlike tendency and development is obvious, and the more this is 
the case, the more frequently also will the military spirit be found in indi
viduals in their armies. As this now coincides with the higher degree of 
civilization, such peoples always provide the most brilliant example of 
military achievement, as the Romans and the French have shown. The 
greatest names in these and in all other peoples renowned in war always 
belong only to epochs of higher civilization. 

From this we may at once infer the importance of the share that intellec
tual powers have in superior military genius. We shall now examine it more 
closely. 

War is the.province of danger, and therefore courage above all things is 
the first quality of a warrior. 

Courage is of two kinds: first, courage in presence of danger to the 
person, and next, courage in the presence of responsibility, whether before 
the judgment seat of an external authority, or before that of th.e internal 
authority which is conscience. We speak here only of the first. 

Courage in the presence of danger to the person, again, is of two kinds. 
First, it may be indifference to danger, whether proceeding from the way 
the individual is constituted, from contempt of death, or from habit; in 
any of these cases it is to be regarded as a permanent condition. 

Secondly, courage may proceed from positive motives, such as ambition, 
patriotism, enthusiasm of any kind. In this case courage is not so much a 
t>ermanent condition as an emotion, a feeling. 

We can understand that the two kinds act differently. The first kind is 
more certain, because, having become a second nature, it never deserts a 

' man; the second often leads him further. Firmness belongs more to the 
first; boldness to the second. The first leaves the intellect cooler; the second 
raises its power at times, but also often bewilders it. The two combined 
make up the most perfect form of courage. 

War is the province of physical exertion and suffering. In order not to be 
overcome by these a certain strength of body and soul is required, which, 
whether natural or acquired, produces indifference to them. With these 
qualifications, under the guidance of mere common sense, a man is already a 
good instrument for war; and these are the qualifications so commonly to be 
met among wild and half-civilized peoples. If we go further in the demands 
that war makes upon its votaries, we find intellectual qualifications pre
dominating. War is the province of uncertainty; three-fourths of the things 
on which action in war is based lie hidden in the fog of a greater or less 
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uncertainty. Here then, first of all, a fine and pen~trating intellect is called 
for to feel out the truth with instinctive judgment. -

An average intellect may occasionally hit upon this truth by chance; an 
extraordinary courage may on other occasions repair a blunder; but the 
majority of cases, the average result, will always bring to light defective 
intelligence. ' 

War is the province of chance. In no other sphere of human activity has 
such a margin to be left for this intruder, because none is in such constant 
contact with it on every side. It increases the untertainty of every circum
stance and deranges the course of events. 
· Owing to this uncertainty of all reports and assumptions and to these. 

continual incursions of chance, the person acting in war constantly finds 
things different from his expectations. This inevitably has an influence 
upon his plan, or, at all events on the expectations connected with this 
plan. If this influence is so great as to render the predetermined designs 
entirely useless, as a rule new designs must be substituted for them; but at. 
the moment, the necessary data for this are often wanting, because in the 
course of action, circumstances press for immediate decision ~nd allow no 
time for a fresh look round, often not even enough for careful consideration. 
But it much more frequently happens that the correction of our premises 
and the knowledge of chance events' that have intruded is not enough to 
overthrow our design entirely but only to shake it. Our knowledge of the 
circumstances has increased, but our uncertainty has not been diminished. 
thereby, but intensified. The reason for this is that we do not gain all these· 
experiences simultaneously, but by degrees, because our decisions are un
ceasingly assailed by them, and our mind, if we may say so, must always be 
"under arms." . , 

Now if it is to get safely through this continual conflict with the unex
pected, two qualities are indispensable: in the first place, an intellect which 
even in the midst of this intensified obscurity is not without some traces of 
inner light which lead to the truth and next, courage to follow this faint 
light. The first is figuratively denoted by the French expression, coup d'oeil, 
the second is resolution. , 

As engagements are the feature in war to whicl} attention was first and 
chiefly directed, and as in engage~ents time and, space are importan~ 
elements and were still more so in the period when cavalry with its rapid 
decisions was the chief arm, the idea of rapid and correct decision origi
nated in the first instance from the estimation of these two elements, and 
to denote this idea an expression was adopted which applies only to cor
rect judgment by eye. Many teachers of the art of war have in consequence 
also given it that limited meaning. But it is undeniable that all sound de
cisions formed in the moment of execution soon came to be understood by 
the expression, as, for instance, recognizing the right point for attack, etc. 
It is, therefore, not only the physical but, more frequently, the mental eye 
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-that is meant in coup d'oeil. Naturally, the expression, like the thing, is 
always more in its place in the field of tactics, yet it cannot be excluded 
from that of strategy either, inasmuch as in that too rapid decisions are 
often necessary. If we strip this conception of the too figurative and limited 
elements given to it by that expression, it amounts simply to the rapid 
hitting upon a truth which to the eye of the ordinary mind is either not 
visible at all or only becomes so after long examination and reflection. 

Resolution is an act of courage in a single instance, and, if it becomes a 
characteristic trait, a habit of the mind. But here we do not mean courage 
in facing physical danger, but courage in facing responsibility, therefore to 
a certain extent in facing moral danger. This has often been called courage 
d'esprit, on the ground that it springs from the intellect, but it is not on 
that account an act of the intellect but one of feeling. Mere intellect is not 
quite courage, for we often see the cleverest people devoid of resolution. 
The intellect must first, therefore, awaken the feeling of courage to be 
maintained and supported by it, because in emergencies of the moment man 
is governed more by his feelings than by his thoughts. 

We have assigned to resolution the office of removing the torments of 
doubt and the dangers of hesitation when there are no sufficient motives for 
guidance. Colloquial usage, it is true, has no scruple in applying the word 
"resolution" even to the mere propensity for daring, bravery, boldness or 
temerity. But when a man has sufficient motives, whether they be sub
jective or objective, true or false, we have no reason to speak of his reso
lution, for, in doing so, we put ourselves in his place and throw into the 
scale doubts that did not exist with him at all. 

Here there is no question of anything but of strength and weakness. We 
are not pedantic enough to quarrel with colloquial usage about this little 
misapplication; our observation is only intended to remove unjustified 
objections. 

Now this resolution, which overcomes the state of doubting, can only be 
called forth by the intellect, and in fact by a quite special direction of it. 
We maintain that the mere union of superior intelligence and the necessary 
feelings is not enough to constitute resolution. There are persons who 
possess the keenest perception for the most difficult problem and who also 
are not lacking in courage to accept grave responsibilities, yet in difficult 
cases cannot come to a resolution. Their courage and their intelligence 
stand apart, do not give each other a hand, and on that account do not 
produce resolution as a result. Resolution springs only from an act of the 
intellect, which makes evident the need for daring and determines thereby 
the will. This quite special direction of the intellect, which conquers every 
other fear in man together with the fear of wavering or hesitating, is what 
makes up resolution in strong minds. Therefore, men of little intelligence 
can never be resolute, in our sense of the word. In difficult situations they 
may act without hesitation, but they do so then without reflection, and a 
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man who acts without reflection is not, of course, torn asunder by any 
doubts. Such a course of action may even, now and then, turn out to be 
correct: but we say, now as before, it is the average result which indicates 
the existence of military genius. Should our assertion seem strange to any
one because he knows many a resolute hussar officer who is no deep thinker, 
we must remind him that the question here is of a special direction of the 
intellect and not of a capacity for deep meditation. 

We believe, therefore, that resolution is indebted to a special direction of 
the intellect for its existence, a direction which belongs to a strong mind 
rather than to a brilliant one. In corroboration of this genealogy of resolu
tion, we may add that there have been many instances of men who had 
shown the greatest resolution in an inferior rank and have lost it in a 
higher position. WJ;lile on the one hand they see the necessity of coming to 
a resolution, on the other they realize the dangers of a wrong decision, and 
as they are not familiar with the things they are concerned with, their 
intelligence loses its original force, and they become only the more timid 
the more they become aware of the danger of the irresolution which holds 
them spellbound, and the more they have formerly been in the habit of 
acting on the spur of the moment. 

From the coup d'oeil and resolution we are naturally led to speak of its 
kindred quality, presence of mind, which must play a great part, in a 
region of the unexpected like war, for it is indeed nothing but a supreme 
instance of the conquest of the unexpected. As we admire presence of mind 
in a telling repartee to anything said unexpectedly, so we admire it in a 
quickly found resource at a moment of sudden danger. Neither the repartee 
nor the resource need be in themselves extraordinary if only they meet the 
case; for that which as a result of mature reflection would be nothing un
usual, and therefore insignificant in its impression upon us, may, as an 
instantaneous act of the intelligence, give us pleasure. The expression "pres
ence of mind" certainly denotes very fitly the readiness and rapidity of 
the help rendered by the intelligence. 

Whether this noble quality of a man is to be ascribed more to the 
special quality of his intelligence or to the steadiness of his emotional 
balance, depends on the nature of the case, although neither of the two can 
ever be entirely wanting. A telling repartee is more the work of a ready wit; 
a telling counterstroke in sudden danger implies above all else steadiness of 
emotional balance. 

If we take a comprehensive view of the four components of the atmos
phere in which war moves, danger, physical effort, uncertainty and chance, 
it is easy to understand that a great moral and mental force is needed to 
advance with safety and success in this baffling element, a force which, 
according to the different modifications arising out of circumstances, we 
find historians and chroniclers of military ~vents describing as energy, 
firmness, staunchness, strength of mind and character. All these manifesta-
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tions of the heroic nature might be regarded as one and the ·same force of 
will, modified according to circumstances; but, nearly related as these 
things are to one another, still they are not one and the same, and it is 
desirable for us to distinguish at least a little more closely these moral 
qualities and their relation to one another. 

In the first place, to get our ideas clear it is essential to observe that the 
weight, burden, resistance, or whatever it may be called, by which that 
force of the soul in the person acting is called forth, is only in a very small 
measure the enemy's activity, the enemy's resistance, the enemy's action 
directly. The enemy's activity only affects the general directly in the first 
place in relation to his person, without affecting his action as commander. 
If the enemy resist for four hours instead of two, the commander is four 
hours instead of two in danger. This is a consideration which clearly dimin
ishes in importance, the higher the r,ank of the commander. What is it for 
one in the position of commander-in-chief? It is nothing. 

Secondly, the enemy's resistance has a direct effect on the commander 
through the loss of means he incurs m a more prolonged resistance, and the 
responsibility connected with that loss. It is at this point, through these 
anxious considerations, that his force of will is first put to the test and 
called forth. Still we maintain that this is far from being the heaviest bur
den he has to bear, for he has to settle it only with himself. But all the 
other effects of the enemy's resistance act upon the combatants under his 
command, and through them react upon him. 

As long as his men are full of good courage and fight with zeal and 
spirit, the commander seldom has an opportunity of displaying great force 
of will in the pursuit of his object. But as soon as difficulties arise-and 
this can never fail to happen when great results are to be achieved-then 
things no longer move on of themselves like a well-oiled m~chine, but the 
machine itself begins to offer resistance, and to overcome this, the com
. mander must have great force of will. By this resistance we must not 
exactly suppose disobedience and contradictions, though these are frequent 
enough with single individuals; it is the general impression of the dissolu
tion of all physical and moral forces and the heartrending sight of the 
bloody sacrifice which the commander has to contend with in himself, and 
then in all others who directly or indirectly transfer to him their impres
sions, feelings, anxieties, and efforts. As the forces in one individual after 
another die away and can no longer be excited and maintained by his own 
will, the whole inertia of the mass gradually rests its weight on the will 
of the commander. By the spark in his breast, by the light of his spirit, the 
spark of purpose, the light of hope, must be kindled afresh in all others. Only 
in so far as he is equal to this, does he control the masses and remain their 
master. When that ceases and his own courage is no longer strong enough 
to revive the courage of all others, then the masses drag him down to them 
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into the lower region of animal nature which ·shrinks from danger and 
knows not shame. These are the burdens under which the military com
mander has to bear up if he wishes to do great deeds. They increase with 
the size of the masses under him, and, therefore, if the forces in question 
are to continue equal to the weight upon his shoulders, they must rise in 
proportion to the height of his rank. 

Energy in action expresses the strength of the motive by which the 
action is called forth, whether the motive has its origin in a conviction of 
the intellect or in an impulse of feeling. The latter, however, can hardly 
ever be absent where great force is to be shown. 

Of all the noble feelings which fill the human heart in the fierce stress of 
battle, none, we must admit, is so powerful and constant as the soul's 
thirst for honor and renown, which the German language treats so unfairly 
and strives to depreciate by two unworthy associations, in Ehrgeiz (greed 
of honor) and Ruhmsucht (hankering after glory). No doubt it is es
pecially in war that the abuse of these proud aspirations of the soul were 
bound to bring forth the most shocking outrages upon the human race, but 
by their origin these feelings are certainly to be counted among the noblest 
that belong to human nature, and in war they are the animating spirit 
which gives the gigantic body a soul. Although other feelings may become 
more general in their influence, and many of them-such as love. of country, 
devotion to an idea, revenge, enthusiasm of every kind-may seem to stand 
higher, the thirst for honor and renown still remains indispensable. Those 
other feelings may rouse the great masses in general, and inspire them with 
loftier feelings, but they do not give the leader the desire to aim higher than 
his fellows, which is an essential requisite in his position if he is to achieve 
in it anything noteworthy. They do not, like ambition, make the individual 
military act the special property of the leader, which he then strives ~o use 
to the best advantage; in which he plows with toil and sows with care that 
he may reap plentifully. It is these aspirations, however, shared by all co~
manders from the highest to the lowest-this sort of energy, this spirit of 
emulation, this incentive--that more than anything else quicken the effi-. 
ciency of an army and make it successful. And now as to that ·which 
specially concerns the head of all, we ask: Has there ever been a great 
commander destitute of ambition, or is such a phenomenon even so much 
as conceivable? 

Firmness denotes the resistance of the will with reference to the force of 
a single blow, staunchness with reference to duration. Close as the analogy 
between the two is, and often as the one is used in place of the other, still 
there is a notable difference between them which cannot be mistaken, inas
much as firmness against a single powerful impression may have its root in 
the mere strength of a feeling, but staunchness must be supported rather 
more by the intelligence. For the longer an action lasts, the more deliberate 
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it becomes, and from this deliberation staunchness partly derives its power. 
If we now turn to strength of mind or of character, then the first question 

is: What are we to understand thereby? 
Obviously it is not violence in expressions of feeling, or proneness to 

strong emotioiJ., for that would be contrary to all the usage of language, 
but the power of listening to reason even in the midst of the most intense 
excitement, in the storm of the most violent emotions. Should this power 
depend on strength of intellect alone? We doubt it. The fact that there 
are men of outstanding intellect who cannot control themselves would, it 
is true, prove nothing to the contrary for we might say that it perhaps 
requires an intellect of a powerful rather than of a comprehensive nature; 
but we believe we are nearer to the truth if we assU'me that the power of 
submitting oneself to the control of the intellect, even in moments of the 
most violent excitement of the feelings, the power that we call self-com
mand., has, itself, its root in the heart. It is in point of fact another feeling, 
which in men of stout heart balances the excited emotions without destroy
ing them; and it is only through this balance that the mastery of the intel
lect is secured. This counterpoise is nothing but a feeling of the dignity of 
man, that noblest pride, that innermost need of the soul, always to act as 
a being endowed with judgment and intelligence. We may therefor£ say that 
a stout heart is one which does not lose its balance even under the most 
violent excitement. 

If we cast a glance at the variety to be observed in men in respect of 
their emotional side, we find, first, some people who have very little excit
ability and are called phlegmatic or indolent. 

Secondly, some very excitable persons, whose feelings, however, never 
exceed a certain strength, and who are therefore known as sensitive but 
gentle. 

Thirdly, those who are very easily roused, whose feelings blaze up 
quickly and violently like gunpowder, but do not last. 

Fourthly, and lastly, those who cannot be moved by slight causes, and 
who generally are not moved suddenly but gradually, but whose feelings 
become very powerful and are much more lasting. These are men with 
strong passions, lying deep and hidden. 

This difference between men in respect of their emotional constitution 
lies probably close on the confines of the physical forces active in the 
human organism, and belongs to that amphibious organization which we 
call the nervous system and which seems akin on the one side to matter, 
on the other to spirit. We, with our feeble philosophy, have nothing further 
to seek in this dark field. But it is important for us to spend a moment 
over the effect which these differences in character have upon action in 
war, and to see how far a great strength of character is to be expected 
from them. 

Indolent men cannot easily be thrown off their balance, but we certainly , 
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cannot say there is strength of character where there is a total lack of any 
manifestation of force. It is not, however, to be denied that such men have 
a certain one-sided efficiency in war, just on account of their steadfast 
balance. They are often lacking in the positive motive for action. That is" 
to say, in driving force, and consequently in activity, but they are not 
likely to spoil anything. 

The peculiarity of the second class is that they are easily excited to act 
on trifling grounds, but in great matters they are easily overwhelmed. Men 
of this kind show great activity in helping an individual in distress, but by 
the distress of a whole nation they are only depressed, not roused to action. 

In war such men are not lacking either in activity or in balance, but 
they will not accomplish anything great, unless a very powerful intelligence 
supplies the motives for it. But it is seldom that a very strong, independent 
intelligence is combined with such temperaments. 

Excitable, inflammable feelings are in themselves little suited for practical 
life, and therefore they are not very fit for war. They have the advantage, 
it is true, of strong impulses, but these do not last. If, however, the excita-. 
bility of such men takes the direction of courage or ambition, they may 
often be very useful in inferior positions in war, simply because the action 
in war over which commanders in inferior positions have control is usually 
of shorter duration. Here one courageous resolution, one outpouring of the 
forces of the soul, will-often suffice. A brave attack, a soul-stirring charge, 
is the work of a few moments, whilst a brave contest on the battlefield is 
the work of a day, and a campaign the work of a year. 

Owing to the rapid movement of their feelings, it is doubly difficult for 
men of this description to keep their emotional balance; they therefore 
frequently lose their heads, and that, for the conduct of war, is the worst 
of their defects. But it would be contrary to experience to maintain that 
men of very excitable temperament could never be strong, never, that is to 
say, be capable of keeping their balance even under the strongest excite
ment. Why should not the feeling for their own dignity exist in them, for 
as a rule their nature is of the nobler sort? This feeling is seldom wanting 
in them, but it has not time to become effective. After an outburst they are 
mostly overcome by a feeling of humiliation. If through education, 
through keeping watch on themselves, and through experience, they have 
sooner or later learned to be on their guard against themselves, so as in 
moments of wild excitement to become conscious betimes of the counter-

. acting force within their own breasts, they too can be capable of great 
strength of soul. 

Lastly there are the men who are difficult to move, but on that account 
are moved deeply, men who stand in the same relation to the preceding as 
red heat to a flame. It is they who are best fitted, by means of their titanic 
force to move the gigantic masses by which we may figuratively represent 
the difficulties of action in war. The working of their feelings is like the 
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. movement. of great masses, which, though slower, is yet the more irresist-' 
ible. 

Although such men are not so likely to be suddenly surprised by their 
feelings and carried away so as to be afterwards ashamed of- themselves, 
like the preceding, still it would be once more contrary to experience to 
believe that they could never lose their balance, or be overcome by blind 
'passion. This, on the contrary, will always happen as soon as the noble 
pride of self-control fails, or whenever it has not sufficient weight. We see 
examples of this most frequently in great men belonging to uncivilized 
peoples, where the scanty cultivation of .the intellect always favors the pre
dominance of passion. But even among the most civilized classes of the 
civilized peoples life is full of examples of this kind-of men carried away 
by the violence of their passions, as the poacher in the Middle Ages, chained 
to a stag, was carried away through the forest. 

We therefore say once more that a strong mind is not one that is merely 
capable of strong emotions, but one that under stress of the strongest 

·emotions keeps its balance, so that in spite of the storms within the 
·breast, judgment and conviction can aci with perfect freedom, like the 
needle of the compass on a storm-tossed ship. 

By the term strength of character, or simply character, is denoted tenac
ity of conviction, whether that conviction be the result of our own or of 
others' judgment and whether it is based upon principles, opinions, momen

·tary inspirations, or any other product of the intelligence. But this kind of 
firmness cannot, it is true, manifest itself if the judgments themselves are 

'subject to frequent change. This frequent change need not be the result of 
an external influence. It may arise from the continuous activity of our OW!! 

intelligence, but in that case, certainly, it indicates an unsteadiness peculiar 
to that intelligence. Obviously it ,will not be said of a man who changes his 
views every moment that he has character, however much such changes 
·may proceed from himself. Only those men, therefore, can be said to have 

· this quality whose conviction is very constant, either because it is deeply 
· rooted, clear and little liable in itself to alteration, or because, as in the 
case of indolent men, there is a lack of mental activity, and therefore a Jack 
of motive for alteration; or lastly, because an explicit act of will, derived 
from an imperative maxim of the intelligence refuses, up to a certain point, 
any change of opinions. 

Now in war, owing to the many and powerful impressions to which the 
mind is exposed, and to the uncertainty of all knowledge and all judgment, 
more things occur to distract a man from the road he has entered upon, to 

· make him doubtful of himself and others, than in any other human 
activity. 

The harrowing sight of suffering and danger easily leads to feeling 
gaining ascendancy over intellectual conviction; and in the twilight which 
surrounds everything it is so bard for a judgment to be clear and profound 
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that to change it is more intelligible and more pardonable. It is at all times 
only conjecture or guesses at truth that we have to act upon. This is w}_ly' 
differences of opinion are nowhere so great as in war, and the ~tream of 
impressions acting counfer to one's own convictions never ceases to flow. 
Even the greatest intellectual impassivity is sca~cely proof against theM; 
because the impressions are too strong and vivid and are always also. at 
the same time directed at the emotions. · · 

When the judgment is clear and profound, none but general principJes and 
views of action governing it from a higher standpoint can be the result; and 
on them the opinion on the. particular case immediately . under consider~ 
tion lies, as it were, at anchor. But to. hold fast to these results of previons~. 
reflection, in opposition to the stream of opinions and phenomena whiCh 
the present brings with it, is just the difficulty. Between the particular case': 
and the principle there is often wide space which cannot always be trav
ersed on a visible chain of conclusions, il.Ild where' a certain belief in one
self is necessary and a certain amount of scepticism is serviceable: Here' 
often nothing will help us but an imperative maxim which, independent of 
reflection, controls it; the maxim is, in all doubtful cases to adhere to ol.li 
first opinion and not to give it up until a dear conviction forces us to do: 
so. We must firmly believe in the superior authority of well-tried IJiaxims.,' 
and not let the vividness of momentary phenomena make us forget Qla.t ' 
the truth of these is of an inferior stamp. By this preference which in doubt
ful cases we give to our previous convictions, and l:>y adherence to them, our 
actions acquire that stability and 'consistency which make up what we ca~: 
character. . 

It is easy to see how greatly a well-balanced temperament promotes'· 
strength of character; that, too, is why men of great moral strength gener-; . . r 
ally have a great deal of character. . . 

Strength of character leads us to a degenerate form of it~bstinacy: : 
It is often very difficult in concrete cases to say where the one ends and. 

the other begins; on the other hand, it does not seem difficultto detemii~ 
the difference in the abstract. 

Obstinacy is not a fault of the intellect; we use the term as denoting 
resistance to our better judgment, and that cannot be located, without in~ 
volving us in a contradiction, in the intellect, which is the capacity' of 
judgment. Obstinacy is a fault of temperament. This inflexibility of will an<J 
impatience of contradiction find their origin only in a particular kind of 
egotism, which sets above every other pleasure that of governing itself and 
others solely by its own caprice. We would call it a form of vanity if it wer~ 
not, of course, something bett~r; vanity is sati~fied with the appearance 
but obstinacy rests upon the enJoyment of the thmg. · 

We say, therefore, strength of character becomes obstinacy as sll?n. as 
resistance to an opposing judgment proceeds not from a better conVIcqon 
or reliance upon a higher principle, but from a feeling of opposition. If this 
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definition, as we have already admitted, is of little practical assistance, still 
it will prevent obstinacy from being considered merely strength of character 
intensified, while it is something essentially different-something which, it 
is true, lies close to it and borders upon it, but is at the same time so little 
an intensification of it that there are very obstinate men who from lack of 
intelligence have little strength of character. 

· Having in these high attributes of a great military commander made our
selves acquainted with those qualities in which temperament and intellect 
co-operate, we now come to a peculiarity of military activity which may 
perhaps be considered the most influential though it is not the most impor
tant, and which only demands mental capacity without regard to tempera
mental qualities. It is the connection which exists between war and terrain,
that is to say, country or ground. 

This connection is, in the first place, one that is constantly present, so 
that it is quite impossible to conceive of an operation of war on the part of 
our organized army taking place otherwise than in a definite space; it is, 
secondly, of the most decisive importance, because it modifies and at times 
completely alters the operation of .all forces; thirdly, while, on the one 
hand, it often concerns the most minute features of locality, on the other, 
it may embrace the widest expanses of country. 

In this manner the relation which war has to country and ground, gives 
to its action a very peculiar character. If we think of other human activities 
which have a relation to these objects-of horticulture, agriculture, house 
building, hydraulic works, mining, hunting and forestry-they are all con
fined to very limited spaces, which can all be soon explored with sufficient 
exactness. But the commander in war must commit the business on which 
he is engaged to a space which is his partner in it, which his eyes cannot 
survey, which the keenest zeal cannot always explore, and with which, 
owing to the constant changes taking place, he can seldom become properly 
acquainted. The enemy, it is true, is generally in the same situation; still, 
in the first place, the difficulty, though !=Ommon to both, is not the less a 
difficulty, and he who by talent and training masters it will have a great 
advantage on his side; secondly, this equality of difficulty only occurs in 
general, not necessarily in a particular case, in which as a rule one of the 
two combatants (the defender) knows much more about the locality than 
the other. 

This very peculiar difficulty must be overcome by a mental gift of a 
peculiar kind called sense of locality, a term which is too narrow. It is the 
capacity for quickly forming for oneself a correct geometrical representa
tion of any given piece of country and consequently of correctly and easily 
finding at any time one's position in it. This is obviously an act of imagina
tion. The perception, no doubt, is formed partly by the physical eye, partly 
by the intellect, which by means of judgments derived from knowledge and 
experience supplies what is wanting, and out of the fragments visible to 
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the physical eye forms a whole. But that this whole should present itself 
vividly to the mind, should become a picture, a map drawn in the brain, 
that this picture should be permanent, that the details should not always be 
falling apart again-all this can only be effected by the mental faculty we 
call imagination. If some great poet or painter should feel hurt at ou~ 
attributing- to his goddess such an office, if he shrugs his shoulders at the 
notion that a smart gamekeeper is on that account to be credited with 3. 
first-rate imagination, we readily grant that we are speaking here only, of 
a .very limited application of the term and of its employment in a truly 
menial office. But, however slight this service, still it must be the work of 
that natural gift, for if that gift is altogether wanting, it would become 
difficult to form a clear, coherent picture of things as if they were before our 
eyes. That a good memory is of great assistance in this, we-readily allow, 
but whether memory is then to be considered as an independent faculty 
of the mind, or whether it is just that capacity for forming pictures that 
fixes these things better in the memory, we must leave undecided, the more 
readily because it seems really difficult to think of these two mental facul
ties as in many respects separated from each other. 

That practice and intelligent judgment have much to do with it is not to 
be denied. Puysegur, the famous Quartermaster-General of the famous 
General Luxemburg, used to say that at first he had little confidence in him
self in this respect, because he noticed that if he had to fetch the parole 
from a distance, he always lost his way. 

Scope for the exercise of this talent naturally increases with height in 
rank. If the hussar, or the rifleman, in command of a patrol must be abl~ 
easily to locate his position on highways and byways, and needs few land
marks for the purpose and only a limited gift of observation and imagina
tion, the commander-in-chief must rise to a knowledge of the general 
geographical features of a province and of a country, must have always 
vividly before his eyes the direction of the roads, rivers and mountains, 
without at the same time being able to dispense with the limited sense o~ 
locality. No doubt, for objects in general, information of all kinds, maps, 
books, and memoirs, are a great help to him, and for details, the assistance 
of his staff; ·but it is nevertheless certain that a considerable talent for 
quickly and clearly grasping the features of a country lends to his action 
an easier and firmer step, saves him from a certain mental helplessness, 
and makes him less dependent on others. 

If this capacity then is to be ascribed to imagination, it is at the same 
time almost the only service which military activity demands from that 
erratic goddess, whose influence is otherwise rather more harmful than 
useful. 

We think we have now passed in review those manifestations of the 
powers of mind and soul which military activity requires from human 
nature. Everywhere intelligence appears as an essential co-operative force 
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and thus we can understand how the work of war, plain and simple though 
it appears, can never be conducted with distinguished success by people 
Wl1hout distinguished intellectual powers. 

If we have reached this view, we need no longer look upon such a 
nafural thing as the turning of an enemy's position, which has been done 
a thousand times, and a hundred other such feats, as the result of a great 
lnental effort. 

Certainly, one is accustomed to regard the plain, efficient soldier as the 
very opposite of .the men of reflection, the men whose heads are full of 
inventions and ideas, the brilliant spirits who dazzle us with every educa· 
tional adornment. This antithesis is also by no means devoid of actuality; 
but it does not indicate that the efficiency of the soldier consists merely in 
his courage and that it does not also demand a certain special energy and 
efficiency of 'brain to be more than what is called a good fighter. We 
must continue to insist that there is nothing more common than to hear of 
~en losing their energy on being raised to a higher position, to which their 
abilities are no longer equal; but we must also continue to remind our 
readers that we are speaking of outstanding achievements, such as give 
renown in the branch of their profession to which they belong. Each grade 

·Of command in war therefore creates its own standard of mental qualities 
~equired and of fame and honor. 
; An immense gulf lies between a commander-in-chief, that is to say, a 
g~neral in supreme command of a whole war or theater of war, and his 
·~econd in Command, for the simple reason that the latter is subject to a 
~uch more detailed guidance and supervision and consequently confined 
to a much smaller sphere of independent mental activity. This is why 

.common opinion sees no room for distinguished intellectual activity except 
'in high places, and thinks ordinary intelligence is sufficient for all beneath; 
:why, indeed, people are rather inclined to discover in a subordinate general, 
who has grown gray in the service and in whom his one-sided activities have 
produced an unmistakable poverty of mind, a sort of stupidity, and with 
all respect for his bravery, to laugh at his simplicity. It is not our object 
to gain for these brave men a better lot; that would contribute nothing to 
their efficiency and little to their happiness. We only wish to represent 
things as they are, and to warn against the error of supposing that a mere 
bravo without intelligence can do distinguished service in war. 

As we consider that, even in the humblest positions, the leader who is to 
attain distinction must have distinguished talents and that the higher his 
rank, the higher the quality of these talents must be, it naturally follows 
that we take a quite different view of those who occupy with credit the 
place of Second in Command of an army; and their seeming simplicity of 
character, by comparison with a universal genius, a business man mighty 
with his pen, or a statesman in conference,. should not lead us astray as to 
their practical intelligence. It happens, indeed, sometimes that men carry 
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over with them into a higher position credit they have won in a lower,. 
without deserving it in the higher position; and ~hen, if they are not much 

· employed, and therefore run no risk of exposing themselves, the judgment 
does not distinguish so clearly what kind of credit is due to them. Thus 
such men are often the occasion of a low estimate being formed of a per-. 
sonality, which can in certain positions nevertheless be a brilliant one .. 

For each rank, from the lowest upward, in order to render distinguished. 
services in war, a' particular genius is required. But the title of genius,. 
history and the judgment of posterity usually confer only on those minds· 
that have shone in the highest rank, that of Commander-in-Chief. The· 
reason is that here, in point of fact, the demand on mental and mot;at 
qualities is, of course, much greater. 

To conduct a whole war or its great acts, which we call campaigns, to a 
brilliant end, requires a keen insight int9 state policy in its higher relations~ 
The conduct of the war and the policy of the state here coincide and the 
general becomes at the same time the statesman. · · 

Charles XII is denied the name of a great genius because he could not · 
make the power of his sword subservient to a higher judgment and wisdom, . 
could not attain by it a glorious object. That title is denied to Henry IV ' 
(of France) because he did not live long enough to influence the conditions. 
of several states by his military prowess and to have experience in that, 
higher field in which noble feelings' and a chivalrous character ,are less:. 
effective in mastering an enemy than in overcoming internal dissension. · .. 

In order that the reader may apprec~ate all that a general must ,compre ... -1 

bend and correctly divine in one glance~ we refer to the first chapter. We 
say that the general becomes a statesman, but he must not cease to be the·: 
general. On the one hand, he must comprehend in one glance all the politi-i. 
cal conditions; on the other, he knows exactly' what he can do with the:. 
means at his disposal. · . . · . · . . . . : 

The diversity and undefined limits of 'all relations in war. bring a great, 
number of factors into consideration. Most of these factors can only be· 
estimated according to the laws of probability, and, therefore, if the person: 
acting did not divine everything with the glance of a mind that in all 
circumstances intuitively senses the truth, a confusion of views and con
siderations would arise, out of which his judgment would be totally unable 
to see its way. In this sense Bonaparte was quite right when he said that 
many of the decisions a general has to make would furnish a problem of 
mathematical calculation not unworthy of the powers of a Newton or an 
Euler. 

Of the h.igher powers of the mind those here required are a sense of unity 
and a judgment raised to a marvelous pitch of mental vision which in its 
range touches upon and sets aside a thousand half-obscure ideas which an 
ordinary intellect only brings to light with great effort and over which it 
would exhaust itself. But this higher activity of mind, this glance of genius, 
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would still not become a matter of historical importance unless it were sup
ported by those qualities of temperament and character of which we have 
treated. 

Truth alone is but a very weak motive for action, and hence there is 
always a great difference between cognition and volition, between knowing 
what to do and being able to do it. Man always gets his strongest impulses 
to action through his emotions, and his most powerful backing, if we may 
be permitted the expression, from those amalgamations of temperament and 
intelligence which we have learned to recognize as resolution, firmness, 
staunchness and strength of character. 

If, however, this exalted activity of heart and brain in the general did 
not manifest itself in the final success of his work, and were only accepted 
on faith, it would rarely become a matter of historical importance. 

All that becomes known of the course of events in war is usually very 
simple, and has a great sameness in appearance. No one on the mere narra
tion of such events has any perception of the difficulties encountered and 
overcome. It is only now and again, in the memoirs of generals or of those 
in their confidence, or on the occasion of some special historical investigation 
to which an event has been subjected, that a portion of the many threads 
composing the whole web is brought to light. Most of the deliberations and 
mental conflicts which precede the execution of great schemes are purposely 
concealed because they affect political interests, or the recollection of them 
·is accidentally lost because they are looked upon as mere scaffolding which 
·has to be removed on the completion of the building. 

If now, in conclusion, without venturing upon a closer definition of the 
nigher powers of the soul, we still admit a distinction in the intellectual 
faculty itself according to the common ideas as they have been fixed in 
language, and if we then ask what kind of intellect is most closely asso
ciated with military genius, then a glance at the subject as well as at 
experience will tell us that searching, rather than creative, minds, compre-

- hensive minds rather than such as pursue one special line, ~ool, rather than 
fiery, heads are those to which in time of war we should prefer to trust the 
welfare of our brothers and children, the honor and safety of our country. 



CHAPTER IV 

ON DANGER IN WAR 

Usually before we have learned what danger really is, we form an idea 
of it whiCh is more attractive than repulsive. In the intoxication of en
thusiasm to fall upon the enemy at the charge, who cares then about bullets 
and men falling? To hurl ourselves, with eyes a few moments shut, into the 
face of chill death, uncertain whether we or others shall escape him, and 
all this close on the golden goal of victory, close to the refreshing fruit for 
which ambition thirsts-can this be difficult? It will not be difficult, and 
still less will it appear so. But such moments, which, however, are not the 
work of a single pulse-beat, as they are supposed to be, but·rather, like 
doctors' draughts, must be taken diluted and spoiled by time-such 
moments, we say, are but few. 

Let us accompany the novice to the battlefield. As we approach, the 
thunder of the cannon becoming plainer and plainer is soon accompanied 
by the howling of shot, which now attracts the attention of the inexper~ 
ienced. Balls begin to strike the ground close to us, in front and behind. 
We hasten to the hill where stands the general and his numerous staff. Here 
the close striking of the cannon balls and the bursting of shells are so fre
quent that the seriousness of life forces itself through the youthful picture 
of imagination. Suddenly someone we know falls. A shell strikes among the 
crowd and causes some involuntary movements; we begin to feel that we 
are no longer perfectly at ease and collected, and even the bravest is at least 
to some degree distracted. Now, a step farther into the battle raging before 
us, as yet almost like a scene in ·a theater, to the nearest general of division. 
Here ball follows ball, and the noise of Ol!-r o~ guns increases the con
fusion. From the general of division to the brigadier. He, a man of acknowl
edged bravery, keeps carefully behind a hill, a house, or some trees-a 
sure sign of increasing danger. Grape rattles on the roofs of the houses and 
in the fields; cannon balls roar in all directions over us, and already there 
·iS a frequent whistling of musket balls. A step farther toward the troops, to 
that sturdy infantry which has been for hours holding its ground under 
fire with indescribable steadiness. Here the air is filled with the hissing of 
balls, which announce their proximity by a short, sharp noise as they pass 
within an inch of the ear, the head, the breast. To add to all this, compas
sion strikes our beating heart with pity at the sight of the maimed and 
fallen. 

47 
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On none of these different stages of increasing danger will the noviee set 
foot without feeling that the light of reason neither moves here through 
the same mediums nor is refracted in the same way as when it is engaged 
in thought. He must, indeed, be, a very extraordinary man who under 
stress of these first impressions does not lose the capacity of making a 
prompt decision. It is true that habit soon blunts these impressions; in 
half an hour we begin tG be more indifferent in greater or less degree, to· 
everything that is going on around us; but the ordinary man never attains 
complete coolness and natural elasticity of mind. So we perceive that here 
again ordinary qualities will not suffice-a thing which becomes all the 
truer the wider the sphere of activity which has to be filled. Enthusiastic, 
stoical, natural bravery and overmastering ambition or long familiarity 
with danger-much of all this must be there if all the effects produced in 
this baffling medium are not to fall far short of that which in the study 
may appear only the ordinary standard. 

Danger in war belongs to its friction. A correct idea of it is necessary for 
true understanding, and for that reason it is mentioned here. 



CHAPTER V 

ON PHYSICAL EFFORT IN WAR 

If no one were allowed to pass an opinion on the events of :war except 
at a moment when he is benumbed by frost, suffocating with heat and 
thirst or overwhelmed by hunger and fatigue, we should certainly have 
even fewer judgments that would be correct objectively; but they would 
at least be so subjectively, that is, they would contain the exact relation 
between the person giving the judgment and the object. We recognize this 
when we see how depreciatory, bow spiritless and humble is the judgment 
passed on the results of untoward events by those who were eye-witnesses 

. of them, especially while they have been involved in them. This, in our 
opinion, is a criterion of the influence which physical effort exercises and 
of the consideration that must be given to it in forming a judgment. 

Among the many things in war for the value of which no objective 
standard can be fixed, . physical effort must . above all be included. 
Provided that it is not wasted, it is a factor in the efficiency of all forces and 
no one can say precisely how far it can be carried. But the remarkable 
thing is that just as only a strong arm enables the archer to tighten up his 
bowstring, so it is only a strong spirit that· can be expected to exact the 
utmost from the forces of his army. For it is one thing if an army, in con
sequence of great misfortunes, surrounded with danger, falls all to pieces 
like a collapsing wall, and can only find safety in the utmost effort of its 
physical strength and quite another when a victorious army, borne on 
only by feelings of pride, is led by its chief exactly wherever he wills it to 
be led. The very effort that in the former case could at most excite our 
pity, in the latter could not but fill us with admiration, because it is so 
much more difficult to sustain. 

To the inexperienced eye, this brings to light one of those things which 
put fetters, as it were, in darkness on the movements of the mind and wear 
away secretly the forces of the soul. 

Although here the question is strictly of the effort required by a general 
from his army, by a leader from his subordinates, and thus of the courage 
to demand it and of the art of maintaining it, still the physical effort of the 
leader and of the general himself must not be overlooked. Having brought 
the analysis of war conscientiously up to this point1 we ,must also take 
account of the importance of this remaining sediment. 

We have spoken here of physical effort, chiefly because, like danger, it 
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belongs to the fundamental causes of friction, and because its indefinite 
quantity makes it like an elastic body, the friction of which is known to be 
difficult to calculate. 

To prevent the misuse of these considerations and of this examination of 
the conditions which aggravate the difficulties of war, nature has given our 
judgment a sure guide in our feelings. Just as an individual cannot with 
advantage refer to his personal deficiencies if he is insulted and ill-treated, 
but may well do so if he has successfully averted the insult or brilliantly 
avenged it, so no general and no army will improve a disgraceful defeat by 
depicting the danger, the distress, and the effort, which would immensely 
enhance the glory of a victory. Thus our feeling, which is after all only 
a higher kind of judgment, forbids us to de 'Eh~t seems an act of justice 
to which our judgment would be inclined. 



CHAPTER VI 

INFORMATION IN WAR 

·By the word "information" we denote all the knowledge which we have 
of the enemy and his country; therefore, in fact, the foundation of all our 
plans and actions. Let us consider the nature of this foundation, its un
reliability and uncertainty, and we shall soon feel what a dangerous edifice 
war is, how easily it may fall to pieces and bury us in its ruins. Although 
it is a maxim in all books that we should only trust information which is 
certain, and that we must always be suspicious, this is only a miserable 
book comfort, belonging to that philosophy in which writers of systems and 
compendiums take refuge for want of anything better to say. 

A great part of the information obtained in war is contradictory, a still 
greater part is false, and by far the greatest part somewhat doubtful. What 
is required of an officer in this case is a certain power of discrimination, 
which only knowledge of men and things and good judgment can give. The 
law of probability must be his guide. This is no trifling difficulty even with 
the first plans, those which are made in the study and as yet outside the 
actual sphere of war, but it is enormously increased when in the turmoil of 
war itself one report follows hard upon another. It is then fortunate if these 
reports in contradicting each other produce a sort of balance and them
selves arouse criticism. It is much worse for the inexperienced when 
chance does not render him this service, but one report supports the other, 
confirms it, magnifies it, continually paints the picture in new colors, until 
necessity in urgent haste forces from us a decision which will soon be dis
covered to be folly, all these reports having been lies, exaggeration, errors, 
etc., etc. In a few words, most reports are false, and the timidity of men 
gives fresh force to lies and untruths. As a general rule, everyone is more 
inclined to believe the bad than the good. Everyone is inclined to magnify 
the bad in some measure, and although the perils thus reported subside 
like the waves of the sea, yet like them they rise again without any appar
ent cause. Firm in reliance on his own better convictions, the leader must 
stand fast like the rock on which the wave breaks. The role is not an easy 
one; he who is not by nature of a buoyant disposition or has not been 
trained and his judgment strengthened by experience in war may let it be 
his rule to do violence to his own inner conviction, and incline from the 
side of fear to the side of hope. Only by that means will he be able to main
tain a true balance. This difficulty of seeing things correctly, which is one of 
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the greatest sources of friction in war, makes things appear quite different 
from what was expected. The impression of the senses is stronger than 
the force of the ideas resulting from deliberate calculation, and this goes 
so far that probably no scheme of any importance has ever been executed 
without the commander in the first moments of its execution having had 
to conquer fresh doubts in his mind. Ordinary men, who follow the sug
gestions of others, generally, therefore, become undecided on the field of 
action; they think they have found the circumstances different from what 
they had expected, all the more so, indeed, since here again they give 

- way to the suggestions of others. But even the man who has made his own 
plans, when he comes to see things with his own eyes, easily loses faith in 
his former opinion. Firm reliance upon himself must make him proof 
against the apparent pressure of the moment; his first conviction will in 
the end prove true, when the foreground of scenery which fate pushes on 
to the stage of war with its exaggerated shapes of danger is drawn aside and 
the horizon extended. This is one of the great gulfs that separate conception, 
from execution. -



CHAPTER VII 

FRICTION. IN WAR 

As long as we have no personal knowledge of war we cannot conceive 
where the difficulties of the matter lie, nor what genius and the extraordi
nary mental and moral qualities required in a general really have to do. 

· Everything seems so simple, all the kinds of knowledge required seem so 
plain, all the combinations so insignificant, that in comparison with them 
the simplest problem in higher mathematics impresses us with a certain 
scientific dignity. But if we have seen war, all becomes intelligible. Yet it is 
extremely difficult to describe what brings about this change and to put a 
name to this invisible and universally operative factor. 

Everything is very simple in war, but the simplest thing is difficult. 
These difficulties ac.cumulate and produce a friction of which no one can 
form a correct idea who has not seen war. Suppose a traveler who, toward 
the end of a day's journey, is thinking of accomplishing two more stages-a 
very small matter of four or five hours with post-horses on a high road. He 
arrives now at the stage before the last, finds no horses or bad ones, then 
a hilly country, roads out of repair; it is getting pitch dark and he is glad 
after many difficulties to have reached the next stage and find there some 
miserable accommodation. So in war, through the inf'luence of innumerable 
trifling circumstances, which on paper cannot properly be taken into con
sideration, everything depresses us and we come far short of our mark. A _ 
powerful, iron will overcomes this friction; it crushes the obstacles, but 
at the same time the machine along with them. We shall often meet with 
this result. Like an obelisk toward which the principal streets of a town 
converge, the proud will of a strong spirit stands prominent and command
ing in the middle of the art of war. 

Friction is the only conception which in a fairly general way corresponds 
to that which distinguishes real war from war on paper. The military 
machine, the army and all belonging to it, is fundamentally simple, and 
appears on this account easy to manage. But let it be borne in mind that 
no part of it consists of one piece, that it is all composed of individuals, 
each of whom maintains his own friction in all directions. Theoretically it 
sounds very well: the commander of a battalion is responsible for the exe
cution of the order given; and as the battalion by its discipline is cemented 
together into one piece, and the chief must be a man of recognized zeal, 
the beam turns on an iron pin with little friction. But it is not so in reality, 
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and all that is exaggerated and false ia the conception manifests itself at 
once in war. The battalion always remains composed of a number of men, 
of whom, if chance so wills, the most insignificant is able to cause delay 
or some irregularity. The danger that war, brings with it, the physical 
efforts which it demands, intensify the evil so greatly that they must be 
regarded as its most considerable causes. 

This enormous friction which is not concentrated, as in mechanics, at 
a few points, is, therefore, everywhere brought into contact with chance, 
and thus produces incidents quite impossible to foresee, just because it is to 
chance that to a great extent they belong. One such instance of chance, for 
example, is the weather. Here, fog prevents the enemy from being discovered 
in time, a gun from firing at the right moment, a report from reaching the 
general; there, rain prevents one battalion from arriving at all, and an
other from arriving at the right time, because it has had to march perhaps 
eight hours instead of three, the cavalry from charging effectively becaus"e 
it is stuck fast in heavy ground. 

These few details are only by way of illustration and in order that the 
reader may be able to follow the author in the matter, for otherwise whole 
volumes might be written on these difficulties. To give a clear conception of 
the host of small difficulties to be contended with in war, we might ex
haust ourselves in illustrations. To avoid the risk of being tiresome, the 
few we have given will suffice. 

Action in war is movement in a resistant medium. Just as a man im
mersed in water is unable to perform with ease and regularity even the 
most natural and simplest of movements, that of walking, so in war, with 
ordinary powers one cannot keep even the line of mediocrity. This is the' 
reason why the correct theorist is like a swimming master, who teaches 
on dry land movements which are required in the water, which must 
appear ludicrous and exaggerated to· those who forget about the water. 
This is also why theorists who have never plunged in themselves, or who 
cannot deduce any generalization from their experiences, are unpractical 
and even absurd, because they only teach what everyone knows--how to 
walk. 

Further every war is rich in individual phenomena. It is in consequence 
an unexplored sea, full of rocks which the mind of the general may sense 
but which he has never seen with his eyes and round which he now must 
steer in dark night. If a contrary wind also springs up, that is, if some 
great chance event declares against him, then the most consummate skill, 
presence of mind and effort are required, while to a distant observer every
thing seems to be going like clockwork. The knowledge of this friction is 
a chief part of that often boasted experience of war which is required in 
a good general. It is true that he is not the best general in whose mind this 
knowledge fills the largest space and who is most overawed by it (this con
stitutes the class of over-anxious generals, of whom there are so many 
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amongst the experienced); but a general must be aware of it that he may 
overcome it, where this is possible, and that he may not expect a degree 
,of precision in his operations which just because of this friction is im
possible. Besides, it can never be learned theoretically; and if it could, 
there would still be wanting that practiced judgment which we call in
stinctive, and which is always more necessary in a field full of innumerable 
small and diversified objects than in great and decisive cases in which we 
deliberate with ourselves and with others. Just as the instinctive judgment 
which has become almost a habit makes a man of the world speak and 
act and move only as befits the occasion, so only the officer experienced in 
war will always, in great and small matters, at every pulsation, so to speak, 
of the war, decide and determine suitably to the occasion. Through this ex
perience and practice the thought comes into his mind of itself: this is 
the right thing and that not. And thus he will not easily place himself in 
a position to expose a weakness, a thing which if it frequently occurs in 
war shakes all the foundations of confidence and is extremely dangerous. 

It is friction, therefore, or what is here so called, which makes that which 
appears easy in reality difficult. As we proceed we shall often meet with 
this subject again, and it will then become plain that, besides experience 

,and a strong will, there are still many other rare quallties of mind required 
to make a distinguished general. 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUDING REMARKS ON BOOK I 

Those things which enter as elements into the atmosphere of war and 
make it a resistant medium for every activity, we have designated under 
the terms of danger, physical effort, information, and friction. In their 
hindering effects they may thus be included again in the collective idea 
of a general friction. Now is there, ihen, no oil capable of diminishing this 
friction? Only one, and that is not always available at the will of the com
mander or his army. It is the habituation of the army to war. 

Habit gives strength to the body in great efforts, to the mind in danger, 
to the judgment against_first impressions. By its means a precious self
possession is gained throughout every rank, from the hussar and rifleman 
up to the general of division, which makes the commander-in-chief's work 
easier. 

As the human eye in a dark room dilates its pupil, draws in the little light 
there is, by degrees imperfectly distinguishes objects and at last sees them 
quite accurately, so it is in war with the experienced soldier, while the 
novice only encounters pitch-dark night. 
· No general can give his army habituation to war, and maneuvers (peace 
exercises) furnish but a weak substitute for it, weak in comparison with 
real experience in war, but not weak in relation to other armies in which 
even these maneuvers are limited to mere mechanical exercises of routine. 
So to arrange the maneuvers in peace time as to include some of these causes 
of friction, in order that the judgment, circumspection, even resolution, 
of the separate leaders may be exercised, is of much greater value than 
those believe who do not know the thing from experience. It is of immense 
importance that the soldier, high or low, whatever be his rank, should not 
see for the first time in war those phenomena of war which, when seen for 
the first time, astonish and perplex him. If he bas only met them once be
fore, even by that he is half acquainted with them. This applies even to 
physical efforts. They must be practiced not so much to accustom the body 
to them, but the mind. In war the young soldier is very apt to regard un
usual efforts as the consequence of serious faults, mistakes and embarrass
ments in the conduct of the whole, and on that account to become doubly 
depressed and despondent. This will not happen if he has been prepared 
for it beforehand in peace maneuvers. 

Another less comprehensive but still very important means of gaining 
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habituation to war in time of peace is to invite into the service officers of 
foreign armies who have had experience in war. Peace seldom reigns over 
all Europe, and never in all quarters of the world. A state which bas been 
long at peace should therefore always try to secure some officers from these 
theaters of war-though only, of course, such as have done good service--.
or to send there some of its own, that they may get a lesson in war. 

However small the number of officers of this description may appear in 
proportion to the mass of an army, still their ,influence is very clearly felt. 
Their experience, the bent of their mind, the development of their char
acter, influence their subordinates and comrades; and besides that, even if 
they cannot be placed in positions of superior command, they may always 
be regarded as men acquainted with the country, who may be consulted 
in many special cases. 



BOOK II 

THE THEORY OF- WAR 



CHAPTER I 

BRANCHES OF THE ART OF WAR 

War in its literal meaning is combat, for combat alone is the efficient 
principle in the manifold activity which in a wide sense is called war .. But 
combat is a trial of strength of the moral and physical forces by means of 
the latter. That themoral cannot be omitted is self-evident, for the state 
of the mind does have the most decisive influence on the forces employed 
in war. 

The need of combat very somi led men to special inventi~ns to turn 
. the advantage in it in their own favor. In consequence of these, combat 
has undergone very many changes; but in whatever way it is conducted 
its conception remains unaltered, and combat constitutes war. 

The inventions have been, first of all, weapons and equipments for the 
individual combatants. These have to be provided and the use of them 
learned before war begins. They are devised in accordance with the nature 

. of the combat and thus are governed by it~ but evidently the fashioning of 
them is a different thing from· the combat itself; it is only a preparation· 
for the combat not the conduct of it. That arms and equipment are not an 
essential part of the concept of combat is clear, because mere wrestling is 
also combat. ' 

Combat has determined everything appertaining to arms and equip
ment, and these in turn modify the combat. There is there~ore a reciprocal 
relation between the two. 

Nevertheless, combat itself remains still a quite special form of activity, 
the more so because it moves in a quite special element, the element of 
danger. 

If, then, there is anywhere a necessity for drawing a line between two 
different activities, it is here; and in order to see clearly the practical im
portance of this idea, we need only call to mind how often the greatest 
personal fitness in one field has turned out to be nothing but the most 
useless pedantry in the other. 

It is also in no way difficult to separate, in treatment, one activity from 
the other, if we regard the armed and equipped forces as giveft means. In 
order to use these forces profitably we need know nothing but their main 
results. 

In its proper sense, therefore, the art of war is the art of makin£ use of 
the given means in combat, and we cannot give it a better name than "the 
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.::onduct of war." On the other hand, in a wider sense all activities, of course, 
which exist for the sake of war-the whole process of creating armed forces, 
that is, the levying, arming, equipping and training of them-belong to the 
art of war. · 

To make a sound theory it is essential to separate these two activities, 
for it is easy to see that if every art of war insisted on starting with the or
ganization of the armed forces and on training them for the conduct of war 
according to the requirements of the latter, it could only be applicable 
in practice to the few cases in which the actually existing forces were ex
actly suitable to those requirements. If, on the other hand, we wish to 
have a theory which fits the majority of cases and for none is quite inap
plicable, it must be founded upon the great majority of the means of mak
ing war in common use, and with these, too, only upon their most impor
tant results. 

The conduct of war, therefore, is the arrangement and conduct of com
bat. If this combat were a single act, there would be no necessity for any 
further subdivision. But combat is composed of a more or less large num
ber of single acts, each complete in itself, which we call engagements (as 
we have shown in Book I, Chapter I) and which form new units. From this 
two different activities spring: individually a"anging and conducting these 
single engagements and combining them with one another to attain the 
object of the war. The former is called tactics, the latter, strategy. 

This division into tactics and strategy is now in fairly general use and 
everyone knows tolerably well under which head to place any single fact, 
without being clearly aware of the grounds on which the division is made. 
But when such divisions are blindly adhered to in practice, there must be 
some deep reason for them. We have sought for this reason, and we can 
say that it is just the usage of the majority which has brought us to it. 
On the other hand, we must consider the arbitrary, irrelevant definitions 
of the idea sought out by some writers as non-existent in common usage. 

According to our classification, therefore, tactics teaches the use of the 
umed forces in engagements, and strategy the use of engagements to attain 
tlhe object of the war. 

How the idea of the single or independent engagement is more closely 
defined, and on what conditions this unity is dependent, we shall not be 
able to make quite clear till we examine the engagement more closely. We 
.must for the present content ourselves with saying that in relation to space, 
tlliat is, in the case of simultaneous engagements, the unity extends just so 
far as the personal command, but in relation to time, that is, in successive 
<engagements, until fr.e crisis which occurs in every engagement is entirely 
over. 

That doubtful cases may occur here, cases in which several engage
ments can also be regarded as one, will not suffice to overthrow the prin
ciple of classification which we have adopted, for it shares that peculiarity 
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with all principles of classification when applied to real things, which, 
though different, always pass into one another by gradual transitions. There 
can, of course, in this way be single instances of action which may just as 
well, and without any change of our point of view, be reckoned as belorig
ing to tactics as to strategy, very extended positions, for example,· which 
resemble a chain of posts, the dispositions made for certain crossings of 
rivers and so forth. 

Our classification concerns and covers only the use of the armed forces. 
But now there are in war a number of activities, subservient to it but still 
different from it, related to it sometimes more closely ant;! sometimes less. 
All these activities relate to the maintenance of the armed forces. As the 
creation and training of these forces precedes their use, so their mainte
nance is inseparable from that use and a necessary condition of it. But, 
strictly considered, all activities related thereto are always to be regarded 
as preparations for combat. Of course, these activities, being very closely 
connected with action, run through the whole ,fabric of war, occurring 
alternately with the use of the forces. We have, therefore, the right to ex
clude them as well as the other preparatory activities from the art of war 
in its restricted sense-from the conduct of war properly so called; and 
we are obliged to do so if we wish to fulfil the first task of any theory: the 
separation of things that are unlike. Who would include in the conduct of 
war proper the whole catalogue of things like subsistence and administra
tion? These things, it is true, stand in a constant reciprocal relation to 
the use of the troops, but they are something essentially different from it. 

We have said, Book I, Chapter 2, that while the combat or the engage· 
ment is defined as the sole directly effective activity, the threads of all the 
others are included in it, because in it they. end. By this we meant to in
dicate that the object is thereby assigned to all the others, which they 
then seek to attain in accordance with the laws peculiar to themselves. 
Here we must explain ourselves more fully on this subject. 

The subjects of the remaining activities, exclusive of the engagement, 
are of very various kinds. 

In one respect one part still belongs to combat itself, is identical with 
it, while in another respect it serves for the maintenance of the armed 
forces. The other part belongs exclusively to the maintenance and has only, 
in consequence of its reciprocal action, a conditioning influence on combat 
through its results. 

The subjects which in one respect belong to the engagement itself are 
marches, camps and quarters, for all three imply different situations in 
which troops may be, and whenever we think of troops, the idea of an 
engagement must always be present. 

The other subjects which belong only to maintenance are: provisioning, 
care of the sick and the supply and repair of arms and equipment. 

Marches are wholly identical with the use of the troops. The act of 
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marching in the engagement, generally called maneuvering, it is true, does 
not amount to the actual use of weapons, but it is so closely and neces
sarily connected with it that it forms an integral part of what we call an 
engagement. But, outside of the engagement, the march is nothing but the 
execution of a strategic plan. By this plan is settled when, where, and with 
what forces to give battle; and the march is the only means by which that 
can be carried out. 

Outside of the engagement, the march is, therefore, an instrument of 
strategy, but it is not only, on that account, an affair of strategy, but also, 
because the force that carries it out at every moment implies a possible en
gagement, its carrying out is governed by tactical as well as strategic laws. 
If we prescribe to a column the route on this side of a river or range of 
mountains, this is a strategic measure, for in it lies the intention, if dur
ing the march an engagement should become necessary, of offering battle 
to the enemy on this side rather than on that. 

But if a column, instead of following the road in the valley, advances 
along the heights parallel to it, or for convenience of marching divides it~ 
self into several columns, then these are tactical measures, for they relate 
to the manner in which we wish to use our forces in an engagement, if one 
occurs. 

The particular order of march is in constant relation to readiness for 
engagement and, therefore, tactical in its nature. For it is nothing but the 
first, preliminary disposition for the engagement that might occur. 

As the march is the instrument by which strategy distributes its effective 
elements, the engagements, and these often count only by their results 
and not by the actual course they take, it cannot fail to happen that in 
the consideration of them the instrument has often been put in the place 
of the effective element. Thus we speak of a decisive, skilfully designed 
march and mean the way the engagement was fought to which it led. This 
substitution c;>f one idea for another is too natural and the conciseness of 
the expression too desirable to be rejected, but it is always only a con
densed sequence of ideas, and in using it we must not forget to bear in 
mind its proper meaning if we do not want to fall into error. 
· It is such an error to attribute to strategical combinations a power in
dependent of tactical results. Marches and maneuvers are combined, the 
object attained, yet there is no question of any engagement-the conclu
sion drawn being that there are means of overcoming the enemy even 
without an engagement. Not till later shall we be able to show the whole 
magnitude of this error, so prolific in consequences. 

But although a march can be regarded absolutely as an integral part 
of the combat, still certain things are connected with it which do not be
long to the combat and therefore are neither tactical nor strategic. To these 
belong all arrangements which are concerned merely with the comfort of 
the troops, with the construction of bridges and roads, and so forth. These 
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are only prerequisites; in many circumstances they may come very near 
to the use of troops and almost be identical with it, as in the building of 
a bridge under the eyes of the enemy; but in themselves they are always 
extraneous activities, the theory of which does not form part of the theory 
of the conduct of war. 

Camps, by which we mean every disposition of troops in concentration, 
therefore ready to fight, as distinguished from quarters, are places of rest 
and therefore of recuperation. At the same time they also imply a strategic 
decision to offer battle on the spot where they are pitched, while the man
ner in which they are taken up already indicates the outline of the en~ , 
gagement, a condition from which every defensive engagement starts. 
They are thus essential parts of both strategy and tactics. 

Quarters take the place of camps for the better refreshment of the 
troops. Like camps, they belong to strategy in respect of their position · 
and extent, to tactics in respect of their internal organization which aims _ 
at readiness for battle. 

In addition to the recuperation of the troops, camps and quarters usually, 
of course, have another object: the covering, for instance, of a piece of 
country or the holding of a position. But they may very well have only 
that first object. We must not forget that the objects which strategy pur
sues may be extremely varied, for everything that looks like an advantage 
may be the object of an engagement, and the ·preservation of the instru.o 
ment with which war is conducted must very frequently become the object 
of particular strategic combinations. 

If, therefore, in such a case strategy ministers only to the preservation of 
the troops, we do not on that account find ourselves, so to speak, in a 
strange country, for we are still dealing ,with the use of the armed force, 
because every disposition of that force upon any point whatever of the 
theater of war is such a use. 

But if the maintenance of the troops in camps or quarters calls forth 
activities which are not a use of the armed forces as such, like the build
ing of huts, the pitching of tents, subsistence and sanitary service in camp 
or quarters, that is part neither of strategy nor of tactics. 

Even entrenchments, the site and preparation of which are quite ob
viously part of the order of battle, and therefore matters of tactics, do not 
belong to the theory of the conduct of war in respect of the carrying out 
of their construction. The knowledge and skill required for such work 
must already be present in a trained force. The technique of the engage
ment takes them for granted. 

Among the things which belong to the mere maintenance of the armed 
force, because no part of them is identical with the engagement, the sub
sistence of the troops stands nevertheless nearest to it, because it must 
be in daily operation and for every individual. Thus it is that it completely 
permeates military action in the parts constituting strategy-we say "con-



66 THE THEORY OF WAR 

stituting strategy," because in one particular engagement the feeding of 
the troops will very rarely have an influence strong enough to modify the 
plan of it, although this still remains quite conceivable. The care for the 
subsistence of the forces will therefore come into reciprocal action chiefly 
with strategy, and there is nothing more common than for the main stra
tegic outlines of a campaign or a war to be to some extent laid down out 
of consideration for this subsistence. But however frequently this consid
eration may be taken into account and however important it may be, the 
provision of subsistence for the troops still remains an essentially different 
activity from the use of the troops, and the former only influences the 
latter by its results. 

The other branches of administrative activity which we have mentioned 
stand much further apart from the use of the troops. The care of the sick 
and wounded, highly impor~ant as it is for the well-being of an army, 
directly affects it only in a small portion of the individuals composing it, 
and therefore has only a weak and indirect influence upon the use of the 
rest. The replacing and repairing of arms and equipment, except in so far 
as through the organization of the forces it is a continuous activity inherent 
in them, takes place only periodically and therefore seldom affects strategic 
plans. 

We must, however, here guard ourselves against a misunderstanding. In 
individual cases these matters may be really of decisive importance. The 
distance of hospitals and depots of munitions may very easily be consid
ered the sole ground for· very important strategic decisions. We do not 
wish either to contest that point or to underestimate its importance. But 
we are at present occupied not with the concrete facts of an individual 
case, but with abstract theory. We therefore maintain that such an in
fluence is too rare to give the theory of sanitary measures and the supply 
of munitions and arms an importance in the theory of the conduct of war 
such as to make it worth while to include the different methods and sys
tems which the above theories may furnish, together with their results, in 
the same way as is certainly necessary in regard to the subsistence of 
troops. 

If we once more review the result of our reflections, then the activi
ties belonging to war are divided into two principal classes: such as are 
only preparations for war and such as are the war itself. This division 
must therefore also be made in theory. 

The kinds of knowledge and skill involved in the preparations for war 
will be concerned with the creation, training and maintenance of all the 
armed forces. What general name shall be given them is a matter we leave 
open, but it is clear that among them are included artillery, fortification, 
so-called elementary tactics, the whole organization and administration 
of the armed forces and all similar matters. But the theory of war itself 
is occupied not with perfecting these means but with their use for the object 
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of the war. It needs only the results of them, that is to say the knowledge 
of the principal properties of the means it has taken over. This we call the 
"Art of War" in a limited sense, or the "Theory of the Conduct of War" 
or the "Theory of the Employment of the Armed Forces"-all of them 
denoting for us the same thing. 

This theory will therefore deal with the engagement as the real combat, 
and with marches, camps and quarters as matters more or less identical 
with it. The subsistence of the troops will only come into consideration like 
other given circumstances in respect of its results, not as an activity be-
longing to the theory itself. . 

This art of war, in its more limited sense, is in its turn divided into tac
tics and strategy. The former occupies itself with the form of the individ
ual engagement, the latter with its use. Both are concerned with the cir
cumstances of marches, camps and quarters only through the engage
ment, and these things will be tactical or strategic, according as they relate 
to the form or to the significance of the engagement. 

No doubt there will be many readers who will consider superfluous this 
careful separation of two things lying so close together as tactics and 
strategy, because it ·has no direct effect on the conduct itself of war. One 
would certainly have to be a great pedant to expect to find on the field of 
battle direct effects of a theoretical distinction. 

But the first business of ~very theory is to clear up conceptions and views 
which have been mixed up and, we may say, very much entangled and 
confused. Only when we have come to an understanding about terms and 
conceptions, may we hope to advance clearly and easily in the discu$ion 
of the things they stand for and be sure that author and reader will always 
see things from the same point of view. Tactics and strategy are two activ
ities mutually permeating each other in time and space, but are also essen
tially different activities, the inherent laws and mutual relations of which 
cannot be intelligible to the mind at all until a clear conception of the 
nature of each activity is established. 

He to whom all this is nothing must either repudiate all theoretical con
sideration or nevel' have had his intelligence annoyed by the confused and 
confusing ideas, resting on no fixed point of view and leading to no satisfac
tory result, sometimes dull, sometimes fantastic, sometimes floating in 
empty generalities, which we have so often to listen to and read on the 
proper conduct of war because a spirit of scientific investigation has as yet 
rarely dealt with the subject. 



CHAPTER II 

.ON THE THEORY OF WAR 

I. AT FIRST BY THE ART OF WAR WAS UNDERSTOOD ONLY THE PREPAR,o\TION 

OF THE ARMED FORCES 

Formerly by the terms "art of war" or "science of war" nothing was 
understood but the totality of those branches of knowledge and skill which 
are concerned with material things. The contrivance and preparation and 
use of weapons, the construction of fortifications and entrenchments, the 
organization of the army and the mechanism of its movements were the 
subject of these branches of knowledge and skill, and the object of them 
all was the description of an armed force suitable for war. Here one had 
to do with concrete things and with a one-sided activity, which at bottom 
was nothing but an activity gradually rising from· manual work to a re
fined mechanical art. The relation of all this to combat was very much 
that of the art of the sword cutler to that of the fencer. Of the employment 
of it in the moment of danger and in a constant state of reciprocal action, 
or of the actual movements of thought and courage in the direction pre
scribed to them, there was as yet no question. 

2. WAR FIRST APPEARS IN THE ART OF SIEGES 

In the art of sieges was first to be seen something of the conduct of war 
itself, something of the movement of the mind to which these material 
things are entrusted, but for the most part only in so far as that mind 
quickly embodied itself in new material objects like approaches, trenches, 
counter-approaches, batteries, etc., and as each step it took showed itself 
in such a result. It was only the thread that was needed whereon to string 
these material creations. Since in this sort of war it is almost in these things 
alone that the mind finds expression, this kind of approach was then more 
or less adequate. 

3· THEN TACTICS TRIED TO FIND ITS WAY IN THE SAME DIRECTION 

Later on tactics tried to impose upon the mechanism of its combinations 
the character of aa arrangement universally valid and founded on the 
peculiar properties of the instrument. This certainly leads to the battle
field, but not to a free activity of the mind. On the contrary, with an army 
reduced to an automaton by rigid formation and order of battle and put 
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in motion by the mere word of command, its activity was intended to pro
ceed like clockwork. 

4· THE REAL CONDUCT OF WAR ONLY MADE ITS APPEARANCE INCIDENTALLY 

AND INCOGNITO 

The conduct of war, properly so called, the free employment of avail~ 
able means previously prepared-free, that is to say, in the sense of being 
adaptable to the most particular needs--could not, it was thought, be a 
subject for theory, but must be left to natural talents alone. By degrees, as 
war passed from the hand-to-hand encounters of the Middle Ages into a 
more regular and composite form, stray reflections on this matter did also, 
it is true, obtrude themselves upon the minds of men, but for the most part 
they appeared only in memoirs and narratives, incidentally and, as it were, 
incognito. 

5· REFLECTIONS ON MILITARY EVENTS MADE THE WANT OF A THEORY FELT 

As these reflections became more. and more numerous and history as
sumed a more and more critical character, urgent need arose for a basis of 
principles and rules, whereby the controversy which had so naturally arisen 
in military history, the conflict of opinions, could be brought to some kind 
of an end. This whirl of opinions, revolving round no central point and 
obeying no perceptible laws, could not but be very distasteful to the. human 
mind. 

6. ENDEAVORS TO ESTABLISH A POSITIVE THEORY 

Then~ arose, therefore, an endeavor to establish principles, rules and 
even systems for the conduct of war. Thus a positive end was set up, with
out keeping properly in view the innumerable difficulties which the con
duct of war presents in this connection. The conduct of war has, as we 
have shown, no fixed limits in any direction. Every system, every theoret
ical construction, however, possesses the limiting nature of a synthesis, 
and the result is an irreconcilable opposition between such a theory and 
practice. 

7. LIMITATION TO MATERIAL OBJECTS 

Writers on theory felt the difficulty of the subject soon enough and con
sidered themselves justified in avoiding it once more by confining their prin
ciples and systems to material things and a one-sided activity. They wished, 
as in the sciences dealing with the preparation for war, to arrive at per
fectly certain and positive results and thus, therefore, only to take into con-
sideration what could be made a matter of calculation. · 

8. SUPERIORITY IN NUMBERS 

Superiority in numbers, being a material thing, was chosen from all 
other factors in the product of victory, because by combinations of time 
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and space it could be brought under mathematical laws. It was thought 
!JOssible to consider it apart from all other circumstances, by supposing 
these to be equal on both sides and, consequently, to neutralize one an
other. That would have been quite right if the intention had been to do so 
temporarily for the purpose of studying this one factor in its relations; 
but to do so permanently-to consider superiority in numbers as the sole 
law, and to see the whole secret of war in the formula: to bring up superior 
numbers to a certain point at a certain time-was a restriction absolutely 
untenable against the force of reality. 

9· SUBSISTENCE OF THE TROOPS 

In one theoretical treatment the attempt was made to systematize yet 
another material element, making the subsistence of the troops, based 
on a certain assumed organic character of. the army, the supreme arbiter 
in the higher conduct of war. 

In this way definite figures were certainly arrived at, but figures which 
rested on a multitude of quite arbitrary assumptions and which could not 
stand the test of experience. 

10. BASE 

An ingenious author tried to concentrate in a single conception, that of 
a base, a whole host of things, among which even some relations with men
tal and moral forces found their way in as well. The list comprised the 
subsistence of the army, the keeping up of its numbers and equipment, the 
security of its communications with the home country, and finally the 
security of retreat in case it should become necessary. First, he tried to 
substitute this conception of a base for all these separate functions, and 
then again for the base itself to substitute the magnitude of the base, and 
finally the angle which the armed forces make with this base; and all this 
merely in order to arrive at a purely geometrical result, which is quite 
worthless. This last is, in fact, unavoidable if we reflect that none of these 
substitutions could be made without doing violence to the truth and leav
ing out some of the things which were still included in the earlier concep
tion. The conception of a base is for strategy a real need, and to have con
ceived it is meritorious; but to make such a use of it as we have indicated 
is quite inadmissible and could only lead to one-sided conclusions, which 
have forced these theorists even into an absolutely absurd direction, to a 
belief, namely, in the superior efficacy of the enveloping form of attack. ·' 

II. INTERIOR LINES 

As a reaction against this false tendency, another geometrical principle, 
namely, that of the so-called interior lines, has been elevated to the throne. 
This principle rests on a sound foundation, on the truth that the engage
ment is the only effectual means in war, but, nevertheless, just on account 
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of its purely geometrical nature, it is nothing but another instance of one
sided theory which was never able to govern real life. 

12. ALL THESE ATTEMPTS ARE OBJECTIONABLE 

All these attempts at theory can be regarded as advances in the domain 
of truth only in so far as they are analytical; in so far as they are synthet
ical, they must in their precepts and rules be regarded as utterly useless. 

They strive after determinate quantities, while in war all is undeter
mined, and the calculation has to be made with quantities entirely variable. 

They direct the attention only upon material quantities, while military 
action is permeated throughout by immaterial forces and effects. 

They consider the action on one side only, while war is a constant re
ciJ?rocal action, between the one side and the other. 

13. THEIR RULES TAKE NO ACCOUNT OF GENIUS 

All that was unattainable by this paltry wisdom of a treatment that 
neglected all elements but one lay outside the precincts of science. It was, 
according to them, the field of genius, which raises itself above all rules. 

Alas for the warrior who was to crawl about in this beggarly realm of 
rules, which are too bad for genius, over which it can set itself as superior 
and over which it can also at all events make merry! What genius does, 
must be the finest of all rules, and theory cannot do better than show how 
and why it is so. · 

Alas for the theory, which sets itself in opposition to mental and moral 
forces! It cannot make up for this contradiction by any humility, and the 
humbler it is, the sooner will ridicule and contempt drive it out of real life. 

14. THE DIFFICULTY OF THEORY AS SOON AS MENTAL AND MORAL QUANTITIES 

COME INTO CONSIDERATION 

Every theory becomes infinitely more difficult from the moment that it 
touches on the province of mental and moral quantities. Architecture and 
painting know exactly where they stand so long as they have only to deal 
with matter; there is no dispute about mechanical and optical construc
tion. But as soon as mental and moral effects begin to operate, as soon as 
mental and moral impressions and feelings are to be produced, the whole 
set of rules dissolves into vague ideas. 

The art of medicine, for the most part, deals only with physical phe
nomena; it has to do with the animal organism, which is subject to perpet
ual changes and is never quite the same for two moments. This makes its 
task very difficult and places the judgment of the physician above his 
knowledge; but how much more difficult is the case if a mental and moral 
effect comes in as well, and how much higher do we set the physician of 
the soul! 
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15. THE MENTAL AND MORAL QUANTITIES CANNOT BE EXCLUDED IN WAR 

But now the activity in war is never directed solely against matter; it is 
always at the same time directed against the mental and moral force which 
gives life to this matter, and to separate the one from the other is im
possible. 

But the mental and moral quantities are only visible to the inner eye, and 
this is different in each person, and often different in the same person at 
different times. 

As danger is the general element in which everything moves in war, it 
is chiefly courage, the feeling of our own strength, that influences our 
judgment in different ways. It is, so to speak, the crystal lens through which 
all images pass before reaching the intelligence. 

And yet we cannot doubt that these things must acquire a certain ob
jective value, if merely through being experienced. 

Everyone knows the moral effects of a surprise, of an attack in flank 
or rear. Everyone thinks less of the enemy's courage as soon as he turns 
his back, and everyone ventures much more in pursuit than when pursued. 
Everyone judges his opponent by his reputed talents, by his age and ex
perience, and acts accordingly. Everyone casts a critical glance at the 
spirit and morale of his own and the enemy's troops. All these and similar 
effects in the province of man's mental and moral nature have been proved 
by experience and are constantly recurring. They therefore warrant our 
reckoning them in their kind as real quantities. And what should become 
of a theory which wanted to leave them out of consideration? 

But these truths certainly need to be authenticated by experience. No 
theory, no general, should have anything to do with psychological and 
philosophical sophistries. 

I6. PRINCIPAL DIFFICULTY OF A THEORY OF THE CONDUCT OF WAR 

In order to comprehend clearly the difficulty of the problem involved 
in a theory of the conduct of war, and thence to deduce the necessary char
acter of such a theory, we must take a closer view of the chief characteris
tics which make up the nature of military action. 

17. FIRST CHARACTERISTIC: MENTAL AND MORAL FORCES AND EFFECTS 

(Hostile feeling) 

The first of these characteristics consists of the mental and moral forces 
and effects. 

Combat is in its origin the expression of hostile feeling, but in our great 
combats, which we call wars, the hostile feeling certainly often becomes 
merely a hostile intention, and there is usually at least no hostile feeling of 
individual against individual. Nevertheless, the combat never comes off 
without such feelings becoming acti~e. National hatred, which is seldom 
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Jacking in our wars, becomes a more or less powerful substitute for per
sonal hostility of individual against individual. But where this also is 
wanting, and, at first, no animosity existed, a hostile feeling is kindled by 
the combat itself. An act of violence which anyone commits upon us by 
order of his superior will excite in us the desire to retaliate and be re
venged on him sooner than on the superior power at whose command the 
act was done. This is human-animal, if you will-but it is a fact. In 
theory we are very apt to look upon the combat as an abstract trial of 
strength, an isolated phenomenon in which the feelings have no part. This 
is one of the thousand errors which theories deliberately commit, because 
they never see the consequences of them. 

Besides that excitation of feelings arising from the nature of the combat 
itself there are others also which do not essentially belong to it, but from 
their kindred nature easily unite with it-ambition, desire to dominate,· 
enthusiasms of every kind, and so forth. 

18. THE IMPRESSIONS OF DANGER 

(Courage) 

Finally the combat gives birth to the element of danger, in which all the 
activities of war must live and move, like the bird in the air or the fish 
in the water. The effects of danger, however, all pass on to the emotions, 
either directly, and thus instinctively, or through the intelligence. The 
effect, in the first case, would be a desire to escape from the danger, and, if 
that cannot be done, fear and anxiety. If this effect does not take place, 
then it is courage which acts as a counterpoise to that instinct. Courage, 
however, is by no means an act of the intelligence, but likewise a feeling, 
like fear; the latter is directed to physical preservation, courage to moral 
preservation. Courage is a nobler instinct. But because it is so, it cannot 
be used like a lifeless instrument, which produces its effects in a degree 
precisely predetermined. Courage is, therefore, no mere counterpoise to 
danger in order to neutralize this in its effects, but a special quantity in it
self. 

19. EXTENT OF THE INFLUENCE OF DANGER 

But in order to estimate correctly the influence of danger upon leaders 
in war, we must not limit its sphere to the physical danger of the moment. 
It dominates the leader, not only by threatening him personally, but also 
by threatening all those entrusted to him; not only at the moment in 
which it is actually present, but also through the imagination at all other 
moments related to the present; and lastly, not only directly by itself, but 
also indirectly by the responsibility which makes it bear with tenfold 
weight on the leader's mind. Who could advise, or resolve upon, a great 
battle, without feeling his mind more or less wrought up and paralyzed 
by the danger and responsibility which such a great act of decisi~n carries 
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in itself? We may say that action ill war, in so far as it is real action and 
not mere endurance, is never quite out of the sphere of danger. 

20. OTHER EMOTIONAL FORCES 

If we consider these emotional forces that are excited by hostility and 
danger as peculiar to war, we do not, therefore, exclude from it a!l others 
that accompany man on his life's journey. Here too they will often enough 
find room. We may say, it is true, that in this serious duty of life, many 
a petty play of the passions is silenced; but that holds good only of those 
in the lower ranks, who, hurried from one state of exertion and danger to 
another, lose sight of all else in life, become unused to deceit, because it 
is of no avail with death, and so attain that soldierly simplicity of char
acter which has always been the best and most characteristic quality of 
the military profession. In the higher ranks it is otherwise, for the higher 
a man's rank, the more he has to look about him. There interests arise on 
every side and a manifold activity of passions, good and evil. Envy and 
nobility of mind, pride and humility, anger and tenderness-all may ap
pear as actiye forces in the great drama. 

2 I. QUALITY OF MIND 

The mental qualities of a leader, next to his moral qualities, are like
wise of great importance. From an imaginative, extravagant, inexperienced 
mind other things may be expected than from a cool and powerful intellect. 

22. FROM THE DIVERSITY OF MENTAL AND MORAL INDIVIDUALITIES ARISES 

THE DIVERSITY OF WAYS LEADING TO THE END IN VIEW 

This great diversity in mental and moral individuality, the influence of 
which must be considered as principally felt in the higher ranks, because it 
increases as we go upward, is what principally produces the diversity of 
ways, noticed in the first book, of attaining our end. It is this also that 
gives to the play of probability and luck such an unequal share in deter
mining the course of events. 

23. SECOND QUALITY: QUICK REACTION 

The second quality in a soldier is quick reaction and the reciprocal ac
tion that springs from it. We do not speak here of the difficulty of estimat
Ing such reaction, for that is included in the difficulty, already mentioned, 
of dealing with mental and moral qualities as quantities. What we have 
in mind is the fact that reciprocal action revolts against all regularity. The 
effect which any measure produces upon the enemy is the most individual 
of all the items that figure among the data for action. But every theory 
must keep to classes of phenomena and can never assimilate a really in
dividual case; that must everywhere be left to judgment and talent. It is, 
therefore, natural that in a business such as war, which so frequently in its 
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plan built on general circumstances, is upset by unexpected, individua: 
events, more must generally be left to talent, and less use can be made in 
it of a theoretical guide than in any other. 

24. THIRD QUALITY 

Lastly, the great uncertainty of all data in war is a characteristic dif
ficulty, because all action must be directed, to a certain extent, in a mere 
twilight, which in addition not unfrequently-like fog and moonlight
gives to things exaggerated size and a grotesque appearance. 

What this feeble light denies to clear vision, talent must divine, or it 
must be left to luck. It is therefore once more talent or even the favor of 
fortune in which, for lack of objective knowledge, we must put our trust. 

25. POSITIVE SYSTEM OF RULES IS IMPOSSIBLE 

This being the nature of the subject we must admit that it would be a 
sheer impossibility by means of an edifice of positive rules to provide the 
art of war with a scaffolding, as it were, which should give the leader sup
port on all sides. In all those cases in which he is thrown upon his talents, 
the leader would find himself outside of this edifice of rules and in opposi
tion to it. However many-sided its construction might be, the same result 
would ensue of which we have already spoken. Talent and genius would act , 
beyond the law, and theory would become an opposite to reality. 

26. OPENINGS FOR THE POSSIBILITY OF A THEORY 

(The difficulties are not everywhere equally great) 

Two ways out of this difficulty are open to us. 
In the first place, what we have said of the nature of military action in 

general does not apply in the same manner to the action of all ranks. In 
the lower ranks the courage of self-sacrifice is more required, but the dif
ficulties which the intelligence and the judgment meet are infinitely less. 
The field of events is much more confined. Ends and means are fewer in 
number. The data are more distinct, for the most part even contained in 
things actually visible. But the higher we ascend, the more the difficulties 
increase, until in the commander-in-chief they reach their climax, so that 
with him almost everything must be left to genius. 

But also, a division of the subject, according to the intrinsic nature of 
its elements, shows that the difficulties are not everywhere the same, but 
diminish the more the effects manifest themselves in the material world, 
and increase the more they pass over into the mental and moral, and be
come motives that determine the will. On that account it is easier by 
theoretical rules to determine the order, plan and -conduct of an engage
ment than the use to be made of the engagement itself. In the engagement 
physical weapons clash together, and though mental and moral elements 
cannot be absent, yet matter must be allowed its rights. But in the effects 
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of the engagement, when the material results become motives, we have 
to do solely with mental and moral elements. In a word: it is much easier 
to offer a theory for tactics than for strategy. · 

27. THEORY MUST BE OF THE NATURE OF OBSERVATION, NOT OF RULES FOR 

ACTION 

The second opening for the possibility of a theory is to take the point 
of view that it need not be a body of positive rules, that is to say, that it 
need not be a guide to action. Whenever an activity has, for the most part, 
continually to do with the same things, with the same ends and means, 
although with small differences and a corresponding variety of combina
tions, these things must be capable of beco{lling an object of observation 
by reason. Such observation, however, is the most essential part of every 
theory and quite properly lays claim to that name. It is an analytical in
vestigation of the subject; it leads to an exact acquaintance with the sub
ject, and if brought . to bear on experience, which in our case would be 
military history, to a thorough familiarity with it. The more nearly it at
tains this last object, the more it passes over from the objective form of 
knowledge to the subjective form of power; and so much the more, there
fore, will it prove effective in cases where the nature of the matter admits 
of no other decision than that of talent; it will have an effect upon talent 
itself. If theory investigates the things that make up war, if it separates 
more distinctly that which at first sight seems confused, if it explains fully 
the properties of the means, if it shows their probable effects, if it clearly 
defines the nature of the ends in view, if it sheds the light of a deliberate, 
critical observation over the whole fiefd of war-then it has achieved the 
main object of its task. It then becomes a guide to whoever wishes to be
come familiar with war from books; it everywhere lights up for him the 
road, facilitates his progress, educates his judgment, and keeps him from 
going astray. 

If an expert spends half his life in the endeavor to clear up an obscure 
subject in all its details, he will probably know more about it than a person 
who seeks to master it in a short time. Theory, therefore, exists in order 
that each person need not have to clear the ground and toil through it afresh, 
but may find it cleared and put in order. It should educate the mind of the 
future leader in war, or· rather guide him in his self-instruction, but not 
accompany him to the field of battle. Just as a sensible tutor guides and 
helps a youth's intellectual development without, on that account, keeping 
him in leading-strings for all the rest of his life. 

If principles and rules result of themselves from the observations that 
theory institutes, if the truth of itself crystallizes into these forms, then 
theory will not oppose this natural law of the mind. It will rather, if the 
arch ends in such a keystone, bring it out more prominently; but it does 
this o~ly to satisfy the philosophical law of thought, in order to show 
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distinctly the point to which the lines all converge, not in order to construct 
from it an algebraical formula for use upon the battlefield. For even these 
principles and rules serve more to determine in the reflecting mind the 
leading outHnes of its accustomed movements than, like signposts, to point 
the way for it to take in execution. 

28. WITH THIS POINT OF VIEW THEORY BECOMES POSSIBLE AND CEASES TO 

BE IN CONTRADICTION TO PRACTICE 

This point of view makes possible a satisfactory theory of the conduct 
of war, that is to say, a theory which will be useful and never in opposition 
to reality, and it will only depend on intelligent handling so completely to 
reconcile it with practice that between theory and practice there will no 
longer be that absurd difference, which an unintelligent theory, divorced 
from sound common sense, has often produced, hut which narrow-minded
ness and ignorance have just as often used as a pretext for letting them-
selves continue in their congenital ineptitude. · 

29. THEORY, THEREFORE, CONSIDERS THE NATURE OF ENDS AND MEANS. 

END AND MEANS IN TACTICS 

Theory has, therefore, to consider the nature of means and ends. 
In tactics the means are the trained armed forces which are to carry 

on the combat. The end is victory. How this idea can be more accurately 
defined will be better explained later on in ~onsidering the engagement. 
Here we content ourselves by specifying the withdrawal of the enemy from 
the field of battle as the sign of victory. By means of this victory strategy 
gains the object which it assigned to the engagement and which consti
tutes its real significance. This significance has indeed a certain influence 
on the nature of the victory. A victory which is intended to weaken the 
enemy's forces is a different thing from one which is designed merely to 
put us in possession of a position. The significance of an engagement can, 
therefore, have a noticeable influence on the planning and conduct of it; 
conseq1:1ently it will also be a subject of consideration in tactics. 

JO. CIRCUMSTANCES WHICH ALWAYS ACCOMPANY THE EMPLOYMENT OF 

THE MEANS 

As there are certain circumstances which constantly accompany the en
gagement and have more or less influence upon it, these must also be taken 
into consideration in the employment of the armed forces. 

These circumstances are the locality of the engagement (terrain), the 
time of day and the weather. 

J I. LOCALITY 

Locality, whic;h we prefer to reduce to the idea of country and ground 
could, strictly speaking, be without any influence at all if the engagement 
took place on a completely level and uncultivated plain. 
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In districts consisting of steppes such a case might occur, but in the cul
tivated districts of Europe it is almost a figment of the imagination. There
fore between civilized nations an engagement on which country and ground 
have no influence is scarcely conceivable. 

J2. TIME OF DAY 

The time of day influences the engagement by the difference between 
day and night; but the influence naturally extends further than merely to 
the limits of these divisions, as every engagement has a certain duration, 
and great battles a duration of many hours. In the planning of a great bat
tle, it makes an essential difference whether it begins in the morning or 
the afternoon. Many battles, however, are, of course, fought in which the 
question of the time of day is quite immaterial, and in the majority of 
cases its influence is. but trifling. 

33· WEATHER 

Still more rarely has the weather any decisive influence, and it is mostly 
only through fogs that it plays a part. 

34· ENDS AND MEANS IN STRATEGY 

For strategy the victory, that is the tactical success, is primarily only 
a means, and the things which should lead directly to peace are its ultimate 
object. The employment of its means to this object is likewise accom
panied by circumstances which have more or less influence on it. 

35· CIRCUMSTANCES WHICH ATTEND THE EMPLOYMENT OF THE MEANS 01' 

STRATEGY 

These circumstances are country and ground, the former including the 
territory and inhabitants of the whole theater of war; next the time of day, 
and the time of the year as well; lastly, the weather, particularly any un
usual state of it, severe frost, etc. 

36. THESE FORM NEW MEANS 

By combining these things with the result of an engagement, strategy 
gives this result-and therefore the engagement-a special significance, 
assigns "to it a special object. But in so far as this object is not that which 
is to lead directly to peace and is thus a subordinate one, it is also to be 
regarded as a means. Thus in strategy we may regard successful engage
ments, or. victories, with all their different significances, as means. The 
conquest of a position is such a success of an engagement applied to ter
rain. But it is not only the different engagements with their special ends 
that are to be regarded as means. Whenever a deeper insight shows itself 
in the combination of the engagements to secure a common end, that also 
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is to be regarded as a means. A winter campaign is such~ combination ap
plied to the time of year. 

There are left over, therefore, as objects only those things which are con
ceived as leading directly to peace. Theory investigates all these ends and 
means according to the nature of their effects and interrelations. 

37· THE ENDS AND MEANS TO BE INVESTIGATED STRATEGY TAKES ONLY 

FROM EXPERIENCE 

The first question is: How does strategy arrive at an exhaustive enumera
tion of these things? If a philosophical investigation were to lead to an 
absolute result, it would tangle itself up in all the difficulties which exclude 
logical necessity from the conduct of war and the theory of it. So it turns 
to experience and directs its attention to those precedents which military 
history already has to show. In this way it will certainly be a limited 
theory, which only fits the circumstances as military history presents them. 
But this limitation is from the first inevitable, because, in every case, what 
theory says of things, it must either have abstracted from military history, 
or at all events compared with that history. Besides, such limitation is in 
any case more theoretical than real. 

One great advantage of this method is that theory cannot lose itself in 
subtleties, hair-splittings and chimeras, but must remain practical. 

38. HOW FAR THE ANALYSIS OF THE MEANS SHOULD BE CARRIED 

Another question is: How far should theory go in its analysis of the 
means? Obviously, only so far as the different components present them
selves for consideration in use. The range and effect of different weapons 
are very important to tactics; their construction, although these effects re
sult from it, is a matter of complete indifference. For the conduct of war 
is not the production of powder and cannon out of a given quantity of 
charcoal, sulphur and saltpeter, of copper and tin; the given quantities for 
the conduct of war are arms in a finished state and their effects. Strategy 
makes use of maps without troubling itself about triangulations; it does not 
inquire what the institutions of a country must be and how a people must 
be educated and governed to give the best results in war, but it takes these 
things as it finds them in the community of European states and points 
out where very different conditions have a notable influence on war. 

39· GREAT SIMPLIFICATION OF THE KNOWLEDGE REQUIRED 

That in this manner the number of subjects for theory is greatly simpli
fied and the knowledge required for the conduct of war greatly limited is 
easy to see. The very numerous varieties of expert knowledge and skill 
which minister to military activity in general, and which are necessary be
fore a fully equipped army can take the field, coalesce into a few major 
groups before they arrive at the point of attaining in war the final end of 
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their activity, as the streams of a country unite into rivers before they 
fall into the sea. Only with these activities which pour directly into the 
sea of war has the student who wishes to direct their course to make him
self familiar. 

40. THIS EXPLAINS HOW QUICKLY GREAT GENERALS ARE FORMED AND WHY 

THx- GENERAL IS NOT A MAN OF LEARNING 

This result of our investigation is in fact so necessary that any other 
could not but have made us distrustful of its accuracy. Only thus is ex
plained how so often men have made their appearance with great success 
in war and indeed in the higher ranks, even in supreme command, whose 
pursuits had previously been of a totally different nature; how indeed the 
most distinguished generals have never risen from the very learned, or 
really erudite, class of officers, but have been mostly men who, from the 
circumstances of their position, could not have attained any great amount 
of knowledge. On that account those who have considered it necessary, or 
even merely useful, to begin the education of a future general by instruc
tion in all details have always been ridiculed as absurd pedants. It is easy 
to show that such a course will do him harm, because the human mind is 
formed by the kinds of knowledge imparted to it and the direction given 
to its ideas. Only what is great can make it great; the little can only make 
it little, if the mind itself does not reject it as something repugnant to it. 

41. FORMER CONTRADICTION 

Because this simplicity of the knowledge required in war was disregarded, 
while this knowledge was jumbled up with the whole ruck of subordinate 
kinds of knowledge and skill that minister to it, the obvious contradiction 
into which it fell with the facts of the real world could only be reconciled 
by ascribing everything to genius, which needs no theory and for which 
theory was not supposed to be written. 

42. FOR THIS REASON ALL USE OF KNOWLEDGE WAS DENIED, AND EVERY

THING ASCRIBED TO NATURAL TALENTS 

People with whom common sense prevailed realized what an enormous 
distance remained to be filled up between a genius of the highest order and 
:1. learned pedant. They became in a way free-thinkers, rejected all belief 
in theory, and held the conduct of war to be a natural function of man, 
which he performs more or less well according as he has brought with him 
ido the world more or less talent in that direction. It cannot be denied 
that these were nearer to the truth than those who attached value to a 
false knowledge; at the same time it is easy to see that such a view is 
itself but an exaggeration. No activity of the human intelligence is possible 
without a certain abundance of ideas, but these, at all events for the most 
p.:trt, are not innate but acquired, and make up its knowledge. The only 
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question, therefore, is of what kind these ideas should be· and we think 
we have answered it when we say that for war they should be directed on 
those things with which man in war is immediately concerned. 

43· THE KNOWLEDGE REQUIRED MUST VARY WITH THE RANK 

Inside this field of military activity, the knowledge required must be 
different according to the position of the leader. It has to be directed on 
less important and more limited objects if he holds an inferior position, 
upon greater and more comprehensive, if his position is higher. There are 
commanders-in-chief who would not have shone at the head of a cavalry 
regiment, and vice versa. 

44· THE KNOWLEDGE IN WAR IS VERY SIMPLE, BUT NOT, AT THE SAME 

TIME1 VERY EASY 

But although the knowledge in war is very simple, that is to say, directed 
to so few subjects, and embracing these only in their final results, to put-it 

_into practice is not, at the same time, very easy. Of the difficulties to 
which action in war is subject generally, we have already spoken in Book 
I; we here pass over those which can only be overcome by courage, and we 
maintain that the proper activity of the intelligence is also only simple and 
easy in the lower positions, but increases in difficulty with increase of rank, 
and in the highest position, that of commander-in-chief, is to be reckoned 
among the most difficult things of which the mind of man is capable. 

45· THE NATURE OF THIS KNOWLEDGE 

The commander of an army need not be either a learned student of his
tory or a publicist, but he must be familiar with the higher affairs of state; 
he must know and be able to judge correctly of traditional tendencies, the 
interests at stake, the questions at issue, and the leading personalities. He 
need not be a subtle observer of men, a delicate dissector of human char
acter, but he must know the character, the ways of thinking and habits,
and the characteristic strong and weak points of those whom he is to 
command. He need not understand anything of the construction of a 
wagon, or of the harnessing of a battery horse, but he must know how to 
calculate accurately the march of a column, under different circumstances, 
according to the time it requires. These are kinds of knowledge which 
cannot be extorted by an apparatus of scientific formulas and mach\nery; 
they are only to be gained by the exercise of an accurate judgment in the 
observation of things in life and t.~f a special talent for their apprehension. 

The necessary knowledge for a high position in military activity is thus 
distinguished by the fact that by observation, that is, by study and re
flection, it can only be gained through a special talent, which as an intel
lectual instinct knows how to extract from the phenomena of life only 
their essence, as bees do the honey from the flowers. This instinct can also 
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be gained by experience of life as well as by study and reflection. Life will 
never with its rich teaching produce a Newton or an Euler, but it may well 
produce the higher powers of calculation possessed by a Conde or a Fred
erick. 

It is, therefore, not necessary that, in order to vindicate the intellectual 
dignity of military activity, we should resort to untruth and silly pedantry. 
There never has been a great and distinguished commander of mean in
telligence, but very numerous are the instances of men who, after serving 
with the greatest distinction in inferior positions, remained below medioc
rity in the highest, from insufficiency of intellectual capacity. That even 
among those holding the position of commander-in-chief a distinction can 
be made, according to the degree of their authority, is a matter of course. 

46. THEORETICAL KNOWLEDGE MUST BECOME PRACTICAL SKILL 

Now we have yet to consider one condition which for the knowledge of 
the conduct of war is more necessary than for any other, which is that it 
must become wholly part of oneself and almost wholly cease to be some
thing objective. In almost all other arts and occupations in life the person 
acting can make use of truths which he has only once learned, but in the 
spirit and sense of which he no longer lives, and which he extracts from 
dusty books. Even truths which he daily handles and uses may remain 
something quite external to himself. If the architect takes up a pen to 
determine by a complicated calculation the strength of a buttress, the truth 
found as a result is no emanation from his own mind. First he has had 
laboriously to find the data and then submit these to a mental operation, 
the rule for which he did not discover and the necessity of which at the 
moment he is only partly conscious of, but which he applies, for the most 
part, mechanically. But it is never so in war. The mental reaction, the ever
changing form of things, makes it necessary for the person acting to carry 
in himself the whole mental apparatus of his knowledge and be able, any
where and at any moment, to produce from himself the decision required. 
The knowledge must, therefore, by being thus completely assimilated with 
his own mind and life, be transformed into a real skill. That is the reason 
why with men distinguished in war, it seems so easy, and why everything 
is ascribed to natural talent; we say natural talent to distinguish it from 
that which is formed and matured by observation and study. 

We think that by these reflections we have explained the problem of a 
theory of the conduct of war, and indicated how it may be solved. 

Of the two fields into which we have divided the conduct of war, tactics 
and strategy, the theory of the latter contains unquestionably, as before 
observed, the greater difficulties, because the first is almost entirely limited 
to a circumscribed field of things; but the latter, in respect of the objects 
leading directly to peace, opens into an undefined region of possibilities. 
But since essentially it is only the commander-in-chief who has to keep 
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these ends in view, the part of strategy in which he moves is also p~rticu
larly subject to this difficulty. . 

Theory, therefore, in strategy, and especially where it embraces the 
highest achievements, will stop much sooner than it does in tactics at the 
mere consideration of things and content itself ·with helping the soldier 
to that insight into things which, blended with his whole thought, ma'kes 
his course easier and surer, and never forces him into opposition with 
himself in order to obey an objective truth. 



CHAPTER III 

ART OF WAR OR SCIENCE OF WAR 

I. USAGE IS STILL UNSETTLED 

(Practical skill and theoretical knowledge. Science, when mere knowl
edge, art, when practical skill, is the object.) 

The choice between these terms seems to be still unsettled, and no one 
seems really to know on what grounds it is to be decided, simple though 
the matter is. We have already said elsewhere that knowledge is some~ 
thing different ·from practical skill. The two are so different that they 
should not easily be mistaken for each other. Practical skill cannot prop
erly be contained in a book, and therefore "art" 1 should never be in the 
title of a book. But because we have accustomed ourselves to lump together 
the branches of knowledge required for the practice of an art (which 
branches may separately be pure sciences) under the name of "theory of 
art," or simply "art," it is consistent to maintain this ground of distinction 
and cal~. everything art when a creative skill is the object-the art, for in
stance of building; and science when mere knowledge is the object-as in 
mathematics, for instance, and astronomy. That in every theory of art 
separate, entire sciences may be included is obvious and should not con
fuse us. But it is further worth noting that there also is no science quite 
without art. In mathematics, for example, the use of arithmetic and algebra 
is an art, but that is only one of many instances. The reason is that, how
ever plain and perceptible the difference may be between knowledge and 
skill in the compounds which result from the combination of different 
branches of human knowledge, yet it is difficult in man himself clearly to 
trace the line of demarcation between them. 

2. DIFFICULTY OF SEPARATING COGNITION FROM JUDGMENT 

(Art of war) 

All thinking is indeed art. Where the logician draws the line, where the 
premises, which are the results of cognition, stop and judgment begins, 
there art begins. But more than this: even cognition by the mind is again 
a judgment and consequently art, and, finally, so too is cognition by the 
senses. In a word, if it is as impossible to imagine a human being possessing 
merely the faculty of cognition without judgment as it is to imagine the 

• In German, KuJist (art) belongs to kiiJIJieJI (to be able) .-Ed. 
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reverse, art and knowledge can never be compl~tely separated from each 
other. The more these subtle elements of light embody themselves in the 
outward forms of the world, the more widely separated their realms be
come; and now, once more: where creation and production is the object, 
there is the domain of art; where investigation and knowledge is the goal, 
there science reigns. After all this, it is obvious that it is more fitting to 
speak of "art of war" than of "science of war." 

So much for this, because we cannot do without these conceptions. But 
_now we come forward with the assertion that war is neither an art nor a 
science in the proper sense, and that it is just the setting out from that 
starting-point of ideas which has led to a false direction being taken, and 
which has caused war to be put on a par with other arts and sciences, and 
has led to a host of erroneous analogies. 

This has indeed been felt before now, and on that account it was main
tained that war is a handicraft; but there was more lost than gained by 
that, for a handicraft is only an inferior art, and, as such, subject to more 
definite and rigid laws. In point of fact, the art of war did go on for some 
time in the spirit of a handicraft, namely, in the days of the condottieri. 
But it took this direction not for internal but external reasons, and military 
history shows how unnatural and unsatisfactory it was. 

3· WAR IS A FORM OF HUMAN INTERCOURSE 

We say therefore that war belongs not to the province of the arts and 
sciences but to that of social existence. It is a conflict of great interests 
which is settled by bloodshed, and only in that is it different from other 
conflicts. It would be better, instead of comparing it to any'art,·to compare 
it to trade, which is also a conflict of human interests and activities; and 
it is much more like politics, which again, for its part, may be regarded 
as a kind of trade on a large scale. Furthermore, politics is the womb in 
which war is developed, in which its outlines lie hidden in a rudimentary 
state, like the qualities of living creatures in their embryos. 

4· DIFFERENCE 

The essential difference consists in this: that' war is an activity of the
will exerted not, like the mechanical arts, upon dead matter, nor, like the 
human mind and emotions, in the 'fine arts, upon a living, but still passive 
and yielding object, but upon a living 11nd reacting object. How little the 
categories of arts and sciences are applicable to such an activity strikes 
us at once; and we can understand at the same time how the constant 
seeking and striving after laws, similar to those which can be evolved from 
the dead world of matter, could not but l~ad to constant errors. And yet 
it is just the mechanical arts that people have wanted to take as a model 
for constructing an art of war. To take the fine arts as such a model wa!> 
out of the question, because these themselves still too sorely lack laws 
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and rules, and those hitherto tried have invariably been acknowledged 
as insufficient and narrow, and been perpetually undermined and washed 
away by the current of opinions, feelings and customs. 

Whether such a conflict of living elements as arises and is settled in war 
is subject to general laws, and whether these can provide a useful guide 
to action, will be partly investigated in this book. But this much is self
evident: that this, like every other subject which does not ex<;eed our 
powers of understanding, may be lighted up and made more or less clear 
in its inner relations by an inquiring mind; and that alone is sufficient to 
realize the idea of a theory. 



CHAPTER IV 

METHODISM 

To explain clearly the idea of Il}ethod and of what we shall call 
"methodism," which plays so great a part, in war, we must be allowed to 
cast a hasty glance at the logical hierarchy by means of which, as if by 
regularly constituted official authorities, the world of action is governed. 

Law, the most general conception valid both for cognition and action, 
has plainly something subjective and arbitrary in its literal meaning, and 
nevertheless expresses exactly that on which we and the things external 
to us are dependent. As a subject of cognition, law is the relation of things 
and their effects to one another; as a subject of the will, it is a determina~ 
tion of action, and is then equivalent to command or prohibition. 

Principle is likewise such a law for action, except that it has not the 
formal, definite meaning that law has, but is only the spirit and sense of 
law, so as to leave the judgment more freedom of application when the 
diversity of the real woJld cannot be apprehended under the definite form 
of a law. As the judgment must itself find reasons to explain cases to which 
the principle is not applicable, the principle becomes in that way a real 
aid or guiding star for the person acting. 

Principle is objective when it is the result of objective truth, and conse~ 
quently of equal value for all men; it is subjective and then generally called 
a maxim, that is, a self~chosen rule of conduct, if there are subjective 
relations in it and if, therefore, it has a positive value only for the person 
who makes it for himself. 

Rule is frequently taken in the sense of law, and then means the same 
as principle, for we say "no rule without exceptions," but we do not say 
"no law without exceptions," a sign that with rule we reserve to ourselves 
more freedom of application. 

In another meaning rule is the means used to recognize a deeper~lying 
truth in a particular nearer~lying mark, in order to attach to this particular 
mark the law of action applying to the whole truth. Of this kind are all 
the rules for playing games, all abridged modes of procedure in mathe~ 
matics, etc. 

Regulations and instructions are determinations of action which deal 
with a number of minor circumstances, which would be too numerous and 
too insignificant for general laws, but which help to indicate the way more 
clearly. 

87 
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Lastly method, mode of procedure, is a constantly recurring way of 
proceeding chosen out of several possible ~ays; and by methodism we 
mean the determining of action not by general principles or individual 
regulations, but by methods. When this is done, the cases dealt with by 
such a method must necessarily be assumed to be alike in their essential 
features. As they cannot all be alike, then the point is that at least as many 
as possible should be; in other words that method should be based on the 
most probable cases. Methodism is thus founded not upon definite, par
ticular premises, but upon the average probability of analogous cases; 
and its ultimate tendency is to set up an average truth, the constant and 
uniform application of which soon acquires something of the nature of a 
mechanical skill, which in the end does the right thing almost uncon
sciously. 

The idea of law in relation to cognition can, for the conduct of war, well 
be dispensed with, because the complex phenomena of war are not so regu
lar, and the regular phenomena are not so complex, that we should gain 
anything more by this conception than by the simple truth. And where 
a simple conception and simple language are sufficient, to resort to the 
complex becomes affected and pedantic. The idea of law in relation to 
action cannot be used by the theory of the conduct of war, because owing 
to the variation and diversity of the phenomena there is in it no determina
tion of such a general nature as to deserve the name of a law. 

But principles, rules, regulations and methods are conceptions indis
pensable to a theory of the conduct of war, in so far as that theory leads 
to positive instruction, because in instruction the truth can only crystallize 
into such forms. 

As tactics is the branch of the conduct of war in which theory can most 
often arrive at positive instruction, these conceptions will appear in it most 
frequently. 

Not to use cavalry against unbroken infantry except in case of necessity, 
not to use firearms until the enemy is within their effective range, in an 
engagement to spare the forces as much as possible for the end....:._these are 
tactical principles. None of them can be applied absolutely in every case, 
but they must always be present to the mind of the commander, in order 
that the benefit of the truth contained in them may not be lost in cases 
where that truth can be applied to them. 

If from the unusual cooking in the enemy's camp we infer that he is 
about to move, or if the intentional exposure of troops in an engagement 
indicates a feint attack, then this way of discerning the truth is called a 
rule, because from a single visible circumstance is inferred the purpose 
it serves. 

If it is a rule to attack the enemy with renewed vigor as soon as he be
gins to limber up his artillery in the engagement, then with this particular 
fact is linked a course of action which is aimed at the general situation of 
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the enemy as, divined from it, namely, that he is about to break off the 
engagement, that he is beginning to draw off his troops, and is capable 
neither of a serious resistance while thus drawing off, nor, as when making 
his retreat, of successfully avoiding the enemy. 

Regulations and methods are brought into the conduct of war by the 
theories of preparation for war, in so far as disciplined troops are inocu
lated with them as active principles. The whole body of instructions for 
formations, drill and field service are regulations and methods. In the 
drill instructions the former predominate, in the field-service instructions, ' 
the latter. To these things the real conduct of war is linked; it takes them 
over, therefore, as given modes of procedure, and as such they must appear 
in the theory of the conduct of war. 

But for those activities retaining freedom in the employment of these 
forces there can be no regulations, that is, no definite instructions, just 
because they exclude freedom of action. Methods, on the other hand, are 
a general way of executing duties as they arise, based, as. we have said, 
on average probability. As a governing body of principles and rules, car
ried through to application, they may certainly appear in the theory of 
the conduct of war, provided they are not represented as something 
different from what they are, not as the absolute and necessary binding 
laws of action (systems), but as the best of the general forms which can 
be used or suggested as shorter ways in place of individual decision;-

The frequent application of methods will also be seen to be most essen
tial and unavoidable in the conduct of war, if we reflect how many actions 
proceed on mere conjectures or in complete uncertainty. Measures in war 
must always be calculated on a certain number of possibilities. One side 
is prevented from learning all the circumstances which influence the .dis
positions of the other. Even if these circumstances which influence the 
decisions of the one were really known, there is not sufficient time for the 
other to carry out all the necessary counteracting measures, owing to their 
extent and complexity. There are numberless trifling circumstances belong
ing to any single event and requiring to be taken into account along with 
it, and there is no means of doing so but to infer the one from the other 
and base our arrangements only upon what is general and probable. 
Finally, owing to the number of officers increasing as we descend the scale 
of rank, the lower the sphere of action, the less must be left to the correct 
insight and trained judgment of the individual. When we reach those 
ranks where we can look for no other knowledge than that which service 
regulations and experience afford, we must meet them half way with 
routine methods bordering on those regulations. This will serve both as a 
support to their judgment and a barrier against those extravagant and 
erroneous views which are especially to be dreaded in a sphere where ex
perience is so costly. 

Aside from its indispensability, we must also recognize in methodism a 
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positive advantage; which is that by practicing its constantly recurring 
forms, a readiness, precision and certainty are attained in the leading of the 
troops which diminish the natural friction and make the machine move more 
rasily. 

Method will therefore be the more generally used and become the more 
indispensable, the lower in rank are the persons acting; while upward its 
use will diminish until in the highest positions it entirely ceases. For this 
reason it is more in place in tactics than in strategy. 

War in its highest aspects consists not of an infinite number of little 
events, which are analogous to one another in spite of their diversities and 
therefore by a better or worse method would be better or worse controlled, 
but of separate, great, decisive events which must be dealt with individ
ually. It is not a field of stalks, which with a better or worse scythe is 
better or worse mown without regard to the shape of the single stalks, but 
it consists of great trees to which the axe must be laid with judgment, 
according to the particular nature and inclination of each separate trunk. 

How far up the admissibility of methodism in military action extends is 
naturally determined not really according to rank but according to things; 
and it affects the highest positions in a lesser degree only because 'these 
positions have the most comprehensive subjects of activity. A permanent 
order of battle, a permanent formation of advance guards and outposts 
are examples of routine methods by which a general ties not only his sub
ordinates' hands, but also for certain cases his own. They may, it is true, 
have been devised by himself and be adapted by him according to cir
cumstances, but they may also be a subject of theory, in so far as they 
are based on the general characteristics of troops ai14 weapons. On the 
other hand, any routine method for drawing up plans for a war or a cam
paign and delivering them ready-made, as if by a machine, would be 
absolutely worthless. 

As long as there exists no tolerable theory, that is, no intelligent treat
ment of the conduct of war, methodism-routine methods--must encroach 
even on the higher spheres of activity, for the men who are employed in 
them have not always been able to educate themselves through study and 
through contact with the higher walks of life. In the unpractical and 
contradictory discussions of the theorists and critics they cannot find their 
way; their sound common sense spontaneously rejects them; and thus they 
bring no knowledge with them but that of experience. Consequently in 
those cases which admit of a free, individual treatment and require it, 
they al.sO readily make use of the means that experience offers them, that 
is, they imitate the methods of procedure characteristic of the greatest 
generals, whereby what we have called methodism arises of itself. If we 
see Frederick the Great's generals always coming forward with the so
called oblique order of battle, the generals of the French Revolution always 
using turning movements with a long extended line of battle, and Bona-
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parte's lieutenants rushing to the attack with the bloody energy of con
centrated masses, we recognize in the recurrence of the procedure what is 
obviously a borrowed method, and thus see that methodism may extend 
to regions bordering on the highest. Should an improved theory facilitate 
the study of the conduct of war, and educate the mind and judgment ot 
the men who are rising to the higher commands, then methodism will also 
no longer reach so high, and so much of it as is to be considered indis
pensable will then at least be deduced from theory itself and not be the 
product of mere imitation. However excellently a great general does 
things, there is always something subjective in the way he does them; and 
if he has a certain manner, a good deal of his individuality is contained 
in it, which does not always agree with the individuality of the person who 
imitates that manner. · 

At the same time it would neither be possible nor right to banish sub
jective methodism, or manner, completely from the conduct of war; it is 
rather to be regarded as a manifestation of that influence which the gen
eral character of a war has upon its separate events, and which, if theory 
has not been able to foresee and take account of it can only be satisfied 
in this way. What is more natural than that the war of the French Revo
lution had its own way of doing things? And what theory could ever have 
included that peculiar method? The trouble is that such a manner, origi
nating from a special case easily outlives its . day, because it continues 
while circumstances imperceptibly change. That is what theory should 
prevent by lucid and rational criticism. When in the year x8o6 the Prus
sian generals, Prince Louis at Saalfeld, Tauentzien on the Dornberg near 
Jena, Grawert bef~, and Riichel behind Kappelldorf, all threw them
selves into the opeh jaws of destruction in the oblique order of Frederick 
the Great, and managed to ruin Hohenlohe'~ army in a way that no other 
army has ever been ruined on the actual fiefd of battle-all this was due 
not merely to a manner which had .outlived its day, but ~o the most down
right stupidity to which methodism has ever led. 
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CRITICISM 

The' influence of theoretical truths upon practical life is always exerted 
more through criticism than through rules for practice. Criticism is the 
application to actual events of theoretical truth, and so not only brings the 
latter nearer to life but also accustoms the intelligence more to these 
truths through the constant repetition of their applications. Consequently 
we think it necessary, next to the point of view of theory, to establish 
that of criticism. 

From the simple narration of a historical event which merely places 
things one by the side of the other and at most touches on their most 
immediate causal connections, we distinguish the critical narration. 

In this critical narration, three different activities of the intelligence can 
be present. 

First, there is the historical discovery and establishment of doubtful 
facts. This is historical investigation proper and has nothing in common 
with theory. 

Second, there is the tracing of the effect from its causes. This is critical 
investigation proper. It is indispensable to theory,- for everything that in 
theory is to be established, supported, or even only explained, through ex
perience, can only be settled in this way. 

Third, there is the testing of the means employed. This is criticism 
proper, which contains praise and blame. This is where theory" is of serv
ice to history or rather, to the teaching to be derived from it. 

In these two last, strictly critical, parts of historical study, everything 
depends on tracing things to their final elements, that is, to truths that are 
beyond doubt, and not, as so often happens, .stopping half way at some 
arbitrary assumption or hypothesis, and going no further. 

As respects the tracing of an effect to its causes, an insuperable external 
difficulty is often encountered in the true causes being quite unknown. In 
none of the circumstances of life does this occur so frequently as in war, 
where the events are seldom fully known and still less the motives, which 
are either purposely suppressed by the persons who acted on them, or, 
when they were of a very transient and accidental character, may also be 
lost to history. Consequently, critical narration must, for the most part, 
go hand in hand with historical investigation, and even so, there often re
mains such a disparity between cause and effect that history is not justi-
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fied in regarding the effects as necessary consequences of the causes known. 
In this case, therefore, gaps must necessarily occur; that is to say, we get 
historical results from which no teaching can be extracted. All that theory 
can demand is that the investigation should be rigidly conducted up to 
these gaps and there suspend all its demands. Real trouble only arises if 
what is known has, at all costs, to suffice to explain the results, and thus 
a false importance is given to it. / 

Besides this difficulty, critical investigation also encounters another very 
serious intrinsic one in the fact that effects in war seldom proceed from 
one simple cause, but from several joint causes, and that therefore it is 
not enough in a candid and impartial spirit to trace back the series of 
events to its beginning, but it is then still necessary to assign to each of 
the contributing causes its due weight. This leads, therefore, to a closer in
vestigation of their nature, and thus a· critical investigation may lead us 
into what is the proper field of theory. 

The critical consideration, that is, the examination of the means, leads 
to the question: Which are the effects peculiar to the means applied, and 
were these effects intended by the person acting? , 

The effects peculiar to the means lead to the investigation of their 
nature, and thus again into the field of theory. 

We have seen that in criticism all depends upon attaining truths which 
are beyond doubt; that is to say, not stopping at arbitrary propositions 
which are not valid for others and to which other perhaps equally arbitrary 
assertions are then opposed, so that there is no end to pros and cons and 
the whole is without result' and therefore without instruction. 

We have seen that both the investigation of tauses and the testing of 
means lead into the field of theory, that is, into the field of universal truth 
not derived solely from the individual case under examination .. If there 
is a serviceable theory, critical investigation will appeal to what haS there 
been settled, and at that point the investigation may stop. But where no 
such theoretical truth is to be found, the investigation must be pushed on 
to the ultimate elements. If this necessity occurs often, it must lead the 
historian into greater and greater detail. He then has his hands full, and 
it is almost impossible for him to dwell on every point with the delibera
tion required. The consequence is that, to set limits to his examination, 
he stops at arbitrary assertions, which though they would not really be 
arbitrary for him, yet remain so for everyone else, because they are neither 
self-evident nor demonstrated. 

A serviceable theory is therefore an essential foundation for criticism, 
and without the assistance of a reasonable theory it is jmpossible for 
criticism to reach the point at which it chiefly begins to be instructive, 
that is to say, to be a demonstration convincing and sans replique (un
answerable) . 

But it would be a visionary hope to believe in the possibility of a theory 
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which took care of every abstract truth and only left to criticism the task 
of putting the individual case under its. appropriate law. It would be a 
ridiculous piece of pedantry to lay down as a rule for criticism that it 
must always halt and turn round on reaching the boundaries of sacred 
t,heory. The same spirit of analytical investigation which is the origin of 
theory must also guide the critic in his work; and it can and may, therefore, 
happen that he strays over into the domain of theory and goes on to 
elucidate for himself those points which are of particular importance to 
him. Criticism, on the contrary, may much more probably entirely fail to 
attain its object if it becomes a mechanical application of theory. All posi
tive results of theoretical investigation, all principles, rules and methods 
are the more lacking in universality and absolute truth, the more they be
come positive rules for practice. They exist to offer themselves for use as 
required, and it must always be left for judgment to decide whether they 
are suitable or not. Such results of theory must never be used in criticism 
as standard rules or norms, but in the same way as the person, acting is 
to use them, merely as aids to judgment. If in tactics it is a settled thing 
that, in the•general order of battle, cavalry should be placed behind in
fantry and not in line with it, still it would' be folly on that account to 
condemn every deviation from this arrangement. Criticism must investi
ga';e the reasons for the deviation, and it is only if these are inadequate 
that it has a right to appeal to what is established by theory. If, further, 
it is settled in theory that a divided attack diminishes the probability of 
success, it would be unreasonable, whenever a divided attack and an un
successful issue occur together, to regard the latter as the consequence of 
the former without further investigation as to whether that is really the 
case. And it would be equally unreasonable, when a divided attack is suc
cessful, to infer from it, on the contrary, the fallacy of what theory asserts. 
The investigating spirit of criticism refuses to allow either. Criticism, there
fore, is based essentially upon the results of the analytical investigation 
accomplished by theory. What has been settled by theory does not need to be 
established afresh by criticism, and it is settled in theory in order that 
criticism may find it already established. 

This task of criticism, to investigate what effect has been produced by a 
cause and whether a means employed has been the right one tQ attain its 
end, will be easy if cause and effect, end and means, lie near together. 

If an army is surprised and therefore cannot make a regular and intelli
gent use of its powers and resources, the effect of the surprise is not 
doubtful. If theory has settled that in a battle an enveloping attack leads 
to a greater, but less certain, success, then the question is whether he who 
employs the enveloping attack has principally had in view the magnitude 
of the success as his object. In that case the means was rightly chosen. 
But if his desire was to make his success more certain, and if this ex
pectation was based not on the particular circumstances but on the general 
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·nature o.f the enveloping attack, then he mistook the nature of that means 
and committed an error, as has happened a hundred times before. 

Here the work of military investigation and testing is easy and it always 
·will be so where we confine ourselves to the immediate effects and ends. 
We can do this exactly as we please, provided we regard things apart from 

·their connection with the whole, and only look at them as thus abstracted. 
But in war, as generally in the world, there is a connection between 

everything that belongs to a whole; and, in consequence, every cause, how
ever small it may be, must in its effects influence the whole of the .rest of 
the war, and modify in some degree the final result, however slight that 
degree may be. In like manner, every means must exert its influence up 
to the attainment of the final end. 

We can, therefore, trace the effects of a cause as far as they are still 
worth noticing, and in like manner we can test a means not only for its 
immediate end, but also test this end itself as a means for a higher end, 
and thus ascend along the chain of ends, each subordinated to the one 
above it, until we come to one which requires no testing because its 
necessity is indubitable. In many cases, especially if it is a question of 
great and decisive measures, our examination will have to extend to the 
final end.: that which is directly to bring about peace. 

It is eVident that in thus ascending, at every new station that we reach, 
we get a new point of view for the judgment, so that the very means 
which from the immediate point of view appears advantageous, when re
garded from a higher one, must be rejected. 

The search for the causes of phenomena and the testing of the means · 
according to the ends they serve, must always ·in the critical consideration 

1 of a piece of history go band in band, for only the search for the cause 
brings us to the things which deserve to be made a subject of testing. 

This attempt to follow the chain of causation up and down. involves 
considerable difficulties, for the farther from an event the cause that we 
are seeking lies, the greater· must be the number of other causes which 
must at the same time be kept in view, allowed for with reference to the 
share they may have bad in shaping events, and eliminated; because the 
higher a phenomenon stands in the chain of causation, the more numerous 
are the separate forces and circumstances by which it is conditioned. If 
we have ascertained the causes of a lost battle, we have certainly also as
certained part of the causes of the consequences which this lost battle had 
for the whole. war. But we only ascertain a part, for to the final result 
effects of other causes will, according to circumstances, more or less con
tribute. 

The same multiplicity of things to be dealt with presents itself in the 
testing of the means, as our points of view become successively highe~; 
for the higher the ends, the more numerous the means employed to attam 
them. The final end of the war is pursued by all the armies simultaneously, 
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and we must therefore also take into .consideration all that has been ac
complished of this or could have been accomplished. 

It is obvious that this may sometimes lead into a wide field of inquiry. 
in which it is easy to lose our_ way and in which difficulty prevails, because 
a host of assumptions must be made about things which have not actually 
happened but which were probable and on that account cannot possibly 
be left out of our consideration. 

When Bonaparte in I 797 at the head of the Army of Italy advanced from 
the Tagliamento against the Archduke, Charles, he did so with the inten
tion of forcing him to a decision before the reinforcements which the 
Archduke expected from the Rhine had reached him. If we look only at 
the immediate decision, the means were well chosen. And the result proved 
it, for the Archduke was still so weak that he made no more than an 
attempt at resistance on the Tagliamento. \\-'ben he saw his adversary too 
strong and resolute, he abandoned to him the field of battle and the passes 
into the Norican Alps. Now what could Napoleon have been aiming 
at with this happy· success? To penetrate into the heart of the Austrian 
Empire himself, to facilitate the advance of the Rhine armies under 
Moreau and Hoche and get into close communication with them? This 
was the position taken by Bonaparte, and from this point of view he was 
right. But if criticism now places itself at a higher point of view, namely, 
that of the French Directory, which body was able to see and must have 
seen that the campaign on the Rhine would not be opened till six weeks 
later, then the advance of Napoleon over the Norican Alps can only be 
regarded as an extravagant piece of bravado, for if the Austrians had 
drawn largely upon their Rhine armies· to reinforce their army in Styria so 
as to enable the Archduke to fall upon the Army of Italy, not only would 
that army have been routed but the whole campaign lost. This considera
tion which forced itself upon Napoleon at Villach, induced him to sign 
the armistice of Leoben with so much readiness. 

If the critic takes a still higher position and if he knows that the Aus
trians had no reserves between the army of the Archduke Charles and 
Vienna, then we see that Vienna became threatened by the advance of the 
Army of Italy. 

Suppose that Bonaparte had known that the capital was thus un
covered and had also known that he still retained in Styria this decisive 
superiority in numbers over the Archduke; then his hurried advance 
against the heart of the Austrian States would no longer have been with
out purpose, for its value depended only on the value the Austrians set 
upon preserving Vienna. If that was so great that, rather than lose it, 
they would accept the conditions of peace which Bonaparte was ready to 
offer them, the threat to Vienna was to be regarded as his ultimate aim. 
If Bonaparte had for some reason known this, criticism can stop there, 
but if he were still uncertain about it, criticism must take a still higher 
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position and ask what would have followed if the Austrians had aban
doned Vienna and retired further into the vast stretches of their dominions 
still left to them. But it is easy to see that this question cannot possibly 
be answered without bringing into consideration the probable course of 
events between the Rhine armies on both sides. In view of the decided 
superiority of numbers on the side of the French-13o,ooo to 8o,ooo
there could, it is true, have been little doubt as to th~ result, but then 
again the question arose: What use would the Directory make of a vic
tory? Would they follow up their success to the opposite frontiers of the 
Austrian monarchy, to the complete breaking up, therefore, or overthrow 
of that power, or would they be satisfied with the conquest of a consid
erable portion to serve as a guaranty for peace? The probable result in each 
case must be estimated, in order to come to a conclusion as to the probable 
choice of the Directory. Suppose that the result of these considerations had 
been that the French forces would have been much too weak for the com
plete overthrow of the Austrian monarchy, so that the attempt would have 
of itself completely reversed the situation, and that even the conquest and 
occupation of a considerable part of it would have placed the French in a 
strategic position to which their forces were probably unequal; then that 
result was bound to influence their judgment of the position of the Army 
of Italy and induce that army to lower its expectations. And it was this, 
no doubt, that induced Bonaparte, even when he could see at a glance the 
helpless condition· of the Archduke, to sign the peace of Campo Formio, 
which imposed no greater sacrifices on the Austrians than the loss of 
provinces which, even after the most fortunate of campaigns, they would 
not have reconquered. But the French could not even have reckoned on 
the moderate treaty of Campo Formio, and therefore could not have .made 
it the object of their bold advance, if two questions had not had to be 
considered. The first was what value the Austrians would have attached 
to each of the above-mentioned results; whether, notwithstanding the prob
ability of a satisfactory result for them in either of the two cases, it would 
have been worth their while to make the sacrifices involved in them, that 
is, in the continuation of the war, when they could be spared those sacri
fices by a peace on terms not too humiliating. The second question was 
whether the Austrian Government would seriously weigh the final po!?sible 
results of their continued resistance and would not allow themselves to be 
disheartened by the impression of their present reverses. 

The consideration which forms the subject of the first question is no 
piece of idle subtlety but of such decisive practical importance that it 
comes up whenever a plan for pushing things to the last extremity is under 
discussion, and this is what most frequently prevents such plans from being 
put into execution. -

The second question is just as necessary, for war is waged not with an 
abstract opponent, but with a real one, who must always be kept in view. 
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And we may be sure that the bold Bonaparte was not unaware of this point 
of view, that is to say of the confidence which he placed in the terror his 
sword inspired. It was this same confidence that in 1812 lec;l him to Mos
cow. There it left him in the lurch. The terror inspired by him had already 
somewhat worn off in the gigantic struggles in which he had been engaged. 
In 1797 it was, of course, still fresh, and the secret of the strength of a 
resistance pushed to the last extremity was not yet discovered. But none 
the less, even in I 797, his boldness would have led him to a negative result, 
if, as already. said, with a sort of presentiment he had not chosen the 
moderate peace of Campo Formio as a way of escape. 

Here we must bring this examination to a close. It will have sufficed to 
show by an example the wide range, the diversity and the difficulty which 
a critical examination may present, if we ascend to the ultimate ends, that 
is to say, if we speak of measures of an important and decisive character, 

'the influence of which must necessarily extend to them. This examination 
will reveal that, besides a theoretical insight into the subject, natural 
talent must also have a great influence upon the value of a critical exami
nation, for on this it will chiefly depend to throw light upon the connection 
of things, to distinguish those which are essential from the innumerable 
interrelations of events. 

But talent will be required in yet another way. Critical consideration is 
not merely an examination of the means actually employed, but of all the 
means possible, which, therefore, must first be discovered and specified; 
and we are certainly not in a position to censure any particular means un
less we are able to specify a better. Now however small the number of 
possible combinations may be in most cases, still it must be admitted that 
to point out those which have not been used is not a mere analysis of 
actual things, but a spontaneous creation which cannot be foreseen, de
pending upon the fertility of the mind. 

We are far from seeing a field for great genius in a case in which every
thing can be traced back to a very few practically possible and very simple 
combinations. We find it exceedingly ridiculous, as so often has been done, 
to regard the turning of a position as a discovery indicating great genius, 
but none the less this act of spontaneous creation is necessary and the 
value of critical examination is essentially determined by it. 

When Bonaparte on July 30, 1796, decided to raise the siege of Mantua 
in order to march against the advancing Wurmser and with his whole force 
to beat in detail his columns, separated by the Garda Lake and the Mincio, 
this appeared the surest way to the attainment of brilliant victories. These 
victories actually followed and were afterward again repeated with the 
san1e means and with still more brilliant success on the attempt to relieve 
the fortress being again renewed. We hear only one opinion on these 
achievements, that of unmixed admiration. 

At the same time, Bonapar~e could not ·adopt this course on July 30th 
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without quite giving up the idea of the siege of Mantua, because it was 
impossible to save the siege train and this could not be replaced by an
other in this campaign. In fact the siege was converted into a mere 
blockade. The city,· which, if the siege had continued, would have soon 
fallen, held out for six months in spite of Bonaparte's victories in the open 
field. 

Criticism has generally regarded this as an evil that was quite unavoid
able, because critics have not been able to suggest any better way of ni
sistance. Resistance to a relieving army within lines of circumvallation had 
fallen into such disrepute and contempt that it appears to have entirely 
escaped consideration as a means. And yet in the time of Louis XIV that 
measure was so often used with success that it can only be called a freak 
of fashion if a hundred years later it did not occur to anyone that it might 
at least be taken into account with the rest. If this possibility had been 
admitted, a closer investigation of the circumstances would have shown 
that 40,ooo of the best infantry ih the world under Bonaparte, behind 
strong lines of circumvallation around Mantua, had so little to fear from 
the so,ooo Austrians coming to the relief under Wurmser that it was very 
unlikely that even so much as an attempt at an attack would have been 
made upon their lines. We shall not seek here to establish this point, but 
we believe enough has been said to show that this means was entitled to 
consideration. Whether in the action Bonaparte himself thought of this 
means, we do not wish to decide. No trace of it is to be found in his 
memoirs and the other printed sources. None of the later critics thought 
of it, because such a measure had passed entirely out of their field of 
vision. The merit of calling this means to mind is not great, for we have 
only to free ourselves from the arrogance of a freak of fashion to think of 
it. But nevertheless it is necessary to think of it in order to take it into 
account and compare it with the means which Bonaparte did employ. 
Whatever the result of the comparison may prove to be; it is a comparison 
that criticism should not omit. 

When Bonaparte, in February, I8I4, turned away from BlUcher's arrny 
which he had defeated in the engagements of Etogues, Champ-Aubert, 
Montmirail, etc., so as to throw himself again upon Schwarzenberg and 
beat his troops at Montereau and Mormant, everyone was full of admira
tion because Bonaparte, just by throwing his concentrated force first upon 
one opponent and then upon another, made a brilliant use of the mistake 
made by the Allies in advancing with their forces divided. That thes~ bril
liant strokes in all directions failed to save him was generally considered 
to be at least no fault of his. No one has yet asked the question: What 
would the result have been if instead of turning again upon Schwarzen
berg be had gone on hammering at Bliicher and pursued him to the Rhine? 
We are convinced that a complete reversal of the campaign would have 
taken place and that the army of the Allies, instead of marching to Paris, 
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would have retired behind the Rhine. We do not ask others to share our 
conviction, but when this alternative has once been mentioned no expert 
will doubt that criticism had to take notice of it with the rest. 

In this case the means of comparison lay also· much nearer than in the 
former. It has been equally overlooked because a biased tendency was 
blindly followed -and there was no impartiality of judgment. 

From the necessity of assigning a better means in place of one that has 
been condemned, a kind of criticism has arisen which is almost the only 
one in use, and which contents itself with merely pointing out a supposedly 
better procedure without adducing the real proof of it. The consequence 
is that some are not convinced, that others do exactly the same thing, and 
that then a controversy arises which affords no basis for discussion. AU 
military literature teems with this sort of thing. 

The proof we demand is always necessary when the advantage of the 
means put forward is not so evident as to leave no room for doubt, and it 
consists in investigating each of the two means on its own merits and com
paring it with the end in view. If the matter has been traced back in this 
way to simple truths, the controversy must finally cease or at all events 
new results are obtained, while in the other way of proceeding the pros 
and the cons always completely destroy one another. 

Should we, for example, not rest content with assertion in the case be
fore mentioned and wish to prove that the persistent pursuit of Bliicher 
would have been better than the turning on Schwarzenberg, we should rely 
on the following simple truths: 

I. In general it is more advantageous to continue our blows in one and 
the same direction than to strike in different directions, because striking in 
different directions involves loss of time, and, furthermore, because when 
the moral force has already been weakened by considerable losses, fresh 
successes are easier to gain; in that way, therefore, no part of the pre
ponderance already gained is left unused. 

2. Because Blucher, although weaker than Schwarzenberg, was still, on 
account of his enterprising spirit, the more important adversary; in him, 
therefore lay the center of gravity, which draws everything else with it in 
its direction. 

3· Because the losses that Bliicher had sustained amounted to a defeat 
and had given Bonaparte such a preponderance over him that his retreat 
to the Rhine could scarcely be a matter of doubt, because on this line no 
reinforcements of any consequence existed. 

4· Because no other possible success would have seemed so terrible or 
appeared to the imagination in such gigantic proportions; an immense ad
vantage in dealing with an irresolute, timorous staff such as Schwarzen
berg's notoriously was. What losses the Crown Prince of Wiirttenberg 
had suffered at Montereau, and Count Wittgenstein at Mormant, Prince 
Schwarzenberg must have known well enough. What sort of misfortunes, 
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on the other hand, BI.i.icher would have experienced on his entirely de
tached and disconnected line from the Marne to the Rhine would have 
only reached him by the avalanche of rumor. The desperate movement 
which Bonaparte made upon Vitry at the end of March, to try what sort 
of effect the threat of a strategic envelopment would have on the Allie5, 
was obviously based on the principle of striking terror, but under quite 
different circumstances, after he had been defeated at Laon and Arcis, anc 
Bllicher with Ioo,ooo men was at Schwarzenberg's side. 

There are people, no doubt, who will not be convinced by these argu
ments, but at all events, they cannot retort by saying that "while Bona
parte threatened Schwarzenberg's base by advancing to the Rhine, 
Schwarzenberg at the same time threatened Paris, Bonaparte's base," be
cause we wished to show by the reasons given above that Schwarzenberg 
would never have thought of marching on Paris. 

With regard tct the example quoted by us from the campaign of 1796 
we should say: Bonaparte looked upon the plan which he adopted as the 
safest way to beat the Austrians. Even if it had been that, the object 
whic"h would be attained by it would still be an empty military glory, 
which could scarcely have had a perceptible influence on the fall of 
Mantua. The way that we would have chosen was, in our opinion, much 
more certain to prevent the relief of Mantua; but even if we held that, 
as the French general thought, it was not, so, and we preferred to look 
upon the certainty of success as slighter, the question would once more 
become one of balancing a more probable, but almost useless, and there
fore slight, success in the one case, against a not altogether probable, but 
much greater, success in the other. If the matter is -presented in this way, 
boldness would have had to declare itself in favor of the second solution, 
which is exactly the reverse of what a superficial view of the affair would 
lead us to believe. Bonaparte certainly did not have the less bold intention, 
and we may be sure that he had not made the nature of the case so clear 
to himself and realized its consequences as we have learned from experi
ence to know them. 

Naturally the critic, in considering the means, must often appeal to 
military history, as experience is of more value in the art of war than 
all philosophical truth. But this historical evidence is, no doubt, subject to 
its own conditions of which we shall treat in a special chapter; and un
fortunately these ~onditions are so seldom fulfilled t'hat reference to his
tory generally serves only to increase the confusion of ideas. 

We have still a most important subject to consider, which is: how far 
criticism in passing judgments on a particular event is permitted, or in duty 
bound, to make use of its superior view of things and therefore of what 
the results have established, or when and where it is obliged to leave these 
things out of consideration in order to put itself exactly in the place of the 
person acting. 
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If criticism wants to praise or blame the person acting, it must certainly 
put itself exactly in his place; that is to say, it must collect all he knew 
and all the motives on which he acted, and on the other hand disregard all. 
that he could not, or did not, know, that is, above all things, the result that 
followed. But that is only an end which we can strive toward but never 
quite attain, for the state of things out of which an event arises never lies 
before the eyes of the critic exactly as it did before those of the person 
acting. A multitude of minor circumstances which could have influenced 
his decision have been completely lost, and many a subjective motive has 
never been brought to light. Such motives can only be learned from the 
memoirs of the person acting or of his very intimate friends, and in such 
memoirs these things are often handled very vaguely or even purposely 
misrepresented. Criticism must, therefore, always forego much of what was 
present to the mind of the person acting. 

On the other hand, it is still harder for it to forego what it knows too 
much of. This is only easy in respect of accidental circumstances--circum~ 
stances, that is to say, which were not necessarily related to the situation. 
but have got mixed up with it. But in all essential matters it is extremely 
hard and never completely attainable. 

Let us take the result first. If it did not proceed from accidental cir-
. cumstances, it is almost impossible that the knowledge of it should not 

influence our judgment of the circumstances from which it did proceed, 
for we see these circumstances in the light of it, and, to some extent, only 
through it do we get our knowledge of them and our estimate 9f their: 
importance. Military history with all its events is a source of instruction 
for criticism itself, and it is only natural that criticism should throw upon 
things the same light that it has derived from the consideration of the 
whole. If, therefore, in many cases it had to intend entirely to deny itself 
that light, it still would never wholly succeed in doing so . 

..But this happens not merely in respect of the result, that is, of what 
does not come in till later, .but also in respect of what was already exist
ing, that is, of the data which determine the action. Criticism will in most 
cases have more of these in its possession than had the person acting. 
Now it might be supposed that it was easy to rule them completely out, 
and yet it is not so. The knowledge of preceding and simultaneous cir
cumstances rests not merely upon definite information, but upon a large 
number of conjectures or assumptions. There is, indeed, hardly any informa
tion respecting things not purely accidental; which has not been preceded 
by an assumption or conjecture, which will take the place of authentic in
formation, if the latter remains missing. Now is it conceivable that criti
cism at a later time, which has before it as facts all the preceding and 
concurrent circumstances, should not allow itself to be thereby prejudiced 
when it asks itself what portion of the unknown circumstances it would 
have held to be probable at the moment of action? We maintain that in 
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this case, as in the case of the results and for the same reason, it is impos
sible to disregard all these things completely. : 

If therefore the critic wishes to praise or blame any. single act, he. will 
only succeed to a certain degree in putting himself in the position of the 
person acting. In very many cases he will be able to do so to an extent 
sufficient for practical purposes, but in some cases not at all, a fact of 
which we must not lose sight. 

But it is neither necessary nor desirable that criticism should completely 
identify itself with the person acting., In war, as in all things demanding 
skill, there is a certain natural aptitude required which we cl!ll virtuosity. 
This can be either great or small. In the first case it may easily be superior 
to that of the critic, f«?r what critic would claim to possess the virtuosity of 
a Frederick or a Bonaparte! Therefore if criticism is not to abstain alto
gether from offering an opinion where eminent talent is concerned, it mu!:\t 
be allowed to make use of the advantage which its enlarged horizon af
fords. Criticism cannot, therefore, check a great general's solution of hiS 
problem with the same data, like a sum in arithmetic, but must first, from 
the result, from the way he wa.S invariably confirmed by events, recognize 
with admiration what was due. to the higher activity of his genius, and 
first learn to see as established fact the essential connection which the 
glance of genius instinctly ~rceived. " . 

But for even the smallest act of virtuosity it is necessary that criticism 
should take a higher point of view, in order that, richly provided as it is 
with objective reasons for decision, it should be as lit,tle subjective as 
possible, and that the limited mind of the critic should not make itself 
the standard by which to judge. . 

The superior position of criticism, its praise and blame pronounced j~ 
accordance with a complete knowledge of the circumstances, have iD. them,
selves nothing that offends our feelings; they only do so when ~e critic 
pushes himself forward and speaks in a tone as if .all the wisdom whicli 
he had obtained by his exhaustive knowledge of the event under consider<t
tion were his own special talent. Gross as this deception may ·be, it is .one 
that vanity readily perpetrates and that is naturally annoying to others. 
Still oftener, though no such arrogant self-exaltation is intended by the 
critic, it is ascribed to him by the reader unless he expressly guards hi~
self against it, and then and there he is at once charged with lack o,f 
critical judgment. . 

Therefore when criticism points out an error of a Frederick or a Bona
parte that does not mean that the critic would not have made it. He 
could: indeed, concede that in the place of these generals he might have 
made much greater errors, but these be knows from the general connec
tion of events, and he demands from the sagacity of the general in ques
tion that he ought to have seen them. 

This is, therefore, an opinion formed from the connection of events, and 
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therefore also from the result. But there is another quite different effect of 
the result itself upon the judgment, that is, if it is used quite simply as 
evidence for or against the soundness of a measure. This may be called 
jUdgment according to the result. Such a judgment appears at first sight 
absolutely worthless, and yet again it is not absolutely so. 

When Bonaparte marched to Moscow in I 812, everything depended on 
whether, through the taking of the capital and the events preceding it, he 
would be able to force the Emperor Alexander to mak~ peace as he had 
done after the battle of Friedland in 1807, and as he had forced the 
Emperor Francis to do in 1805 and 1809 after Austerlitz and Wagram. 
For if Bonaparte did not obtain a peace at Moscow, there was no alterna· 
tive for him but to return-that is, nothing but a strategic defeat. We shall 
leave out of the question what Bonaparte had done to reach Moscow and 
whether in his advance he had not missed many possible opportunities of 
inducing the Emperor Alexander to decide on peace. We shall also exclude 
all consideration of the disastrous circumstances which attended his retreat, 
and which had, perhaps, their origin in the general conduct of the cam· 
paign. The question will always remain the same, for however much more 
brilliant the result of the campaign up to Moscow might have been, still 
there always remained an uncertainty whether the Emperor Alexander 
would be frightened by it into making peace. And even if the retreat had 
contained within itself no such seeds of disaster, it could never have been 
anything else than a great strategic defeat. If the Emperor Alexander 
had agreed to a peace which was disadvantageous to him, the campaign 
would have ranked with those of Austerlitz, Friedland and Wagram. But 
these campaigns also, if they had not led to peace, would in all probability 
have ended in similar catastrophes. Whatever, therefore, of force, skill, and 
wisdom the conqueror of the world applied to the task, this last "question 
addressed to fate" remained always the same. Shall we then discard the 
campaigns of 1805, 1807, 1809, and say on account of the campaign of 
1812 that they were acts of imprudence, that their success was against 
the nature of things, and that in 1812 strategic justice at last found vent 
for itself against blind fortune? That would be an unwarrantable conclu· 
sion, a very arbitrary judgment of which half the proof would necessarily 
remain lacking, because no human eye can trace the thread of the necessary 
connection of events up to the decision of the conquered princes. 

Still less can we say that the campaign of 1812 deserved the same 
success as the others, and that the reason why it turned out otherwise lies 
in something that was unnatural, for we cannot regard the firmness of 
Alexander as such. 

What can be more natural than to say that in the years x8os, 1807, 
1809, Bonaparte judged his opponents correctly, and that in 1812 he 
blundered? On the former occasions, therefore, he was right, on the last, 
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wrong, and in both cases we must admit that the justification for our 
opinion lies in the result. 

All action in war, as we have already said, is aimed only at probable, 
not at certain results. Whatever is lacking in certainty must always be left 
to fate, or fortune, call it which you will. We may demand that what is so 
left should -be as little as possible, but only in relation to the particular 
case-that is, as little as in this particular case is possible, but not that 
the case in which the uncertainty is the least should always have to be 
preferred. That would be an enormous error, as will follow from all our 
theoretical views. There are cases in which the greatest daring is the great
est wisdom. 

Now in everything which must be left to chance by the person acting, 
his personal merit, and therefore his responsibility as well, seems to be 
completely set aside. Nevertheless we cannot suppress an inward feeling 
of satisfaction whenever our expectation is realized, and if it has been 
disappointed, we are conscious of a mental discomfort. No more than this 
is to be implied in our judgment of a measure as right· or wrong, if we 
derive that judgment merely from the result of the measure, or rather, if 
we find it in that result. 

But it cannot be denied that the satisfaction which success, the dissatis
faction which failure, gives our mind, rests on the vague feeling that be
tween a success ascribed to luck and .one ascribed to the genius of the 
person acting there is a subtle connection, invisible to the mind's eye, and 
the supposition gives us pleasure. What tends to confirm this idea is that 
our sympathy increases and becomes a more definite feeling, if the success 
and failure are often repeated in the case of the same person. Thus it be
comes intelligible how luck in war takes on a much nobler character tha.Ii 
does luck at play. In general, when a fortunate warrior does not in some' 
other way chill the interest we feel in him, we shall take pleasure in fol
lowing him in his career. 

Criticism, therefore, after having weighed all that comes within the 
sphere of human reckoning and conviction, will let the result be the 
standard of judgment f9r that part where the deep, mysterious interrelation 
of things does not take shape in visible phenomena, and will protect this 
quiet judgment of a higher authority from the tumult of crude opinions, 
on the one band, while, on the other, it rejects the gross abuse which 
might be made of that highest tribunal. 

This verdict of the result must therefore always bring forth that which 
human sagacity cannot discover; and it will thus be chiefly required for the 
powers and workings of the mind, partly because these least admit of a 
reliable judgment being formed of them, and partly because their close 
connection with the will allows them to influence it the more easily. When 
fear or courage precipitates a decision, there is no longer anything ob-
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jective to decide between them, and in consequence nothing whereby sa
gacity and calculation could once more arrive at the probable result. 

We must now allow 'ourselves to make a few observations on the instru
ment of criticism, that is, the language which it uses, because that is in a 
certain way closely connected with action in war, for critical examination 
is nothing but the deliberation which should precede such action. We there .. 
fore think it very essential that the language of criticism ,should have 
the same character which that of deliberation in war must have, for other. 
wise it would cease to. be practical, and, for ~ritici.Sm, no access to life 
would be provided. · · 

In considering the theory of the conduct of war we have said that it 
should educate the mind of the leader in war, or rather that it should 
guide his education; that it is not intended. to furnish him With positive 
instructions and systems which he could use as instruments of the mind. 
But if in war to judge of a case before us the construction of scientific 
aids is never necessary or even so much as admissible, if truth does not 
enter there in systematic shape and is never found in an indirect way 
but directly by the unaided vision of the mind, so too it must be in critical 
examination. 

It is true, as we have seen, that in all cases in which it would be too 
complicated a matter to establish the real nature of the circumstances, 
criticism must rely on the truths that theory has established on the point. 
But just as in war the person acting obeys these theoretical truths, more 
because he has absorbed th~ spirit of them into his own than because he 
regards them as an external, inflexible law, criticism also should make use 
of them not as an external law or an algebraical formula the truth of which 
has absolutely no need of being demonstrated afresh on each application, 
but should always let this truth shine through, leaving to theory only the 
more·oetailed and circumstantial proof. It thus avoids a mysterious, o~ 
scure phraseology and takes its way in simple speech, and with a clear, 
that is, an ever visible, chain of ideas. · 

Certainly this cannot always be completely attained, but it must always 
be the aim in critical exposition. Such exposition must use complex forms 
of cognition as little as possible and never employ the construction of 
scientific aids as if it were an apparatus that had truth in itself, but should 
accomplish everything by natural and free insight. 

But this pious endeavor, if we may use the expression, has unfortunately 
seldom hitherto prevailed in critical examinations; most of them have 
rather been guided by a certain vanity to a pompous display of ideas. 

The first fault we constantly encounter is a clumsy, wholly inadmissible 
application of certain one-sided systems as of a veritable code of laws. 
But it iS never difficult to show the one-sidedness of such a system, and 
nothing more is needed to reject once and for all its judicial verdict. We 
have to do here with a definite object, and as the number of possible 
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systems after all can be but small, they. are hi themselves also only the 
lesser evil. . 

Much more serious is the· disadvantage which lies in the pompous reti
nue of technical terms, scientific expressions and metaphors which these 
systems carry in their train and which, like a disorderly rabble, or the 
camp-followers of an army _detached from its leader, trails around in all 
directions. Any critic who has not yet risen to a complete system, either 
because none pleases him gr he has not yet got so far as to make himself 
master of one, wants at least occasionally to apply a· fragment of one as 
one would apply a ruler, to show the blunders committed by a general. 
Most of them are incapable of reasoning at all without using as a support 
here and there some shred of scientific military theory. The smallest of 
these shreds, consisting in mere scientific words and metaphors, are often 
nothing more than ornamental flourishes of critical narration. Now, natu
rally, all technical and scientific expressions which belong to a system lose 
their propriety, if they ever had any, as Soon as they are torn from that 
system to be used as general axioms, or as tiny crystals of truth which 
have more power of demonstration than simple speech. 

Thus it has come to pass that our theoretical and critical books, instead 
of being simple, straightforward treatises, in which the author at least 
always knows what he says and the reader what he reads, are brimful of 
these technical terms, which form dark points of intersection where author 
and reader part company. But they are often something much worse still, 
being nothing but hollow shells without any kernel. The author himself 
has no clear perception of what he means and contents himself with vague 
ideas, which if expressed in plain language would be unsatisfactory even 
to himself. 

A third fault of criticism is the misuse of historical examples, and a dis
play of great reading or learning. What the history of the art of war 
is, we have already said, and we shall further develop our views on ex
amples and military history in general in special chapters. A fact merely 
touched upon in a very cursory manner may be used to support the most 
opposite views, and three or four .such facts of the most heterogeneous 
description, brought together out of the most distant lands and remote 
times and heaped up, generally distract and bewilder the judgment with
out demonstrating anything; for when exposed to the light; they turn out 
to be only trumpery rubbish, used to show off the author's learning. 

But what can be gained for practical life by such obscure, partly false, 
confused, arbitrary conceptions? So little is gained that theory, on account 
of them, has always been a true antithesis of practice, and frequently a 
subject of ridicule to those whose soldierly qualities in the field were above 
question. 

But it is impossible that this could have come about if theory, in simple 
language and by natural tre~tment of those things which constitute the 
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conduct of war, had merely sought to establish just so much as admits of 
being established; if, avoiding all false pretensions and irrelevant display 
of scientific forms and historical parallels, it had kept close to the subject 
and gone hand in hand with those who must conduct affairs in the field 
by their own natural insight. 



CHAPTER VI 

ON EXAMPLES 

Examples from history make everything clear, and in addition they 
afford the most convincing kind of proof in the empirical fields of knowl
edge. This applies more to the art of war than to anything else. General 
Scharnhorst, whose compendium is the best ever written on actual war, 
declares historical examples to be the most important thing in this subject, 
and makes admirable use of them.· Had he survived the war in which he 
fell, he would have given us a still finer proof of the observant and enlight
ening spirit with which he dealt with all experience. 

But such use of historical examples is rarely made by theoretical writers. 
Rather, the way in which they make use of them is for the most part 
calculated not only to le!lve the intellect dissatisfied, but also to offend it. 
We therefore think it important to give special consideration to the correct 
use and the abuse of examples. 

Unquestionably the branches of knowledge which lie at the foundation 
of the art of war belong to the empirical sciences. For although they are 
mostly derived from the nature of things, still for the most part we can 
only get to know this nature itself from experience. Besides that, however, 
the practical application is modified by so many circumstances that the 
effects can never be completely discerned from the mere nature of the 
means. 

The effects of gunpowder, that great agent in our military activity, were 
learned through experience only, and up to this hour experiments are con
tinually in progress in order to investigate them more fully. That an iron 
ball, which by means of powder has been given a velocity of I,ooo feet in 
a second, smashes every living thing which it touches in its course is, no 
doubt, obvious. We do not need experience to tell us that. But in determin
ing this effect, how many hundreds of attendant circumstances are con
cerned, some of which can only be learned by experience! And the physical 
is not the only effect which we have to take into account; it is the moral 
effect which we are in search of, and there is no other way of learning and 
estimating it but by experience. In the Middle Ages, when firearms had 
just been invented, their physical effect, owing to their imperfect con
struction, was naturally but trifling compared to what it is now, but their 
moral effect was much greater. One must have actually seen the steadiness 
of one of those masses taught and led by Bonaparte in his career of 
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conquest, under the heaviest and most unintermittent cannonade, in order 
to understand what troops, hardened by long practice in· danger, can do, 
when a superabundance of victory has brought them to act on the noble 
rule of demanding from themselves the uttermost. To mere imagination, it 
would never be credible. On the other hand, it is well known that there 
are troops in the European armies even today, such as Tartars, Cossacks, 
Croatians, who would easily be dispersed by a few cannon shots. 

But no empirical field of knowledge, consequently also no theory of the 
art of war, can always accompany its truths with historical proof; to some 
extent it would also be difficult to illustrate each individual instance from 
experience. 

If one finds in war that a certain means has shown itself very effective,· 
it is repeated; one copies the other, the thing becomes a regular fashion, and 
in this manner it comes into use, supported by experience, and takes its• 
place in theory, which contents itself with appealing to experience in: 
general in order to indicate its origin, but not in order to prove its truth. 

But it is quite different if experience is to be used to supersede a means 
in use, to establish a doubtful one, or to introduce a new one; then par
ticular examples from history must be cited as proofs. 

Now if we consider the use of a historical example more closely, four 
points of view can readily be distinguished. 

First, it may be used merely as an explanation of an idea. In every ab-· 
stract discussion it is very easy to be misunderstood, or not be intelligible 
at all; when an author is afraid of this, ·an exemplification from history 
serves to throw on his idea, the light which is lacking and to ensure his 
being intelligible to his reader. 

Second, it may serve as an application of an idea, because by means of· 
an example there is an opportunity of showing the action of those minor 
circumstances which cannot all be apprehended together with it in any 
general expression of an idea; for in that consists, indeed, the difference 
between theory and experience. In both these cases we are dealing with true 
examples; the two that follow are concerned with historical proof. 
· Third, one can make special reference to historical fact, in order to 

support what has been advanced. This suffices in all cases where one wishes 
to prove the mere possibility of a phenomenon or effect. 

Fourth, and finally, from the circumstantial presentation of a historical 
event, and from the comparison of several of them, we may deduce some 
theory, which theri has its true proof in this testimony itself. 

For the first of these purposes all that is generally required is a cursory 
mention of the case, as it is only used from one point of view. Even histori
cal correctness is a secondary consideration; a case invented might also 
serve the purpose as well; only historical examples are always to be pre
ferred because they bring the idea which they illustrate nearer to practical 
life itself. 
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The second use presupposes a more circumstantial presentation of events, 
but historical correctness is again of secondary importance, and in respect 
to this point the same is to be said as in the first case. 

For the third purpose the mere quotation of an undoubted fact is gener~ 
ally sufficient. If it is asserted that fortified positions may fulfil their 
object under certain conditions, it is only necessary to mention the position 
of Bunzelwitz in support of the assertion. ' 

But if by the narrative of a historical case, a general truth is to be 
demonstrated, then everything in the case bearing on the assertion must 
be analyzed accurately and minutely; it must, so to speak, be reconstructed 
carefully before the eyes of the reader. The less effectively this can be 
done the weaker the proof will be, and the ·more necessary it will be to 
make up for the demonstrative power which is lacking in the single case by 
citing a large number of cases, because we have a right to suppose that the 
more minute details which we were unable to mention, neutralize each 
other in a certain number of cases in respect to their effects. 

If we want to prove by experience that cavalry is better placed behind, 
than in a line with, infantry; that it is very dangerous without a decided 
preponderance of numbers to attempt an enveloping movement, with widely 
separated columns, either on a field of battle or in the theater of war
that is, either tactically or strategically-then in the first of these cases it 
would not be sufficient to specify some defeats in which the cavalry was 
on the flanks and some victories in which the cavalry was in the rear of 
the infantry; and in the latter of the5e cases it is not sufficient to refer to 
the battles of Rivoli and Wagram, to the attack of the Austrians on the 
theater of war in Italy, in 1796, or of the French upon the German theater 
of war in the same year. The way in which these· forms of battle position 
and attack essentially contributed to the bad .outcome in the individual 
instances must be shown by closely tracing the circumstances and single 
events. Then it will appear how far such. forms are to be condemned, a 
point which it is very necessary to show, for a total condemnation would 
in any event be inconsistent with truth. 

It has been already admitted that when a detailed account of facts is 
impossible, the demonstrative power which is deficient may to a certain 
extent be supplied by the number of cases quoted; but it cannot be denied 
that this is a dangerous. expedie~t, and one which has been much abused. 
Instead of one example expounded in great detail, three or four are just 
touched upon, and thus the appearance may be given of a convincing 
proof. But there are matters where a whole dozen of cases brought forward 
prove nothing, when, that is, these matters are of frequent occurrence and 
therefore a dozen other cases with an opposite result might just as easily 
be brought forward on the other side. If any one names a dozen lost battles 
in which the defeated party attacked in separated columns, we caa cite a 
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dozen that have been gained in which the same order was used. It is evident 
that in this way no result could be obtained. 

Upon carefully considering these different circumstances, it will be 
seen how easily examples may be misapplied. 

An occurrence which, instead of being carefully reconstructed in all its 
parts, is superficially mentioned, is like an object seen at a great distance, 
presenting the same appearance on every side, and in which the position of 
its parts cannot be distinguished. Such examples have really served to 
support the most contradictory opinions. To some, Daun's campaigns are 
models of restraint. To others, they are nothing but examples of timidity 
and lack of resolution. Bonaparte's passage of the N orican Alps in I 797 may 
appear as-the noblest resolution, but also as an act of sheer recklessness. 
His strategic defeat in x8x2 may be represented as the consequence either 
of an excess, or of a deficiency, of energy. All these opinions have been 
expressed, and it is easy to see that they might well arise, because each 
opinion has interpreted in a different way the connection of events. At the 
same time these antagonistic opinions cannot be reconciled with each 
other, and therefore one of the two must necessarily be false. 

Much as we are obliged to the excellent Feuquieres for the numerous 
examples introduced in his memoirs-partly because a great number of 
historical incidents have thus been preserved which would otherwise have 
been lost, and partly because he was the first to bring theoretical, that is, 
abstract, ideas into a very useful connection with practical life, in so far as 
the cases brought forward may be regarded as explaining and more closely 
defining what is theoretically asserted-yet, in the opinion of impartial 
readers of our own times, he has hardly attained the object he for the most 
part proposed to himself: that of proving theoretical principles by historical 
examples. For although he sometimes relates occurrences with great mi
nuteness, still he falls very short of showing that the deductions drawn 
necessarily proceed from the internal connection of these events. 

Another evil resulting from the superficial notice of historical events is 
that some readers have not sufficient knowledge or memory of them to be 
able even to grasp the author's meaning; so that there is nothing left for 
them but either to accept blindly what be says or remain without any con
victions at all. 

It is indeed extremely difficult to reconstruct or unfold historical events 
before the eyes of a reader in such a way as is necessary in order to be able 
to use them as proofs; for the writer mostly lacks no less the means than 
the time or the space to do this. But we maintain that, when it is our 
object to establish a new or doubtful opinion, one single event, thoroughly 
analyzed, is far more instructive than ten which are superficially treated. 
The great evil of this superficial treatment is not that the writer presents 
his story with the unjustified claim that he wants to prove something by it, 
but that he himself has never been properly acquainted with the events, 
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and that from this sort of slovenly, frivolous treatment of history, a 
hundred false views and attempts at the construction of theories arise 
which would never have made their appearance if the writer had looked 
upon it as his duty to deduce conclusively from the strict connection of 
events everything new which he has to offer and seeks to prove from 
history. 

When we are convinced of these difficulties in the use of historical 
examples, and at the same time of the necessity of demanding them, we shall 
also be of the opinion that the latest military history must always be the 
most natural field from which to select examples, so long as that history is 
only sufficiently well known and well digested. 

It is not only that more remote periods are related to different circum
stances, and therefore to a different conduct of war, and that consequently 
their events are less instructive to us either· theoretically or practically; 
but it is also natural that military history, like every other, gradually loses 
a number of small traits and details which it originally still had to exhibit, 
loses more and more in color and life, like a faded or darkened picture, so 
that at last only the large masses and leading features chance to remain and 
thus acquire undue proportions. · 

If we look at the state of the present conduct of war, we must say that 
the wars since that of the Austrian Succession are almost the only ones 
which, at least as far as armament is concerned, have still a considerable 
similarity to the present, and which, notwithstanding the many changes 
which have taken place in great and small circumstances, are still close 
enough to modern wars to afford us considerable instruction. It is quite 
different with the war of the Spanish Succession, as the use of firearms was 
not yet so well developed, and cavalry was still the most important arm. 
The farther we go back, the less useful military history becomes, as it 
becomes so much the more meager and barren of detail. The least usable 
and most barren history must necessarily be that of the old world. 

But this uselessness is certainly not an absolute one; it relates only to 
those subjects which depend on a knowledge of minute details, or on those 
things in which the method of conducting war has changed. Although we 
know very little about the tactics in the battles of the Swiss against the 
Austrians, the Burgundians and French, still we find in them unmistakable 
evidence that they were the first in which the superiority of a good infantry 
over the best cavalry was displayed. A general glance at the time of the 
condottieri teaches us how the whole method of conducting war is depend
ent on the instrument used, for at no period have the forces used in war 
had so much the characteristics of a special instrument and been so totally 
separated from the rest of the political and civil life. The remarkable way 
in which the Romans in the second Punic War attacked Carthage in Spain 
and Africa while Hannibal was still in Italy unconquered, can be a most 
instructive' subject to study, as the general relations of the states and 
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armies on which the success of this indirect resistance rested are sufficiently 
well known. - : · 

But the farther things descend into particulars and deviate in character 
from the merest generalities, the less can we look for examples and experi· 
ences from very remote periods, for we have neither the means of judging 
properly of analogous events, nor can we apply them to our completely 
different means. -

Unfortunately, however, it has always been the fashion with historical 
writers to talk about events of ancient times. How great a share vanity and 
charlatanism may have had in this, we do not wish to decide, but in most 
cases we fail to discover any honest intention and earnest endeavor to 
instruct and convince, and we can therefore only regard such allusions as 
embellishments to fill up gaps and hide defects. 

It would be an immense service to teach the art of war entirely by histori· 
cal examples, as Feuquieres proposed to do; but it would be fully the work 
oJ a lifetime, if we reflect that he who undertakes it must first qualify himself 
for the task by a long personal experience in actual war. 

Whoever, stirred by inner powers, wishes to undertake such a task, let 
him prepare himself for his pious undertaking as for a long pilgrimage; 
let him sacrifice his time, let him shrink from no exertion, fear no temporal 
power and might, and rise above all feelings of personal vanity and false 
shame, in order, according to the French code, to speak the truth, the whole 
truth and nothing but the truth. : 
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CHAPTER I 

STRATEGY 

The conception of strategy has been defined in Book II, Chapter r. 
Strategy is the use of the engagement to attain the object of the war. It 
has properly only to do with the engagement, but the theory of it must 
consider, at the same time, the agent of its proper activity, namely, the 
armed forces, both in themselves and in their chief relations, the\ngage
ment being determined by these and in tum exercising upotr"them its im
mediate effects. The engagement itself must be studied in relation both to its 
possible results and to the mental and moral forces which are most impor
tant in the use of it. 

Strategy is the use of the engagement to attain the object of the war. 
It must therefore give an aim to the whole military action, which aim must 
be in accordance with the object of the war. In other words, strategy maps 
out the plan of the war, and to the aforesaid aim it affixes the series of acts 
which are to lead to it; that is, it makes the plans for the separate cam
paigns and arranges the engagements to be fought in each of them. As all 
these are matters, which to a great extent can only be determined on 
suppositions, some of which do not materialize, while a number of other 
decisions pertaining to details cannot be made beforehand at all, it is self
evident that strategy must take the field with the army in order to arrange 
particulars on the spot, and to make the modifications in the general plan 
which incessantly become necessary. Strategy can, therefore, never for a 
moment take its hand from the work. 

That this, at least as far as the whole is concerned, has not always been 
the view taken is evident from the former custom of keeping strategy in 
the cabinet and not with the army. Such a thing is permissible only if the 
cabinet remains so close to the army that it can be regarded as its chief 
headquarters. 

Theory will, therefore, follow strategy in this plan, or more properly 
speaking, it will cast light on things both in themselves and in their rela
tions to one another and emphasize the little that there is of principle or 
rule. 

If we recall from the first chapter of Book I how many matters of the 
highest importance war touches upon, we will realize that a consideration 
of all these presupposes a rare mental grasp. 

A prince or general, who knows how to organize his war exactly accord
n7 
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ing to his object and means, who does neither too much nor too little. 
furnishes thereby the greatest proof of his genius. But the effects of this 
genius do not manifest themselves so much in the invention of new 
modes of action, which might strike the eye immediately, as in the success
ful final result of the whole. It is the exact fulfilment of silent suppositions, 
the quiet harmony of the entire action, which we should admire, and which 
makes itself known only in the total result. 

The inquirer, who starting from the total result does not perceive that 
harmony, is one who is apt to seek for genius where it is not and cannot be. 

The means and fornis which .strategy uses are in fact so extremely 
simple, so well known by their constant· repetition, that it only appears 
ridiculous to sound common sense to bear critics so frequently speaking of 
them with high-flown emphasis. Turning a flank, which bas been done a 
thousand times, is regarded by one as a mark of the most brilliant genius, 
by another as a proof of the most profound penetration, indeed even of 
the most comprehensive knowledge. Can there be in the academic world 
any excesses more absurd?. : . . 

It is still more ridiculous if, in addition to this, we reflect that the 
very same critics, in accordance with the most common opinion, exclude 
all moral quantities from theory, and will not allow it to be concerned with 
anything but the material forces, so that everything is confined to a few 
mathematical relations of equilibrium and preponderance, of time and 
space, and a few lines and angles. If it were nothing more than this, then 
out of such a miserable business a scientific problem could scarcely be for
mulated even for a schoolboy. · 

But let us admit that there is no question at all here of scientific 
formulas and problems. The relations of the material things are all very 
simple. The comprehension of the moral forces which come into play is 
more difficult. Still, even in respect to these, it is only in the highest 
branches of strategy that intellectual complications and a great diversity of 
quantities and relations are to be looked for. At this point strategy borders 
on politics and statesmanship, or rather it becomes both itself, and, as. we . 
have observed before, these have more influence on bow much or bow 
little is to be done than on !tow it is to be executed. Where the latter is the 
principal question, as in the single acts of war both great and small, the 
mental and moral quantities are already reduced to a very small number. 

Thus, then, in strategy everything is very simple, but not on that account 
very easy. Once it is determined from the conditions of the state what war 
shall and can do, then the way thereto is easy to find; but to follow that 
way straight forward, to carry out the plan without being obliged to deviate 
from it a thousand times by a thousand varying influences, requires, besides 
great strength of character, great clearness and steadiness of mind. Out 
of a thousand men who are remarkable, some for intellect, others for pene
tration, others again for boldness or strength of will, perhaps not one .will 
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combine in himself all those qualities which ra~ him above mediocrity in. 
the career of a general. 

It may sound strange, but for all who know war in this respect it is a 
fact beyond doubt, that much more strength of will is required to make. 
an important decision in strategy than in tactics. In the latter we are 
carried away by the moment; a commander feels himself borne along in a 
whirlpool, against which he dares not contend without the most destructive 
consequences, he suppresses the rising doubts, and boldly ventures further .. 
In strategy, where all moves much more slowly, there is much more room 
allowed for our own doubts and those of others, for objections and 
remonstrances, consequently also, for untimely regrets; and since in 
strategy we do not see things with our own eyes as we do at least half of 
them in tactics, but everything must be conjectured and. assumed, the 
convictions produced are less powerful. The result is that most generals, 
when they should act, are stuck fast in false doubts. 

Now let us cast a glance at history-upon Frederick the Great's cam· 
paign of 1760, which is famed for its fine marches and maneuvers; a perfect 
masterpiece of strategic skill, as critics tell us. Are we then to be beside 
ourselves with admiration, because the king first sought to turn Daun's 
right flank, then his left, then again .his right, and so forth? Are we to see 
profound wisdom in this? No, that we cannot, if we are to decide naturally 
and without affectation. Rather we must admire above all the, sagacity of 
the king, that while pursuing a great object .with very limited means, he 
undertook nothing beyond his powers, and just enough to gain his object. 
His sagacity as a general is visible not only in this campaign, but through· 
out all the three wars of the great king. 

To bring Silesia into the safe harbor of a well·guaranteed peace was his 
object. . 

At the bead of a small state, which was like other states in most things, 
and only ahead of them in some branches of administration, he could no~ 
become an Alexander, and, as a Charles XII, he would only, like him, 
have ended in disaster. We find, therefore, in the whole of his conduct of 
war, a restrained power, always well balanced, and never wanting in 
vigor, which at the critical moment rises to astonishing deeds, and at the 
next moment swings quietly on, accommodating itself to the play of the 
most subtle political influences. Neither vanity, thirst for glory, nor ven· 
geance could make him deviate from his course, and this course alone 
brought him to a fortunate termination of the contest. 

How little justice these few words are able to do to that aspect of the 
great general's genius! Only if we carefully observe the extraordinary out· 
come of this war, and trace the causes which led to this outcome, will the 
conviction be borne in upon us that nothing but the king's keen insight 
brought him safely through all perils. , 

This is one feature in that great commander which we admire i~ the 
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campaign of 176o-and in all others, but in this especially, because in 
none did he _keep the balance against such a superior hostile force, with 
such small sacrifice. 

Another feature concerns the difficulty of execution. Marches to turn a 
flank, right or left, are easily mapped out; the idea of always keeping a 
small force well concentrated in order to be able to meet the scattered 
enemy on equal terms at any point and of multiplying a force by rapid 
movement is as easily conceived as expressed. The discovery of it, there
fore, cannot excite our admiration, and with respect to such simple things, 
it suffices to admit that they are simple. 

But let a general try to imitate Frederick the Great in these things. Long 
afterward authors, who were eye-witnesses, have spoken of the danger, 
indeed of the imprudence of the king's camps, and doubtless, at the time 
he pitched them, the danger appeared three times as great as afterward. 

It was the same with his marches, under the eyes, nay, often under the 
cannon of the enemy's army. These camps were taken up, these marches 
made, because in Daun's mode of procedure, in his method of drawing up 
his army, in his sense of responsibility and in his character, Frederick 
found that security which made his camps and marches daring, but not 
reckless. But it required the king's boldness, determination and strength of 
will to see things in this light, and not to be led astray and intimidated by 
the danger of which thirty years after people still wrote and spoke. Few 
generals in this situation would have believed these simple strategic means 
to be practicable. 

Then again there was another difficulty of execution, namely, that the 
king's army in this campaign was constantly in motion. Twice the army 
marched by wretched by-roads, from the Elbe into Silesia, behind Daun 
and pursued by Lascy (beginning of July and beginning of August). At 
every moment it had to be prepared for battle, and its marches had to be 
organized with a degree of skill which necessarily resulted in equally great 
exertion. Although attended and delayed by thousands of wagons, still its 
subsistence was extremely scanty. In Silesia, for eight days before the battle 
of Liegnitz, it was involved in constant night marches, and forced to defile 
alternately right and left along the enemy's front; this cost great exertion 
and entailed great privations. 

Is it to be supposed that all this could have been done without producing 
great friction in the machine? Can the mind of a commander produce such 
movements as easily as the hand of a lancl surveyor manipulates the astro
labe? Does not the sight of the sufferings of their hungry, thirsty comrades 
pierce the hearts of the commander and his generals a thousand times? 
Must not the complaints and doubtS concerning these reach his ear? Has 
an ordinary man the courage to demand such sacrifices, and would not 
such efforts unavoidably demoralize the army. break down discipline, and, 
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in short, undermine its military virtue, if strong confidence in the greatness 
and infallibility of the commander did not compensate for all? Here, there
fore, it is that we should pay respect; it is these miracles of execution which 
we should admire. But it is impossible to realize all this in its full weight 
without a foretaste of it through experience. For the person, who knows 
war only from books and from the drill-ground, none of this paralyzing 
effect on action really exists: we beg him, therefore, to accept from us on 
faith and trust all that he is unable to supply from any personal experiences 
of his own. 

By means of this illustration we intended to give greater clarity to the 
course of our ideas, and :n closing this chapter we hasten to say that in 
our presentation of strategy we shall describe those individual aspects of 
it which appear to us as the most important, be they of a material or a 
mental and moral nature. We shall proceed from the simple to the com
plex, and conclude with the inner connection of the whole act of war, in 
other words, with the plan for a war or campaign.1 _ 

By the mere disposition of armed forces at one point, an engagement 
there is made possible, but does not always actually take place.-Is that pos
sibility to be regarded as a reality and therefore as a real thing? Certainly. 
It is so by virtue of its consequences, and these effects, whatever they may 
be, can never be wanting. 

I. POSSffiLE ENGAGEMENTS ARE ON ACCOUNT OF THEm CONSEQUENCES TO 

BE REGARDED AS REAL ONES 

If a detachment is sent to cut off the retreat of a flying enemy, and the 
enemy surrenders without. further resistance, it is to the engagement which 
is offered to him by the detachment so sent that his decision is due. 

If a part of our army occupies an enemy province which was undefended, 
and thus deprives the enemy of considerable means with which he might 
reinforce his own army,· it is only through the engagement which this 
detachment causes the enemy to expect in the event of his proposing to · 
recover the lost province that we remain in possession of it. 

In both cases, therefore~ the mere possibility of an engagement has pro
duced consequences, and has therefore entered the category of real things. 
Suppose that in these cases the enemy had opposed our troops with others 
superior in force, and thus forced ours to give up their object without an 
engagement, then, no doubt, our plan has failed, but the engagement 
which we offered to the enemy at this point has not been without effect, for 
it has attracted the enemy forces. Even if the entire undertaking has 

• In an earlier manuscript of Book II the following passages endorsed by the author 
himself are to be found: "To be used for chapter I of Book III." The projected revision 
of that chapter not having been made, the passages refened to are introduced here in 
full. 
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amounted to a loss for us, it cannot be said that those positions, those po&. 
_sible engagements, have been without effect. These effects are then similar 
to those of a lost engagement. · 

In this manner we see that the destruction of the enemy's military 
forces and the overthrow of the enemy's power are accomplished only 
through the effects of the engagement, be it that the engagement actually 
takes place or that it is merely offered and not accepted. 

2. THE TWOFOLD OBJECT OF THE ENGAGEMENT 

But these effects are also twofold, namely, direct and indirect. They are 
of the latter type, if other things intervene and become the object of the 
engagement-things which in themselves cannot be regarded as the de
struction of the enemy's forces, but which are only supposed to lead up to 
it, indirectly, no doubt, but with so much the greater force. The possession 
of provinces, cities, fortresses, roads, bridges, magazines, etc., may be the 
immediate object of an engagement, but never the ultimate one. Things of 
this description must only be regarded as a means of gaining greater supe
riority, in order that the engagement may finally be offered to the opponent 
in such a way that it will be impossible for him to accept it. Therefore all 
these things are only to be regarded as intermediate steps, that is, as 
guides to the effective principle, but never as that principle itself. 

3· EXAMPLES 

In 1814, by the capture of Bonaparte's capital the object of the war 
was attained. The political divisions which had their roots in Paris became 
effective, a violent cleavage caused the power of the Emperor to 
collapse. Nevertheless it is necessary to regard this from the point of 
view that hereby Bonaparte's military force and his power of resistance 
were suddenly reduced, that the superiority of the Allies was proportion
ately increased, and that now any further resistance became impossible. 
It was this impossibility which produced the peace with France. If we 
suppose the' military forces of the Allies to have been proportionately re
duced at this moment through the influence of external causes, the superior
ity vanishes, and the entire effect and importance of the capture of Paris 
disappears also. 

We have gone through this chain of argument in order to show that this 
is the natural and only true view of the thing from which its importance 
is derived. It constantly leads back to the question: What at any given 
moment of the war or campaign will be the probable result of the great 
and small engagements which the two sides might offer one another? In 
the oonsideration of a plan for·a campaign or war, only this question is 
decisive as to the measures which are to be taken from the outset. 



'iTRATEGY 123 

4· WHEN THIS VIEW IS NOT TAKEN, THEN A FALSE VALUE IS GivEN TO 

OTHER THINGS 

If we do not accustom ourselves to look upon war, and upon a single 
campaign in war as a chain, composed of nothing but engagements, of' 
which one is always the cause of the other; if we adopt the idea that the 
capture of certain geographical points, the occupation of undefended prov
inces is in itself something; then we are very likely to regard it as an 
advantage, which can be picked up in passing; and if we look at it so, 
and not as a link in the whole series of events, we do not ask ourselves 
whether this possession may not lead to greater disadvantages later. How 
often we find this mistake recurring in the history of war! We might say 
that, just as in commerce the merchant cannot set apart and place in 
security gains from one single transaction, so in war a single advantage 
cannot be separated from the result of the whole. Just as the former must. 
always operate with the whole sum of his means, so in war only the final 
total will decide whether any particular item is profit or loss. 

But if the mind's eye is always directed upon the series of engagements, 
so far as it can be perceived beforehand, then it is fixed upon the direct 
road to its goal, and. thereby the movement of our strength acquires that 
rapidity, that is to say, our volition and action acquire that energy which 
the occasion demands and which is not .disturbed by extraneous influences. 
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ELEMENTS OF STRATEGY 

The causes which condition the use of the engagement in strategy may 
.be conveniently divided into elements of different kinds, namely, the moral, 
physical, mathematical, geographical and statistical elements. 

The first class includes all that are called forth by mental and moral 
qualities and effects; to the second belong the magnitude of the military 
force, its composition, the proportion of arms, etc.; to the third, the angle 
of the lines of operation, the concentric and eccentric movements in so far 
as their geometrical nature acquires any value in the calculation; to the 
fourth, the influence of terrain, such as commanding points, mountains, 
rivers, woods, roads; lastly, to the fifth, all the means of supply, etc. The 
fact that for the moment one thinks of these elements separately has its 
advantage in that it gives clarity to our ideas and helps us to estimate the 
higher or lower value of the different classes as we pass onward. For when 
we consider them separately, many of them spontaneously lose their bor
rowed importance; we feel, for instance, quite clearly, that the value of a 
base of operations, even if we wished to look at nothing but the position of 
the line of operations, depends much less even in that simple form on the 
geometrical element of the angle which they form with one another than on 
the nature of the roads and the country through which they pass. 

But to treat strategy according to these elements would be the most un
fortunate idea possible, for these elements are generally manifold, and 
intimately connected with each other in every single operation of war. We 
should be lost in the most soulless analysis, and as in a nightmare we 
should for ever be seeking in vain to erect an arch which would connect 
this base of abstractions with facts belonging to the real world. 1\Iay 
heaven protect every theorist from such an undertaking! We shall keep 
to the world of complex phenomena, and not pursue our analysis further 
than is necessary on each occasion to give distinctness to the idea which we 
wish to impart, and which has come to us, not by a speculative investi
gation, but through the impression made by the realities of war in their 
totality. 
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MO!-tAL QUANTITIES 

We must return again to this subject which is touched upon in Book I, 
Chapter 3, because the moral quantities are among the most important. 
subjects in war. They are the spirits which permeate the whole sphere of 
war. They attach themselves sooner or later and with greater affinity to 
the will which sets in motion and guides the whole mass of forces, and they 
unite so to speak with it in one whole, because it is itself a moral quantity. 
Unfortunately, they seek to withdraw from all book knowledge, for they 
can neither be measured in figures nor grouped into classes, and require to 
be both seen and felt. 

The spirit and other moral qualities of an army, a general or a govern
ment, public opinion in provinces in which the war is proceeding, the moral 
effect of a victory or of a defeat-these are things which in themselves 
vary greatly in their nature, and which, according as they stand with 
regard to our object and our circumstances, may also have a very different 
kind of influence. . 

Although little or nothing can be said about these things in books, they 
still belong to the theory of the art of war, as much as everything else 
which constitutes war. For once more I must here repeat that it is a miser
able philosophy if, according to the old manner, we establish rules and 
principles regardless of all moral quantities, and then, as soon as these 
quantities make their appearance, we begin to count the exceptions, which. 
we thereby after a fashion scientifically formulate, that is, make them the 
rule; or if we resort to an appeal to genius, which is above all rules, 
whereby we are given to understand that rules were not only made for 
fools, but also must themselves be really folly. 

Even if the theory of war could actually do no more than recall these 
things to memory, showing the necessity of allowing to the moral quantities 
their full value, and of always taking them into consideration, still by so 
doing it would have included in its borders this sphere of immaterial forces, 
and by establishing that point of view, it would have condemned before
hand every one who would endeavor to justify himself before its judgment 
seat by the mere physical conditions of forces. 

Further for the sake of all other so-called rules, theory cannot banish 
the moral quantities from its scope, because the effects of the physical 
and moral forces are completely fused, and are not to be broken down like 
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a metal alloy by a chemical process. In every rule relating to the physical 
forces, theory must bear in mind at the same time the share which the 
moral quantities can have in the matter, if it is not to be misled into cate
gorical propositions, which are at times too timid and limited, at times too 
dogmatic and broad. Even the most uninspired theories have unconsciously 
had to stray over into this moral kingdom, for, as an example, the 
effects of a victory can never be wholly explained without taking into con
sideration the moral impressions. And therefore most of the subje~ts which 
we shall go through in this book are composed half of physical: half of 
moral, causes and effects, and we might say the physical are almost no 
more than the wooden handle, whilst the moral are the noble metali the 
real, brightly polished weapon. · 

The value of the moral quantities, and their frequently incredible in
fluence, are best exemplified by history, and this is the noblest and most 
genuine nourishment which the mind of the general can extract from it. 
In this connection it is to be observed, that the seeds of wisdom which are 
to bear fruit in the mind are sown not so much by demonstrations, critical 
examinations and learned treatises, as by sentiments, general impressions 
and single, flashing sparks of intuition. 

We might go through the most important moral phenomena in war, and 
with all the care of a diligent professor try what we could impart about 
each, either good or bad. But in such a method one lapses too readily into 
the commonplace and ordinary, while the real spirit in the analysis quickly 

. vanishes, and one drops, without being aware of it, into telling things 
which everybody knows. We prefer, therefore, here still more than else
where, to remain incomplete and rhapsodical, content to have drawn atten
tion to the importance of the subject in a general way, and to have indi
cated the spirit in which the views advanced in this book have been formed. 
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THE CHIEF MORAL POWERS 

They are as follows: the talents of the commander, the military virtue of 
the army, its national feeling, Which of these has a greater value no one· 
can determine in a general way. For it is very difficult to say anything at 
all concerning their strength, and still more so to compare the strength of 
one with that of another. The best plan is not to undervalue any of them, 
a fault which human judgment is inclined to in its whimsiqtl vacillation, 
tending now to the one side now to the other. It is better to adduce suffi
cient evidence from history of the undeniable efficacy of these three 
things. · 

It is true, .however, that in modern times the armies of European state~ 
have arrived very much at.a par in respect to discipline and training. The 
conduct of war has--as philosophers would say-so naturally developed, 
thereby becoming a kind of method, common as it were .to .. almost fl,ll 
armies, that even on the commander's side we can no longer reckon on the 
application of spec;:ial devices in the more limited sense (such as frederick 
the Second's oblique order), Hence it cannot be denied that. as matters now 
stand, greater scope is afforded for the influence of national spirit and of the 
habituation of an army to war. Along peace may again alter all this. . 

The national spirit of an army (enthusiasm, fanatical zeal, faith, opinion} 
displays itself most in mountain warfare, where everyone, down to th~ 
common soldier, is left to himself. On this account, .mountains ar~ the best 
campaigning grounds for general levies. , ' . . . ~ 

Technical skill in an army, and that well-tempered courage which holds 
the ranks together as if they had .been cast in a mold, show to the best 
advantage in an open plain. . 
· The talent of a general. has most scope in a broken, undulating country. 
In mountains he has too little command over the separate. parts, and t~e. 
direction of all gets beyond his powers; in open plains it is simple and does 
not exhaust those powers. . , 
· According to these unmistakable. elective affinities plans should be 

formulated. 
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MILITARY VIRTUE OF AN ARMY 

This is distinguished from mere bravery, and still more from enthusiasm 
for the cause for which the war is fought. The first is of course a necessary 
constituent part of it, but just as bravery, which is ordinarily a natural 
gift, can also arise in a soldier, as member of an army, from habit and 
training, so with him it must also have a different direction from that 
which it has with other men. It must lose that impulse to unbridled activity 
and manifestation of force which is its characteristic in the individual, and 
submit itself to demands of a higher kind, such as, obedience, order, rule 
and method. Enthusiasm for the cause gives life and greater fire to the 
military virtue of an army, but does not constitute a necessary part of it. 

War is a special profession. However general its relation may be, and 
even if all the male population of a country capable of bearing arms were 
to practice it, war would still continue to be different and separate from 
the other activities which occupy the life of man. To be imbued with the 
spirit and essence of this profession, to train, to rouse, to assimilate into our 
system the powers which should be active in it, to apply our intelligence to 

· every detail of it, to gain confidence and expertness in it through exercise, 
to go into it heart and soul, to pass from the man into the role which is to 
be assigned to us in it-that is the military virtue of an army in the 
individual. 

However carefully we may seek to conceive of the citizen and the soldier, 
as existing in one and the same individual, however much we may look 
upon wars as national affairs, and however far our ideas may depart from 
those of the condottieri of former days, never will it be possible to do away 
with the individuality of the professional routine. And if this cannot be 
done, then those who belong to the profession, and as long as they belong 
to it, will always look upon themselves as a kind of guild, in the regula
tions, laws and customs of which the spirit of war is predominantly expressed. 
And so it is in fact. Even with the most decided inclination to look at 
war from the highest point of view, it would be very wrong to depreciate 
this corporative spirit, this esprit de corps, which can and must exist more 
or less in every army. This corporative spirit forms, so to speak, the bond 
of union between the natural forces which are active in what we have called 
military virtue. The crystals of military virtue form more easily upon 
the corporative spirit. 

u8 
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An army which preserves its customary formations under the heaviest 
fire, which is never shaken by imaginary fears, and resists with all its might 
any that are well founded, which, proud in the feeling of its victories, never 
loses its sense of obedience, its respect for and confidence in its leaders, 
even in the midst of the disaster of defeat; an army with its physical 
powers strengthened in the practice of privations and ·exertion, like the 
muscles of an athlete; an army which looks upon all its toils as the means 
to victory, not as a curse which rests on its standards, and which is al
ways reminded of its duties and virtues by the, short catechism of one 
single idea, namely, the honor of its arms-such an army as this is imbued 
with the true military spirit. 

Soldiers may fight bravely like the Vendeans, and effect great things 
like the Swiss, the Americans or the Spaniards, without developing this mili
tary virtue. A commander may also be successful at the head of standing 
armies, like Eugene and Marlborough, without enjoying the benefit of its 
assistance. Therefore, we must not say that a successful war cannot be 
imagined without it. We draw special attention to this point, in order to 
give greater individuality to the conception presented here, so that our ideas 
may not dissolve into a vague generalization and we may not think that 
military virtue is in the end the one and only thing. This is not so. Military 
virtue in an army appears as a definite moral power which we can abstract, 
and the influence of which we can therefore estimate.as an instrument, the 
strength of which may be calculated. 

Having thus characterized it, we shall see what can be said about its 
influence, and about the means of gaining this influence. 

Military virtue is everywhere for the parts what the genius of the com
mander is for the whole. The general can only direct the whole, not each 
part, and where he cannot direct the part, there military spirit must be its 
leader. A general is chosen by the reputation of his excellent qualifications, 
the more distinguished leaders of large masses by careful examination; but 
this examination decreases as we descend the scale ofrank, and in just the 
same measure we may count less and less upon individual talents; but 
what is wanting in this respect, military virtue must supply. It is just this 
part that is played by the natural qualities of a people mobilized for war: 
bravery, flexibility, powers of endurance and enthusiasm. These properties 
may therefore be substituted for military virtue, and vice versa, from which 
it may be deduced that: 

1. Military virtue is a quality of standing armies only, and they require it the 
most. In national uprisings and in war natural qualities, which develop more 
rapidly in these, are substituted for it. 

2. Standing armies opposed to standing armies can more easily dispense with 
it than a standing army opposed to a national uprising, for in that case, the 
troops are more scattered, and the parts left more to themselves. But where an 
army can be kept concentrated, the genius of the general plays a greater role 
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and makes up for what is lacking in the spirit of the army. Generally, therefore, 
military virtue becomes all the more necessary, the more the theater of opera
tions and other circumstances complicate the war and scatter th~ forces. 

From these truths the only lesson to be derived is that if an army is 
deficient in this quality, every endeavor should be made to simplify the 
operations of the war as much as possible or to double the attention paid to 
other points of the military system and not to expect from the mere name 
of a standing army that which only the thing itself can give. 

The military virtue of an army is, therefore, one of the most important 
moral powers in war, and where it has been lacking, we either see it re
placed by one of the others, such as the superior genius of the general or 
the enthusiasm of the people, or we find results which are not commensurate 
with the effort made. How many a great thing this spirit, this sterling worth 
of an army, this refinement of ore into gleaming metal, has already accom
plished we see in the history of the Macedonians under Alexander, the 
Roman legions under Caesar, the Spanish infantry under Alexander Far
nese, the Swedes under Gustavus Adolphus and Charles XII, the Prussians 
under Frederick the Great, and the French under Bonaparte. We would 
have deliberately to shut our eyes against all historical proof, if we refused 
to admit that the wonderful successes of these generals and their greatness 
in situations of extreme difficulty were only possible with armies raised by 
military virtue to a higher power of efficiency. 

This spirit can only arise from two sources, and these can produce it 
only by working together. The first is a series of wars and successful re
sults; the other is the practice of often working an army to the last ounce 
of its strength. Only in this effort does the soldier learn to know his 
powers. The more a general is in the habit of demanding from his troops, 
the more certain he is that his demands will be satisfied. The soldier is as 
proud of hardship overcome as he is of danger surmounted. Therefore it 
is only in the soil of incessant activity and effort that this germ will thrive, 
but also only in the sunshine of victory. Once it has developed into a strong 
tree, it will resist the fiercest storms of misfortune and defeat, and even the 
sluggish inactivity of peace, at least for a time. Therefore, it can only be 
created in war, and under great generals, but no doubt it may last at least 
for several generations, even under generals of moderate capacity, and also 
through considerable periods of peace. 

Between this extended and ennobled esprit de corps in a handful of 
scar-covered, war-hardened veterans and the self-esteem and vanity of a 
standing army which is held together merely by the bond of service regula
tions and a drill book there is no comparison. A certain grim severity and 
strict discipline may prolong the life of military virtue, but cannot create it. 
These things retain, nevertheless, a certain value, but must not be over
rated. Order, smartness, good will, also a certain degree of pride and high 
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morale, are qualities of an army trained in times of peace which are to be 
valued, but which, however, cannot stand alone. The whole maintains the 
whole, and as with glass too quickly cooled, a single crack breaks the whole 
mass. Above all, the highest spirit in the world changes only too easily 
with the first misfortune into depression, and one might say into a kind of 
gasconade of fear, the French sauve qui peut. Such an army can only 
achieve something through its leader, never by itself. It must be led with. 
double caution, until by degrees, in victory and hardship, its strength be
comes adequate to its task. Beware then of confusing the spirit of an army 
with its morale~ · 



CHAPTER VI 

BOLDNESS 

The place and part which boldness plays in the dynamic system of 
forces, where it stands opposite to foresight and discretion, has been stated 
in the chapter on the certainty of success, in order to show thereby that 
theory has no right to restrict it on the pretext of her legislative power. 

But this noble buoyancy, with which the human soul raises itself above 
the most formidable dangers, is to be regarded as a separate active agent in 
war. In fact, in what branch of human activity should boldness have a right 
to citizenship if not in war? 

From the camp follower and the drummer boy up to the general, it is 
the noblest of virtues, the true steel which gives the weapon its edge and 
luster. 

Let us admit in fact, that it has even special prerogatives in war. Over 
and above the result of the calculation of space, time and quantity, we must 
allow a certain percentage to boldness, which it derives from the weakness 
of the enemy, whenever it shows itself superior. It is, therefore, a truly 
creative power. This is not difficult to demonstrate even philosophically. As 
often as boldness encounters hesitation, the probability of success is of 
necessity in its favor, because the very state of hesitation is already a loss 
of equilibrium. It is only when it encounters cautious foresight-which we 
may say is just as bold, in every case just as strong and powerful as itself
that it is at a disadvantage; such cases, however, rarely occur. Out of the 
whole multitude of cautious men a considerable majority are so out of 
timidity. 

In the great mass, boldness is a force, the special cultivation of which 
can never become detrimental to other forces, because the great mass is 
bound to a higher will by the framework and organization of the order of 
battle and of the service, and therefore is guided by an intelligent power 
which is not its own. Boldness is therefore here only like a spring held down 
until released. 

The higher the rank the more necessary it is that boldness should be 
accompanied by a reflective mind, that it may not be a mere blind out
burst of passion to no purpose; for with increase of rank it becomes less 
and less a matter of self-sacrifice and more a matter of the preservation of 
others, and the good of the whole. What service regulations, as a kind of 
second nature, prescribe for the great mass must be prescribed to the 
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general by reflection, and in his case individual boldness in a single act may 
easily become an error. But nevertheless it is a fine error and must not be 
regarded in the same light as any other. Happy the army in which an un
timely boldness frequently manifests itself; it is an exuberant growth but it 
indicates a rich soil. Even foolhardiness, that is boldness without an object, 
is not to be despised; fundamentally it is the same energy of temperament, 
only exercised in a kind of passion without any co-operation of the intel
lectual faculties. It is only where boldness rebels against obedience, when 
it forsakes with contempt a definitely higher authority, that it must be 
repressed as a dangerous evil, not on its own account but on account of 
the act of disobedience, for there is no~hing in war which is of greater 
importance than obedience. 

Given an equal degree of intelligence, a thousand times more is lost in 
war through anxiety than through boldnes~. We need only say this in 
order to be assured of our reader's approval. 

Fundamentally the intervention of a reasonable object should make 
boldness easier, and therefore lessen its intrinsic merit, and yet the very 
reverse is the case. 

The intervention of lucid thought or even more so the supremacy. of 
mind deprives the emotional forces of a great part of their violence. On 
that account boldness becomes more infrequent the higher we ascend the 
scale of rank, for although insight and intelligence may not increase with 
rank, nevertheless objective quantities, circumstances, relations and con
siderations from without are forced upon commanders in their different 
stations so much and so strongly that the burden upon them increases all 
the more, the more that on their own insight decreases. This, in so far as 
war is concerned, is the chief foundation of the truth of the French pro
verb:-

"Tel brille au second qui s'eclipse au premier." 
Almost all generals whom history presents to us as merely having attained 
to mediocrity, and as wanting in decision when in supreme command, are 
men who had distinguished themselves in the lower ranks by boldness and 
resolution. 

We must make a distinction in those motives to bold action which arise 
from the pressure of necessity. Necessity has its degrees of intensity. If 
it lies near at hand, if in the pursuit of his object the person acting is driven 
into great dangers in order to escape others equally great, then the only 
thing we can admire is his resolution, which, however, still has jts value. 
If a young man to show his skill in horsemanship leaps across a deep 
abyss, then be is bold; if be makes the same leap pursued by a troop of 
headcbopping Janissaries be is only resolute. But the farther removed the 
necessity from the action and the greater the number of circumstances 
which the mind bas to traverse in order to realize it, so much the less does 
it disparage boldness. If Frederick the Great, in the year 1756, regarded 
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war as inevitable, and could only escape destruction by forestalling his 
enemies,· it was necessary for him to begin the war himself, but at the 
same time it was certainly very bold, for few men in his position would 
have resolved to do so. 

Although strategy is only the province of commanders-in-chief or 
generals in the higher positions, still boldness in all other branches of· the 
army is as little a matter of indifference to it as the other military virtues. 
With an army which emanates from a bold people, and in which the spirit 
of boldness has always been nourished, other things may be undertaken 
than with one which is a stranger to this virtue. For that reason we have 
rr..entioned boldness in connection with the army. But our particular sub
ject is the boldness of the generai, and yet we have not much to say about 
it after having described this military virtue in a general way to the best 
of our ability. . 

The higher we ascend in positions of command, the more will mind, in .. 
tellect and insight predominate in 'activity, and the more, therefore, will 
boldness, which is a property of temperament, be thrust into the back,. 
ground. For that reason we find it so rarely in the highest positions; 
but it is then all the more worthy of admiration. Boldness, directed by a 
predominating intelligence, is the stamp of the hero: this boldness does not 
consist in venturing directly against the nature of things, in a downright 
violation of the laws of probability, but in the forceful support of that 
higher calculation which genius, with its instinctive judgment, has run 
through with lightning speed, and but half consciously, when it makes its 
choice. The more boldness lends wings to the mind and insight, so much 
the higher these will reach in their flight, and so much the more compre
hensive will be the vision, and the more correct the result; but of course 
only on the assumption that with greater objects greater dangers are as
sociated. The ordinary man, not to speak of the weak and irresolute, ar
rives at a correct result in so far as such is possible without living expe
rience, while pursuing, at most, an imaginary activity in his study, far 
away from danger and responsibility. Let danger and responsibility sur
round him from every direction, and he loses his perspective and if he re

. tains this in any measure by the influence of others, still he would lose his 
power of decision, because in that point no one can help him. 

We think then that it is impossible to imagine a distinguished general 
without boldness; that is to say, that no man can become one who is not 
born with this strength of temperament, which we therefore regard as the 
first requisite for such a career. How much of this innate strength, devel
oped and molded through education and the circumstances of life, is left 
when the man has attained a high position is the second question. The 
greater this power remains, the stronger is the soaring of genius, the higher 
its flight. The risk becomes ever greater, but the object of it grows accord
ingly. Whether its lines emanate and get their direction from a distant 
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necessity, or whether they converge to the keystone of a building which 
ambition has designed, whether it is a Frederick or an Alexander who acts 
is much the same as regards the critical view. If the latter alternative 
excites the imagination more because it is bolder, the former satisfies the 
intellect more, because it has in it more inherent necessity. 

Now, however, we have still to co11sider .one very important circumstance. 
The spirit of boldness may be in an.' ar~y, either because it is in the 

people, or because it has been created in. fl. successful war conducted by 
bold generals. In the latter case, however, it will be lacking in the begin-
,ning.. , , 

Nowadays there is hardly any other meanll of edueating the spirit of a 
,people in this respect than war alone and that under bold leadership. On~y 
this can counteract that effeminacy of f!!eling ancl t~at inclination to s.eek 
the enjoyment of comfort ;which drag down,a peopl11 in conditions, of incre~~-
ing prosperity and heightened commercial activity. , .· . . .~ 

A pation may hope· to have a firm position in the political world only if 
national. character and habit]lation. to. ~ar mutually llUppon. each qth~r 
in const.aJ?.t, reciprocal action,. 



CHAPTER VII 

PERSEVERANCE 

The reader expects to hear of angles and lines, and finds, instead of 
these inhabitants of the scientific world, only people of common life, such 
as be meets every day in the street. And yet the author cannot make up 
his mind to be a hair's breadth more mathematical than the subject seems 
to him to require, and he is not afraid of the astonishment which the 
reader might show. 

In war more than anywhere else in the world things happen differently 
from what we had expected, and look differently when near from what they 
did at a distance. With what serenity the architect can watch his work 
gradually rising and taking the shape of his plan! The doctor, although 
much more at the mercy of inscrutable agencies and contingencies than 
the architect, still knows enough of the forms and effects of his means. 
In war, on the other hand, the commander of a great mass finds himself 
in a constant surge of false and true information, of mista,k.es committed 
through fear, through negligence, through thoughtlessness, of acts of dis
obedience to his orders, committed either from mistaken or correct views, 
from ill will, a true or false sense of duty, indolence or exhaustion, of 
accidents which no mortal could have foreseen. In short, he is the victim 
of a hundred thousand impressions, of which the most have an intimidat
ing, the fewest an encouraging tendency. By long experience in war, the 
instinct of readily appreciating the value of these incidents is acquired; 
high courage and strength of character withstand them, as the rock resists 
the beating of the waves. He who would yield to these impressions would 
never carry out any of his undertakings, and on that account perseverance 
in the course decided upon, so long as the most decisive reasons against it 
are not forthcoming, is a very necessary counterpoise. Further, there is 
hardly any glorious enterprise in war which was not achieved by endless 
effort, pains and privations; and as here the physical and moral weak
nesses of human nature are ever disposed to yield, only a great strength 
of will, which manifests itself in steadfastness admired by present and fu
ture generations, can conduct us to our goal. 



CHAPTER VIII 

SUPERIORITY IN NUMBERS 

This is in tactics, as well as in strategy, the most general principle of 
victory, and we shall first examine it from this general point of view. For 
that purpose we venture to offer the following exposition: 

Strategy determines the point where, the time when and the military 
force with which the battle is to be fought. By this threefold determina
tion it has therefore a very essential influence on the issue of the engage
ment. If tactics has fought the engagement, if the result is there, let it be 
victory or defeat, strategy makes such use of it as can be made in accord
ance with the ultimate object of the war. This object is naturally often a 
very distant one; seldom does it lie quite close at hand. A series of other 
objects are subordinated to it as means. These objects, which are at the 
same time means to a higher end, in practice may be of.various kinds; even 
the ultimate aim of the whole war is a different one in almost every case. 
We shall acquaint ourselves with these things according as' we come to 
know the separate subjects with which they come in contact, and it is not 
our intention here to embrace the whole subject by a complete enumera
tion of them, even if that were possible. Consequently, we are not consid
ering the use of the engagement, for the present. 

Those things, through which strategy has an influence on the issue of 
the engagement, inasmuch as it determines the engagement (to a certain 
extent decrees it), are not so simple either that they could be comprehended 
in a single investigation. As strategy appoints time, place and strength, it 
can do so in practice in many ways, each of which influences in a different 
manner the outcome of the engagement as well as its success. Therefore 
we shall acquaint ourselves with this only by degrees, that is, through the 
subjects which more Closely determine practice. 
· If we strip the engagement of all modifications which it may undergo 

according to its purpose and· the circumstances from which it proceeds, if 
finally we set aside the value of the troops. because that is a given quan
tity, there remains only the bare_ conception of the engagement, that is, 
a combat without form, in which we distinguish nothing but. the number 
of the combatants. 

This number will therefore determine victory. Now from the number of 
abstractions we have had to make in order to arrive ·at this point, it fol
lows that superiority in numbers is only one of the factors which produce 
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victory; that therefore far from having obtained everything or even the 
principal thing with superiority in numbers, we have perhaps obtained 
very little by it, according as the circumstances involved happen to vary. 

But this superiority has degrees, it may be imagined as twofold, three
fold or fourfold, and every one realizes that by increasing in this way, it 
must overpower everything else. 1 

In this connection we grant that superiority in numbers is the most 
important factor in the result of an engagement, only it must be sufficiently 
great to counter-balance all other concurrent circumstances. The direct 
consequence of this is that the greatest possible number of troops should 
be brought into action at the decisive point of the engagement. 

Whether then these troops suffice or not, we have done in this respect 
all that our means permitted. This is the first principle in strategy, and 
in the general way that it is stated here, it can be applied just as well to 
Greeks and Persians, or Englishmen and Mahrattas, as to Frenchmen and 
Germans. But let us tum our attention to the military conditions in Europe, 
in order to arrive at some more definite idea on this subject. 

Here we find armies much more alike in equipment, organization and 
practical skill of every kind. Only a passing difference still exists in the 
military virtue of the army and in the talent of the general. If we go 
through the military history of modem Europe, we find no example of a 
Marathon. 

Frederick the Great beat 8o,ooo Austrians at Leuthen with about 3o,ooo 
men, and at Rossbach with 25,ooo some so,ooo allies; these are, how
ever, the only instances of \jctories gained against an enemy double, or 
more than double in number. We cannot very well cite the battle which 
Charles XII fought at Narva. For the Russians were at that time hardly 
to be regarded as Europeans, and furthermore even the principal circum
stances of this battle are too little known. Bonaparte had at Dresden I20,
ooo against 220,000, the odds being, therefore, not even twice his own 
number. At Kollin, Frederick the Great did not succeed, with 30,000 
against so,ooo Austrians, neither did Bonaparte in the battle of Leipzig, 
where he was fighting with I6o,ooo men against 28o,ooo, the superiority 
of the enemy therefore being far from double. 

From this we may infer, that it is very difficult in the present state of 
Europe, for the most talented general to gain a victory over an enemy 
double his strength. Now if we see double numbers prove such a weight in 
the scale against the greatest generals, we may be sure that, in ordinary 
cases, in small as well as great engagements, an important superiority of 
number, which, however, need not be more than twice as many, will be 
sufficient to ensure the victory, however disadvantageous other circum
stances may be. Of course, one may conceive of a mountain pass, in which 
even a tenfold superiority would not suffice to overpower the enemy, but 
in such a case we cannot speak of an engagement at all. 
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We think, therefore, that in our own circumstances, as well as in all 
similar ones, strength at the decisive point is a matter of capital importance~ 
and that this, in most cases, is definitely the most important thing of 
all. The strength at the decisive point depends on the absolute strength oi 
the army, and on the skill with which it is employed. 

The first rule would therefore be to enter the field with an army as 
strong as possible. This sounds very much like a truism, but it really is 
not one. 

In order to show that for a long time the strength of the military forces 
was by no means regarded as a v'ital matter, we need only observe that in 
most and even in the more detailed histories of the wars of the eighteenth 
century, the strength of the armies is either not given at all, or only in· -
cidentally, and in no case is any special value set upon it. Tempelhoff in 
his history of the Seven Years' War is the earliest writer who mentions it 
regularly, but nevertheless he does it only very superficially. 

Even Massenbach, in his manifold critical observations on the Prussian 
campaigns of 1793·1794 in the Vosges, talks a great deal about hills and 
valleys, roads and footpaths, but never says a syllable about the strength 
on either side. 

Another proof lies in a wonderful notion which haunted the heads of 
many \:ritical writers, according to which there was a certain size of an 
army which was the best, a normal quantity, beyond which excessive forces 
were burdensome rather than usefuJ.l 

Lastly, there are a number of instances to be found in which all the 
available forces were not really used in the battle, or in the war, because 
superiority in- numbers was not considered to have that importance which 
in the nature of things belongs to it. 

If we are thoroughly imbued with the conviction that with a considerable 
superiority in numbers everything possible can be gained by force, this 
clear conviction cannot fail to react on the preparations for the war,, in 
order that we may take the field with as many troops as possible, and 
either ourselves obtain the preponderance, or at least guard against one 
on the part of the enemy. So much for what concerns the absolute force 
with which the war is to be conducted. · 

The measure of this absolute force is determined by the government; 
and although with this determination the real military activity begins, and 
though it forms an essential part of the strategy of the war, still in most 
c;ases the general who is to command these forces in the war must regard 
their absolute strength as a given quantity, whether it be that he had no 
voice in determining it, or that circumstances prevented a sufficient ex
pansion being given to it. 

1 Tempelhoff and Montalembert first occur to us ia this conAection, the former in a 
passage of his first part, page 148, the latter in his correspondence with reference to 
the Russian plan of operations for I 7 59· 
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There remains nothing, therefore, but to produce, even where an abso
lute superiority is not attainable, a relative one at the decisive point, by 
making skilful use of what we have. 

The calculation of space and time appears as the most essential thing 
in this matter. This has caused people to regard this subject of strategy 
as one which embraces nearly the whole art of using military forces~ In
deed, some have' gone so far as to ascribe to great generals in strategy and 
tactics a mental organ peculiarly adapted to this purpose. 

But the co-ordination of time and space, although it everywhere lies at 
the foundation of strategy, and is, so to speak, its daily bread, is neverthe
less neither the most difficult of its tasks nor the most decisive. 

If we take an unprejudiced glance at military history, we shall find that 
the instances in which mistakes in such a calculation have proved the 
cause of serious losses are, at least in strategy, very rare. But if the con
ception of a skilful correlation of time and space is to explain every in
stance of a resolute and active commander beating several of his opponents 
with one and the same army (Frederick the Great, Bonaparte) by means 
of rapid marches, then we confuse ourselves unnecessarily with conven
tional language. To make ideas clear and profitable, it is necessary that 
things should always be called by their right names. 

Correct judgment of their opponents (Daun, Schwarzenberg), audacity 
to oppose them for a short time with a small force only, energy in pro
longed marches, boldness in sudden assaults, the intensified activity which 
great souls acquire in the moment of danger, these are the grounds of 
such victories. And what have these to do with the ability correctly to 
co-ordinate two such simple things as time and space? 

But even that repercussion of forces, in which the victories at Rossbach 
and Montmirail give the impulse to victories at Leuthen and Montereau, 
and upon which great generals on the defensive have often relied, is still, 
if we wish to be clear and exact, only a rare occurrence in history. 

Much more frequently the relative superiority-that is, the skilful mass
ing of superior forces on the decisive point-has its foundation in the 

· correct appreciation of such points, in the appropriate direction which by 
that means has been given to the forces from the outset, and in the reso
lution which is required if we have to sacrifice the unimportant in favor 
of the important-that is, to keep our forces concentrated in an overpow
ering mass. In this respect, Frederick the Great and Bonaparte are partic-
ularly characteristic. ' 

With this we feel that we have allotted to superiority in numbers the 
importance which is due it. It is to be regarded as the fundamental idea, 
and is always to be sought before anything else, and as far as possible. 

But to regard it on this account as a necessary condition of victory 
would be a complete misconception of our exposition. In the conclusion 
to be drawn from it there is nothing more than the value which we should 
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attach to numerical strength in the engagement. If that strength is made a$ 
great as possible, then it has conformed with the principle, and only a 
view of the general situation decides whether or not the engagement is to 
be avoided for lack of sufficient force. 



CHAPTER IX 

THE SURPRISE 

From the subject of the preceding chapter-the general endeavor to at
tain a relative superiority-there follows another endeavor which must 
consequently be just as general in its nature; this is the surprise of the 
enemy. It lies more or less at the foundation of all undertakings, for with
out it superiority at the decisive point is really not conceivable. 

Surprise becomes, therefore, the means to the attainment of numerical 
superiority; but is also to be regarded as an independent principle in itself, 
Qn account of its moral effect. When it is successful to a high degree, con
fusion and broken courage in the enemy's ranks are the consequences, and 
there are sufficient examples great and small to show how these multiply a 
success. We are not now speaking of the actual raid, which belongs to the 
chapter on attack, but of the endeavor by measures in general, and es
pecially by the distribution of forces, to surprise the enemy, which is just 
as conceivable in defense, and which in tactical defense particularly is a 
chief point. 

We say: surprise lies at the foundation of all undertakings without ex
ception, only in very different degrees, according to the nature of the un
dertaking and other circumstances. 

This difference, indeed, begins with the characteristics of the army and 
its commander, even with those of the government. 

Secrecy and rapidity are the two factors in this product. Both pre
suppose great energy in the government and the commander-in-chief, and 
a high sense of military duty on the part of the army. With effeminacy and 
loose principles it is vain to count on a surprise. But general, indeed 
indispensable, as this endeavor is, and true as it is that it will never be 
wholly ineffective, it is still none the less true that it seldom succeeds to a 
remarkable degree, and that this follows from the nature of the thing it
self. We should form an erroneous conception, therefore, if we believed 
that by this means above all others there is much to be attained in war. 
Theoretically it promises a great deal; in execution it generally bogs down 
in the friction of the whole machine. · 

In tactics the surprise is much more at home, for the very natural reason 
that all times and distances are shorter. In strategy, therefore, it will be 
the more feasible, according as its measures lie nearer to the province of 
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tactics, and the more difficult the higher they lie toward the province of 
policy. 

The preparations for a war usually require several months; .the assembly 
of an army at its principal positions requires generally the establishment 
of depots and magazines and considerable marches, the direction of which 
can be guessed soon enough. , 

It is therefore very seldom that one state surprises another by a war, or 
by the general direction of its forces. In the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, when war was very much concerned with sieges, it was a fre
quent aim, and quite a peculiar and important chapter in the art of war;, 
to surround a strong place unexpectedly, but even that succeeded only 
rarely. 

On the other hand, with things that can be done in a day or two, a sur~ 
prise is much more conceivable, and it is often not difficult, therefore, to 
steal a march, and thereby seize a' position, a point of country, a road, 
etc. But it is evident that what surprise gains in this way in easy execu
tion, it loses in its effectiveness, just as. this effectiveness increases in the 
other direction. Whoever believes that he may connect great results with 
such surprises on a small scale-as, for example, the gain of a battle, the 
capture of an important magazine-believes in something which, no doubt, 
is quite conceivable, but for which there is no warrant in history; for there 
are, on the whole, very few instances where anything great has resulted 
from su_ch surprises. From this we may justly conclude that there are in· 
herent difficulties in the matter. 

Certainly, whoever consults history on such points must not depend on 
certain show pieces of historical critics, on their wise dicta and self-compla~ · 
cent pomp of technical terms, but must face the facts themselves squarely. 
There is, for instance, a certain day in the campaign in Silesia, 1761, which, 
in this respect, has attained a kind of notoriety. It is the 22nd of July, the 
day on which Frederick the Great stole from Laudon the march to Nossen, 
near Neisse, by which, as is said, the junction of the Austrian and Russian 
armies in Upper Silesia became impossible, and, therefore, a period of 
four weeks was gained for the king. Whoever reads about this event care
fully in the principal histories/ and considers it impartially, will never find 
this significance in the march of the 22nd of July; and generally in the 
whole argument on this subject, which has become so popular, he will see 
nothing but contradictions, whereas in the proceedings of Laudon, in this 
renowned period of maneuvers, he will see much that was objectless. How 
could one, with a thirst for truth and clear conviction, accept such his
torical evidence? 

When we expect great effects from the principle of surprise in the course 
of a campaign, we think of great activity, rapid resolutions and forced 

• Tempelhoff: Der Veteran Friedrich der Grosse. 
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marches as the means of producing them. That these things, however, even 
when they are present in a high degree, will not always produce the de
sired effect we see in examples given by two generals, who may be consid
ered to have had the greatest talent in the use of these means, Frederick 
the Great and Bonaparte. The former when from Bauzen he fell so sud
denly on Lascy in July, 1760, and turned against Dresden, gained nothing 
by the whole of that intermezzo, but rather placed his affairs in a condition 
notably worse, as the fortress of Glatz fell in the meantime. 

In 1813, Bonaparte twice turned suddenly from Dresden against BlUcher, 
to say nothing of the invasion of Bohemia from Upper Lusatia, and both 
times without attaining the desired object. They were a beating of the 
air, which only cost him time and force, and might have placed him in a 
dangerous position at Dresden. 

A very successful surprise, therefore, in this field also, does not proceed 
from the mere activity, energy and resolution of the commander. It must 
be favored by other circumstances. But by no means do we deny that 
there can be success; we only wish to connect it with the necessity of 
favorable circumstances, which, of course, do not occur very frequently, and 
which the commander can seldom bring about. 

Those very generals, named above, afford a striking example of this. We 
take first Bonaparte in his famous enterprise against BlUcher's army in 
1814, whet)., separated from the main army, it was marching down the 
Marne. A two days' march to surprise the enemy could hardly have given 
greater results. BlUcher's army, extended over a distance of three days' 
march, was beaten in detail, and suffered a loss equal to that of defeat in 
a major battle. This was completely the effect of surprise, for if BlUcher 
had thought of such a close possibility of an attack from Bonaparte he 
would have organized his march quite differently. The result is to be at
tributed to this mistake on the part of Blucher. Bonaparte, of course, did 
not know these circumstances, and so, as far as he was concerned, it was 
an intervention of lucky chance. 

It is the same with the battle of Liegnitz in 1760. Frederick the Great 
gained this fine victory by changing during the night a position which he 
had just before taken up. Laudon was thereby completely surprised, and 
the result was the loss of seventy pieces of artillery and ro,ooo men. Al
though Frederick the Great had at this time adopted the principle of mov
ing backward and forward, in order thereby to make a battle impossible, 
or at least to disconcert the enemy's plans, still the change of position on 
the night of the 14th-rsth was not made exactly with that intention, but, 
as the king himself says, because the position of the 14th did not please 
him. Here, too, therefore, chance played a large part. Without this happy 
coincidence of the attack and the change of position in the night, and the 
inaccessible country, the result would not have been the same. 

Also in the higher and highest province of strategy there are some in-
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stances of surprises having important results. We shall only cite the bril
liant marches of the Great Elector against the Swedes from Franconia to 
Pomerania and from the Mark (Brandenburg) to the Pre gel, in the campaign 
of 1757, and the famous passage of the Alps by Bonaparte in 18oo. In the 
latter case an army gave up its whole theater of war by a capitulation, and 
in 1757 another army was very near giving up its theater of war and itself 
as well. Lastly, as an instance of wholly unexpected war, we may adduce the 
invasion of Silesia by Frederick the Great. Great and sweeping are the 
successes in all these cases, but such events are not common in history if 
we do not confuse with them cases in which a state, for want of activity 
and energy (Saxony in 1756, and Russia in 1812), has not completed its 
preparations in time. 

Now there still remains an observation which concerns the core of the 
matter. A surprise can only be effected by that party whick gives the iaw 
to the other; and he who takes the right action gives the law. If we sur
prise the adversary by a wrong measure, then instead of getting good re
sults, we may have to endure a strong counterattack; in any case the ad
versary need not trouble himself much about our surprise, for he finds in 
our mistake the means of avoiding the evil. As the offensive includes much 
more positive action than the defensive, so the surprise is, of course, much 
more in place in an attack, but by no means exclusively so, as we shall see 
later on. Mutual surprises by the offensive and defensive, therefore, may 
occur, and then whoever has best hit the nail on the head would neces
sarily carry the day. 

It ought to be thus, but practical life does not keep to this line so 
exactly, and that for a very simple reason. The moral effects of a surprise 
often convert the worst case into a good one for the side which enjoys their 
assistance, and does not allow the other to come to a proper decision. Here, 
more than anywhere else, we have in mind not only the chief commander, 
but each individual one, because the surprise has the very peculiar effect of 
violently loosening the bond of unity, so that the individuality of each sep
arate leader readily comes to light. 

Much depends here on the general relation in which the two parties 
stand to each other. If the one side through a general moral superiority is 
able to intimidate and outdo the other, then it will be able to use the sur
prise with greater success, and even achieve good results where properly it 
should come to ruin. 



CHAPTER X 

STRATAGEM 

Stratagem presuppOses a concealed intention, and is, therefore, opposed 
to straightforward, simple, that is, direct dealing, just as wit is opposed to 
direct proof. It has therefore nothing in common with means of persua
sion, of self-interest, of force, but has a great deal to do with deceit, be
cause that likewise conceals its intention. It is even itself a deceit, when 
all is said and done, but still it differs from what is commonly called de
ceit, and in this respect: that there is no direct breach of word. He who 
employs stratagem allows the person himself, whom he wishes to deceive, to 
commit the errors of intelligence, which at last coalescing into one effect, 
suddenly change the nature of things before his eyes. We may therefore 
say that as wit is a sleight-of-band with ideas and conceptions, so stratagem 
is a sleight-of-band with actions. 

At first sight it appears as if strategy bad not without justification de
rived its name from stratagem, and that, with all the real and apparent 
changes which in its long history war bas undergone since the time of 
the Greeks, this term still points to its real nature. 

If we leave to tactics the actual delivery of the blow, the engagement 
itself, and look upon strategy as the art of using with skill tlie means 
'!hereto, then, besides the forces of temperament, such as burning ambition 
which is always pressing like a spring, a strong will which yields with dif
ficulty, and so forth, there seems no subjective gift of nature so suited to 
guide and inspire strategic activity as stratagem. The general tendency to 
surprise, treated in the preceding chapter, points to this conclusion, for 
there is a degree of stratagem, be it ever so small, which lies at the founda
tion of every attempt to surprise. 

But however much we feel a desire to see those acting in war outdo each 
other in sly activity, skilfulness and stratagem, still we must admit that· 
these qualities manifest themselves but little in history, and have rarely 
been able to work their way to the surface from the mass of events and 
circumstances. 

The reason for this is quite easily seen, and it is almost identical with 
the subject matter of the preceding chapter; 

Strategy knows no other activity than the arrangement of engagements 
together with the measures which relate to it. Unlike ordinary life, it is not 
concerned with transactions which consist merely of words-that is, in 
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statements, declarations, etc. But it is chiefly these means, which do not 
cost much, wherewith the person using stratagem takes people in: 

That which is similar to this in war-such as, plans and orders given 
merely for the sake of appearances, false reports purposely given out to 
the enemy-is usually of so little effect in the field of strategy that it is 
only resorted to in particular cases which arise spontaneously. Therefore it 
cannot be regarded as a free activity emanating from the person acting. 

But to carry out such measures as the arrangement of engagements to 
such an extent that they will make an impression on the enemy requires 
a considerable expenditure of time and forces; of course, the greater the 
impression to be made, the greater· the expenditure. Because we are not 
usually willing to make the sacrifice required, very few so-called demon'
strations in strategy have the desired effect. In fact, it is dangerous to use 
large forces for any length of time merely for the sake of appearances, be~ 
cause there is always the risk of its being done in vain, and then these 
forces are lacking at the decisive point. 

The person acting in war is always aware of this sober truth, and there
fore has no desire for the game of crafty agility. The bitter earnestness of 
necessity usually forces us into direct action, so that there is no room for 
that game. In a word, the pieces on the strategical chessboard are lacking 
in that agility which is the element of stratagem and cunning. 

The conclusion we draw is that a correct and penetrating eye is a more 
necessary and more useful quality for a general than stratagem, although 
that also does no hann as long as it does not exist at the expense of quali• 
ties of temperament, which is only too often the case. 

But the weaker the forces become which are under the command of 
strategy, so much the more they become adapted for stratagem, so that 
to the very weak and small, for whom no prudence, no sagacity is any 
longer sufficient, at the point where all art seems to forsake them, stratagem 
offers itself as a last resource. The more desperate their situation and the 
more everything concentrates into one single, desperate blow, the more 
readily stratagem comes to the aid of their boldness. Relieved of all further 
calculations, freed from all later penalty, boldness and stratagem may in
tensify each other, and thus concentrate at one point an infinitesimal glim
mering of hope into a single ray, which may likewise serve to kindle a 
flame. 



CHAPTER XI 

ASSEMBLY OF FORCES IN SPACE 

The best strategy is always to be very strong, first of all generally, then 
at the decisive point. Therefore, apart from the effort which creates the 
army and which does not always proceed from the general, there is no more 
imperative and no simpler law for strategy than to keep the forces con
centrated. Nothing is to be separated from the main army unless called 
away by some pressing object. We stand firm on this criterion, and regard 
it as a guide to be depended upon. The reasonable grounds on which a 
separation of forces inay be made we shall learn by and by. Then we 
shall also see that this principle cannot produce the same general results 
in every war, but that these results differ according to the means and end. 

It seems incredible, and yet it has happened hundreds of times, that 
troops have been divided and separated merely on account of vague ad
herence to traditional fashion, without any clear perception of the reason. 

If the concentration of the whole force is acknowledged as the norm, and 
every division and separation as an exception which must be justified, not 
only will that folly be completely avoided, but also many an erroneous 
ground for separating troops will be eliminated. 
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ASSEMBLY OF FORCES IN TIME 

We have here to deal with a conception which, when it comes in contact 
with active life, spreads many kinds of deceptive illusions. We, therefore, 
consider a clear definition and development o'f' the idea to be necessary, 
and we hope to be allowed another short analysis. · 

War is the impact of opposing forces upon each other, from which it 
follows as a matter of course that the stronger not only destroys the other, 
but carries it along in its movement. This fundamentally admits of no 
successive operation of forces, but makes the simultaneous application of 
all forces intended for the impact appear a primary law of war. 

So too it really is, but only so far as the struggle also really resembles a 
mechanical impact. But when it consists in .a lasting mutual interaction 
of destructive forces, then we can of course imagine a successive action of 
them. This is the case in tactics, principally because firearms form the 
basis of all tactics, but also for other reasons as well. If in an engagement 
with firearms, Iooo men are used against soo, then the amount of 
losses is the sum of the losses of the enemy's forces and our own. One 
thousand men fire twice as many shots as soo, but more shqts will strike 
the Iooo than the soo because it is to be assumed that they stand in closer 
order than the other. If we were to suppose the number of hits to be 
double, then the losses on each side would be equal. From the soo there 
would be, for example, 200 disabled, and out of the Iooo likewise the 
same; now if the soo had kept another body of equal number in reserve 
entirely out of fire, then both sides would have 8oo effective men; but of 
these, on the one side, there would be soo men quite fresh, fully supplied 
with ammunition, and in their full vigor; on the other side only 8oo, all 
equally disorganized, in want of sufficient ammunition and weakened in 
physical force. The assumption that the Iooo men merely on account of 
their greater number would lose twice as many as soo would have lost in 
their place is of course not correct; therefore the greater loss which the 
side suffers that has placed half of its force in reserve must be regarded as 
a disadvantage. Further it must be admitted, that in most cases the xooo 
men could in the first moment gain the advantage of being able to drive 
their opponent out of his position and force him to withdraw. Now, whether 
these two advantages are equivalent to the disadvantage of finding onr· 
selves with Boo men to a certain extent disorganized by the engage1~1ent, 
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opposed to an enemy who is at least not materially weaker in numbers and 
who has soo entirely fresh troops, is a question which cannot be decided 
by means of further analysis; we must here rely on experience, and there 
will scarcely be an officer with some experience in war who will not in 
most cases assign the advantage to that side which has the fresh troops. 

In this way it becomes evident how the employment of too many forces 
in an engagement may be disadvantageous; for whatever advantages the 
superiority may give in the first moment, we may have to pay dearly for 
it in the next. 

But this danger goes only as far as the disorder, the state of disinteir'a
tion and weakness goes, in a word, up to the crisis which every engagement 
brings with it"even for the' victor. So long as this weakened state lasts, the 
appearance of a proportionate number of fresh troops is decisive. 

But where this disintegrating effect of victory ceases, and therefore only 
the moral superiority remains which every victory gives, it is no longer 
possible for fresh troops to repair the losses; they would only be carried 
along in the general movement. A beaten army cannot be led back to vic:. 
tory a day after by means of a strong reserve. Here we find ourselves at 
the source of a most essential difference between tactics and strategy. 

The tactical results, the results within the engagement, and before its 
close, lie for the most part within the limits of that period of disintegration 
and weakness. But the strategic result, that is to say, the result of the en
gagement as a whole, of the accomplished victory, be it small or great, lies 
outside the limits of that period. It is only when the results of partial 
engagements have combined into an independent whole that the strategic 
success is accomplished, but then the state of crisis is over, the forces have 
resumed their original form and have only been weakened to the extent of 
their actual losses. · 

The consequence of this difference is that tactics can make a successive 
use of forces, strategy only a simultaneous one. 

If I cannot, in tactics, decid~ eyerything by the first success, if I bave to 
fear the next moment, it naturally follows that I employ only so much of 
niy force for the success of the first moment as appears necessary for that 
object, and keep the rest beyond the reach both of fire and of hand-to-hand 
fighting, in order to be able to oppose fresh troops to fresh, or with such . 
to overcome those that are exhausted. But it is not so in strategy. Partly, 
as we have just shown, it has not so much reason to fear a reaction after 
an accomplished success, because with that success the 'crisis comes to an 
end; partly because not all the forces strategically employed are necessarily 
weakened. Only so much of them as have been tactically in conflict with 
the enemy's force, that is, engaged in a partial engagement, are weakened 
by it; consequently, unless tactics has expended them uselessly, only so 
much as is unavoidably necessary, but by no means all that is strategically 
in conflict with the enemy. Corps which, on account of the general supe-
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riority in numbers, have either been little engaged or. not at all, whose 
mere presence has contributed to the decision, are after the decision the 
same as they were before, and as fit for use for new enterprises as if they, 
had been entirely inactive. How greatly such corps, which constitute our 
superiority, may contribute to the total success is self-evident; indeed, it is 
not difficult to see how they may even diminish considerably the loss of the 
forces on our side engaged in tactical conflict. 

If, therefore, in strategy the loss does not increase with the number of 
troops employed, but is on the contrary often even diminished by it, and 
if, as a natural consequence, the decision in our favor is, by that means, 
the more certain, then it naturally follows that we can never employ too 
many forces, and consequently also that those which are at hand for 
action must be employed simultaneously. 

But we must vindicate this proposition on another ground. Hitherto 
we have only spoken of the combat itself; it is the real activity in war. But 
men, time and space, which appear as the agents of this activity, must also 
be taken into account, and the effects of their influence brought into con
sideration as well. 
. Fatigue, exertion and privation constitute in war a special. agent of de-. 
struction, not essentially belonging to combat, but more or less inseparably 
bound up with it, and indeed one which especially belongs to strategy. 
They no doubt exist in tactics as well, and perhaps there in the highest 
degree; but since the duration of the tactical acts is shorter, the effects of 
exertion and privation can come but little into consideration in them. But 
in strategy, on the other hand, where time and space are on a larger scale, 
their influence is not only always noticeable, but very often quite decisive. 
It is not at all uncommon for a victorious army to lose many more by sick
ness than on the field of battle. 

If, therefore, we look at this sphere of destruction in strategy in the 
same manner as we have considered that of fire and hand-to-hand fighting 
in tactics, then we may well imagine that everything exposed to it will, at 
the end of the campaign or of any other strategic period, be weakened, 
which makes ,the arrival of a fresh force decisive. We might therefore· con
clude that there is a motive in the latter case as well as the former to strive 
for the first success with as few forces as possible, in order to reserve this 
fresh force for the last. 

In order accurately to evaluate this conclusion, which, in numerous in
stances of actual practice, will have a great appearance of truth, we must 
direct our attention to the separate ideas which it contains. In the first 
place, we must not confuse the idea of mere reinforcement with that of 
fresh unused troops. There are few campaigns at the end of which an in
crease of force would not be highly desirable for the conqueror as well as 
the conquered, and indeed would seem decisive; but that is not the point 
here, for that increase of force would not be necessary if the force had been 
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so much larger at the beginning. It would, however, be contrary to all ex
perience to suppose that an army coming fresh into the field is to be 
esteemed higher in point of moral value than an army already in the field, 
just as a tactical reserve is indeed more to be valued than a body of 
troops which has already suffered severely in engagement. Just as an un
fortunate campaign lowers the courage and moral force of an army, a 
successful one raises their value in this respect. In the majority of cases, 
therefore, these influences balance one another, and then there remains 
over and above as clear gain the habituation to war. Moreover, here we 
must look rather at successful than at unsuccessful campaigns, because 
when the course of the latter can be foreseen with greater probability, the 
forces are lacking anyhow, and, therefore, the reservation of a part of 
them for future use is out of the question. 

This point being settled, there remains the question: Do the losses which 
a force sustains through fatigue and privation increase in proportion to the 
size of the force, as is the case in an engagement? And to that we must 
answer "No." 

Fatigue results for the most part from the dangers which more or less 
pervade every moment of the act of war. To encounter these dangers at 
all points, to go forward with assurance on our course of action, is the 
object of a great number of activities which constitute the tactical and 
strategic service of the army. This service is the more difficult the weaker 
the army, and the easier as the army's numerical superiority over that of 
the enemy increases. Who can doubt this? A campaign against a much 
weaker enemy will therefore cost less fatigue than against one just as 
strong or stronger. 

So much for fatigue. It is somewhat different with privations; they con
sist chiefly of two things, want of food and want of shelter for the troops, 
either in quarters or in comfortable camps. The greater the number of men 
in one place, the greater, of course, these two deficiencies will be. But does 
not the superiority in force afford also the very best means of spreading 
out and finding more room, and therefore more means of subsistence and 
shelter? 

If Bonaparte, in his advance into Russia in 1812, concentrated his army 
in great masses upon one single road in a manner never heard of before, 
and thus caused privations equally unparalleled, we must ascribe it to his 
principle that it is impossible to be too strong at the decisive point. Whether 
in this instance he did not strain the principle too far is a question which 
would be out of place here. But it is certain that, if he had made a point 
of avoiding the hardship thus brought about, he would only have had to 
advance on a wider front. Room was not lacking for the purpose in Russia, 
and in very few cases will it be lacking elsewhere. Therefore, this can
not serve as a proof that the simultaneous employment of very superior 
forces was bound to produce greater weakness. But now, suppose that wind 
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and weather and the inevitable fatigues of war, had produced a diminution 
even in that part of the army, which as a supplementary force could have 
been reserved in any case for later use. Then in spite of the relief provided 
by such a force for the whole, we are still obliged to take a comprehensive 
general view of the whole situation, and therefore ask: Will this diminu
tion of force suffice to counterbalance the gain in forces, which we, through 
our superiority in numbers, may be able to make in more ways than one? 

But there still remains a most important point to be mentioned. In a 
limited engagement, we can without much difficulty roughly determine the 
force required to obtain a major result which we are contemplating, and, 
consequently, we can also determine what would be superfluous. In strategy 
this is practically impossible, because the strategic success has no such well
defined object and no such circumscribed limits as the tactical. Thus :what 
can be looked upon in tactics as an excess of forces must be regarded in 
strategy as a means of extending the success, if an opportunity is offered. 
With the magnitude of the success the percentage of profit increases at the 
same time, and in this way the superiority in numbers may soon reach a 
point which the most careful economy of forces could never have attained. 

By means of his enormous numerical superiority, Bonaparte succeeded 
in reaching Moscow in 1812, and in taking that central capital. Had he by 
means of this superiority, in addition to that, succeeded in completely 
annihilating the Russian Army, he would, in all probability, have concluded 
a peace in Moscow which in any other way was less attainable. This ex
ample is used only to explain the idea, not to prove it, which would require 
a circumstantial demonstration, for which this is not the place. 

All these reflections have had reference merely to the idea of a succes
sive employment of forces, and not to the conception of a reserve properly 
so called, which they do indeed take into account, but which, as we shall 
see in the following chapter, is connected with other ideas. 

What we desired to establish here is that whereas in tactics the military 
force through the mere duration of its actual employment suffers a diminu
tion of power, and time, therefore, appears as a factor in the result, this 
is not the case in strategy in an essential way. The destructive effects which 
time also produces upon the forces in strategy are partly diminished 
through the bulk of these forces, partly made good in other ways, and, 
therefore, in strategy it cannot be the object to make time an ally for its 
own sake by bringing troops successively into action. 

We say "for its own sake," for on account of other circumstances which 
it brings about but which are different from it, the value time can have, in
deed must necessarily have, for one of the two parties, is quite another 
thing, anything but indifferent or unimportant, and will be the subject of 
consideration later. 

The Jaw which we have been seeking to set forth is, therefore, that all 
forces which are available and destined for a_ strategic object should be 
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simultaneousty applied to it; and this applicatiori will be so much the more 
complete the .more everything is compressed ~to one act and into one 
moment'. 

· But there is n~vertheless in strategy an after-pressure· and a successive 
action which, 11!! ·a chief means toward ilie ultimate success, is the less to 
be overlooked. It is the continual development of new forces. This is also 
the subject of another chapter, and we only refer to it here in order to 
prevent the reader from having something in view of which we have not 
been speaking. . · · -

We now turn to a point which is very closely connected with what we 
have been considering and the settlement of which will cast full light on 
the whole--we mean the strategic reserve. 



CHAPTER XIII 

STRATEGIC RESERVE 

A reserve has two objects which are clearly distinct from each other, 
namely, first, to prolong and renew the combat, and secondly, use in case 
of unforeseen events. The first object implies the usefulness of a successive 
application of forces, and on that account cannot occur in strategy. Cases 
in which a corps is sent to a point which is about to fall are obviously 
to be placed in the category of. the second object, as the resistance which 
has to be offered here had not been sufficiently foreseen. A corps, how
ever, which is merely intended to prolong the combat, and with that 
object in view is placed in rear, would only be placed out of reach of 
fire, but under the command and at the disposition of the commanding 
officer in the engagement, and accordingly would be a tactical and not a 
strategic reserve. 

But the need for a force ready for unforeseen events may also occur 
in strategy, and consequently there can also be a strategic reserve, but only 
where unforeseen events are imaginable. In tactics, where the enemy's meas
ures are generally ascertained only by direct sight, and where they may be 
concealed by every wood, every small valley of undulating ground, we 
must naturally always be prepared, more or less, for the possibility of un
foreseen events, in order to strengthen, subsequently, those points which 
prove to be too weak, and, in fact, to modify generally the disposition of 
our troops, so as to make it correspond better to that of the enemy. 

Such cases must also happen in strategy, because the strategic act is 
directly linked to the tactical. In strategy also many a measure is adopted 
only in consequence of what is actually seen, of uncertain reports arriving 
from day to day, or even from hour to hour, and, lastly, from the actual 
results of the engagements. It is, therefore, an essential condition of strate
gic command that, according to the degree of uncertainty, forces must be 
kept in reserve for later use. 

In the defensive generally, but particularly in the defense of certain 
sections of ground, like rivers, hills, etc., this, as is well known, has to be 
done constantly. · 

But this uncertainty diminishes in proportion as the strategic activity de
parts from the tactical, and ceases almost altogether in those regions where 
it borders on politics. ' 

The direction. in which the enemy leads his columns to battle can be 
ISS 
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perceived by actual sight only; where he intends to cross a river is learned 
from a few preparations which are revealed shortly before; the side from 
which he will invade our country is usually announced by all the news
papers before a pistol shot has been fired. The greater the scale of the 
measure the less it is possible to surprise by it. Time and space are so con
siderable, the circumstances out of which the action proceeds so public and 
so little subject to change that the result is either known in good time or 
can be discovered with certainty. 

On the other hand, the use of a reserve in this province of strategy, pro
vided one were actually available, will also be always less effective the 
more the measure tends to be of a general nature. 

We have seen that the decision of a partial engagement is nothing in it
self, but that all partial engagements only find their complete solution 
in the decision of the total·engagement. 

But even this decision of the total engagement has only a relative im
portance of many different gradations, according as the force over which 
the victory has been gained forms a more or less large and important part 
of the whole. The lost battle of a corps may be repaired by the victory of 
an army. Even the lost battle of an army may not only be counterbalanced 
by the gain of a more important one, but could be converted into a for
tunate event (the two days of Kulm, August 2~ and 30, r8r3). No one can 
doubt this; but it is quite clear that the weight of each victory (the suc
cessful issue of each total engagement) is the more independent the more 
important the part conquered, and that consequently the possibility of re
pairing the loss by subsequent events diminishes in the same proportion. 
In another place we shall have to examine this in greater detail; it suffices 
for the present to have drawn attention to the unquestionable existence of 
this progression. 

If we now add lastly to these two considerations the third, namely, that 
if the successive use of forces in tactics always shifts the main decision to 
the end of the whole act, the law of the simultaneous use of the forces in 
strategy, on the contrary, lets the main decision (which need not be the 
final one) take place almost always at the beginning of the great action, 
then in these three conclusions we have sufficient grounds to find strategic 
reserves more and more superfluous, more and more useless, more and 
more dangerous, the more general their purpose. 

The point where the idea of a strategic reserve begins to become un
tenable is not difficult to determine: it lies in the main decision. All the 
forces must be used for the main decision, and every reserve (active force 
available) which is only intended for use after that decision is absurd. 

If, therefore, tactics has in its reserves the means of not only meeting 
unforeseen dispositions on the part of the enemy, but also of repairing that 
which never can be foreseen, namely, the result of the engagement, should 
that be unfortunate, strategy on the other hand must, at least as far as the 
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main end is concerned, renounce the use of these means. As a rule, it can 
only repair the losses which occur at one point by advantages gained af an
other, in a few cases by moving troops from one point to another. The idea 
of preparing for such reverses in advance by placing forces in reserve must 
never be entertained in strategy. . 

We have pointed out as an absurdity the idea of a strategic reserve 
which is not to co-operate in the main decision, and as this is so beyond 
any doubt, we should not have been led into such an analysis as we have 
made in these two chapters, were it not that, in the disguise of other con
ceptions, it looks somewhat better, and so frequently makes its appearance. 
One person sees in it the acme of strategic sagacity and caution; another 
rejects it, and with it the idea of any reserve, consequently even of a tac
tical one. This confusion of ideas passes into real life, and if we wish to see 
a memorable instance of it we have only to recall that Prussia in 18o6left 
a reserve of 2o,ooo men cantoned in the Mark (Brandenburg), under 
Prince Eugene of Wiirttemberg, which could not reach the Saale in time 
to be of any use, and that another force of 2 s,ooo men belonging to this 
power remained in East and South Prussia, intended only.to be put on a 
war footing afterward as a reserve. 

After these examples we cannot be accused of having been fighting with 
windmills. 



CHAPTER XIV 

ECONOMY OF FORCES 

The road of reason, as·we have said, seldom allows itself to be reduced 
by principles and opinions to a mere mathematical line. There always re
mains a certain margin. It is the same in all the practical arts of life. 
For the lines of beauty there are no abscissae and ordinates; circles and 
ellipses are not brought into being by· means of their algebraical formulae~ 
The person acting in war, therefore, must at one moment trust himself to 
the delicate instinctive judgment which, founded on natural sagacity and 
educated by reflection, almost unconsciously hits upon the right course; 
at another he ·must simplify the law by reducing it to leading distinctive 
features, which form his rules; and at yet another, the established routine 
must become the· standard to which he adheres. , 

As one such simplified distinctive feature or mental aid we look upon the 
principle of watching continually over the co-operation of all forces, or, in 
other words, of keeping constantly in view that no part of them should 
ever be idle. Whoever has forces in places where the enemy does not give 
them sufficient employment, whoever has part" of his forces on the march-
that is, allows them to lie idle-while the enemy's are fighting, is a bad 
manager of his forces. In this sense there is a waste of forces, which is 
even worse than their inappropriate use. If there must be action, then the 
first necessity is that all parts should act, because the most inappropriate 
activity still keeps employed and destroys a portion of the enemy's forces, 
whilst troops completely inactive are for the moment quite neutralized. 
Obviously this idea is connected with the principles contained in the last 
three chapters. It is the same truth, but seen from a somewhat more com
prehensive point of view and condensed into a single conception. 



CHAPTER XV 

GEOMETRICAL ELEMENT 

The length to which the geometrical element or form in the disposition 
or military forces in war can be carried as a governing principle, we see in 
the art of fortification, where geometry manages almost everything, great 
or 5mall. Also in tactics it plays a great part. It is the basis of tactics in 
the narrower sense of the theory of moving troops. In field fortification, as 
well as in the theory of positions, and of their attack, its angle and lines 
rule like law-givers who have to decide the contest. Many things here were 
at one time misapplied, and others were mere trifling. Still, however, in the 
tactics of the present day, in which in every engagement the aim· is to 
envelop the enemy, the geometrical element has attained anew a great 
influence, though in a very simple, but constantly recurring, application. 
Nevertheless, in tactics, where everything is more mobile, where the moral 
forces, individual traits, and chance are more influential than in a war of 
sieges, the geometrical element can never attain to the same degree of 
supremacy as in the latter. Still less is its influence in strategy. Here also, 
to be sure, the formations in the disposition of troops, the shape of coun
tries and states is of great influence, but the geometrical element is not 
decisive, as in the art of fortification, and not nearly so important as in 
tactics. The manner in which this influence manifests itself can only be 
shown later on at those points where it makes its appearance, and deserves 
consideration. Here we wish rather to direct attention to the difference 
which exists between tactics and strategy in this matter. 

In tactics time and space quickly dwindle to their absolute minimum. 
If a body of troops is attacked in flank and rear by the enemy, a point is 
soon reached at which retreat no longer is possible; such a position is very 
close to an absolute impossibility of continuing the fight; the army must 
therefore extricate itself from it, or avoid getting into it. All expedients 
aiming at this are thus from the very start very effective, chiefly on ac
count of the apprehensions they cause the enemy as to the consequences. 
This is why the geometrical disposition of the forces is such an important 
factor in the result. 

In strategy this is only faintly reflected, on account of the greater spaces 
and times involved. We do not fire from one theater of war to another; and 
often weeks and months pass before a strategic movement designed to sur
round the enemy can be executed. Further, the distances are so great that 
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the probability of hitting the right point at last, even with the best ar
rangements, remains but small. 

In strategy therefore the scope for such expedients, that is of the geomet
rical element, is much smaller, and for the same reason the effect of an 
advantage actually gained for the moment at any point is much greater. 
Such advantage has time to show all, its effects before it is disturbed or 
quite neutralized by any counteracting apprehensions. We therefore do not 
hesitate to regard it as an established truth that in strategy more depends 
on the number and the magnitude of the victorious engagements than on 
the form of the great features in which they are connected. 

A view just the reverse has been a favorite theme of modem theory, be
cause a greater importance was supposed to be thus given to strategy. The 
higher functions of the mind were seen in strategy. It was thought thereby 
to ennoble war, and, as it was said-by a new substitution of ideas-to 
make it more scientific. We hold it to be·one of the principal uses of a 
complete theory to expose such vagaries, and as the geometrical element is 
the fundamental idea from which they usually proceed, we have expressly 
stressed this point.. 



CHAPTER XVI 

ON THE SUSPENSION OF ACTION IN WARFARE 

If one considers war as an act of mutual destruction, we must of neces· 
sity imagine both parties as generally making some progress; but at the 
same time, as regards each existing moment, we must with almost the 
same necessity suppose the one party. to be waiting, and only the other 
actually advancing, for circumstances can never be absolutely the same 
on both sides, or continue to be so .. In time a change must ensue, from 
which it follows that the present moment is more favorable to one side 
than to the other. Now if we suppose that both commanders have a full 
knowledge of this circumstance, then . the one has a motive for action, 
which at the same time is a motive for the other for waiting. According 
to this it cannot be in the interest of both to advance at the same time, nor 
can waiting be in the interest of both at the same time. This mutual ex
clusion of the same object is not deduced here from the principle of gen
eral polarity, and therefore is not a contradiction of the assertion in Boo~ 
I, Chapter x, but originates from the fact that here actually the same 
thing becomes the decisive motive for both commanders, namely, the 
probability of improving or impairing their position by future action, . 
· But even if we suppose the possibility of a perfect equality pf circum

stances in this respect, or if we take into account that through imperfect 
knowledge of their mutual position such an equality may appear to. the 
two commanders to exist, still the.dift:erence of political objects does away 
with this possibility of suspension. One of the. parties must of necessity be 
assumed politically to be the aggressor, because no war could originate from 
defensive intentions· on both sides. But the aggressor has the positive ob
ject, the defender merely a negative one. To the prst then belongs the 
positive action, for it is only by that means that he can attain the positive 
object; in cases where both parties are in precisely similar circumstances, 
the aggressor is thus called upon to act by virtue of his positive object. 

From this point of view, a suspension in the act of war, strictly speaking, 
is in contradiction to the nature of tlie thing; because two armies, like two 
incompatible elements, must destroy one another unremittingly, just as fire 
and water can never put themselves in equilibrium, but act and react upo~ 
one another, until one disappears. entirely. What would we say of two 
wrestlers who remained clasped in a mutual grip for hours without making 
a movement? Action in war, therefore, like that of a.-clock which ~s wound 
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up, should go on running down in constant motion. But wild as is the 
nature of war, it still wears the chains of human weakness, and the con
tradiction we see here, viz., that man seeks and creates dangers which, 
at the same time, he fears, will astonish no one. 

If we cast a glance at military history in general, we find so much the 
opposite of an incessant advance toward the aim, that suspension and in
activity is quite obviously the normal condition of an army in the midst of 
war, action, the exception. This ought almost to raise a doubt as to the 
correctness of the conception which we have formed. But if military history 
leads to this doubt when the bulk of its events are taken into account, the 
latest series of these events redeems our position. The war of the French 
Revolution shows too plainly its reality, and only proves too clearly its 
necessity. In this war and especially in the campaigns of Bonaparte, the 
conduct of war attained that unlimited degree of energy which we have 
represented as its natural, elemental law. This degree is therefore possible, 
and if it is possible then it is necessary. 

How could any one in fact justify in the eyes of reason the expenditure 
of forces in war, if action was not the object? The baker only heats his 
oven if he has bread to put into it; horses are harnessed to the carriage 
only if we intend to drive; why then make the enormous effort of a war 
if we intend to engender nothing by it but similar efforts on the part of 
the enemy? 

So much in justification of the general principle. Now we tum to its 
modifications, as far as they lie in the nature of the thing and do not depend 
on special cases. 

There are three causes to be noticed here,. which appear as inherent 
counterbalances and prevent the too rapid or the uninterrupted movement 
of the wheel-work. 

The first, which produces a constant tendency to delay and thereby be-. 
comes a retarding influence, is the natural timidity and want of resolution 
in the human mind, a kind of gravity in the moral world, which, however, 
is produced not by attractive, but by repellent, forces, that is to say, by 
dread of danger and responsibility. . 

In the elemental flame of war, ordinary natures appear heavier; the im
pulses must therefore be stronger and more frequently repeated if the 
motion is to be a continuous one. The mere conception of the object for 
which arms have been taken up is seldom sufficient to overcome this re
sistant force, and if a warlike enterprising spirit is not at the head, who 
feels himself in war in his natural element, as much as a fish in the ocean, 
or if there is not the pressure from above of some great responsibility, sus
pension will be the rule of the day, and progress the exception. 

The second cause is the imperfection of human understanding and judg
.ment, which is greater in war than anywhere else, because a person hardly 
knows exactly his own position from one moment to another, and can 



0 N THE SUS PENS I 0 N 0 F ,ACT I 0 N IN WARFARE 163 

only conjecture on slight grounds that of the enemy, which is concealed. 
This often gives rise to the case of both parties looking upon one and the 
same object as advantageous for them, while in reality the interest of one 
must preponderate; thus then each may think he acts wisely by waiting for 
another moment, as we have already said in Book I, Chapter 1. 

The third cause, which like a cog-wheel gears into the machinery pro
ducing from time to time a complete suspension, is the greater strength of 
the defensive. A may feel too weak to attack B, from which it does not 
follow that B is strong enough for an attack on A. The addition of 
strength, which the defensive gives is not only lost by assuming the offen
sive, but, in addition to that, passes to the enemy just as, figuratively 
expressed, the difference of a+ b and a- b is equal to 2b. Therefore it 
may so happen that both parties, at one and the same time, not only feel 
themselves too weak to attack, but also are so in reality., 

Thus in the midst of the art of war itself, anxious sagacity and the 
apprehension of too great danger find convenient standpoints from which 
to assert themselves and tame the elemental violence of war. 

However, these causes, without being forced, can hardly explain the 
long suspensions that undertakings suffered in earlier, wars, which were 
stirred up by no great cause and in which inactivity consumed nine-tenths 
of the time that the troops remained under arms. This phenomenon is to 
be traced principally to the influence which the demands of the one party, 
and the conditions and feeling of the other, exercise on the conduct of 
war, as has been already observed in the chapter on the essence and object 
of war. 

These things may obtain such a preponderating influence as to make of 
war a half-hearted affair. A war is often nothing more than an armed 
neutrality or a menacing attitude to support negotiations or a moderate 
attempt to gain some small advantage and then await the result, or a 
disagreeable obligation to an alliance which is fulfilled in the most nig
gardly way possible. 

In all these cases in which the impulse given by interest is slight, and 
the principle of hostility feeble, in which there is no desire to do much 
to the opponent, and also not much to fear from him; in short, where no 
powerful motives press and urge, cabinets will not risk much in the game; 
hence this tame mode of carrying on war, in which the hostile spirit of real 
war is kept in fetters. 

The more war becomes in this manner a half-hearted affair, so much the 
more its theory becomes destitute of the necessary abutments and but
tresses for reasoning; the necessary is constantly diminishing, the acci
dental constantly increasing. 

Nevertheless, in this kind of warfare, there will also be a certain shrewd
ness· indeed its action is perhaps more diversified, and of wider range 

' ' d . than in the other. The game of hazard with rouleaux of gol pieces seems 
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changed into a game of commerce with pennies. And on this field, where 
the conduct of war spins out the time with a number of small flourishes, 
with skirmishes at outposts, half in earnest, half in jest, with long maneu
verings which end in nothing, with positions and marches, which afterward 
are called scientific only because their infinitesimally small causes have 
been forgotten and common sense can make nothing of them-here on this 
very field many theorists find the art of war at home. In these feints, 
parades, half- and quarter-thrusts of former wars, they find the aim of all 
theory, the supremacy of mind over matter, and modem wars appear to 
them mere savage fisticuffs, from which nothing is to be learned, and 
which must be regarded as mere retrograde steps toward barbarism. This 
opinion is as frivolous as the objects to which it relates. Where great forces 
and great passions are wanting, it is, of course, easier for an adroit shrewd
ness to display its dexterity. But is the management of great forces, 
the piloting in dashing waves and tempest, not in itself a higher exercise 
of the moral and intellectual faculties? Is not that kind of conventional 
sword-play included and implicit in the other mode of conducting war? 
Does it not bear the same relation to it as the motions upon a ship to the 
motion of the ship itself? Truly it can take place only under the tacit 
condition that the adversary does no better. And can we tell how long he 
may choose to respect those conditions? Did not the French Revolution 
fall upon us in the midst of the fancied security of our old system of war, 
and drive us from Chalons to Moscow? And did not Frederick the Great 
in like manner surprise the Austrians reposing in their old military tradi
tions and make their monarchy tremble? Woe to the cabinet which, with 
a policy of half measures and a fettered military system, comes upon an 
adversary who, like the rude element, knows no other law than that of his 
intrinsic strength. Every deficiency in activity and effort is then a weight 
in the scales in favor of the enemy. Then it is not so easy to change from 
the fencing posture into that of an athlete, and a slight blow is often 
sufficient to throw the whole to the ground. 

The result of all the causes just mentioned is that the hostile action of a 
campaign does not progress by a continuous, but by an intermittent, move
ment, and that, therefore, between the separate bloody actions, there is a 
period of watching, during which both parties fall into the defensive, and 
also that usually a higher object causes the principle of aggression to pre
dominate on one side, and thus allows it in general to remain in an ad
vancing position, whereby its proceedings become to some degree modified. 



CHAPTER XVII 

ON THE CHARACTER OF MODERN WAR 

The attention which must be paid to the character of modern war has a 
great influence upon all plans, especially the strategic. 

All conventional methods have been upset by Bonaparte's luck and bold
ness, and first-rate powers have been annihilated with almost a single blow. 
The Spaniards by their stubborn resistance have shown what the general 
arming of a nation and insurgent measures on a great scale can effect; in 
spite of weakness and looseness in details. Russia, by the campaign of 1812, 
has taught us that an empire of great dimensions cannot be conquered 
(which might have been easily kno\vn before), and, secondly, that the 
probability of final 'success does not in all cases diminish .. in the same 
measure as battles, capitals and provinces are lost (which. was formerly 
an irrefragable principle with all diplomatists and made them always ready 
to enter at once into some bad temporary peace). Russia has proved that, 
on the contrary, a nation is often strongest in the heart of its own country, 
when the enemy's offensive power has exhausted itself, and she has shown 
us with what enormous force the defensive then springs over to the offen
sive. Prussia (1813), furthermore, has shown that sudden efforts can in
crease an army sixfold by means of the militia, and that this militia is just 
as fit for service abroad as in its own country. These events have all shown 
what an enormous factor the heart and the sentiment of a nation may be 
in its total political and military strength, and since governments have 
found out all these additional aids, it is not to be expected that they will 
let them lie idle in future wars, whether it be that danger threatens their 
own existence, or fervent ambition drives them on. 

That a war which is waged with the whole weight of the national power 
on each side must be organized according to other principles than those 
in which everything was calculated according to the relations of standing 
armies to each other, it is easy to perceive. Standing armies once resembled 
fleets, the land force resembled the sea force in its relations to the re
mainder of the state, and from that the art of war on land had in it some
thing of naval tactics, which it has now quite lost. 
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CHAPTER XVIII 

TENSION AND REST 

THE DYNAMIC LAW OF WAR 

We have seen in the sixteenth chapter of this book (p. 161), how, 
in most campaigns, much more time used to be spent in suspension and 
inactivity than in action. Now, although, as observed in the preceding 
chapter, we see quite a different character in the present form of war, still 
it is certain that real action will always be interrupted by more or less 
long pauses, and this leads to the necessity of our examining more closely 
the nature of these two phases of war. 

If there is a suspension of action in war, that is, if neither party wants 
anything positive, there is rest, and consequently equilibrium, but of course 
an equilibrium in the widest sense, in which not only the moral and physical 
military forces, but all circumstances and interests, are taken into account. 
As soon as one of the two parties aims at a new positive object and takes 
active steps to attain it, if only by preparations, and as soon as the ad
versary opposes this, a tension of forces is created; this lasts until the 
decision is made-that is, until one party either gives up his object or the 
other has conceded it to him. 

This decision-the foundation of which always lies in the effect of the 
combinations of engagements which originate from both sides-is followed 
by a movement in one or the other direction. 

When this movement has exhausted itself, either through the difficulties 
which had to be mastered in overcoming its own internal friction or through 
newly intervening counterpoises, then either a state of rest sets in again or 
a new tension and decision, and then a new movement, in most cases in 
the opposite direction. 

This theoretical distinction between equilibrium, tension and motion is 
more essential for practical action than may at first sight appear. 

In a state of rest and of equilibrium various kinds of activity may pre
vail that result from mere accidental causes, and have no great change for 
their object. Such an activity may include important engagements-even 
main battles-but in that case it is of quite a different nature, and on that 
account mostly operates in a different way. 

If a state of tension exists, the effects of the decision are always greater, 
partly because a greater force of will and a greater pressure of circum

. stances manifest themselves therein, partly because everything has been 
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prepared and arranged for a great movement. The decision in such cases 
resembles the effect of a mine well sealed and tamped, while an event, in 
itself perhaps just as great, occurring in a state of rest, is more _or less like 
a mass of powder puffed away in the open air. 

Moreover, the state of tension must, of course, be conceived as existing 
in different degrees of intensity, and it may therefore approach the state of 
rest by so many gradations that in the last of them there is very littk 
difference between the two. · 

The most essential profit which we derive from these reflections is the 
conclusion that every measure which is taken during a state of tension is 
more important and more effective than the same measure would have been 
in a state of equilibrium, and that this importance increases immensely in 
the highest degrees of tension. 

The cannonade of Valmy decided more than the battle of Hochkirch,.· 
In a tract of country which the enemy abandons to us because he cannot 

defend it, we can settle ourselves quite differently than we would if the· 
retreat of the enemy was only made with the view to a decision under 
more favorable circumstances. Against a strategic attack in course of execu
tion, a faulty position, a single false march, may be of decisive conse
quences; while in a state of equilibrium such errors must be of a very 
glaring kind to excite the activity of the enemy at all. 

Most bygone wars, as we have said before, consisted, for the 
greater part of the time, in this state of equilibrium, or at least in such 
slight tensions with long intervals between them, and so weak in their 
effects that the events which occurred in them were seldom of great con
sequence; often they were theatrical performances in honor of a royal 
birthday (Hochkirch), often a mere satisfaction of military honor (Kun
ersdorf), or of the personal vanity of the commander (Freiberg). 

That a commander should thoroughly understand these circumstances, 
that he should have an instinct to act in the spirit of them, we hold to be 
highly requisite, and we have experienced in the campaign of, 1806 how 
very much this is sometimes lacking. In that tremendous tension, when 
everything was pressing toward a supreme decision, and that alone, with 
all its consequences, should have occupied the whole soul of the com
mander, measures were propm:.~d and even partly carried out (such as the 
reconnaissance toward Franconia), which in a state of equilibrium could 
at most have produced a kind of gentle oscillation. Over these confusing 
schemes and views, absorbing the activity of the army, the really necessary 
measures, which alone could save it, were lost. 

But this theoretical distinction which we have made is also necessary 
for further progress in the construction of our theory, because all that we 
have to say on the relation of attack and defense, and on the execution of 
this two-sided action, concerns the state of crisis in which the forces are to 
be found during tension and movement, and because all the activity which · 



168 OF STRATEGY IN GEN.;ERAL 

can take place during the state C>f equilibrium will be regarded and treated 
only as a corollary., For that crisis is the real war and this state of equi
librium only its reflection. . 



BOOK IV 

THE ENGA(}EMENT 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTORY 

Having in the foregoing .book examined the subjects which may be re
garded as the effective elements of war, we shall.now turn our attention 
to the engagement as the real activity in warfare, which, by its physical 
and psychological effects, embraces sometimes more simply, sometimes in 
a more complex manner, the object of the whole war. In this activity and 
in its effects those elements must again appear. 

The construction of the engagement is tactical in its nature; we only 
glance at it here in a general way in order to get acquainted with it in 
its aspect as a whole. In practice the more immediate objects give to every 
engagement a characteristic form; these more immediate objects we shall 
not discuss until later. But such peculiarities are, in comparison to the 
general characteristics of an engagement, mostly only insignificant, so that 
most of them are much like one another, and, therefore, in order to avoid 
constant repetition of that which is general, we are compelled to look into 
it here, before taking up the subject of .its more special .application. 

In the first place, we shall give in the next chapter, in a few words, the 
characteristics of the modern battle in its tactical course, because· this lies 
at the foundation of our conceptions of the engagement. 
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CHAPTER II 

CHARACTER OF THE MODERN BATTLE 

From the concepts which we have accepted of tactics and strategy; it 
follows, as a matter of course, that if the nature of the former is changed, 
that change must have an influence on the latter. If the tactical phenomena 
in the one case have an entirely different character from that in the other, 
then the strategic phenomena must have it also, if they are to remain con
sistent and reasonable. Therefore it is important to describe a main battle 
in its modem form before we advance with the study of its employment 
in strategy. ' 

What do we usually do now in a great battle? We place ourselves quietly 
in great masses arranged next to one another and behind one another. We 
deploy only a relatively small portion of the whole, and let it fight it out in 
a musketry duel which lasts for hours, and which is interrupted now and 
again and pushed hither and yon by separate small thrusts from charges 
at the double and bayonet and cavalry attacks. When this line has gradually 
exhausted its warlike fire in this manner, and there remains nothing more 
than the ashes, it is withdrawn and replaced by another. 

In this manner the battle, with moderated violence, burns slowly away 
like wet powder, and if the veil of night commands it to stop, because no 
one can see any longer, and no one chooses to run the risk of blind chance, 
then an account is taken by each side respectively of the masses remaining, 
which can still be called effective, that is, which have not yet completely 
collapsed like extinct volcanoes; account is taken of the ground gained or 
lost, and of the security of the rear; these results combined with the special 
impressions as to bravery and cowardice, sagacity and stupidity, which are 
thought to have been perceived in ourselves and in our opponents, are col
lected into one single total impression, out of which then springs the resolu
tion to quit the field or to renew the engagement next morning. 

This description, which is not intended to be a finished picture of a 
modern battle, but only to give its general tone, holds good for the offen
sive and defensive, and the special traits which are lent by the object pro
posed, the country, etc., may be introduced into it without materially 
changing this tone. 

But modem battles are not so by accident; they are so because the 
parties are more or less on the same level as regards military organization 
and the art of war, and because the violence of war, enkindled by great 
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national interests, bas broken through artificial limits and been led into its 
natural paths. Under these two conditions battles will always preserve this 
character. 

This general idea of the modem battle will be useful to us in the sequel 
in more than one place, if 'we want to estimate the importance of the in
dividual co-efficients of strength, country, etc. It is only for general, great 
and decisive engagements, and such as approach them, that this description 
holds good; minor ones have changed their character in the same direction 
also, but less than great ones. The proof of this belongs to tactics; ,we shall, 
·however, have an opportunity later of making this subjeCt clearer by giving 
a few particulars. 



· CHAPTER III 

THE ENGAGEMENT IN GENERAL 

The engagement is the real warlike activity, everything else only min
isters to it; let us therefore take an attentive look at its nature. 

Engagement is combat, and in this the object is the destruction or the 
overcoming of the opponent; the opponent in a particular engagement, .. 
however, is the military force which stands opposed to us. 

This is the simple conception; we shall return to it, but before we can 
do that, we must insert a series of others. 

If we conceive of the state and its military force as a unit, then the 
most natural idea is to think of war also as one great single engagement, 
and in the simple conditions of savage peoples it is indeed not much dif
ferent. But our wars are made up of a number of simultaneous and con
secutive engagements, great and small, and this splitting of the activity 
into so many individual actions is due to the great diversity of the circum
stances out of which with us war arises. 

In' point of fact, the ultimate object of our wars, the political object, is 
not always an entirely simple one; and even if it were, still the action is 
bound up with such a number of conditions and considerations that the 
object can no longer be attained by one single great act, but only through 
a number of greater or smaller acts, which are bound up into a whole. Each 
of these separate activities is therefore a part of a whole, and has conse
quently a special object by which it is bound to this whole. 

We have already said.that every strategic action can be reduced to the 
idea of an engagement, because it is an employment of the military force, 
at the basis of which there always lies the idea of the engagement. We 
may therefore reduce every military activity in the province of strategy 
to the unity made up of individual engagements, and occupy ourselves with 
the object of these alone. We shall get acquainted with these special objects 
only by degrees, as we come to speak of the causes which produce them. 
Here we content ourselves with saying that every engagement, great or 
small, has its own special object, which is subordinated to the whole. If 
this is the case, the destruction and conquest of the enemy is only to be 
regarded as the means of gaining this object, as it unquestionably is. 

But this result is true only in its form, and irr.portant only because of 
the connection which the ideas have with one another; and it is precisely 
in order to rid ourselves of it that we have sought it out. 
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What does overcoming the enemy mean? Invariably nothing but the 
destruction of his military force, whether· it be by death or wounds or any 
other means, whether it be completely or only to such a degree that he no 
longer wishes to continue the combat. Therefore, as long as we set aside all 
special objects of engagements, we may look upon the complete or partial 
destruction of the enemy as the sole object of all engagements. 

Now we maintain that in the majority of cases, and especially in great 
engagements, the special object by which the engagement is individualized 
and connected with the great whole 'is only a weak modification of that 
general object. Or it is a secondary object connected with it, important 
enough to individualize the engagement, but always insignificant in com
parison with that general object; so that if the secondary object alone 
should be obtained, only an unimportant part of its purpose is fulfilled. 
If this assertion is correct, then we see that the idea, according to which 
the destruction of the enemy's force is only the means, and something 
else always the object, is true only in form, and that it would lead to false 
conclusions, if we did not recollect that this very destruction of the 
enemy's force is also comprised in that object, and that this object is 
only a weak modification of it. 

The fact that this had been forgotten led to completely false views be
fore the wars of the last period, and created tendencies as well as frag- · 
ments of systems, by which theory thought it raised itself so much the 
more above handicraft, the less it supposed itself to be in need of its 
proper instrument, that is, the destruction of the enemy's force. 

Such a system could not, of course, have arisen unless supported by 
other false suppositions, and unless in place of the destruction of the 
enemy's forces other things had been substituted to which an efficacy was 
ascribed which did not rightly belong to them. We shall combat· these 
things whenever the subject gives us occasion to, but we cannot treat of 
the engagement without insisting on the real importance and value which 
belong to it, and without giving warning against the errors to which 
merely formal truth might lead. 

But how shall we prove that in most cases, and in those of most im
portance, the destruction of the enemy's military forces is the chief thing? 
How shall we meet that extremely subtle idea, which conceives it possible, 
by means of particularly artful methods, to effect by a small direct de
struction of the enemy's forces a much greater destruction indirectly, or 
by means of small but very cleverly directed blows to produce such 
paralysis of the enemy's forces, such a bending of the enemy's will, that . 
this mode of procedure should be viewed as a great shortening of the 
road? Undoubtedly an engagement at one point may be of more value 
than at another. UndouiM.edly there is also a skilful arrangement of en
gagements in strategy, which is in fact nothing more than the art of this 
arrangement. To deny that is not our intention, but we maintain that the 
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direct destruction of the enemy's forces is everywhere the predominating 
thing; we contend here for the predominating importance of the destructive 
principle and nothing else. 

We must, however, call to mind that we are now concerned with strategy, 
not with tactics, and therefore we do not speak of the means which the 
former may have of destroying at a small expense a large body of the 
enemy's forces. If we speak of direct destruction, we mean tactical suc
cesses, and therefore our assertion is that only great tactical successes can 
lead to great strategical ones, or, as we have once before more distinctly 
expressed it, tactical successes are of paramount importance in the conduct 
of war. 

The proof of this assertion seems to us simple enough; it lies in the 
time which every complicated (skilful) combination requires. The question 
whether a simple attack or a more complicated, skilful one will produce 
greater effects may ·undoubtedly be decided in favor of the latter as long 
as the enemy is assumed to be quite passive. But every complicated attack 
demands more time, and this time must be granted it without the whole 
being disturbed, while engaged in preparation for its effect, by a counter
attack on one of its parts. Now if the enemy decides upon a simpler at
tack, which can be executed in a short time, he gets the start of us and 
disturbs the effect of the great plan. Therefore, in considering the value 
of a complicated attack we must take into account all the dangers which 
we run during its preparation, and can only adopt it if there is no reason 
to fear that the enemy will disturb us by means of a shorter one. When
ever this is the case we must ourselves choose the shorter one, and shorten 
it still further according as the character and conditions of the enemy and 
other circumstances may render necessary. If we abandon the weak im
pressions of abstract concepts, and descend to the region of practical life, 
a bold, courageous, resolute enemy will not give us time for far-reaching 
skilful combinations, and it is just against such an enemy that we would 
have most need of skill. By this is shown, it appears to us, the superiority 
of simple and direct successes over those that are complicated. 

Our opinion, therefore, is not that the simple attack is the best, but 
that we must not aim further than our scope permits, and that this prin
ciple will lead more and more to direct combat the more warlike our 
opponent is. Therefore, far from trying to surpass the enemy in making 
more complicated plans, we must rather always seek to get ahead of him 
in making them more simple. 

If we look for the ultimate foundation stones of these opposing prin
ciples, we find that in the one it is sagacity, in the other, courage. Now 
there is something very attractive in the notion that a moderate degree 
of courage joined to a great deal of sagacity will produce greater effects 
than moderate sagacity with great courage. But unless we conceive of 
these elements in an illogical disproportion, we have no right to assign 



THE ENGAGEMENT IN GENERAL 

to sagacity this advantage. over courage in a field whose name is danger, 
and which must be regarded' as the true domain of courage. · 

After this abstract investigation we shall only add that experience, very 
far from leading to a different conclusion, is rather the sole cause which 
has forced us in this direction and given rise to such investigations. 

Whoever reads history without pr~judice; cannot fail to .arrive at the 
conviction that, of all military virtues, energy in the conduct of war has 
always contributed the most to the glory and success of arms. 

How we carry out our fundamental principle of regarding the destruc
tion of the enemy's force as the principal object, not only in war as a 
whole but :also in each separate engagement, and how we are going to 
adapt that principle to the forms and conditions necessarily demanded by 
the circumstances out ·Of which war springs,. the sequel will show. For the 
present, all we desire .is to· contend for its general importance, and with 
this result we return again .to the engagement. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE ENGAGEMENT IN GENERAL (Continued) 

In the last chapter we insisted on the destruction of the enemy as being 
the object of the engagement, and we sought to prove, through a special 
investigation, that this is true in the majority of cases, and in respect of 
great engagements, because the destruction of the enemy's forces is always 
the predominating object in war. The other objects which may be mixed 
up with this destruction of the enemy's forces, and may have more or less 
influence, we shall describe generally in the next chapter, and gradually 
we shall become better acquainted with them. Here we are divesting the 
engagement of them entirely, and considering the destruction of the enemy 
as the completely sufficient object of the individual engagement. 

What are we to understand by the destruction of the enemy's force? 
A diminution of it relatively greater than that of our own force. If we 
have a great superiority in numbers over the enemy, then naturally the 
same absolute amount of loss on both sides will be for us a smaller one 
than for him, and consequently may be regarded in itself as an advantage. 
Since we are here considering the engagement as divested of all objects, 
we must also exclude from our consideration the case in which the engage
ment is used only indirectly for a greater destruction of the enemy's force. 
Consequently only that direct gain which we have made in the mutual 
process of destruction is to be regarded as the object, for this is an abso
lute gain, which runs through the reckoning of the whole campaign, and 
which always at the end turns out to be a pure gain. Every other kind 
of victory over our opponent would either have its motive in other objects, 
which we have completely excluded here, or would only yield a temporary 
relative advantage. An example will make clear what we mean. 

If by a skilful disposition we have placed our opponent in such a dis
advantageous position that he cannot continue the engagement without 
danger, and after some resistance he retreats, we may say that we have 
overcome him at that point; but if in thus overcoming him we have lost 
just as many forces as the enemy, then in closing the account of the cam
paign, there will be nothing left of this victory, if such a result can be 
called a victory. Therefore the overcoming of the enemy, that is, placing 
him in such a position that he must give up the engagement, counts for 
nothing in itself, and for that reason cannot belong to the definition of 
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the object. Therefore there is left over, as we have said, nothing excep~ 
the direct gain which we have made in the process of destruction. But to 
this belong not only the losses which have occurred in the course of the 
engagement, but also those which, after the withdrawal of the conquered 
party, occur as direct consequences of it. .. 

Now it is known from experience that the losses in physical forces in 
the course of an engagement seldom show a great difference between 
victor and vanquished, often none at all, and that the most decisive losses 
on the side of the vanquished only begin with the retreat, that is, those 
which the victor does not share with him. The weak remnants of battalions 
already in disorder are cut to pieces by cavalry, exhausted men are left 
lying, disabled guns and broken caissons are abandoned, others cannot be 
moved quickly enough along bad roads and are captured by enemy cavalry, 
while during the night individual groups lose their way and fall defenseless 
into the enemy's bands. Thus the victory usually gains substance only 
after it is already decided. This would be a paradox, if it were not ex
plained in the following manner. 

The loss in physical forces is not the only one which both sides suffer 
in the course of the engagement; moral forces also become shattered, 
broken and destroyed. It is not only the loss in men, .horses and guns, but 
in order, courage, confidence, ·cohesion and plan which come into consid
eration when it is a question whether the engagement can still be con
tinued or not. It is principally the moral forces which decide here, and in 
all cases in which the. victor has lost as heavily as the vanquished, it is 
these alone. 

The comparative relation of tlie physical losses is anyhow difficult to 
estimate in the course of the engagement, but not so the relation of the 
moral ones. Two things principally make it manifest. The one is the loss 
of the ground on which the engagement has taken place, the other the 
superiority of the enemy's reserves. The more our reserves diminish as 
compared with those of the enemy, so much the more forces we have 
used to maintain the equilibrium; by this alone noticeable evidence of 
the moral superiority of the enemy is given, which seldom fails to stir up 
in the soul of the commander a certain bitterness of feeling and contempt 
for his own troops. But the principal_thing is that troops who have been 
fighting for a long period are more or less like burnt-out cinders; their 
ammunition is consumed; they have melted away to a certain extent; their 
physical and moral strength is exhausted, and perhaps their courage broken 
as well. Such a force, irrespective of the diminution in its number, re
garded as an organic whole, is far from being what it was before the 
engagement· and thus it is that the loss in moral force is shown by the 
measure of the reserves that have been used up, as by a yardstick. 

Lost ground and lack of fresh reserves are, therefore, usually the prin-
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cipal causes which determine a retreat; but at the same time we by no 
means exclude or- desire to underestimate other reasons, which may lie in 
the connection of the parts, in the plan of the whole, and so forth. 

- Every engagement is, therefore, the bloody and destructive measuring 
of the strength of forces, physical and moral; whoever bas the greatest sum 
total of both left at the end is the conqueror. 

In the engagement the loss of moral force was the chief cause of the 
decision; after the decision this loss continues to increase until it reaches its 
culminating point at the end of the whole action; it becomes, 'therefore, 
the means of making that gain in the destruction ·of the physical forces 
which was the real object of the engagement. The loss of all order and 
unity often makes even the resistance of ·individual units fatal to them. 
The courage of the whole is ·broken; the original tension over loss and 
gain, in which danger was forgotten, is gone, and to the majority danger 
now appears no longer an appeal to their courage, but rather the en
durance of a cruel punishment. Thus, in the first moment of the enemy's 
victory, the instrument is weakened and blunted, and therefore no longer 
fit to repay danger by danger. 

The victor must use this time to make his real gain in the destruction 
of the enemy's physical forces; only that which he attains in this respect 
is he sure of; the moral forces of the opponent gradually recover, order is 
restored, courage is revived, and, in the majority of cases, there remains 
only a very small part of the superiority obtained, often none at all. In 
some cases even, although rarely, the spirit of revenge and intensified 
hostility may bring about an opposite result. On the other hand, whatever 
is gained in killed, wounded, prisoners and captured guns can never dis-
appear from the account. ' 

The losses in the battle consist more in killed and wounded; those after 
the battle more in lost guns and in prisoners. The first the victor shares 
with the vanquished, more or less, but not the second; and for that reason 
they occur usually only on the one side of the combat; at least, they are 
considerably in excess on that side. 

Guns and prisoners have therefore at all times been regarded as the 
true trophies of victory, and at the same time as its measure, because 
through these things its extent is made manifest beyond all doubt. Even 
the degree of moral superiority may be better judged by them than by any 
other circumstance, especially if the number of killed and wounded is 
compared to them, and hereby the· moral effects are raised to a higher 
power. 

We have said that the moral forces destroyed in the engagement and its 
immediate consequences recover gradually, and often bear no trace of their 
destruction; this is the case with small divisions of the whole, less fre
quently with large divisions. It may, however, be the case even with these 
in the army, but seldom or never in the state or government to which the 
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army belongs. Here the situation is estimated more impartially, and from 
a higher point of view. In the number of trophies taken by the enemy and 
their relation to the number of killed and wounded, the extent of their 
own weakness and inefficiency is recognized only too easily and too well. 

On the whole, the lost balance of the moral forces must not be treated 
lightly because it has no absolute value and because it does not necessarily 
appear in the sum total of success; it may become of such excessi~e weight 
as to overthrow everything with an irresistible force. On that account it 
may often become one of the great aims of action. Of this we shall speak 
elsewhere; here we must examine more of its fundamental- relations. -

The moral effect of a victory increases, not merely in proportion to the 
measure of the forces engaged, but in a progressive ratio--that is to say, 
not only in extent, but also in intensive strength. In a beaten division order 
is easily restored. As a single frozen limb is easily warmed by the rest of 
the body, so the courage of a defeated division is easily raised again by 
the courage of the army as soon as it rejoins it. If, therefore, _the effects 
of a small victory do not entirely disappear, still they are partly lost to 
the enemy; This is not the case if the army itself has sustained a great de~ 
feat; then all parts collapse together. A great fire attains quite a different 
degree of heat from several small ones. 

Another relation which should determine the moral value of a victory is 
the numerical relation of the forces which have been in conflict with each 
other. To defeat many with few is not only a double gain, but shows also 
a greater, especially a more general, superiority, which the conquered must 
always be fearful of encountering again. Nevertheless, this influence is in 
reality scarcely observable in such a case. In the moment of action, the 
notions of the actual strength of the enemy are generally so uncertain, 
the estimate of our own usually so incorrect, that the party superior in 
numbers either does not admit the disproportion at all, or at all events not 
nearly in its full truth, whereby he evades' almost entirely the moral dis- . 
advantage which would arise from it for him. Only later, in history, does 
that strength, long suppressed through ignorance, vanity or a wise discre
tion, emerge, and then it may glorify the army and its leader, but it can 
then no longer by its moral weight do anything for events long past. 

If prisoners and captured guns are those things by which the victory 
principally gains substance, its true crystallizations, then the plan of the 
engagement will also have these things especially in view; the destruction 
of the enemy by death and wounds_ appears here merely as a means to an 
end. 

How far this may influence the arrangements in the engagement is not 
an affair of strategy, but the disposition of the engagement itself is closely 
connected with it, and that on account of the security of our own rear and 
the endangering of the enemy's. The number of prisoners and captured 
guns depends very much on this point, and it is a point with which, in 
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many cases, tactics alone is not able to deal, namely, when the strategic 
circumstances ar:: too much opposed to the tactical. 

The risks of having to fight on two sides, and the still greater danger 
of having no line of retreat left open, paralyze the movements and the 
power of resistance and affect the alternatives of victory and defeat; fur
ther, in case of defeat, they increase the loss, often raising it to its ex
treme limit, that is, to destruction. Therefore, the threat to the rear makes 
defeat more probable, and, at the same time, more decisive. 

From this arises a true instinct for the whole conduct of war, and 
especially for great and small engagements: to secure our own line of 
retreat and to seize that of the enemy. This follows from the concept of 
victory, which, as we have seen, is something more than mere slaughter. 

In this effort we see the first more immediate purpose of the combat, 
and one which is quite general. No engagement is conceivable in which 
this effort, either in its double or single form, should not go hand in hand 
with the mere impact of force. Even the smallest detachment will not 
throw itself upon its enemy without thinking of its line of retreat, and, 
in most cases, it will have an eye upon that of the enemy also. 

We would have to digress to show how often, in complicated cases, this 
instinct is prevented from going the direct roact, how often it must yield 
to the difficulties arising from more important considerations; we shall, 
therefore, rest content with affirming it to be a general natural law of the 
engagement. 

It is, therefore, everywhere active, presses everywhere with its natural 
weight, and so becomes the pivot on which almost all tactical and strategic 
maneuvers turn. -

If we now take a look at the general concept of victory, we find in it 
three elements: 

I. The greater loss of the enemy in physical forces. 
2. The greater loss of the enemy in moral forces. 
3· His open admission of this by his renunciation of his intention. 
The reports of each side of losses in killed and wounded are never 

exact, seldom truthful and, in most cases, full of intentional misrepresenta
tions. Even the number of trophies is seldom reliably stated; when it is not 
very considerable, it may leave the victory still a matter of doubt. Of the 
loss in moral forces there is no reliable measure, except in the trophies; 
therefore, in many cases, giving up the combat is the only real evidence 
of victory left. It is to be regarded as a confession of inferiority-as the 
lowering of the flag, by which, in this particular in~tance, right and 
superiority are conceded to the enemy, and this element of humiliation 
and shame, which further remains to be distinguished from all the other 
moral consequences of being no longer a match for the enemy, is an 
essential part of the victory. It is this part alone which acts upon public 
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opinion outside the army, upon the people and the government in both 
belligerent states, and upon all others who are involved. 

The renouncement of the intention is not quite identical with quitting the 
field of battle, even . when the combat has been very obstinate and long 
kept up. No one will say of advanced posts, when they retire after an 
obstinate resistance, that they have given up their intention. Even in en
gagements aimed at the destruction of the enemy's army, the retreat from 
the battlefield is not always to be regarded as a renunciation of this in
tention, as, for instance, in retreats planned beforehand, in which the 
ground is disputed foot by foot. All this belongs to our discussion of the 
special object of engagements. Here we wish only to draw attention to the 
fact that in most cases the relinquishment of the intention is very difficult 
to distinguish from the withdrawal from the battlefield, and that the im
pression produced by the latter, both within and outside of the army, is 
not to be treated lightly. 

For generals and armies whose reputation is not established, this is a 
peculiarly difficult side of many operations otherwise justified by circum
stances, where a series of engagements, each ending in retreat, may appear 
as a series of defeats, without being so in reality, and where that appear
ance may exercise a very disadvantageous influence. It is impossible for 
the retreating general in this case, by making known his real intentions, 
to counteract the moral effect, for to do that effectively he would have to 
disclose his plans completely, which; of course, would run too much counter 
to his principal interests. 

In order to draw attention to the special importance of this conception 
of victory we shall only refer to the battle of Soor, the trophies of which 
were not important (a few thousand prisoners and twenty guns), and 
where Frederick proclaimed his victory by remaining five days on the field 
of battle, although his retreat into Silesia had been previously determined, 
and was a measure natural to his whole situation. According to his own 
account, he thought he would get nearer to a peace by the moral weight of 
this victory. Now although other successes were necessary before this 
peace came to pass-the engagement at Katholisch-Hennersdorf in Lusatia 
and the battle of Kesseldorf-still we cannot say that the moral effect of 
the battle of Soor was nil. 

If it is chiefly the moral force which is shaken by defeat, and if thereby 
the number of trophies mounts up to an unusual height, the lost engage
ment becomes a rout which is not the necessary counterpart to every 
victory. Since in the c~se of such a rout the moral force of the vanquished 
is much more seriously shaken, there often ensues a complete incapability 
of further resistance, and the whole action consists of gi~ing way, that is, 
of flight. 

Jena and Waterloo were routs, but not so Borodino. 
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Although without pedantry we can give here no single line of separat:ion, 
because the difference between the things is one of degree, yet adherence 
to concepts is essential as a central point to give clearness to our theoreti
cal ideas, and it is a lack in our terminology that there is only one word 
for a victory over the enemy tantamount to a rout, and a conquest of the 
enemy only tantamount to a simple victory. 



CHAPTER V 

ON THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ENGAGEMENT 

Having in the preceding chapter examined the engagement in its absolute 
form, so to speak, as the miniature picture of the whole war, we now turn 
to the relations which it bears as one part to the other parts of a greater 
whole. First we inquire what precise significance an engagement can have. 

Since war is nothing but a process of mutual destruction, then the most 
natural answer in theory, and perhaps also in reality, appears to be that 
all the powers of each party unite in one great mass and all results in one 
great collision of these masses. There is certainly much truth in this con
ception, and on the whole it seems to be very advisable that we should 
adhere to it and should on that account look upon minor engagements in 
the beginning only as necessary waste, like the shavings from a carpenter's 
plane. However, the thing can never be settled so simply. 

That the multiplication of engagements arises from a division of forces is 
a matter of course, and the more immediate objects of separate engage
ments will therefore be discussed under the subject of the division of 
forces. But these objects and; together with them, the whole mass of en
gagements may in a general way be divided into certain classes, and it 
will contribute to the clarity of our thought if we acquaint ourselves with 
these now. 

Destruction of the enemy's military forces is certainly the object of 
all engagements; but other objects may be connected with it, and 
these other objects may even become predominant. We must therefore dis
tinguish the case where the destruction of the enemy's force is the principal 
object, and that where it is more a means. Apart from the destruction 
of the enemy's force, the possession of a place or the possession of some 
object may also be the general motive for an engagement,· and it may be 
either one of these alone or several together, in which cases, however, one 
usually remains the principal motive. Now the two principal forms of war, 
the offensive and the defensive, of which we shall soon speak, do not 
modify the first of these motives, but they certainly do modify the other 
two, and if we wanted to arrange them in a scheme, it would appear thus: 

OFFENSIVE ENGAGEMENT 

I. Destruction of enemy's forces. 
2. Conquest of a place. 
3· Conquest of some object. 

ISS 

DEFENSIVE ENGAGEMENT 

1. Destruction of enemy's forces. 
2. Defense of a place. 
3· Defense of some object. 
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These motives, however, do not seem to embrace the whole of the sub
ject, if we recollect that there are reconnaissances and demonstrations, in 
which obviously none of these three points is the object of the engagement. 
Actually we must, therefore, on this account introduce a fourth class. 
Strictly speaking, in reconnaissances in which we wish the enemy to show 
himself, in alarms by which we wish to wear him out, in demonstrations by 
which we wish to prevent his leaving some point or to draw him off to 
another, all the objects are such as can only be attained indirectly and 

-under the pretext of one of the three objects specified above, usua~ly of the 
second; for the enemy whose aim is to reconnoiter must draw up his force 
as if he really intended to attack and defeat us, or drive us off, and so 
forth. But this pretended object is not the real one, and our present ques
tion only concerns the latter; therefore, we must add a fourth to the three 
objects of the offensive mentioned above, namely, to induce the enemy to 
make a false step or, in other words, to make a feint of engagement. It is 
natural that only offensive means are conceivable in connection with this 
object. 

On the other hand, we must observe that the defense of a place may be 
of two kinds: either absolute, if the point may not be given up at all, or 
relative, if it is only required for a certain time. The latter happens con
stantly in the engagements of advance posts and rear guards. 

That the nature of these different intentions of an engagement must 
have an essential influence on the dispositions of the engagement is evident. 
We act differently if our object is merely to drive an enemy's post out of 
its place from what we do if our object is to defeat him completely; differ
ently, if we mean to defend a place to the bitter end from what we do if 
our design is only to detain the enemy for a certain time. In the first case 
we concern ourselves little with the line of retreat, in the latter it is the 
principal point, and so forth. · 

But these reflections belong properly to tactics, and are only introduced 
here as an example for greater clarity. What strategy has to say on the 
different objects of the engagement will appear in the chapters which touch 
on these objects. Here we have only a few general observations to make. 

First, that the importance of the objects decreases approximately in 
the order in which they stand above; secondly, that the first of these ob
jects must always predominate in the main battle; finally, that the last 
two in a defensive engagement are in reality such as yield no fruit; that 
is to say, they are purely negative, and can only be useful indirectly, by 
facilitating something else which is positive. It is, therefore, a sign of 
something wrong in the strategic situation if engagements of this kind be
come too frequent. 
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DURATION OF THE ENGAGEMENT 

If we consider the engagement no longer in itself but in relation to the 
other military forces, then its duration acquires a special importance. 

This duration is to be regarded to a certain extent as a second subordi
nate success. For the victor the engagement can never be decided too 
quickly, for the vanquished it can never last too long. The speedy victory 
is a higher degree of victory; a late decision is, on the side of the defeated, 
some comp~nsation for the loss. 

This is in general true, but it acquires a practical importance in its 
application to those engagements, the object of which is a relative defense. 

Here the whole success often lies in the mere duration. This is the reason 
why we include duration among the strategic elements. 

The duration of an engagement is necessarily bound up with its essential 
conditions. These conditions are: absolute amount of strength, relation in 
strength and arms between the two sides, and the nature of the country. 
Twenty thousand men do not exhaust themselves against one another 
as quickly as two thousand; we cannot resist an enemy double or three 
times our strength as long as one of the same strength. A· cavalry engage
ment is decided sooner than an infantry engagement; and an engagement 
entirely between infantry more quickly than if artillery is present; in 
mountains and forests we do not advance as quickly as on level ground. 
All this is clear enough. 

From this it follows, therefore, that strength, relation of the three arms, 
and position must be considered, if the engagement is to fulfil an object 
by its duration; but this rule was less important to us in this special dis
cussion than to connect with it at once the chief results which experience 
offers on the subject. 

The resistance of an ordinary division of 8,ooo to Io,ooo men of all 
arms, even opposed to an enemy considerably superior in numbers and in 
not very advantageous country, lasts several hours, and if the enemy is 
only slightly or not at all superior, even half a day. A corps of three or 
four divisions gains twice that time; an army of 8o,ooo to Ioo,ooo, three 
or four times as much. Therefore the masses may be left to themselves for 
that length of time, and no separate engagement will take place if within 
that time other forces, whose activity quickly fuses with the result of the 
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engagement which has already taken place, can be brought up to form a 
whole. 

These figures are taken from experience; but it is important to us at the 
same time to characterize more particularly the moment of the decision, 
and consequently of the termination. 



CHAPTER VII 

DECISION OF THE ENGAGEMENT 

No engagement is decided in a single moment, although in every .en
gagement there are moments of great importance, which principally bring 
about the decision. The loss of an engagement is, therefore, a gradual sink
ing of the scale. But there is in every engagement a point when it may be 
regarded as decided, in such a way that the renewal of the fight would be 
a new engagement, not a continuation of the old one. To have a clear 
conception of this point is very important, in order 'to be able to decide 
whether, with the prompt assistance of reinforcements,. the engagement 
can again be resumed with advantage. 

Often in engagements which cannot be resumed, new forces are sacri
ficed in vain; often the opportunity is lost of reversing the decision, where 
this might still easily be done. Here there are two examples, which could 
not be more to the point: · 

When the Prince of Hohenlohe, in x8o6, at Jena, with 35,000 men op
posed to from 6o,ooo to 7o,ooo under Bonaparte, had accepted battle and 
lost it-and lost it in such a way that the 35,000 could be regarded as 
annihilated-General Riichel undertook to renew the battle with about 
u,ooo; the result was that in a moment his force was likewise annihilated. 

On the other hand, on the same day at Auerstadt, the Prussians with 
25,000 men fought Davoust, who had 28,ooo, until mid-day-without suc
cess, it is true, but still without the force being reduced to a state of 
dissolution, even without greater loss than the enemy, who was absolutely 
without cavalry. But they neglected the opportunity of using the reserve 
of I 8,ooo, under General Kalkreuth, to reverse the battle, which, under 
those circumstances, it would have been impossible to lose. 

Each engagement i$ a whole in which the partial engagements combine 
into one total result. In this total result lies the decision of the engage
ment. This success need not be exactly a victory such as we have depicted 
in Chapter 4, for often the preparations for that have not been made, often 
there is no opportunity for that if the enemy gives way too soon, ·and in 
most cases the decision, even when the resistance has been obstinate, takes 
place before such a degree of success is attained as really satisfies the idea 
of a victory. 

We therefore ask: Which is usually the moment of decision, qtat is to 
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say, the moment when a new and presumably not disproportionate force 
is no longer able to reverse a disadvantageous engagement? 

If we omit feint engagements, which in accordance with their -nature are 
properly without decision, then: 

I. If the possession of a movable object was the aim of the engage
ment, the loss of it is always the decision. 

2. If the possession of a tract of country was the object of the engage
ment, then the decision usually lies in its loss. Yet not always, and only 
if this tract. of country is of peculiar strength. Country easily accessible, 
however important it may be in other respects, can be re-taken without 
much danger. 

3· But in all other cases, when these two circumstances have not already 
decided the engagement, particularly therefore in a case where the destruc
tion of the enemy's force is the principal object, the decision lies in that 
moment when the victor ceases to feel himself in a state of disintegration, 
that is, of a certain inefficiency, and when consequently, there is no fur
ther advantage in using the successive efforts spoken of in Book III, Chap
ter 12. For this reason we have given the strategic unity of the engage-
ment its place here. . 

An engagement, therefore, in which our assailant has not lost his condi
tion of order and efficiency at all, or at least only with a small part of his 
force,. while our own forces are, more or less; disorganized, is past re
covery, and it is just as much so if the enemy has already recovered his 
efficiency. · 

The smaller, therefore, that part of the force which has really been 
engaged and the greater that portion which as reserve has contributed to 
the result by its mere presence, so much the less will any new force of the 
enemy again wrest the victory from our hands. That commander, as well as 
that army which has suc:ceeded to the greatest extent in conducting the 
engagement with the greatest economy of forces, and making the most of 
the moral effect of strong reserves, goes the surest way to victory. In this 
respect we must concede to the French, in modem times, especially when 
led by Bonaparte, a great mastery. 

Further, the moment when the state of crisis in the engagement ceases 
for the victor, and his old efficiency returns, will come the sooner the 
smaller the unit he commands. A picket of cavalry pursuing an enemy at 
full speed will in a few minutes resume its old order, and also the crisis lasts 
no longer; a whole regiment of cavalry requires a longer time; it lasts still 
longer with the infantry, if extended in single lines of skirmishers, and 
longer again with divisions of all arms, when one part bas happened to 
take one direction, and another, another, and when the engagement has 
thus caused a disorder, which usually becomes still worse, owing to the 
fact that no part knows exactly where the other is. Thus, the point of time 
when the conqueror has found again the instruments which he has been 
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using 'and which have become mixed up and are partly in disorder; when 
he has rearranged them a little and put them in their proper places, and 
thus put the battle-workshop in order again-this moment occurs later and 
later, the greater the total force. 

Again, this moment occurs later if night overtakes the conqueror in 
the crisis, and, lastly, it occurs later still if the country is broken and 
covered. But in regard to these two points we must observe that night is 
also a great means of protection, because circumstances are only seldom 
such that one may expect good success from night attacks, as on March zo, 
1814, at Laon, where York against Marmont gives us a very apposite 
example of this. In the same way a covered and broken country will at the 
same time afford protection against a reaction to him who has been 
engaged in the prolonged crisis of victory. Both, therefore-night as 
well as covered and broken country-are obstacles which make the renewal 
of the same engagement more difficult, instead of facilitating it. 

Hitherto, we have considered assistance arriving for the losing side as a 
mere increase of military force, therefore, as a reinforcement coming up 
directly from the rear, which is the most usual case. But the situation be
comes quite different if these fresh forces come up on the enemy's flank or 
rear. 

On the effect of flank or rear attacks so far as they belong to strategy, 
we shall speak in another place. Such a one as we have here in view, in
tended for the restoration of the engagement, belongs chiefly to tactics, and 

. is only mentioned because we are here speaking of tactical results, and our 
conceptions, therefore, must intrude upon the field of tactics. 

By directing a force against the enemy's flank and· • rear, its efficacy 
may be much intensified; this, however, is not necessarily so; the efficacy 
may thereby be just as much weakened. The circumstances under which 
the engagement takes place decide upon this part of the plan as well as 
upon every other, without our being able to consider them here. In this 
respect two things are important for our subject, of which the first is that 
flank and rear a!ttacks have, as a rule, a more favorable effect on the' 
success after the decision than upon the decision itself. Now in regard to 
the resumption of a battle, our first object is a favorable decision and not 
the magnitude of the success. From this point of view one would therefore 
think that a force which comes up to re-establish our engagement is of less 
assistance if it falls upon the enemy in flank and rear, therefore separated 
from us, than if it joined us directly; certainly cases are not wanting where 
it is so, but we must say that most cases are on the other side, and they 
are so because of the second point which is of importance to us here. 

This second point is the moral effect of the surprise, which a reinforce
ment coming up to re-establish an engagement usually has in its favor. Now 
the effect of a surprise is always increased if it takes place in the flank or 
'rear, and an enemy involved in the crisis of victory in his extended and 
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scattered order is less in a state to counteract it. Who does not feel that 
an attack in flank or rear, which at the beginning of the engagement, when 
the forces are concentrated and prepared for such an event would be of 
little importance, acquires quite another importance in the last moment of 
the engagement? 

We must, therefore, admit without hesitation that in most cases a 
reinforcement coming up on the flank or rear of the enemy will be much 
more effective, will be like the same weight at the end of a longer lever. 
Under these circumstances we may undertake to restore the engagement 
with the same force which, employed in a direct attack, would have been 
insufficient. Here, where results almost defy calculation, because the moral 
forces gain complete superiority, is the right field for boldness and daring. 

Therefore the eye must be directed on all these objects and all these 
elements of co-operating forces must be taken into consideration, when we 
have to decide in doubtful cases whether or not it is still possible to re
store an engagement which has taken an unfavorable tum. 

If the engagement is to be regarded as not yet ended, then the new en
gagement which is opened by the arrival of assistance fuses with the old 
into one, that is, into a joint result, and the first disadvantage then dis
appears altogether from the account. But this is not the case if the 
engagement was already decided; then there are two results separate from 
one another. Now if the assistance which arrives is only of comparative 
strength, that is, if it is not in itself alone a match for the enemy, then a 
favorable result is hardly to be expected from this second engagement; but 
if it is so strong that it can undertake the second engagement without regard 
to the first, then it may be able by a favorable issue to compensate for and 
outweigh the first engagement, but never to make it disappear altogether 
from the account. 

At the battle of Kunersdorf, Frederick the Great at the first onset cap
tured the left wing of the Russian position and took seventy pieces of 
artillery; at the end of the battle both were lost again, and the whole 
result of this first engagement had disappeared from the account. Had it 
been possible to stop at the first success, and to put off the second part of 
the battle until the next day, then, even if the king had lost it, the advan
tages of the first success could always counterbalance this loss. 

·But when a disadvantage is restored and turned to our own advantage 
before its conclusion, its minus result on our side not only disappears from 
the account, but also becomes the foundation of a greater victory. That is, 
if we imagine exactly the tactical course of an engagement, we may 
easily see that, until it is concluded, all successes in partial engagements 
are only suspended decisions, which may not only be destroyed by the main 
decision, but,changed into the opposite. The more our forces have suffered, 
the more the enemy will have exhausted himself; the greater, therefore, 
will be the crisis for the enemy, too, and the more the superiority of our 
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fresh troops will tell. If now the total result tli.ms in our favor, if we wrest 
from the enemy the field of battle and recover all the·trophies, then all the 
forces which he has sacrificed in obtaining them become sheer gain for us, 
·and our former defeat becomes the stepping~stone to greater triumph. The 
most brilliant feats of arms which, in the case of victory, the enemy would 
have prized· so highly that the loss of forces which they cost would have 
been disregarded leave behind now nothing but regret for these sacrificed 
forces. Such is the alteration which the magic of victory· and the curse of 
defeat produce in the specific gravity of the elements. 

Therefore, even if we are decidedly superior in strength, and are able 
to repay the enemy his victory by a still greater one, it is always better 
to forestall the conclusion of a losing engagement, if it is of comparative 
importance, so as to reverse its course rather than to deliver a second 
engagement. · 

Field-Marshal Daun attempted in 1760 to come to the assistance of 
General Laudon at Liegnitz while the latter's engagement was still going 
on; but when that engagement was lost, he did not attack the king next 
day, although he did not lack strength. 

For these reasons bloody engagements of advance guards which precede 
·a battle are to be looked upon only as necessary evils, and when not 
necessary they are to be avoided. 

We will also have another conclusion to consider. 
If in a closed engagement the decision has gone against us, this does not 

constitute a motive for deciding on a new one. The determination for this 
new one must proceed from other conditions. This conclusion, however, 
comes into conflict with a moral force, which we must take into account; 
it is the feeling of revenge and retaliation. From the highest commander 
to the lowest drummer-boy this feeling is nowhere lacking, and therefore 
troops are never in better fighting spirits than when it is a question of 
squaring an account. This is, however, based on the supposition that the 
defeated part is not too great in proportion to the whole, because other
wise the above feeling would lose itself in that of impotence. 

There is therefore a very natural tendency to use this moral force to 
repair the disaster on the spot, and chiefly on that account to seek another 
engagement if other circumstances permit. Naturally, this second engage
ment must usually be an offensive one. 

In the catalogue of minor engagements there are to be found many 
examples of such acts of retaliation; but great battles usually have too 
many other determining causes to be occasioned by this weaker force. 

It was such a feeling which led the noble Bliicher with his third corps 
to the field of battle on February 14, 1814, wh-en the other two had been 
beaten three days before at Montmirail. Had he known that he still would 
meet Bonaparte himself, then, naturally, overwhelming reasons would 
necessarily have induced him to postpone his revenge. But he hoped to 
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revenge himself on Marmont, and instead of gaining the reward of his 
desire for honorable satisfaction, he suffered the penalty of his erroneous 
calculation. 

On the duration of engagements and the moment of their decision de
pend the distances at which those masses should be disposed which are 
intended to fight in conjunction. This disposition would be a tactical 
arrangement in so far as it has in view one and the same engagement; it 
can, however, only be regarded as such, provided the position of the troops 
is so compact that two separate engagements cannot be imagined, and 
consequently that the· space which the whole occupies can be considered 
strategically as a mere point. But in war, cases frequently occur where 
even those forces intended to fight in conjunction must be so far separated 
from each other that, while their union for a conjoint engagement certainly 
remains the principal object, still the occurrence of separate engagements 
remail)s possible. Such a disposition is therefore strategic. 

Arrangements of this kind are: marches in separate columns and 
masses, advance guards and flanking corps, reserves intended to serve as 
supports for more than one strategic point, the concentration of separate 
corps from widely extended quarters, etc. We can see that they constantly 
occur, and constitute, so to speak, the small change in the strategic 
economy, while the main battles and everything on their level are the gold 
and silver pieces. 



CHAPTER VIII 

MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING AS TO AN ENGAGEMENT 

No engagement can originate without mutual consent thereto; and in 
this notion, which constitutes the whole basis of a duel, is the root of a 
certain phraseology used by historical writers, which leads to many vague 
and false conceptions. 

The treatment of the subject by writers frequently hinges on the idea 
that one commander has offered battle to the other, and the latter has not 
accepted it. 

But the engagement is a very modified duel, and its foundation con
sists not merely in the mutual wish to fight, that is, in consent, but in the 
objects which are connected with the engagement; these belong always 
to the greater whole, and that so much the more, as even the whole war, 
considered as a "combat-unit," has political objects and conditions which 
belong to a greater whole. The mere desire to conquer each other becomes 
therefore quite a subordinate matter, or rather it ceases completely to be 
anything in itself and is only the nerve which conveys the impulse of 
action from the higher will. 

Amongst the ancients, and then again during the early period of standing 
armies, the expression, "to offer battle to the enemy in vain," had more 
meaning than it has now. Among the ancients everything was arranged 
with a view to measuring each other's strength in the open field, free from 
anything in the nature of a hindrance, and the whole art of war consisted 
in tl1e organization and composition of the army, that is, in the order of 
battle. 

Now since their armies regularly entrenched themselves in their camps, 
the position in a camp was regarded as something unassailable, and a battle 
did not become possible until the enemy left his camp, and placed himself 
in the lists, so to speak, in accessible country. 

If, therefore, we hear about Hannibal having offered battle to Fabius in 
vain, that says nothing with respect to the latter except that a battle was 
not part of his plan, and in itself proves neither the physical nor the moral 
superiority of Hannibal; but with respect to Hannibal, the expression is 
still correct enough in the sense that he really wished a battle. 

In the early period of modern armies, the conditions were similar in 
the case of great engagements and battles. That is to say, great masses 
were brought into action, and led throughout it by means of an· order of 
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battle, which as a great unwieldy who~e required a more or less level plain 
and was neither suited to attack nor yet to defense in a broken, covered or 
even mountainous country. Therefore, the defender possessed here also, to 
some extent, the means of avoiding battle. These conditions, although 
gradually becoming less stringent, continued until the first Silesian War, 
and it was not until the Seven Years' War that attacks on an enemy even 
in difficult country gradually became feasible ani! customary; ground cer
tainly did not cease to be a source of strength to those making use of its 
aid, but it was no longer a charmed circle which shut out the natural 
forces of war. 

During the past thirty years war has developed much more in this respect, 
and there is no longer anything which stands in the way of a general seri
ously desirous of a decision by battle. He can seek out his enemy and 
attack him; if he does not do so, then it cannot be said of him that he 
wanted the engagement, and the expression "he offered a battle which his 
opponent did not accept" now means nothing more than that he himself 
did not find circumstances advantageous enough for an engagement, an 
admission which the above expression does not suit and which it only 
strives to cloak. 

It is true the defender can now no longer refuse an engagement, yet he 
may still avoid it by giving up his position and the role connected with it; 
that is, however, half a victory for the assailant, and an acknowledgment 
of his temporary superiority. 

This idea relating to a challenge can, therefore, no longer be used to 
excuse with such rodomontade the inactivity of him whose part it is to 
advance, that is, to take the offensive. The defender, who, as long as he 
does not give way, must be credited with wanting battle, can, no doubt, 
if he is not attacked, say that he had offered it, if this were not already 
self-evident. . 

On the other hand, he who wishes and is able to avoid it, cannot now be 
forced into an engagement. Since the advantages which the aggressor 
gains by this avoidance are often not sufficient, and an actual victory be
comes for him a pressing necessity, sometimes the few means which are 
available to force even such an opponent to an engagement are sought for 
and employed with particular skill. 

The principal means for this are: first, surrounding the enemy so as to 
make his retreat impossible, or at least so difficult that he prefers to accept 
the engagement; and, second, surprising_ him. This latter way, which 
formerly had its basis in the awkwardness of all movements, has become in 
modern times very ineffective. Because of the flexibility and mobility of 
modem armies they do not hesitate to retreat even in sight of the enemy, 
and only some special obstacles in the nature of the country can cause 
serious difficulties in the operation. 

The battle of Neresheim may be cited as an example of this kind, 
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fought by the Archduke Charles with Moreau in the Rauhe Alp, August 
n, 1796, merely with a view to facilitating his retreat, although we freely 
confess that we have never been quite able to understand the argument of 
the renowned general and author in this case. 

The battle of Rossbach is another example, if we suppose that the com
mander of the allied army did not really have the intention of attacking 
Frederick the Great. 

Of the battle of Soor the king himself says that it was only accepted be
cause a retreat in the presence of the enemy appeared to him a critical 
operation; however the king has also given other reasons for the battle. 

On the whole, with the exception of actual night attacks, such cases will 
always be of rare occurrence, and those in which an enemy is compelled 
to fight by being surrounded will really occur ·only in the case of single 
corps, like Fink's corps at Maxen. 



CHAPTER IX 

THE BATTLE 

ITS DECISION 

What is a battle? A conflict of the main body, but not an unimportant 
one for a secondary object, not a mere attempt which is given up when we 
see at an early stage that our object will be difficult to attain, but a conflict 
waged with all our efforts for the attainment of a real victory. 

Even in such a battle, minor objects may be mixed up with the principal 
object, and it will take on many special shades of color from the circum
stances from which it arises, for even a battle belongs to a greater whole of 
which it is only a part. But because the essence of war is combat, and the 
battle is the combat of the main armies, it is always to be regarded as 
the real center of gravity in war, and therefore on the whole its distinguish
ing character is that, more than any other engagement, it exists for its 
own sake. 

This has an influence on the manner of its decision, on the effect of the 
victory gained in it, and determines the value which theory must assign to 
it. as a means to the end. On that account we make it the subject of 
our special consideration, and that too at this stage, before we consider the 
special objects which may be bound up with it, but which do not essentially 
change its character if it really deserves to be called a battle. 

If a battle is essentially an end in itself, the elements of its decision must 
be contained in itself; in other words, victory must be striven for as long 
as a possibility of it is present. It must not, therefore, be given up on 
account of particular circumstances, but only and solely if the forces appear 
completely insufficient. 

Now how can this moment be more precisely indicated? 
If a certain skilfully devised order and co-ordination of the army is the 

principal condition under which the bravery of the troops can gain a 
victory, as has been the case for some time in the modern art of war, then 
the destruction of this order is the decision. A defeated wing which gets out 
of line also influences decisively the fate of that which still stands its 
ground. If, as was the case at another time, the essence of the defense 
consists in an intimate alliance of the artny with the ground on which it 
fights and its obstacles, so that the army and the position are a single whole, 
then the conquest of an essential point in this position is the decision. The 
key of the position is lost, we say; it cannot therefore be defended any 
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further; the battle cannot be continued. In both cases the beaten armies 
are more or less like the broken strings of an instrument which refuse to 
function. 

The principles, geometrical on the one hand and geographical on the 
other, which had the tendency to put combating armies in a state of 
crystallizing tension which did not permit the available powers to be used 
to the last man, have in our days at least, lost so much of their influence 
that they no longer predominate. Armies are still led into battle in a certain 
order, but the order is no longer of decisive importance; obstacles of 
ground are also still used to strengthen resistance, but they are no longer 
the only support. · 

We have tried in the second chapter of this book to take a general view 
of the nature of the modern battle. According to our conception of it, the 
order of battle is only a disposition of forces for their convenient use, and 
the course of the battle a mutual slow wearing away of these forces 
against one another, to see which will have exhausted his adversary soonest. 

The resolution, therefore, to give up the engagement arises, in a battle 
more than in any other engagement, from the· condition of the fresh re
serves remaining available; for only these still possess all their moral 
forces, and the cinders of the battered and shattered battalions, already 
burnt out by the destructive element, cannot be placed on a level with them. 
Lost ground, as we have said elsewhere, is also a measure of lost moral 
force; therefore it must also be taken into account, but more as a sign o; 
loss suffered than for the loss itself, and the numl:>er of fresh reserves 
remains always the main. thing to be considered by both commanders. 

Usually a battle inclines in one direction from the very beginning, but 
in a manner hardly noticeable. This direction is frequently fixed in a very 
decided manner by the arrangements which have been made previously, 
and then it shows a lack of insight in the general who begins battle under 
these unfavorable circumstances without being aware of them. Even wher. 
this does not occur the course of a battle naturally resembles a slow dis
turbance of equilibrium, which begins soon, but, as we have said, is almost 
imperceptible at first and with each fresh moment becomes stronger and 
more visible, rather than a wavering oscillation from one side to the 
other, as those who are misled by untrue descriptions of battle usually pic-
ture it to themselves. · · 

But whether it happens that the balance is for a long time little dis
turbed, or that even after it has been lost on the one side it is regained, 
and is then lost on the other side, it is certain at all events that in most 
instances the defeated general foresees his fate long before he retreats, and 
that cases in which some event acts with unexpected force upon the 
course of the whole usually exist only in the extenuating imagination with 
which every one tells of his lost battle. 

Here we can only appeal to the judgment of unprejudiced men of 
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experience, who will, we are sure, assent to what we have said, and 
answer for us to such of our readers as do not know war from their own 
experience. To develop the necessity of this course from the nature of the 
thing would lead us too far into the province of tactics, to which this 
subject belongs; here we are concerned only with its results. 

If we say that the defeated general foresees the unfavorable result usually 
some time before he decides to give up the battle, we admit that there are 
also instances to the contrary, because otherwise we should be maintaining 
a proposition intrinsically absurd. If with each decisive turn of a battle, 
the battle were to be regarded as lost, then necessarily no more forces 
would be used to change its course, and consequently this decisive turn 
could not precede the retreat by any length of time. There are cases, cer
tainly, of battles which, after having taken a decided turn to one side, 
have still ended in favor of the other; but these are rare, not usual. These 
exceptional cases, however, are reckoned upon by every general against 
whom fortune declares itself, and he must reckon upon them as long as 
'tl1ere remains any possibility of reversing the battle. He hopes by stronger 
efforts, by stimulating what moral forces still survive, by surpassing him
self, or by some fortunate chance, still to see things change in a moment 
and, pursues this hope as far as his courage and his judgment agree. We 
wish to say something more about that, but first we will mention the signs 
of the scales turning. 

The success of the whole engagement consists in the sum total of the 
successes 9f all partial engagements; but these successes of separate engage
ments can be distinguished by three different things. 

·First, by the mere moral force in the mind of the leading officers. If a 
general of division has seen how his battalions have been defeated, it will 
have an influence on his demeanor and his reports, and these again will 
have an influence on the measures of the commander-in-chief; therefore 
even those unsuccessful partial engagements, which to all appearance are 
retrieved, are not lost in their results, and their impressions add up in 
the mind of the commander without much trouble and even against his 
will. 

Second, by the quicker melting away of our troops, which can easily be 
estimated in the slow and less tumultuous course of our battles. 

Third, by lost ground. 
All these things serve for the eye of the general as a compass by which 

to recognize the course of the battle on which he has embarked. If whole 
batteries have been lost and none of the enemy's taken; if battalions have 
been overthrown by the enemy's cavalry. while those of the enemy every
where form impenetrable masses; if the line of fire of his order of battle 
withdraws involuntarily from one point to the other; if fruitless efforts have 
been made to gain certain points, and the assaulting battalions have each 
time been scattered by well-directed volleys of grape and case; if our artil-
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lery's reply to that of the enemy gro~s feeble; if the battalions under fire 
melt away unusually fast, because, with the wounded, crowds of un
wounded men withdraw; if single divisions have been cut off and made 
prisoners through the disruption of the plan of battle; if the line of retreat 
begins to be endangered-then the commander must in all these things 
recognize very well in which direction his battle is going. The longer this 
direction continues, the more decided it becomes, so much the more diffi
cult becomes a change for the better, so much the nearer the moment 
when he must give up the battle. We shall now make some observations 
concerning this moment. 

We have already said more than once that the relative number of the 
fresh reserves remaining at the end is usually the main reason for the final 

. decision. That commander who sees his adversary decidedly superior to 
him in this respect determines upon a retreat. It is quite a characteristic of 
modem battles that all misfortunes and losses which take place in the 
course of them can be retrieved by fresh forces, because the arrangement 
of the modem battle order and the way in which troops are brought into 
action permit their use· in almost any place and in any situation. So long, 
therefore, as that commander, against whom the result seems to be going, 
still retains a superiority in reserve force, he will not give up. But from 
the moment that his reserves begin to become weaker th~n his enemy's, 
the decision may be regarded as settled. From now onward he depends 
partly on special circumstances, partly on the degree of courage and per
severance which he personally possesses, and which may perhaps degener
ate into foolish obstinacy. How a commander can succeed in estimating 
correctly the reserves still r~maining on both sides is a matter of technical 
skill in execution, which does not in any way belong here; we keep to the 
result as it forms itself in his mind. But even this result is not yet the real 
moment of decision, for a motive which arises only gradually is not suited 
to that, but is only a general determination of his resolution, and this reso
lution itself still requires special causes for it. Of these there are chiefly 
two, which constantly recur, that is: danger to his retreat and the arrival of 
the night. ' 

If the retreat becomes more and more endangered with every new step 
which the battle takes in its course, and if the reserves are so much dimin
ished that they are no longer adequate to provide fresh breathing space, 
then there is nothing left but to submit to fate, and by an orderly retreat to 
save what, by a longer delay ending in flight and disaster, would be lost. 

However, as a rule, night puts an end to all engagements, beca?se a 
night engagement offers no hope of advantage except under particular 
circumstances, and since night is better suited for a retreat than day, the 
commander who has to consider the retreat as inevitable, or extremely 
probable will prefer to make use of the night for this purpose. 

That iliere are, besides these two usual and chief causes many others 
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also~ which are smaller, more individual and not to be overlooked, is a 
matter of course; for the more a battle tends toward a complete upset of 
equilibrium, the more noticeable is the influence of each partial restilt on 
it. Thus the loss of a battery, the successful charge of some regiments of 
cavalry, may call into life the resolution to retreat already ripening. 

In concluding this subject we must dwell for a moment on the point at 
which the courage of the commander engages in a sort of conflict with his 
reason. 

If, on the one hand, the dictatorial pride of a victorious commander, 
if the inflexible will of a naturally obstinate spirit, if the convulsive re
sistance of a noble enthusiasm will not yield the battlefield, where they are 
to leave their honor, on the other hand, reason advises not to give away 
everything, not to stake all he has left on the game, but to retain as much 

'as is necessary for an orderly retreat. However highly we must value 
courage and steadfastness in war, and however little prospect of victory 
there is for him who cannot resolve to seek it by the exertion of all his 
strength, still there is a point beyond which perseverance can only be called 
desperate folly, and therefore cannot be approved by any critic. In the most 
celebrated of all battles, that of Waterloo, Bonaparte used his last forces 
in an effort to retrieve a battle which was past retrieving. He spent his last 
penny, and then like a beggar, fled from the battlefield and_ from his 
empire. 



CHAPTER X 

THE BATTLE (Continued) 

EFFECTS OF VICTORY 

According to the point of view taken, one may feel as much astonished 
at the extraordinary results of many great battles as at the lack of results 
in others. We shall now dwell for a moment on the nature of the effect of 
a great victory. 

Three things may easily be distinguished here: the effect upon the 
instruments themselves, that is, upon the generals and their armies; the 
effect upon the states interested in the war; and the particular result which 
these effects manifest in the subsequent course of the campaign. 

If we only think of the insignificant difference which ordinarily exists 
between victor and vanquished in the way of killed, wounded, prisoners and 
lost artillery on the field of battle itself, the consequences which develop 
out of this insignificant point seem often quite incomprehensible, and yet, 
usually, everything happens only too naturally. 

We have already said in Chapter 7 that the magnitude of a victory 
increases not merely in the same measure as the number of vanquished 
forces increases, but in a higher ratio. The moral effects resulting from the 
issue of a great battle are greater on the side of the conquered than on that 
of the conqueror: they lead to greater losses in physical force, which then 
in turn react on the moral element, and so they go on mutually supporting 
and increasing each other. We must therefore lay special stress upon this 
moral effect. It occurs on both sides but in opposite directions; as it under
mines the strength of the vanquished so it increases the strength and 
activity of the victor. But its chief effect is upon the vanquished, because 
here it is the direct cause of fresh losses, and furthermore it is homogeneous 
in nature with danger, fatigue and hardship-in fact, with all distressing 
circumstances among which war moves, and therefore allies itself with them 
and increases by their assistance, while with the victor all these things act 
like weights on the upward sweep of his spirits. We find, therefore, that the 
vanquished sinks much further below the original line of equilibrium than 
the victor rises above it. On this account, if we speak of the effects of 
victory we have in mind mainly those which manifest themselves in the 
vanquished army. If this effect is more powerful in an engagement on a 
large scale than in one on a small scale, then again it is much more power
ful in the main battle than in a subordinate engagement. The main battle 
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takes place for its own sake, for the sake of the victory which it is to give, 
and which is sought for in it with the utmost effort. Here, on this spot, in 
this very hour, to conquer the enemy is the purpose in which all the threads 
of the plan of the war converge; in which all distant hopes, all vague con
ceptions of the future meet; fate steps in before us to give an answer to 
our bold question. This is the state of mental tension not only of the com
mander but of his whole army down to the lowest camp follower, in 
decreasing strength no doubt, but also in decreasing importance. A great 
battle has, naturally, never at any time been an unprepared, unexpected, 
blind routine service, but a grand act, which, partly of itself and partly 
according to the purpose of the commander, stands out from among the 
mass of ordinary activities suffidently to raise the tension of all minds to 
a higher degree. But the higher this tension with respect to the issue, the 
more powerful must be the effect of that issue. 

Again, the moral effect of victory in our battles is greater than it was 
in the earlier ones of modem military history. If our battles are as we have 
depicted them, a real struggle of forces to the. utmost, then the sum total 
of all these forces, of the physical as well as <the moral, has more to do 
with the decision than certain special dispositions or even chance. 

A mistake that we make may be repaired next time; from good for
tune and chance we can hope for more favor on another occasion; but the 
sum total of moral and physical powers generally does not alter so quickly, 
and, therefore, what the verdict of a victory has decided concerning it 
appears of much greater importance for the entire future. It is, indeed, very 
probable that of all concerned in a battle, whether belonging to the army 
or not, very few have given a thought to this difference, but the course of 
the battle itself impresses on the minds of all those present in it such a 
conviction. The account of this course in public documents, however much 
it may be glossed over by the dragging in of irrelevant circumstances, shows 
also, more or less, to the rest of the world, that the causes were more of a 
general than of a particular nature. 

He who has never been present at the loss of a great battle will have 
difficulty in forming a living and consequently entirely true conception of 
it, and the abstract notions of this or that small loss will never come up to 
the real conception of a lost battle. Let us stop for a moment to picture it. 

The first thing which perhaps overpowers the imagination-and we may 
say, also the intellect-in a lost battle is the dwindling of the masses; then 
the loss of ground, which takes place more or less always, and therefore 
on the side of the assailant also, if he is not fortunate; then the disorganized 
original formation, the confusion of the troops, the dangers of the retreat, 
which, with few exceptions are always present in a greater or less degree; 
and finally the retreat itself which mostly takes place at night or, at least, 
is continued throughout the night. On this very first march we must leave 
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behind a great number of men exhausted and seattered about, often the 
bravest, who have ventured forth the farthest and held out the longest. 
The feeling of being defeated, which on the battlefield only seized the 
superior officers now spreads through all ranks, down to the common 
soldier. It is aggravated by the horrible idea of being forced to leave in 
the enemy's hands so many brave comrades, whose worth we never rightly 
appreciated till this very battle; aggravated also by a rising distrust of the 
commander, whom every subordinate more or less blames for the fruit
less efforts he has made. And this feeling of being defeated is no mere 
imagination which may be overcome. It is the evident truth that the enemy 
is superior to us, a truth which might originally have been so hidden that 
it could not before be perceived, but which always comes out clear and 
conclusive in the issue. We have, perhaps, suspected it before, but for lack 
of anything more real have had to set against it hope in chance, reliance 
on fortune and providence or bold daring. Now, all this has proved inade
quate, and the stern truth faces us harshly and imperiously. 

All these impressions are still widely different from a panic terror, which · 
in an army fortified by military virtue is never, and in any other, only 
by exception, the result of lost battles. They must arise even in the best 
of armies, and although long habituation to war and victory, together with 
great confidence in the commander, may modify them a little here and 
there; they are never entirely lacking in the first moment. Nor are they 
the mere consequence of lost trophies-these are usually lost at a later 
period, and the loss of them does not become generally known so quickly
and they will, therefore, not fail to appear even when the scale turns in 
the slowest and most gradual manner, and they constitute that effect of 
a victory upon which we can count in every case. 

We have already said that the extent of the trophies intensifies this 
effect. -

How very much an army in this condition, regarded as an instrument, 
is weakened! In this weakened condition in which, as we said before, it 
finds new enemies in all the ordinary difficulties of warfare, how little can 
it be expected to be in a position to recover by fresh efforts what has been 
lost! Before the battle there was a real or imagined equilibrium between 
the two sides; this is lost, and therefore some external cause is required 
to restore it; every new effort without such external support will only lead 
to fresh losses. 

Thus, therefore, the most moderate victory of the main army must tend 
to cause a constant sinking of the scale on the opponent's side, until new 
external circumstances bring about a change. If these are not near, if the 
victor is a restless opponent, who, thirsting for glory, pursues great aims, 
then a first-rate commander and a true military spirit in the army, hardened 
by many campaigns, are required, in order to prevent the swollen tide of 
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preponderance from breaking through entirely, and to moderate its course 
by small but reiterated acts of resistance, until the force of victory at the 
end of a certain period has spent itself. 

And now as to the effect of defeat beyond the army, upon the nation and 
the government! It is the sudden collapse of hopes stretched to the utmost, 
the downfall of all self-reliance. In place of these extinct forces, fear, with 
its destructive properties of expansion, rushes into the vacuum left, and 
completes the prostration. It is a real apoplectic stroke. which one of the 
two athletes gets from the electric spark of the main battle. And this effect, 
too, however different in its degrees, is never completely lacking. Instead 
of every one hastening with a spirit of determination to aid in repairing 
the disaster, every one fears that his efforts will be in vain, and stops and 
hesitates, when he should rush forward; or in despondency he lets his 
weapons fall leaving everything to fate. 

The consequences which this effect of victory brings forth in the course 
of the war itself depend in part on the character and talent of the victorious 
general, but more on the circumstances from which the victory proceeds, 
and to which it leads. Without boldness and enterprising spirit on the part 
of the commander, the most brilliant victory will lead to no great result, 
and its force exhausts itself much more quickly still on circumstances, if 
these offer a strong and stubborn opposition to it. How very differently 
from Daun, Frederick the Great would have used the victory at Kollin; 
and what different results France, in place of Prussia, might have given a 
battle of Leuthenl · 

The conditions which allow us to expect great results from a great vic
tory we shall learn when we come to the subjects with which they are 
connected; only then will it be possible to explain the disproportion which 
may appear at first sight between the magnitude of a victory and its results, 
and which is only too readily attributed to a lack of energy on the part 
of the victor. Here, where we are concerned with the main battle in it
self, we shall merely say that the effects now described never fail to attend 
a victory, that they increase with the intensive strength of the victory
increase in proportion as the battle becomes a main battle, that is, the 
more the entire military force is concentrated in it, the more the whole 
military power of the nation is contained in that force, and the whole state 
in that military power. 

But can theory accept this effect of victory as absolutely necessary? 
Must it not rather endeavor to discover a counteracting means capable of 
neutralizing this effect? it seems so natural to answer this question in the 
affirmative; but heaven protect us from taking, as most theories do, this 
wrong course, which leads to a series of mutually destructive pros and 
cons. 

The effect is, no doubt, absolutely necessary, for it lies in the nature of 
things, and it exists, even if we find means to counteract it; just as the 
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motion of a cannon ball in the direction of the earth's rotation always per
sists, although when fired from east and west, part of the general velocity is 
destroyed by this opposite motion. 

All war presupposes human weakness, and against that it is directed. 
Therefore, if later, in another place, we consider what is to be done after 

the loss of a great battle, if we take into account the resources which still 
remain, even in the most desperate cases, if we express a belief in the 
possibility of retrieving all, even in such a case, we do not mean thereby 
that the effects of such a defeat are by degrees completely wiped out. For· 
the forces and means used to repair the disaster might have been applied 
to the realization of some positive object, and this applies both to the 
moral and physical forces. · 

Another question is, whether, through the los~ of a great battle, forces 
are not roused, which otherwise would never have come to life. This case 
is certainly conceivable, and it is what has actually occurred with many 
nations. But to produce this intensified reaction is beyond the province of 
the art of war, which can only take account of it where in any case it is to 
be presupposed. 

If there are cases in which the results of a victory may appear rather of 
a destructive nature due to the reaction of the forces aroused by it-cases 
which certainly are very exceptional-then it must the more surely be 
granted that there is a difference in the effects which one and the same 
victory may produce according to the character of the people or state which 
_has been conquered. · 



CHAPTER XI 

THE BATTLE (Continued) 

THE USE OF THE BATTLE 

Whatever form the conduct of war may take in particular cases, and 
whatever we may eventually have to recognize as necessary respecting it, 
we have only to refer to the conception of war in order to be convinced 
of the following statements: 

I. The destruction of the enemy's military force is the leading principle of 
war, and for all positive action the main way to the object. 

2. Thfs destruction of the enemy's force is principally effected only by means 
of the engagement. 

3· Only great and general engagements produce great results. 
4· The results will be greatest when the engagements. are united in one great 

battle. 
· s. It. is only in a great battle that the general-in-chief commands in person, 

and ,he naturally prefers to entrust the direction of it to himself. 

From these truths a double law follows, the parts of which mutually 
support each other; namely, that the destruction of the enemy's military 
force is to be sought principally by great battles and their results and that 
the chief object of great battles must be the destruction of the enemy's 
military force. 

No doubt the principle of destruction is to be found more or less also 
in other means. No doubt there are instances in which, through favorable 
circumstances in a minor engagement, a disproportionately large number 
of enemy forces can be destroyed, and on the other hand in a great battle, 
the taking or holding of a single post may often predominate as a very 
important object. But as a general rule it remains a paramount truth that 
great battles are only fought with a view to the destruction of the enemy's 
force, and that this destruction can only be effected by means of the great 
battle. 

The great battle must therefore be regarded as war concentrated-the 
center of gravity of the whole war or campaign. As the sun's rays unite in 
the focus of the concave mirror in a perfect image and in maximum heat, 
so the forces and circumstances of war are focused in the great battle for 
one concentrated utmost effect. 

The very assemblage of forces in one great whole, which takes place 
208 
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more or less in all wars, indicates in itself the intention to strike a decisive 
blow with this whole, either voluntarily, in the case of the assailant or at 
the instance of the enemy, in the case of the defender. Where thi; great 
blow does not take place, some modifying, and retarding, motives have at" 
tached themselves to the original motive of hostility, and have weakened, 
altered or completely checked the movement. But even in this state of in
action on both sides which has been the keynote in so many wa~s, the idea 
of a possible great battle serves always for both parties as a point of direc
tion, a distant focus for the construction of their plans. The more war is a 
real war, the more it becomes a venting of hatred and hostility, a mutual 
struggle to overthrow, so much the more will all activities be concentrated 
in deadly combat, and also the m()re prominent in importance becomes 
the great battle. 

Everywhere, when the object aimed at is of a great and positive nature, 
one, therefore, in which the interests of the enemy are deeply affected, the 
great battle offers itself as the most natural means; it is, therefore, ~lso 
the best means, as we shall show in greater detail later, and, as .a rule, 
when it is evaded from aversion to the great decision, punishment follows. 

The positive object belongs to the assailant, and therefore the great 
battle is also more particularly his means. But without defining the con
cepts of offense and defense more closely here, we must observe that, even 
for the defender in most cases, there is no other effectual means with which 
to meet sooner or later the needs of his situation and to solve the problem 
presented to him. 

The battle is the bloodiest way of solution. True, it is not merely recipro
cal slaughter, and its effect is more a killing of the enemy's courage than 
of the enemy's soldiers, as we shall see more plainly in the next chapter
but still blood is always its price, and slaughter1 its character as well as 
its name; from this the human side of the general recoils. 

But the spirit of man trembles still more at the thought of the decision 
given with one single blow. All action is here compressed into one point of 
space and time, and at such a moment there is stirred up within us a dim 
feeling as if in this narrow space all our forces could not develop and come 
into activity, as if by mere time we had already gained much, although 
this time owes us nothing at all. This is all mere illusion, but even as illu
sion it is something, and this very weakness which comes upon man in every 
other momentous decision may well be felt more powerfully by the general, 
when he must stake interests of such enormous weight upon one venture. 

Thus governments and generals have at all times endeavored to avoid 
the decisive battle, seeking either to attain their aim without it, or dropping 
that aim unobserved. Writers on history and theory have exhausted them
selves to discover in some other feature in these campaigns not only an 
equivalent for the decision by battle which has been avoided, but even a 

• Schlacht from schlachten, to slaughter.-Ed. 
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higher art. In this way, in the present age, we almost look upon a great 
battle in the economy of war as an evil, rendered necessary through some 
error that has been committed, as a morbid eruption to which a regular 
prudent system of war would never lead. Only those generals were to de
serve laurels who knew how to carry on war without spilling blood, and 
the theory of war-a real pundit's business-was to be expressly directed 
to teach this. 

Conten;tporary- history has destroyed this illusion, but no one can guar
antee that it will not return here and there for a shorter or longer period 
of time, and lead those at the head of affairs to perversities which please 
man's weakness, and therefore have the greater affinity for his nature. 
Perhaps, by and by, Bonaparte's campaigns and battles will be looked 
upon as mere acts of barbarism and partial stupidity, and we shall once 
more turn with satisfaction and confidence to the dress-sword of obsolete 
and desiccated institutions and manners. If theory can warn us against 
this, it renders a real service to those who listen to its warning. May we 
succeed in lending a hand to those who in our dear native land are called 
upon to speak with authority on these matters, that we may be their guide 
in this field of inquiry and invite them to make a candid examination of 
the subject. 

Not only the conception of war but experience also leads us to look for 
a great decision only in a great battle. From time immemorial, only great 
victories have led to great successes, on the offensive without exception, on 
the defensive side more or less so. Even Bonaparte would not have seen the 
day of Ulm, unique in its kind, if he had shrunk from shedding blood; it is 
rather to be regarded as only an aftermath from the victorious events in his 
preceding campaigns. It is not only the bold, daring and defiant generals 
who have sought to complete their work by the great venture of decisive 
battles, but all fortunate ones; and we may rest satisfied with the answer 
which they have given to this vast question. 

Let us not hear of generals who conquer without bloodshed. If bloody 
slaughter is a horrible spectacle, then it should only be a reason for treat
ing war with more respect, but not for making the. sword we bear blunter 
and blunter by degrees from feelings of humanity, until once again someone 
steps in with a sword that is sharp and hews away the arms from our body. 

We regard a great battle as a principal decision, but certainly not as 
the only one necessary for a war or a campaign. Instances of a great battle 
deciding a whole campaign have been frequent only in modern times; those 
which have decided a whole war are among the rarest exceptions. 

A decision which is brought about by a great battle depends naturally 
not only on the battle itself, that is, on the mass of military forces engaged 
in it and on the intensity of the victory, but also on a great number of 
other relations between the war strengths of both sides and between the 
states to which these belong. But by the principal mass of the force avail-
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able being brought to the great duel, a great decision is also ushered in, 
the extent of which may perhaps be foreseen in many respects, though not 
in all. And although it is not the only one, it is nevertheless the first deci
sion, and, as such, has an influence on those which succeed. Therefore a 
deliberately planned great battle, according to its relations, is more or less, 
but always in some degree, to be regarded as the provisional middle point 
and center of gravity of the whole system. The more a general takes the 
field in what is the true spirit of war, as it is of every combat, with the 
feeling and the idea-that is, the conviction-that he must .and will con
quer, the more he will strive to throw every weight into the scale of the 
first battle, hoping and striving to win everything by it. Bonaparte no 
sooner entered on one of his wars than he was thinking of conquering his 
enemy at once in the first battle, and Frederick the Great, although in a 
more limited sphere, and confronted with more limited crises, thought the 
same when, at the head of a small army, he sought to get elbow room for 
himself in the rear of the Russians or the Federal Imperial Army. 

The decision which is offered by the great battle, depends, we have said, 
partly on the battle itself, that is, on the number of troops engaged and 
on the magnitude of the success. 

How the general may increase its importance in respect to the first point 
is self-evident and we shall merely observe that according to the scope of 
the great battle, the number of cases which are decided along with it in
creases, and that therefore generals, confident in themselves and inclined 
to great decisions, have always managed to make use of the greater part 
of their troops in it without neglecting on that account essential points else
where. 

As far as the success, or more strictly speaking, the intensive strength 
of the victory is concerned, that depends chiefly 9n four points: 

I. On the tactical form in which the battle is fought. 
2. On the nature of the country. 
3· On the relative proportions of the three arms. 
4· On the relative strength of the two armies. 

A battle with parallel fronts and without any enveloping action will sel
dom yield as great success as one in which the defeated army has been 
turned, or compelled to engage more or less with a change of front. In a 
broken or hilly country the successes are likewise smaller, because the 
power of the blow is everywhere weakened. 

If the cavalry of the vanquished is equal or superior to that of the victor, 
then the effects of the pursuit are diminished, and by that a great part of 
the results of victory is lost. 

Finally it is easy to understand that if superior numbers are on the side 
of the vicior and he uses this advantage to turn the flank of his adversary, 
or to compei him to change front, greater results will follow than if the 
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victor had been weaker in numbers than the vanquished. The battle of 
Leuthen might lead one to doubt the correctness in practice of this prin
·ciple, but we beg permission for once to 5ay what otherwise we do not 
like: no rule without exception. 

In all these ways, therefore, the commander has the means of giving his 
battle a decisive character; it is true he thus exposes himself to an in
creased amount of danger, but all his actions are subject to that dynamic 
law of the moral world. 

There is then nothing in war which can be compared with the great battle 
in the way of importance, and the acme of strategic ability is displayed in 
the provision of means for this, in the skilful determination of place and 
time and direction of troops, and in the good use of its success. 

But it does notfollow from the importance of these things that they must 
be of a very complicated and obscure nature; on the contrary, everything 
is very simple; the art required for making the plan is very slight. But 
there is a great need of quickness in judging of circumstances, need of 
energy, steady consistency, a youthful spirit of enterprise-heroic qualities, 
to which we shall have to refer often. There is, therefore, but little needed 
here of what can be taught by books, and much of what, if it can be taught 
at au,· must come to the general through some other medium than printer's 
type. 

The impulse toward a great battle,'the voluntary, sure progress toward 
it, must proceed from a feeling of innate power and a clear sense of its 
necessity; in other words, it must proceed from inborn courage and from 
insight sharpened by great experiences in life. 

Great examples are the best teachers, but it is certainly unfortunate if 
a cloud of theoretical prejudices intervenes, for even sunlight is refracted 
and tinted by the clouds. To destroy such prejudices, which many a time 
rise and spread like a miasma. is an imperative duty of theory, for the 
misbegotten offspring of human reason, mere reason can in turn destroy. 



CHAPTER XII 

STRATEGIC MEANS OF UTILIZING VICTORY 

The more difficult part, viz., that of preparing the victory as well as 
possible, is an unobtrusive service which strategy renders, but for which 
she hardly gets any praise. Her brilliance and renown she wins by turning 
to good account a victory gained. , 
· What may be the special object of a battle, how it fits into the whole 

system of a war, up to what point the course of victory may lead according 
to the nature of circumstances, where its culminating point lies-all these 
are things which we shall not consider until later .. But under any con
ceivable circumstances the fact holds good that, unless pursued, no victory 
can have a great effect, and that, however short the course of victory may 
be, it must always lead beyond the first steps of this pursuit. To avoid fre
quent repetition of this, we shall now dwell for a moment on this necessary 
supplement ~f victory in general. · 

The pursuit of a beaten opponent begins at the moment when, giving up 
the engagement, he leaves his position. All previous movements in one 
direction and another do not belong to this but to the development of the 
battle itself. Usually the victory at the moment here indicated, even if it is 
certain, is still very small and weak; and in the series of events it would 
not yield any very positive advantages if not completed by a pursuit on the 
first day. It is generally only then, as we have said before, that the trophies 
which give substance to the victory begin to be gathered. Of this pursuit 
we shall speak presently. 

Usually both sides enter the battle with their physical pawers consider
ably weakened, for the movements immediately preceding are usually of 
a very trying character. The exertion which the fighting out of a great 
combat costs completes the exhaustion. In addition to this, the victorious 
party is very little less disorganized and out of its original formation than 
the vanquished, and therefore feels the need to reform, to collect stragglers 
and issue fresh ammunition to those who are without. All these circum
stances put the victor himself into a state of crisis of which w~ have 
already spoken. Now if the defeated force is only a subordinate portion 
of the enemy's army which can be retired, or if it can otherwise expect a 
considerable reinforcement, the victor may easily run into the obvious 
danger of forfeiting his victory, and this consideration, in such a case, very 
soon puts an end to pursuit, or at least restricts it materially. Even when 
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a strong reinforcement of the enemy is not to be feared, the victor finds 
in the above circumstances a powerful check to the rapidity of his pursuit. 
There is no reason, it is true, to fear that the victory will be snatched away, 
but adverse engagements are still possible, and may diminish the advan
tages which up to the present have been gained. Moreover, at this moment 
the whole weight of physical humanity, with its needs and weaknesses, 
hangs heavy on the will of the commander. All the thousands under his 
command need rest and refreshment, and long to see a stop put to toil and 
danger for the present; only a few, forming an exception, can see and feel 
beyond the present moment. Only in these few is there sufficient mental 
vigor left still to think, after all that is necessary bas been done, of those 
successes which at such a moment appear as mere embellishments of victory 
-as a luxury of triumph. Buf all these thousands have a voice in the 
council of the general, for through the various ranks of the military hier
archy these interests of physical humanity have their sure conductor into 
the heart of the commander. His own energies, through mental and bodily 
fatigue, are more or less weakened, and thus it happens that, mostly from 
these purely human causes, less is done than might have been done, and 
that generally what is done is to be ascribed entirely to the thirst for glory, 
the energy, perhaps also to the hardheartedness of the general-in-chief. It 
is only thus that we can explain the hesitating manner in which many 
generals pursue a victory which superior numbers have given them. The 
first pursuit of the victory we limit in general to the first day, including 
at most the following night. At the end of that period the necessity of our 
own recovery will in any case demand a halt. 

This first pursuit has different natural degrees. 
The first is, if cavalry alone is employed; in that case it usually amounts 

more to alarming and watching than to pressing the enemy in reality, be
cause the smallest obstacle of ground is generally sufficient to check the 
pursuer. Much as cavalry can achieve against single bodies of weakened 
and demoralized troops, still when opposed to the bulk of the beaten army 
it is only the auxiliary arm, because the retreating enemy can employ his 
fresh reserves to cover his withdrawal, and, therefore, at the next trifling 
obstacle of ground, by combining all arms he can make a stand with suc
cess. The only exception to this is in the case of an army in actual flight 
and complete dissolution. . ·. 

The second degree is when the pursuit is made by a strong advance
guard composed of all arms, containing naturally the greater part of the 
cavalry. Such a pursuit drives the enemy as far as the nearest strong 
position for his rear-guard, or the next position of his army. Neither can 
usually be found at once, and, the pursuit is thus carried farther; generally, 
however, it does not extend beyond the distance of from three to at most 
a half dozen miles, because otherwise the advance-guard would not feel 
itself sufficiently supported. 
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The third and most vigorous degree is when the victorious army itself 
continues to advance as far as its physical powers admit. In this case the 
beaten army will quit most of the positions which a country offers on the 
mere preparations for an attack, or a movement to turn its flank, and the 
rear-guard will be still less likely to get involved in an obstinate resistance. 

In all three cases the night, if it sets in before the completion of the 
whole action, usually puts an end to it, and the few instances in which this 
does not take place, and the pursuit is continued throughout the night, 
must be regarded as pursuits in an exceptionally vigorous form. 

If we reflect that in fighting by night everything must be, more or less, 
left to chance, and that at the conclusion of a battle the regular organiza
tion and routine of an army must in any case be greatly upset, we may 
easily conceive the reluctance of both generals to carry on their business 
in the darkness of the night. Unless a complete dissolution of the van
quished army, or a rare superiority of the victorious army in military vir
tue, ensures success, everything would be more or less left to fate, which 
can never be in the interest of any general, even the most foolhardy. As a 
rule, therefore, night puts an end to the pursuit, even when the battle 
has only been decided shortly before darkness sets in. This allows the 
defeated either time to rest and to rally immediately, or, if he continues to 
retreat during the night, it gives him a march in advance. After this break 
the defeated is decidedly in a better condition; much of what had been 
scattered and thrown into confusion has been restored, fresh ammunition 
has bee~ issued, the whole put into a fresh formation. Whatever further 
encounter now takes place with the victor is a new engagement, not a con
tinuation of the old, and although it may be far from promising absolute 
success, still it is a new combat, and not merely a gathering up of the 
crumbled ruins by the victor. 

When, therefore, the victor can continue the pursuit even throughout 
the night, if only with a strong advance-guard composed of all arms, the 
effect of the victory will be immensely increased. Of this, the battles of 
Leuthen and Waterloo are examples. 

The whole action of the pursuit is fundamentally tactical and .we only 
dwell upon it here in order to make plain the difference which it produces 
in the effect of a victory. 

This first pursuit, as far as the enemy's nearest point of resistance, is 
a right of every victor, and hardly depends in any way on his further 
plans and conditions. These may considerably diminish the positive results 
of a victory gained with the main body of the army, but they cannot make 
this first use of it impossible; at least cases of that kind, if conceivable at 
all, would be so uncommon that they could have no appreciable influence 
on theory. And here certainly we must say that the example afforded by 
modern wars opens up quite a new field for energy. In preceding wars, 
resting on a narrower basis, and more circumscribed in their scope, there 



216 THE ENGAGEMENT 

had grown up unnecessary conventional restrictions in many other mat
ters, but particularly in this one. The conception, honor of victory, seemed 
to generals so much the main point that in consequence they thought less 
of the real destruction of the enemy's military force, as in point of fact 
that destruction appeared to them only as one of the many means in war, 
not in any regard as the principal, much less as the only, one. All the 
more readily they put the sword in its sheath the moment the enemy had 
lowered his. Nothing seemed more natural to them than to stop the combat 
as soon as the decision was obtained, and to regard all further carnage as 
unnecessary cruelty. Even if this false philosophy did not determine their 
resolutions entirely, still it introduced a way of looking at things in which 
ideas of the exhaustion of all poWers and of the physical impossibility of 
continuing the struggle, obtained more immediate consideration and car
ried great weight. Certainly the sparing of one's own instrument of victory 
is a vital question if this is the only one we possess, and we foresee that 
soon a moment may arrive when it will not be sufficient in any case for all 
that has to be done, as in fact is usually the result of every continuation of 
the offensive. But this calculation was still false in so far as the further 
loss of forces, which we might suffer by a continuance of the pursuit, was 
out of all proportion to that of the enemy. That view again could, therefore, 
only exist so long as the destruction of the military forces was not re
garded as the main point. And so we find that in former wars real heroes 
only-such as Charles XII, Marlborough, Eugene, Frederick the Great
added a vigorous pursuit to their victories when they were decisive enough, 
and that other generals usually contented themselves with the possession 
of the field of battle. In modern times the greater energy infused into the 
conduct of wars, through the greater importance of the circumstances from 
which they have proceeded, has destroyed these conventional limitations; 
the pursuit has become a chief business for the victor; trophies have on 
that account multiplied in" extent, and although there are cases also in 
modern warfare in which this has not been so, still they belong to the 
exceptions, and are to be accounted for by peculiar circumstances. 

At Gorschen and Bautzen nothing but the superiority of the allied cav
alry prevented a complete rout; at Gross Beeren and Dennewitz the ill-will 
of the Crown Prince of Sweden; at Laon the enfeebled personal condition 
of old BlUcher. 

But Borodino is also a pertinent example here, and we cannot resist 
saying a word or two more about it, partly because we do not think that 
the affair is explained simply by blaming Bonaparte, partly because it 
might appear as if this, and with it a great number of similar cases, be
longed to that class which we have considered as so extremely rare, cases 
in which the general conditions seize and fetter the general at the very 
beginning of the battle. French authors in particular, and great admirers 
of Bonaparte (Vaudancourt, Chambray, Segur), have blamed him decidedly 
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because he did not drive the Russian army completely off the battlefield, 
and did not use his last reserves to destroy it, because in that case what 
was then only a lost battle would have become a complete defeat. It would 
carry us too far to describe circumstantially the mutual situation of the 

. two armies; but this much is evident: when Bonaparte crossed the Niemen, 
he had 30o,ooo men in the corps which afterward fought at Borodino, and 
after this battle only 12o,ooo remained. He might well therefore have been 
apprehensive that he would not have enough left to march upon Moscow, 
the point on which everything seemed to depend. A victory such as he had 
just gained gave him almost a certainty of taking that capital for it seemed 
in the highest degree 'improbable that the Russians would be in a condition 
to fight a second battle within a week; and in Moscow he hoped to dictate 
the peace. No doubt the complete destruction of the Russian army would 
have made this peace much more certain; but still the first consideration 
was to get to Moscow, that is, to get there with a force with which he 
would appear master of the capital and through that of the empire and 
the government. The force which he brought with him to Moscow was no 
longer sufficient for that, as the result has shown, but it would have been 
still less so if, in destroying the Russian army, he had destroyed his own 
at the same time. Bonaparte was thoroughly aware of all this, arid in our 
eyes he stands completely justified. But on that account this case is still 
not to be counted among those in which, through the general circumstances, 
the general is prevented from first following up his victory with a pursuit, 
for it was not yet a question of mere pursuit. The victory wa.S decided at 
four o'clock in the afternoon, but the Russians· still occupied the greater 
part of the battlefield; they were not yet disposed to give up the ground, 
and if the attack had been renewed, they would still have offered a most 
determined resistance, which, it is true, would have certainly ended in their 
complete defeat, but would have cost the victor much further bloodshed. 
We must, therefore, reckon the battle of Borodino as among battles, like 
Bautzen, left unfinished. At Bautzen it was the vanquished who preferred 
first to quit the field of battle. At Borodino, it was the victor who pre
ferred to be content with a partial victory, not because the decision ap
peared doubtful, but because he could not afford to pay for the whole. 

Returning now to our subject, the conclusion we draw from our reflec
tions with reference to the pursuit is that the energy thrown into it chiefly 
determines the value of the victory; that the pursuit is a second act of the 
victory, in many cases even more important than the first, and that strat
egy, in here approaching tactics to receive from her the finished work, lets 
the first act of her authority be to demand this perfecting of the victory. 

But the effect of victory is seldom found to come to an end with the 
pursuit; only now begins the real course to which vict~ry lends speed. 
This course is conditioned, as we have said, by other Circumstances, of 
which it is not yet time to speak. But we may here mention what there 
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is of a general character in the following up of a victory, in order' to avoid 
repetition when the subject occurs again. 

In the further following up of a victory we can again distinguish three 
degrees: merely following the enemy, actually pressing on him and a 
parallel march to intercept him. 

Simply to follow the enemy causes him to continue his retreat, until he 
thinks he can risk another engagement. It would therefore suffice to give 
us all the effect of the advantage gained, and, besides that, all that the 
beaten enemy cannot carry away with him; sick, wounded and disabled 
from fatigue, quantities of baggage and carriages of all kinds, will fall into 
our hands. But this mere following does not tend to heighten the state of 
disintegration in the enemy's army, an effect which is produced by the two 
next degrees. 

If, for instance, instead of contenting ourselves with following the enemy 
into the camp which he has just vacated and occupying just as much of the 
country as he chooses to abandon, we make ~mr arrangements so as to de
mand something more from him every day, and accordingly with our 
advance-guard organized for the purpose, attack his rear-guard every time 
it attempts to halt, then this will hasten his retreat, and consequently tend 
to increase his disorganization. This it will principally effect by the char
acter of unremitting flight which his retreat will thus assume. Nothing 
makes such a depressing impression on the soldier as hearing the enemy's 
cannon again at the very moment when, after a strenuous march, he seeks 
some rest. If this impression is repeated day after day for some time, it 
may lead to panic. There lies in it a constant admission of being obliged 

. to obey the decree of the enemy, and of being incapable of any resistance, 
and the consciousness of this cannot but weaken the morale of an army 
in a high degree. The effect of pressing the enemy in this way attains a 
maximum when it forces him to make night marches. If the victor scares 
away his defeated opponent at sunset from a camp which has just been 
taken up either for the main body of the army, or for the rear-guard, the 
vanquished must either make an actual night march, or at least alter his 
position in the night, moving it farther to the rear, which is much the same 
thing. The victor can, on the other hand, pass the night in quiet. 

The arrangement of marches and the choice of positions depend in this 
case also upon so many other things, especially on the subsistence of the 
army, on strong natural obstacles in the ground, on large cities, and so 
forth, that it would be ridiculous pedantry to show by a geometrical 
analysis how the pursuer, being able to force the hand of the retreating 
enemy, can compel him to march every night while he himself takes his 
rest. But nevertheless it remains true and practicable that marches in pur
suit may be so planned as to have this tendency, and that the efficacy of 
the pursuit is very much incre~sed thereby. If this is seldom considered in 
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the execution, it is because such a procedure is also more difficult for the 
pursuing army than a regular adherence to stations and hours of the day. 
To start in good time in the morning, to encamp at mid-day, to occupy the 
rest of the day in providing for the needs of the army, and to use the 
night for repose, is a much more comfortable procedure than regulating 
one's movements exactly according to those of the enemy, therefore deter
mining nothing till the last moment, starting on the march, sometimes in 
the morning, sometimes in the evening, always being in the presence of the 
enemy for several hours, exchanging cannon shots with him and keeping 
up skirmishing fire, planning maneuvers to turn him-in short, using every 
tactical means which such a course renders necessary. All this naturally 
bears with a heavy weight on the pursuing army, and in war, where there 
are so many burdens to be borne, men are always inclined to get rid of 
those which do not seem absolutely necessary. These observations remain 
true, whether applied to a whole army or, as in the more usual case, to a 
strong advance-guard. For the reasons just mentioned, this second method 
of pursuit, this continued pressing of the defeated enemy is rather a rare 
occurrence. Even Bonaparte in his Russian campaign, in 1812, practiced it 
but little, for the very obvious reason that the difficulties and hardships 
of this campaign threatened his army in any case with complete destruc
tion before it had reached its object. On the other hand, the French in 
their other campaigns have distinguished themselves by their energy in this 
point also. 

Lastly, the third and most effective form of pursuit is the parallel march 
to the immediate goal of the retreat. 

Every defeated army will naturally have behind it, at a greater or less 
distance, some point, the attainment of which is the first purpose in view, 
be it that the army's further retreat can be endangered thereby, as in the 
case of a defile, or that it is important for the point itself that it should 
be reached before the enemy arrives, as in the case of capital cities, maga
zines, etc., or, lastly, that the enemy at this point ·can gain new powers 
of defense, as in the case of a fortified position, or of a junction with other 
corps. 

Now if the victor directs his march on this point by a lateral road, it is 
evident how this may quicken the retreat of the beaten army in a destruc
tive manner, convert it into hurry, perhaps finally into flight. The van
quished has only three ways to counteract this. The first would be to throw 
himself in front of the enemy, in order by an unexpected attack to gain 
that probability of success which is lost to him in general from his posi
tion; this plainly supposes an enterprising bold general, and an excellent 
army, beaten but not utterly defeated; therefore, it can only be employed 
by a beaten army in very few cases. 

The second way is hastening the retreat; but this is just what the victor 
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wants, and it easily leads to excessive efforts on. the part of the troops, 
by which enormous losses are sustained, in stragglers, broken guns and 
carriages of all kinds. · 

The third way is to make a detour, in order to get round the nearest 
·point of interception, to march with more ease at a greater distance from 
the· enemy, and thus to render the haste less damaging. This last way is 
the worst of all, since it is to be regarded as a new debt contracted by an 
insolvent debtor, and leads to still greater embarrassment. There are cases 
in which this course is advisable; others where there is nothing else left; 
also instances in which it has been successful. But on the whole it is cer
tainly true that its adoption is usually decided less by a clear conviction 
of its being the surest way of attaining the aim than by another, inad
missible, reason. This reason is the dread of encountering the enemy. Woe 
to the commander who gives in to this! However much the morale of his 
army may have deteriorated, and however well-founded may be his appre
hensions of being ori account of this at a disadvantage in any conflict with 
the enemy, the evil will only be made worse by too anxiously avoiding 
every possible risk of collision. Bonaparte in 1813 would not even have 
brought the 30,ooo or 4o,ooo men who were left to him after the battle of 
Hanau over the Rhine, if he had tried to avoid that battle and to pass 
the Rhine at Mannheim or Coblenz. It is just by means of small engage
ments, carefully prepared and executed, in which the defeated army, being 
on the defensive, has always the assistance of the ground-it is just by 
these that the moral strength of the army can most easily be encouraged. 

The beneficial effect of the smallest successes is incredible; but with 
most generals to make such an attempt demands great self-command. The 
other way, that of evading all encounters, appears at first so much easier, 
that it is most generally preferred. It is therefore usually just this system 
of evasion which best promotes the intention of the pursuer, and often ends 
with the complete downfall of the pursued. We must, however, remember 
here that we are speaking of a whole army, not of a single division, which, 
having been cut off, is seeking to rejoin the main army by making a detour. 
In such a case circumstances are different, and success is not uncommon. 
But one condition in this race for the goal is that a division of the pursuing 
army should follow by the same road which the pursued has taken, in order 
to pick up what has been left behind, and keep up the impression which 
the presence of the enemy never fails to make. BlUcher neglected this in 
his, in other respects, model pursuit from Waterloo to Paris. 

Such marches, it is true, tell upon the pursuer as well as the pursued, 
and they would not be advisable if the enemy's army falls back upon an
other army of considerable strength, if it has a distinguished general at its 
head, and if its destruction is not already well prepared. But when this 
means can be adopted, it acts like a mighty engine. The losses of the beaten 
army from sickness and fatigue are on such a disproportionate scale, the 
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spirit of the army is so weakened and lowered by constant anxiety about 
impending ruin, that at last anything like a well-organized resistance is 
almost out of the question; every day thousands of prisoners fall into the 
enemy's bands without striking a blow. In such a time of abundant good 
fortune, the victor need not hesitate about dividing his forces in order to -
draw into the vortex of destruction everything within reach of his army, to 
cut off detachments, to take fortresses unprepared for defense, to occupy 
large cities, and so forth. He may do anything until a new state of things 
arises, and the more he ventures in this way, the longer will it be before 
that change will take place. 

There is no lack of examples of such brilliant results from great victories 
and of magnificent pursuits in the wars of Bonaparte. We need only re
call Jena, Regensburg, Leipzig and Waterloo. 



CHAPTER XIII 

RETREAT AFTER A LOST BATTLE 

In a lost battle the power of an army is broken, the moral to a greater 
degree than the physical. A second battle, unless new favorable circum
stances come into play, would lead to a complete defeat, perhaps to de
struction. This is a military axiom. Naturally, the retreat is continued 
up to that point where the equilibrium of forces is restored, either by 
reinforcements, or by the protection of strong fortresses, or by great ob
stacles of the ground, or by a dispersion of the enemy's force. The magni
tude of the losses sustained, the extent of the defeat, but still more the 
character of the enemy, will bring nearer or put off this moment of equi
librium. How many instances there are of a beaten army which has rallied 
again at a short distance, without its circumstances having altered in any 
way since the battle! The cause of this may be traced to the moral weak
ness of the adversary, or to the preponderance gained in the battle not being 
great enough to make a deep impression. 

In order to profit by this weakness or mistake of the enemy, not to yield 
one inch breadth more than the pressure of circumstances demands, but 
above all, to keep the moral forces up to as advantageous a point as pos
sible, a slow retreat, offering incessant resistance is absolutely necessary 
together with a bold and spirited counterstroke, whenever the pursuing 
enemy seeks to push his advantage too far. Retreats of great generals and 
of armies accustomed to war have always resembled that of a wounded 
Uon, and such is, undoubtedly, also the best theory. 

It is true that at the moment of quitting a dangerous position we have 
often seen trifling formalities observed which caused a waste of time and 
therefore became dangerous, while in such cases everything depends on get
ting out of the place quickly. Practiced generals consider this principle a 
very important one. But such cases must not be confounded with a gen
. eral retreat after a lost battle. Whoever thinks here by a few rapid marches 
to gain a start, and to recover more easily a firm standing, commits a great 
error. The first movements must be as small as possible, and it must be a 
general principle not to let our hand be forced by the enemy. This prin
ciple cannot be followed without bloody engagements with the enemy at 
our heels, but the principle is worth the sacrifice; without it we get into 
a hurried movement which soon turns into a headlong rush, and costs in 
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stragglers alone more men than rear-guard actions would have done and 
"d th ' , bes1 es at, extinguishes the last remnants of courage. 

A strong rear-guard composed of our best troops, commanded by our 
bravest general, and supported by the whole army at critical moments; a 
careful utilization of ground, strong ambuscades wherever the boldness of 
the enemy's advance-guard,. arid the ground, afford opportunity; in short, 
the preparing and the planning of regular small battles-these are the 
means of following this principle. 
. The difficulties of a retreat are naturally greater or less according as the 

battle has been fought under more or less favorable circumstances, and 
according as it has been more or less obstinately contested. If we hold out 
to the last man against a superior enemy, the. battles of Jena and Waterloo 
show how impossible anything like a regular retreat may become. 

Now and again it has been suggested (Lloyd, Blilow) to divide for the 
purpose of retreating, therefore to retreat in separate divisions or even on 
divergent lines. Such a separation as is made merely for its great conven
ience, and where concentrated action continues possible and is intended, 
is not what we now refer to. Any other kind is extremely dangerous, con
trary to the nature of the thing, and therefore a great error. Every lost 
battle is a weakening and disintegrating influence; the immediate need is 
to concentrate and, in concentration, to recover «;>rder, courage and confi
dence. The idea of harassing the enemy by separate corps on both flanks, 
at the moment when he is following up his victory, is a perfect ·anomaly; 
a faint-hearted weakling of an enemy might be impressed in that manner, 
and for such a case it may' answer; but where we are not sure of this 
weakness in our opponent we had better let it alone. If the strategic ·condi
tions after a battle require that we should cover ourselves right and left 
by separate detachments, so much must be done as in the circumstances 
is unavoidable. But this 'separation must always be regarded as an evi_l, 
and we are seldom in a state to begin it the day after the battle i~i!lf, 

If Fr~derick the Great after the battle of Kollin, and the raising of the 
siege of Prague retreated in three columns, that was done not out of free 
choice, but because the position of his forces, and the necessity or covering 
Saxony, left him no alternative. Bonaparte, after the battle of Brienne, sent 
Marmont back to the Au be, while he himself passed the Seine and turned 
toward Troyes. That this did not end in disaster was solely owing to the 
fact that the Allies, instead of pursuing, divided their forces in like man
ner turned with the one part (Bliicher) toward the Marne, while with the 

' j . -

other (Schwarzenberg), from fear of being too weak, they advanced very 
slowly. 



CHAPTER XIV 

. NIGHT FIGHTING 

The manner of ;conducting an engagement at night, and the details of its 
course, is .a. subject of tactics. We only examine it here in so far as the 
whole appears as a special strategic means. . 

Fundamentally, every night attack is only a more intense form of sur
prise;: Now at first sight such an attack appears quite pre-eminently ad
vantageous, for we suppose the enemy to be taken by surprise, the .assailant 
naturally to be prepared for what is to happen. What an inequality! 
Imagination paints a picture of the most complete confusion on the one 
side, and on the o~er. the assailant only occupied in reaping the fruits of 
it. Hence the frequent schemes for night attacks by those who have nothing 
to lead, anq no responsibility, while 'these attacks 'so seldom take place 
in reality. . 

These ideas are all based on the hypothesis that the assailant knows 
the measures of the defender because they have been made and announced 
beforehand, and cannot escape his reconnaissances and inquiries; that on 
the other hand, the measures of the assailant, being only made at the 
moment of execution, cannot be known to the enemy. But even the latter 
supposition· is not always quite correct, and still less is. the first. If we are 
not so near .the enemy as to have him right before our eyes, as the Aus
trians bad Frederick the Great before the battle of Hochkirch, all that we 
know of his position must always be imperfect, as it is obtained by re
connaissances, patrols, information from prisoners and spies, sources on 
which no firm reliance can be placed, if only because intelligence thus 
obtained is always more or less of an old date, and the position of the 
enemy may have altered in the meantime. Moreover, with the tactics and 
mode of encampment of former times it was much easier than it is now to 
investigate the position of the enemy. A line of tents is much easier to dis
tinguish than a line of huts or even a bivouac, and an encampment on 
regularly extended front lines also easier than one of divisions formed in 
columns,· the mode often used at present. We may have the ground on 
which a division has pitched camp in that manner completely under our 
eye, and yet not be able to arrive at any accurate idea of it. 

But the position again is not all that we must know; the measures which 
the defender may take in the course of the engagement are just as im
portant, and do not after all consist in mere random shots. These measures, 
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too, make night attacks more difficult in modern wars than in former wars 
because in modern wars they are of greater importance than those take~ 
at an earlier stage. In our engagements the position of the defender is 
more temporary than definitive, and on that account the defender is better 
able to surprise his adversary with unexpected blows than he could for
merly. 

Therefore what the assailant knows of the defender in the case of a 
night attack is seldom or never· sufficient to compensate for the lack of 
direct observation. 

But the defender has on his side another small advantage as well, which 
is that he is more at home than the assailant on the ground which forms 
his position, just as the inhabitant of a room even in darkness is able to 
find his way around in it with greater ease than a stranger. He is able 
to find each part of his force more quickly and therefore can more readily 
get at it than is the case with his adversary. 

From this it follows that the assailant in an engagement at night needs 
his eyes just as much as does the defender and that, therefore, only par~ 
ticular reasons can make a night attack advisable. 

Now these reasons arise mostly in connection with subordinate parts of 
an army, rarely with the army itself. Hence it follows that a night attack 
also as a rule can only take place in subordinate engagements and seldom 
in great battles. · 

We may attack a subordinate portion of the enemy's ariny with a very 
superior force, consequently enveloping it with a view either to take the 
whole, or to inflict very severe loss on it by an engagement in which he is 
at a disadvantage, provided that other circumstances are in our favor. 
But such a scheme can never succeed except by a great surprise, because no 
subordinate part of the enemy's army would enter such a disadvantageous 
engagement, but would refuse it. But a high degree of surprise, except in 
rare instances in a very close country, can only be attained at night. If. 
therefore we wish to gain such an advantage from the faulty disposition of 
a subordinate military force of the enemy, then we must make use of the 
night, to complete at least the preliminary arrangements, even if the en
gagement itself is not to open until toward daybreak. This is therefore the 
reason for all the little enterprises by night against outposts, and other 
small bodies, the main point being invariably through superior numbers, 
and by getting round his position, to entangle him unexpectedly in an en· 
gagement at such a disadvantage that he cannot disengage himself without 
great loss. 

The larger the body attacked, the more difficult the undertaking, be
cause a stronger force has greater resources within itself to maintain the 
fight for some time, till help arrives. 

On that account the whole of the enemy's army can never in ordinary 
cases be the object of such an attack, for although it has no assistance to 
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expect from outside, still, it contains within itself sufficient means of re
pelling attacks from several sides, particularly in our day, when everyone 
from the outset is prepared for this very common form of attack. Whether 
the enemy can attack us successfully on several sides depends generally 
on conditions quite different from that of its being' done unexpectedly. 
Without entering here into the nature of these conditions, we confine our- · 
selves to observing that with turning an enemy, great results, but also great · 
dangers, are connected; that, therefore, if we set aside special circum
stances, nothing justifies it but a great superiority, just such as we can use 
against a subordinate part of the enemy's army. ' 

But the turning and surrounding of a small enemy corps, and particu-. 
larly in the darkness of night, is also more practicable for this reason, that . 
whatever we stake upon it, and however superior the force used may be, 
still probably it constitutes only a limited portion of our army, and we 
can sooner stake that than the whole on the hazard of a great venture. Be
sides, a greater part, or even the whole, serves as a support and rallying 
point for the part taking the risk, which again diminishes the danger of 
the enterprise. 

Not only the risk, but the difficulty of execution as well confines night 
enterprises to somewhat small detachments. Since surprise is the real es
sence of it, it follows that stealthy approach is also the chief condition 
of its execution. But this is more easily done with small bodies than with 
large ones, and is seldom practicable for the columns of a whole army. For 
this reason such enterprises are in general only directed against single 
outposts, and can only be used against larger bodies if they are without 
sufficient outposts, like Frederick the Great at Hochkirch. Again this will ' 
happen more seldom with the army itself than with minor divisions of it. 

In recent times, when war has been carried on with so much greater 
rapidity and vigor, it was bound to happen more frequently that armies en
camped very close to each other and without having a very strong system 
of outposts, because both things always occur at the crisis which shortly 
precedes a great decision. But then at such times the readiness for battle 
on both sides is also greater. On the other hand, in former wars it was a 
frequent practice for armies to take up camps in sight of each other, even 
when they had no other object but that of mutually holding each other in 
check, and consequently for a longer period. How often Frederick the 
Great stood for weeks so near to the Austrians that the two might have 
exchanged cannon shots with each other! 

But these practices, certainly more favorable to night attacks, have been 
discontinued in more recent wars; and armies, being now no longer, in 
regard to subsistence and requirements for encampment, such independent 
bodies complete in themselves, find it necessary to leave usually a day's 
march between themselves and the ~nemy. If we now once more give our 
particular attention to the night attack of an army, we see that adequate 
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motives for it can but seldom occur, and that they can be reduced to one 
or other of the following cases: 

I. A quite unusual degree of carelessness or audacity on the part of the 
enemy, which very rarely occurs, and when it does, is usually compensated 
for by a great superiority in moral force. 

2. A panic in the enemy's army, or generally such a degree of superiority in 
moral force on our side that this alone is sufficient to supply the place of guidance 
in action. 

3· Cutting through an enemy's army of superior force which keeps us en
veloped, because in this everything depends on surprise, and the object of a mere 
escape allows a much greater concentration of forces. 

4· Finally, in desperate cases, when our forces have such a disproportion to 
the enemy's that we see no possibility of success, except through extraordinary 
daring. -

But in all these cases there. still remains the condition that the enemy's 
army is under our eyes, and protected by no advance-guard. 

As for the rest, most night engagements are so conducted as to end with 
daybreak, so that only the approach and the first attack are made under 
cover of darkness, because the assailant in that manner can make better 
use of the results of the confusion into which he plunges his adversary. 
On the other hand, engagements which do not begin. until daybreak, in 
which the night therefore is merely used for the approach, are not to be 
counted as night fights. 
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MILITARY FORCES 



CHAPTER I 

GENERAL ·scHEME 

We shall consider the military forces 

I. As regards their numerical strength and organization ' 
i. As regards their condition 'apart from fighting, ' 
3: Iri respect of their maintenance; and; lastly, · · 
4· In their general relations to country and terrain. 

, . '· : .:. ·. , . '.'I·.·· ' . 
Thus we shall concern ourselves in this book with those aspects of. tlie 

military forces which must be· regarded only as necessary conditions of 
combat and not as the combat itself. They stand in more o~ leJ;s, close 
connection and reciprocal relation; therefore they will Qften. ~e m~ntio~e:d 
in dealing with the employment of the combat; but first we must ,consid~r 
each by itself, as a. whole, in its essence and peculiaritieS, · · ' 

• • • • • J • -' 



CHAPTER, II. 

THEATER OF WAR, ARMY, CAMPAIGN 

The nature of the subject does not allow of an exact definition of these 
three factors, denoting, respectively, space, mass and time in war; but in 
order that we may not at times .be entirely misunderstood, we must seek to 
make somewhat clearer the common: usage of these .terms, to which we 
prefer in most cases, to adhere •. 

1 .• THEATER OF WAR 

, This term denote~ proPerly such a porti~n of the whole sphere of war 
as has its boundaries protected and thus possesses a kind of independence. 
This . protection may consist of fortresses· or important natural obstacles 
presented by the country or in its being separated by a considerable dis
tance from the rest of the sphere of war. Such a portion is not a mere part 
of the whole, but a small whole complete in itself. Consequently it is more 
or less in such a condition that changes which take place at other points of 
the area embraced in operations have only an indirect and no direct in· 
ftuence upon it. If we wanted an exact distinguishing mark, it could only 
be the possibility of our conceiving an advance in the one while a retreat 
was taking place in the other, or a defense in the one while an attack was 
going on in the other. Such a clearly defined concept as this cannot be 
universally applied; it is used here merely to indicate the most essential 
point. 

2. ARMY 

With the assistance of the concept of a theater of war, it is very easy 
to say what an army is; it is, in point of fact, the mass of troops in the 
same theater of war. But this plainly does not include all that is meant 
by the term in its common usage. Bliicher and Wellington each commanded 
a separate army in ISIS, although the two were in the same theater of_ 
war. The chief command is, therefore, another distinguishing mark of an 
army. This distinguishing mark, however, is closely related to the preced
ing, for where things are well organized, there should exist only one chief 
command in a theater of war, and the commander-in-chief in a separate 
theater of war should always have an adequate degree of independence. 

The mere absolute strength of a body of troops plays a less decisive part 
2J2 
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in this designation than might at first appear. For where several armies are 
acting under o~e command, ind in one and the same theater of war, they 
are called armies, not by reason of their strength, but from conditions 
antecedent to the campaign (1813, the Silesian Army, the Army of the 
North, etc.), and although we could divide a great mass of troops intended 
to remain in the same theater into corps, we would never divide them 
into different armies; at least, such a division would be contrary to the 
usage which seems to pave attached itself firmly to this term. On the 
other hand, it would be pedantry to claim the term army for each band 
of irregular troops acting independently in a remote province. Still we must 
not leave unnoticed the fa~t that it surprises no one when we speak of the 
"army" of the Vendeans in the Revolutionary War, and yet it was not 
much stronger. 

The concepts of army and theater of war, therefore, as a rule go to
gether and are correlative. 

3· CAMPAIGN 

Although the sum of all military events which happen in all the theaters 
of war in one year is often called a campaign, it is more usual and more 
definite to understand by the term the events in one single theater of war. 
A worse mistake is to connect the concept of a campaign with a period 
of one year, for wars no longer divide themselves naturally into campaigns 
of a year's duration by definite and long periods in winter quarters. Since; 
however, the events in a theater of war fall naturally into certain larger 
units--when, for instance, the direct effects of some more or less great 
catastrophe cease and new complications begin to develop-these natural 
divisions must be taken into consideration in order to allot to each year 
(campaign) its complete share of events. No one would maintain that the 
campaign of 1812 terminates at Memel, where the armies were on the 1st 
of January, and count the further retreat of the French beyond the Elbe 
as belonging· to the campaign of 1813, since this was plainly only a part 
of the whole retreat from Moscow. 

That we cannot give to these concepts any greater degree of distinctness 
is not at all a disadvantage, since they cannot be used, as in the case of 
philosophical definitions, to form any sort of basis for decisions. They only 
serve to give more clarity and precision to the language we use. 



CHAPTER III 

RELATIVE STRENGTH 

In Book III, Chapter 8, we have determined the value of superior 
numbers in engagements, and consequently the value of general superior
ity in strategy, from which proceeds the importance of relative strength, 
concerning which we must now make a few more detailed observations. 
· If we examine modern military history without bias, we must admit that 

·superiority in numbers becomes every day more decisive; .we must there .. 
fore value somewhat more highly than perhaps has been done before, the 
principle of being as strong as possible in a decisive engagement. 

Courage and morale have, in all ages, increased an army's physical 
powers, and will continue to do so in the future; but we find that at cer-, 
tain periods in history a superiority in the organization and equipment of 
an army has given it a great moral preponderance, while at others a great 
superiority in mobility has had a like effect. At one time it was new tactical 
systems; at another, the art of war involved itself in an effort to make a 
skilful use of ground on great general principles; and by such means here 
and there we find one general gaining great advantages over another. But 
this tendency has itself disappeared, and has given place to a more natural 
and simpler method of procedure.· If we look at the experiences of recent 
campaigns without any preconceived opinion, we must admit that there are 
but few traces of any of the above-mentioned phenomena, either through
out any whole campaign or in engagements of a decisive character-espe
cially the main battle, in regard to which we refer to Book IV, Chapter 2. 

Armies are in our days so much on a par in regard to arms, equipment 
~nd training that there is no very notable difference between the best and 
the worst in these matters. Between the various technical corps scientific 
knowledge still makes a noticeable difference, .but in general it amounts 
merely to some being the inventors and introducers of improved arrange-. 
ments, which the otliers immediately imitate. Even the subordinate gen-· 
erals, leaders of corps and divisions, have everywhere adopted, so far as 
their own sphere of activity is concerned, somewhat the same views and 
methods, so that, apart from the talent of the commander-in-chief, a factor 
dependent on chance and not bearing a constant .relation to the standard of 
education among the people and in the army, there is nothing now but 
habituation to war which can give one army a dec~ded superiority over 
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another. The _n~arer we approac~ to a state of equality in· all these things, 
the more dec1s1Ve becomes relative numerical strength. . 

The character of modern battles is the result of this equality. One need 
only read without prejudice of the battle of Borodino, in which the best 
army in the world, the French, measured its strength with the Russia.J,l; 
which, in many parts of its organization and in the training of its .in
dividual members might be considered the most backward. In the whole 
battle there is not a single trace of superior skill or intelligence; it is a 
simple trial of strength between the respective armies throughout; and as 
'they were nearly equal, the result could be nothing but a gentle turning 
'of the scale in favor of that side where there was the greatest energy on 
'the pc~.rt of the commander and the greater. habituation to war on the part 
·of the troops. We have taken this battle as an illustration, because in it 
'there was an equality of numbers on each side such as is rarely to be found. 

We do not maintain that all battles are like this, but such is the key-
note of most of them. . . 

In a battle in which the forces try their strength on each other in so 
'slow and methodical a manner, su'perior numbers.on one side must mak~ 
'the result in its favor much more certain. And it is a fact that we may 
search modern military history in vain for a battle in which an army has 
beaten another double its own strength, an occurrence by no means un- · 
common in former times. Bonaparte, the greatest general of modern times, 
had managed to assemble in all his victorious main battles-with one ex
ception, that of Dresden, 1813-a superior army, or at least one very 
little inferior to that of his opponent, and when it was impossible for him 
to do so, as at Leipzig, Brienne, Laon and Waterloo, he was beaten. 

The absolute strength is in strategy generally a given quantity, which 
the commander can no longer alter. But from this it by no means follows 
that it is impossible to carry on a war with a decidedly inferior force. 
War is not always a voluntary decision of state policy, and least of all is it 
so when the forces are very unequal. Consequently, any state of relative 
strength is imaginable in war, and it would be a strange theory of war which 
would resign completely just where it is most needed. 

However desirable theory may consider an adequate force, still it can
not say that no use can be made of the most inadequate. No limits can be 
prescribed in this respect. 

The weaker the force, the smaller must be its objects; and the weaker 
the force the shorter time it will last. In these two directions weakness 
has room' to deviate, if we may use the expression. Concerning the changes 
which the degree of strength produces in the conduct of war we shall only 
be able to speak later on, when they present themselves; at present it is 
sufficient to have indicated the general point of view, but to complete that 
we shall add one more observation. 
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The more one of the parties in an unequal combat is lacking in amount 
of forces, so much the greater under the pressure of danger must their 
inner tension and energy become. Where the reverse takes place, where in
stead of a heroic, a cowardly desperation appears, there, of course~ all art of 
war ceases. 

If with this energy of forces there is combined a wise moderation in 
the objects proposed, there arises that play of brilliant blows and prudent 
forbearance which we admire in the wars of Frederick the Great. 

But the less this moderation and caution are able to do, the more pre
dominant the tension and energy of the forces must become. When the 
disproportion of power is so great that no limitation of our own object can 
ensure us safety from a catastrophe, or where the probable duration of the 
danger is such that the greatest economy of forces can no longer bring us 
to our object, then the tension of forces will, or should, be concentrated in 
one desperate blow. He who is bard pressed, expecting little help from 
things which promise none, will place his whole and last trust in the moral 
superiority which despair always gives the brave. He will regard the greatest 
daring as the greatest wisdom-at most, perhaps, employing the assistance 
of subtle stratagem-and if he does not succeed, will find in an honorable . 
downfall the right to rise again in the future. 



CHAPTER IV 

RELATION OF THE THREE ARMS 

We shall only speak of the three principal arms: infantry, eavalry and 
artillery. · · - · ... 

We must be excused for making the ·following analysis; ~hicb belongs 
more properly to tactics, but is necessary in order to clarify our thought. 

The engagement employs two essentially different means: the use of 
firearms, !ind the hand-to-hand or personal combat. This agrun is either 
attack or defense. (Since we are speaking here of elements, attack and 
defense are t~)e understood in an absolute sense.) Artillecy operates, 
obviously, only as a firearm, cavalry only through personal combat, in-
fantry through both. ' · 
. In personal combat the essence of defense consistS in standing fin;n, as if 

rooted to the ground; the essence of attack is movement. Cavalry is en
tirely deficient in the first quality but enjoys the latter pre-eminently. It .is 
therefore only suited to attack. Infantry bas pre-eminently the property of 
standing firm, but is not altogether without mobility. · 

From this distribution of the elementary· forces of war: into different 
arms, we have the superiority and general utility of infantry as compared 
with the other two arms, since it is the only arm which unites in itself all 
three elementary forces. Hence it is evident bow the combination of the 
three arms iii war leads to a more perfect use of the forces, by affording 
the means of strengthening at will either the one or the other of the prin
ciples which are united in an unalterable proportion in the infantry. 

In the wars of the present time, firearms are by far the most effective 
means. Nevertheless, the personal combat, man to man, is just as clearly 
to be regarded as the real basis of the engagement. For that reason an. 
army of artillery alone would be an absurdity in war. An army of nothing 
but cavalry is conceivable, only it would possess very slight intensive 
strength. An army of infantry alone is not only conceivable. but also much 
stronger. The three arms, therefore, stand in this order in respect to in-
dependence: infantry, cavalry, artillery. · 

But this order does not hold good if applied to the relative importance 
of each arm when they are all three acting in conjunction. As destructive 
capacity is much more effective than that of motion, the complete lack of 
cavalry would weaken an army less than the total lack of artillery. An 
army consisting of infantry and artillery alone would certainly find itself 
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in an awkward position if opposed to one composed of all three arms; but if 
what it lacked in cavalry were compensated for by a relatively large 
number of infantry, it would still, by a somewhat differently organized mode 
of procedure, be able to manage very well tactically. It would find itself con
siderably embarrassed in the matter of outposts; it would never be able to 
pursue a defeated enemy with gl-eat vivacity, and in making a retreat would 
be exposed to greater hardships and exertions, but these inconveniences 
would still bardly'be sUfficient in themselves to drive it completely out of 
~e field. On the other hand, such an army opposed to one composed of 
infantry and ·cavalry oniy would be ~ble to play a very' good part, while 
it is hardly_ conceivable that the __ latter could keep the field at all against 
an army made up of all three arms. ' 
: · Let it be understood that these reflections on the relative importance of 
~_ach single ann are deduced only from the generality of all wars, where one_ 
~ase is analogous to another; and therefore it cannot be our intention to 
apply· the truth thus asce~tained to each individual case of. a particular· 
engagement. A battalion on outpost service or in retreat might prefer to' 
have with it a squadron-of cavalry rather than a few cannon. A body of 
~avalry and mounted artillery, sent in rapid pursuit of, or to cut off, a 
fleeing enemy, cannot use infaniry, and so forth. ' . 
· · If we summar-ize once more the result of these considerations, they 

ainount to this:' . . · · 
x. Infantry is the most i,Ddependent of the three arms. 
2. Artillery is entirely dependent. 

· 3. Infantry is th~ most important in a combination of the three arms. 
4· Cavalry can most easily be dispensed with. · 
5· A combination of the three arms gives the greatest strength. 
Now, if the combination of the three gives the greatest strength, it is' 

natural to inquire concerning the absolutely best combination, and this 
question is almost impossible to answer. -

If we could form a comparative estimate of the cost of organizing, pro-' 
~ioning and maintaining each of the three arms, and furthermore an. 
estimate of the service rendered by each in war, we should obtain a definite 
result which would express abstractly the best combination. But this is 
little more than a play of the imagination. To begin with, the first of the 
two estimates thus compared is difficult to determine; one of the factors,_ 
the cost in money, it is true, is not difficult to find; but another, the value. 
of men's lives, is something which no one will wish to estimate in figures. 

Also the circumstance that each of the three arms chiefly depends on a 
different kind of national resources-infantry on the number of population, 
cavalry on the number of horses, artillery on available financial means-· 
introduces a foreign. determining element, the predominant influence of 
which may be plainly observed in the great outlines of the history of dif
ferent peoples at various periods. 
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' Since, however, for other reasons we cannot ·altogether dispense with 
some standard of comparison, we must take, in place of the whole of the 
first of the two things to be compared, only that one· of its factors which can 
be ascertained, namely, the cost in money. Now on this point it is sufficient 
for our purpose to state that, in general, a squadron of 150 horses, a bat
talion of Boo men, a battery consisting of eight six-pounders, cost nearly 
the same, both in respect to the expense of equipment and of maintenance. 

With regard to the other' member of the comparison, that ·is, bow much 
service one arm is capable of rendering as compared with the others, it is· 
much more difficult to fix a definite quantity. An estimate might perhaps 
be possible if it depended merely on destructive capacity; but each arm 
has its own particular purpose, therefore bas its own particular sphere of 
effectiveness. This again is not so definite that it might not be greater 
or smaller_;_whicb would merely cause modifications in the conduct of war, • 
but no decisive disadvantages. 
· We often speak of what experience teaches on this subject, and we sup

pose that military history affords sufficient information for a settlement of 
the question, but all this must be regarded as nothing more than a way 
of talking, which, since it is not derived from anything of a fundamental 
and necessary nature, deserves no consideration in a critical examination.-: 

Now although the best ratio between the arms is, certainly, conceivable' 
as a fixed quantity, this quantity is impossible to find; it is a mere ·sport 
of fancy. Nevertheless it will still be possible to state the effects of having 
a great superiority or a great inferiority in one particular arm as compared. 
with the same arm in the enemy's army. 
' Artillery increases the destructive capacity oi fire; it is the most for-· 

midable of the arms, and its lack, therefore, diminishes very considerably·· 
the intensive force of an army. On the other ba:nd; it is the least mobile· 
arm, and consequently makes an army more unwieldy; further, it always 
requires a force· for its protection, because it is incapable of personal en
gagement. If it is too numerous, so that the troops which can be appointed: 
for its protection are not able to resist the attacks of the enemy at every: 
poilit, it is often lost. Here a new disadvantage shows itself, namely, that
it is the only one of the three arms, the principle parts of which-that is,· 
guns and carriages-the enemy can very soon use against us. 

Cavalry increases mobility in an army. If it is too few in number, the 
brisk flame of the element of war is thereby weakened, because everything· 
must be done more slowly (on foot); everything must be organized with 
more care. The rich harvest of victory, instead of being cut with a scythe, 
can only be reaped with a sickle. 

An excess of cavalry can certainly never be regarded as a direct weaken
ing of the military force, as an intrinsic disproportion, but it may certainly 
be so indirectly, owing to the difficulty of maintenance, and if we reflect 



MILITA:R.l!' FORCES 

that instead of a surplus of Io,ooo horsemen not required, we mi~ht have 
so,ooo infantry. . . . . . 

These peculiarities arising from the preponderance of one arm are the 
more important to the art of war in its limited sense, as that art teaches 
the use of whatever forces are available; and when forces are placed under 
the command of a general, the proportion of the three arms is usually al
ready settled without his having had much voice in the matter. 

If we wish to conceive of the character of a type of war as modified by 
the preponderance of one of the three arms, it is to be done in the follow
ing manner:-

An excess of artillery must lead to a more defensive and passive char
acter in our undertakings; we shall seek security in strong positions, in 
very broken ground, even in mountain positions, in order that the natural 
obstacles of the ground may serve as defense and protection for our nu
merous artillery, and that the enemy's forces may come themselves to seek 
their destruction. The whole war will be carried on in a serious, formal 
minuet step. . . 

On the other hand, a lack of artillery will cause us to Permit the offen• 
sive, the active, the mobile principle to predominate; marching, fatigue, 
effort become our special weapons, and the war will thus become more 
diversified, more lively, rougher; for great events will be substituted a 
number of small ones. 

With a very numerous cavalry we .shall seek wide plains and have a 
preference for great movements. At a greater distance from the enemy 
we shall enjoy more rest and greater conveniences without conferring the 
same advantages on our adversary. We shall venture on bolder measures to 
outflank him, and on more daring movements generally, since we have 
command over space. In so far as diversions and invasions are true aux
iliary means of war we shall be able easily to avail ourselves of them. 

A decided lack of cavalry diminishes the mobility of an army without 
increasing its destructive power as an excess of artillery does. A prudent 
and methodical procedure becomes then the leading characteristic of war. 
Always to remain near the enemy in order to keep him constantly in view 
-no rapid, still less, hasty movements, everywhere a slow pushing on of 
well-concentrated masses, a preference for the defensive and for broken 
country, and, when the offensive must be resorted to, the shortest road to 
the center of force in the enemy's army-these are the natural tendencies 
in this case. 

These different forms which warfare assumes, according to the pre
dominance of one or another of tlie three arms, will seldom be so extensive 
and decisive as alone or primarily to determine the direction of an entire 
undertaking. Whether we should choose the strategic attack or the defen
sive, the choice of the theater of war, the determination to fight a great 
battle, or the adoption of some other means of destruction, are points which 
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will probably be determined by other and more essential considerations; at 
least, if this is not the case, it is much to be feared that we have mistaken 
a minor point for the main one. But even if that is the case if the great . ' questions have been already decided, on other grounds, there always re-
mains a certain margin for the influence of the preponderating arm, for 
in the offensive we can always be prudent and methodical, in the defen
sive bold and enterprising, and so forth, through all the different stages 
and gradations of military life. "" 

On the other hand, the nature of a war may have a notable influence 
on the proportions of the three arms. 

First, a national war, supported by militia and a general levy, must 
naturally bring into the field a very numerous infantry; for in such wars 
there is a greater lack of means of equipment than of men, and as the 
equipment in such a case is anyhow confined to what is absolutely neces
sary, we may easily imagi11e that for every battery of eight pieces, not 
one, but two or three battalions of infantry might be raised. 

Second, if a weak state opposed to a powerful one cannot take refuge in 
a general levy, or in a militia system resembling it, then the increase of its 
artillery is, of course, the shortest way of bringing up its weak army nearer 
to an equality with that of the enemy, for it saves men, and intensifies the 
most essential principle of military force, that is, its destructive capacity. 
Anyway, such a state will be, for the most part, confined to a limited the
ater of war, and therefore this arm will be better suited to it. Frederick 
the Great adopted this means in the later period of the Seven Years' War. 

Third, cavalry is the arm for movement and great decisions; its increase 
beyond the ordinary proportions is therefore important if the war extends 
over a great space, if expeditions are to be made in various directions, and 
great and decisive blows are intended. Bonaparte provides an example of 
this. 

That the offensive and ·defensive cannot really in themselves exercise 
an influence on the proportion of cavalry will not become clear until we 
come to speak of these two forms of action in war. In the meantime, we 
shall only remark that both assailant and defender as a rule traverse the 
same spaces in war, and may have also, at least in many cases, the same 
decisive intentions. We remind our readers of the campaign of•x812. 

It is commonly believed that, in the Middle Ages, cavalry was much 
more numerous than infantry and has gradually decreased down to the 
present day. Yet this is a mistake, at least; in part. The proportion of 
cavalry was, according to numbers, on the average perhaps, not much 
greater. Of this we may convince ourselves by tracing, through the history 
of the Middle Ages, the detailed statements of the armed fo~ces then em
ployed. We have only to think of the masses of infantry wh1ch composed 
the armies of the Crusaders, or the masses which followed the Emperors 
of Germany on their Roman expeditions. It was the importance of the 
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cavalry which was so much greater in those days; it was the stronger arm; 
composed of the flower of the people, so much so that, although always 
very much weaker actually in numbers, it was nevertheless always looked 
upon as the important force; infantry was little valued, hardly spoken of. 
Hence has arisen the belief that its numbers were few. 

No doubt it happened oftener than at present that in military attacks of 
lesser importance in the interior of France, Germany and Italy, a small 
army was composed entirely of cavalry. Since it was the chief arm, there 
is nothing inconsistent in that; but these cases cannot decide, if we con
sider the majority of cases, in which they are greatly outnumbered by 
larger armies. It was only when the obligations to military service imposed 
by the feudal laws had ceased, and wars were carried on by soldiers r~ 
cruited, hired and paid-when, therefore, wars depended on money and 
enlistment, that is, at the time of the Thirty Years' War and the wars of 
Louis XIV-that this employment of a great mass of not particularly use
ful infantry was checked. Perhaps in those days there might have been a 
return to the exclusive use of cavalry, if infantry had not already risen· in 
importance through the improvements in firearms, by which it maintained, 
to some extent, its numerical superiority in proportion to cavalry. At this 
period, if infantry was weak, the proportion was as one to one, if nu
merous, as three to one. 

Since then, cavalry has steadily decreased in importance, according as 
improvements in the use of firearms have advanced. This is intelligible 
enough in itself, but the improvement we speak of does not relate solely 
to the weapon itself and the skill in handling it, but also to the greater 
ability in using troops armed with this· weapon. At the battle of MollwitZ 
the Prussian army had brought the fire of their infantry to so high a state 
of perfection that even since then no improvement in that respect has been 
possible. On the other hand, the use of infantry on broken ground and of 
firearms in an engagement of skirmishers has only developed since· that 
'time, and is to be regarded as a great advance in destructive action. 

It is our opinion, therefore, that the proportion of cavalry has changed 
little, in regard to numbers, but much in respect to its importance. This 
seems to be a contradiction, but in reality it is not so. The infantry of the 
Middle Ages, although numerous in an army, had not reached that propor
tion by reason of its intrinsic value as compared with cavalry, but because 
all that could not be placed in the more costly cavalry was handed over to 
the infantry; this infantry was, therefore, merely an improvisation; and if 
the number of cavalry had depended merely on the value set on that arm, 
it could never have been too great. Thus we can understand how cavalry, in 
spite of its constantly decreasing importance, still, perhaps, is important 
enough to keep its numerical relation at that point which it has hitherto S() 

constantly maintained. 
It is a remarkable fact that, at least since the War of the Austrian Sue-
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1:ession, the proportion of cavalry to infantry has not changed, being con
stantly between a fourth, a fifth or a sixth of the infantry. This .seems to. 
indicate that these proportions exactly meet the natural requirements of an 
army, and give us the figures which it is impossible to find in a direct: 
manner. We doubt, however, that this is the case, and find that the other 
reasons for a numerous cavalry in the principle cases are perfectly evident .. 

Austria and -Russia are states which have kept up a numerous cavalry, 
because they have in their dominions the fragments of a Tartar organiza
tion. Bonaparte for his purposes could never be strong enough; after 
having made all possible use of conscription, he had no other way of 
strengthening his armies except by increasing the auxiliary arms, which 
depend more on money than on the use of men. Moreover, it stands to 
reason that in military enterprises of such enormous extent as his, cavalry 
was bound to have a greater value than in ordinary cases. 

Frederick the Great, as is well known, calculated carefully every recruit 
that could be saved to his country; it was his main concern to keep up the 
strength of his army, as far as possible at the expense of other countries. 
His reasons for this are easy to understand, if we remember that his small 
dominions did not at ·that time include East Prussia. and the Westphalian 
provinces. Cavalry was kept up to strength more easily by recruiting than 
infantry, irrespective of fewer men being required; in addition to which, 
his system of war was completely founded on the mobility of his army, and 
so it happened that while his infantry diminished in number, his cavalry 
was always increasing till the end of the Seven Years' War. Still even at 
the end of that war it was hardly more than one-fourth of the number of 
infantry that he had in the field. 
. At the period referred to there is also no lack of instances of armies 

entering the field unusually weak in cavalry, and yet carrying off the vic
tory. The most remarkable is the battle of Grossgorschen. If we only count 
the divisions which took part in the battle, Bonaparte was Ioo,ooo strong, 
of which s,ooo were cavalry, 9o,ooo infantry. The Allies had 7o,ooo, of 
which 2 s,ooo were cavalry and 4o,ooo infantry.' Thus, in place of the 
2o,ooo cavalry on the side of the Allies in excess of the total of the French 
cavalry, Bonaparte had only so,ooo additional infantry, when he ought to . 
have had Ioo,ooo. Since he gained the battle with that superiority in in
fantry, we may ask whether it was at all possible that he would have lost 
it if the proportions had been 14o,ooo to 40,ooo. 

Certainly the great advantage of our superiority in cavalry was shown 
immediately after the battle, for Bonaparte gained hardly any trophies by 
his victory. The winning of a battle is therefore not everything; but is it 
not always the important thing? 

In view of these considerations, we can hardly believe that the numeri
cal proportion between cavalry and infantry which has been established 
and maintained for eighty years is the natural one, founded solely on their 
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absolute value. We are rather inclined to think that, after some fluctua
tions, the relative proportions of these arms will change further in the 
same direction as hitherto, and that the normal number of cavalry at last 
will be considerably less. 

With respect to artillery, the number of guns has naturally increased· 
since its first invention, and according as they have become lighter in 
weight and otherwise improved. Still, since the time of Frederick the Great, 
it has also kept very much to the same proportion of two or three guns per 
x,ooo men, that is, at the beginning of a campaign; for during its course 
artillery does not melt away as fast as infantry. Therefore at the end of a 
campaign the proportion is generally notably greater, and can be estimated 
at three, four Of five guns per I ,000 men. Whether this is the natural pro
portion, or whether the increase of artillery can be carried still further, with
out disadvantage to the whole conduct of war, must be left for experience 
to decide. 

The chief result of these considerations is as follows: 
I. That infantry is the chief arm, to which the other two are sub

ordinate. 
2, That by the exercise of great skill and activity in the conduct of 

war the lack of the two subordinate arms may in some measure be 
compensated for, provided that we are so much stronger in infantry, 
and the better the infantry, the more easily this may be done. 

3· That it is more difficuit to dispense with artillery than with cavalry 
because it has the chief capacity for destruction, and its use in action 
is more closelv associated with that of the infantry. 

4· That artillery being the strongest. arm, as regards destructive action, 
and cavalry the weakest in that respect, we must always ask: How 
much artillery can we have without inconvenience, and what is the 
least proportion of cavalry with which we can manage? 



CHAPTER V 

BATTLE ORDER OF THE ARMY 

The order of battle is :that division .and combination- of the different 
arms into, separate parts of the whole army, and that form of disposition 
of those parts which is to be the rule throughout the whole campaign or 
war. -
_ It consists, therefore, in a certain sense, of an arithmetical and of a geo

metrical element, the division and the disposition. The first proceeds from 
the permanent peace organization of the army, adopts as :UP.its certain 
parts, such as battalions, squadrons, regiments, and batteries,· and with 
them forms units of a higher order up to the highest ,of all, the whole army, 
according to the requirements of given Circumstances~ In like manner, dis
position proceeds from the elementary tactics, in which .the army is in
structed and trained in time of peace, and which 'must be looked upo~. as 
a property in the troops that is not to be essentially 'modified once war 
has broken out. The disposition connects these tactics with the conditions 
which the use of the troops in war and in large masses demands; and thus 
it determines in a general way the form in which the troops are to be 
drawn up for engagement. . · - · -

This has invariably been the case when great armies have. taken the 
field, and there have even been times when this form was considered as 
the most essential part of the engagement. -

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when the impmvements in 
firearms occasioned a great increase of infantry and permitted i( to be 
deployed in long, thin lines, the order of battle was thereby simplified, but 
at the same time it became more difficult and required more skill in exe
cution. Since no other way of disposing of cavalry was known, except that 
of posting them on the wings, where they were out of the fire and had room 
to move about, therefore in the order of battle the army always became a 
closed, inseparable whole. If suc4 an army was cut in the middle, it was 
like an earthworm cut in two; the wings still had life and mobility, but they 
had lost their natural functions. The army lay, therefore, under a kind of 
spell of unity, and whenever any parts of it had to be placed in a 
separate position, each time a small reorganization and disorganization was 
necessary. The marches which the whole army had to make were a state 
in which it found itself, to a certain extent, outside the rules of the game. 
If the enemy was at hand, the march had to be arranged in the most 

2H 
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elaborate manner, and in order that one line or one wing might be always 
at a reasonable distance from the other, the troops had to scramble along 

. over every obstacle. Marches had to be constantly stolen on the enemy, 
and this constant theft only escaped severe punishment through the cil;
cumstance that the enemy lay under the same spell. 

Hence, when, in the latter half of the eighteenth century, it was dis
covered that cavalry would serve just as weQ to protect a wing if it stood 
in rear of the army as if it were placed on the prolongation of the line, and 
that, besides this, it might be applied to other purposes than merely fight
ing a duel with the enemy's cavalry, a great advance was made. The army 
in its principal extension or front, which is always the breadth of its battle 
order, now consisted entirely of homogeneous members, so that it could be 
divided into any number of parts at will, each part like another and like 
the whole. In this way it ceased to be one single piece and became a many:
membered whole, consequently flexible and articulated. The parts could be 
separated from the whole and then joined on again without difficulty; the 
order of battle always remained the same. Thus arose the corps of all 
arms; that is, such an organization became possible. The need for it had 
probably been felt much earlier. · 

That this· all arises out of the battle is very natural. The battle waS 
formerly the whole war, and will ·always continue to be the principal part 
of it; but the order of battle belongs far more to tactics than to strategy1 
and in introducing this deduction here our only object has 'been to show 
how tactics, in organizing the whole into smaller wholes, made prepara~ 
tion for strategy. · ' · 

The greater armies become, the more they are distributed over wide 
spaces, and the more diversified the action and reaction of the different 
'parts among themselves, the wider becomes the field of strategy. There.
fore, the order of battle, in the sense of our definition, has also had to 
come into a kind of reciprocal action with strategy, which. manifests itself 
chiefly at the points where tactics and strategy meet, that is, at those 
moments where the general, distribution of the military forces passes into 
the special dispositions for the engagement. · 

We now turn to the three points of the division, combination of arms 
and disposition from the strategic point of view. 

I. DIVISION 

In strategy we should never ask what must be the strength of a division 
or corps, but how many corps or divisions an army must have. There is 
nothing more unmanageable than an army divided into three parts, except 
'it be one divided into only two, in which case the supreme command must 
be almost neutralized. 

To fix the strength of great and small corps, either on the grounds of 
elementary tactics or on higher grounds, leaves an incredibly wide field for 
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arbitrary judgment, and heaven knows what modes of .reasoning have 
disported themselves in it. On the other hand, the necessity of dividing an 
independent whole into a certain number of parts is"a thing as obvious as 
it is definite, and this idea furnishes real strategic reasons for determining 
the number of the greater member~uch as corps and divisionS-{){ an . 
army, and consequently their str_ength, while the strength of the smaller. 
subdivisions, such as companies, battalions,. etc., is left to be determined · 
by tactics. 

We can hardly conceive the smallest isolated body in which there are 
not at least three parts to be distinguished, so that one part may be sent 
ahead and another part left in the rear. That four are still more convenient 
is obvious, if we reflect that the middle part, being the main force, ought 
to be stronger than either of the others. In this way, we can go on to eight 
parts, which appears to us to be the most suitable number for an army, 
if we take as a constant necessity one part for an advance guard, three for. 
the main body, that is, a right wing, center and left wing, two parts for 
reserve, and one to dispatch to the right, one to the left. Without pedanti
cally ascribing a great importance to these numbers and figures, we believe 
that they represent the most usual and frequently. recurring. strategic 
disposition, and therefore one that is convenient. 

Certainly it seems to make the supreme command of an army (and the 
command of every whole) immensely easier if there are only three or four 
subordinates to command, but the commander-in-chief must pay dearly for 

· this convenience and in t~o ways. In the first place,. an order loses more 
in rapidity, force and precision, the longer the stepladder down which it·, 
must descend, and this must be the case if there are corps commanders be
tween the division leaders and the chief. Second, the chief generally loses 
his own real power and efficiency the wider the spheres of action of his im-, 
mediate subordinates become. A general commanding roo,ooo men in~ 
eight divisions exercises a power intensively greater than if the roo,ooo 
men were divided into only three corps. There are many reasons for this, 
but the most important is that each commander looks upon himself as 
having ·a kind of proprietary right in all parts of his corps, and almost al
ways opposes the withdrawal from him of any portion of it for a longer or 
shorter time. A little experience of war will make this evident to any one. 

But on the other hand, the number of parts must not be too great, or 
disorder will ensue. It is difficult enough to manage eight divisions from 
one headquarters, and the number should probably not be allowed to ex
ceed ten. While in a division, in which the means of putting orders into 
effect are much less, the smaller and usual number of four or, at the most, 
five brigades must be regarded as the more suitable. 

If ten divisions to an army and five brigades to a division are not suffi
cient that is if the brigades would become too strong, then corps com
mands would, have to be introduced; but we must remember that thereby 
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a new factor -is created, which at once very much reduces the number of 
all other subdivisions. · 

But what is too strong a brigade? The custom is to make brigades from 
2,ooo to s,ooo men strong, and there appear to be two reasons for making 
the latter number the limit; the first is that a brigade is supposed to be 
a subdivision which can be commanded by one man directly and must 
therefore be all within range of his voice; the second is that any larger 
body of infantry should not be left without artillery, and through this 
first combination of arms a special subdivision naturally arises. 

We do not wish to involve ourselves in these tactical subtleties; neither 
shall we enter upon the disputed point: when and in what proportions the 
combination of all three arms should take place, whether with divisions of 
8,ooo to ·12,ooo men, or with corps from 2o,ooo to 30,ooo men strong. 
The most decided opponent of these combinations will scarcely take ex
ception to the assertion that nothing but this combination of the three arms 
can make a member of the army independent, and that, therefore, for such 
members as are intended to be frequently isolated in war, it is at least very 
desirable. -

An army of 2oo,ooo men in ten divisions, the divisions composed of 
five brigades each, would give brigades 4,ooo strong. We see here no dis
proportion. Certainly this army might also be divided into five corps, the 
corps into four divisions; and the division into four brigades, which makes 
the brigade 2,500 men strong; but the first distribution, looked at in the 
abstract, appears to us preferable, for besides that1 in the other, there is 
one more degree of rank, five parts are too· few to make an army manage
able; four divisions, in like manner, are too few for a corps, and 2,500 men 
is a weak brigade, while, in this manner, there are eighty brigades, whereas 
the first distribution has only fifty, and is therefore simpler. All these advan
tages are given up merely for the sake of having to give orders only to 
half as many generals. For smaller armies of course, the distribution into 
corps is still more unsuitable. 

This is the abstract view of the matter. The particular case may pre
sent good reasons for deciding otherwise. We must admit that, whereas 
eight or ten divisions may still be controlled when united in a level 
country, in widely extended mountain positions this might perhaps be 
impossible. · A great river which divides an army into halves, makes a 
commander for each half indispensable, In short, there are hundreds of local 
and individual circumstances of a decisive character, before which abstract 
rules must give way. 

But still experience teaches us that these abstract reasons come most 
frequently into use and are more seldom overruled by others than we 
should perhaps suppose. 

We permit ourselves to make clear the scope of the foregoing con-
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.siderations by a simple outline, for which purpose we now place the differ
ent points of importance beside one another. 

Inasmuch as we understand by the term "members. of a whole" only 
those which result from the first division, we say: - · 

I. If a whole has too few members, it is unwieldy. 
2. If the parts of a whole body are too large, the power of the com

mander-in-chief is thereby weakened. 
3· With every additional step through which an order has to pass, it is 

weakened in two ways; first, by the loss of force, which it suffers 
in its passage through an additional. step; second, by the longer time 
it needs for transmission. 

The tendency of all this is to show that the number of co-ordinate mem
bers should be as great, and the series of gradations as small, as possible, 
and the only limitation to this conclusion is that in. an army no more than 
from eight to ten members, and in smaller units no more than from four 
to six subdivisions, can be conveniently controlled. 

2. COMBINATION OF ARMS 

For strategy the combination of the three arms in the order of battle is 
only important in regard to those parts of the army which, according to 
the usual order of things, are likely to be frequently employed in a detached 
position, where they may be forced to fight an independent engagement. 
Now it is natural that the members of the first order, i.e., corps or divisions, 
and for the most part only these, are intended for detached positions, be
cause, as we shall see elsewhere, a detached position generally involves the 
idea and the necessity of an independent whole. 

In a strict sense strategy would therefore only require a permanent 
<:ombination of arms in corps, or where these do not exist, in divisions, 
leaving it to circumstances to determine when a provisional combination 
of the three arms shall be made in subdivisions of an inferior order. 

But it is easy to see that, when corps are of considerable size, such as 
3o,ooo' or 4o,ooo men, they will seldom be in a situation to take up a 
position in one mass. With corps of such strength a combination of the 
arms in the divisions is therefore necessary. No one who has had any 
experience in war will treat lightly the delay which occurs when troops 
have to be hurriedly detailed and a detachment of cavalry has to be brought 
to the support of the infantry from some other perhaps distant point-to 
say nothing of the confusion which takes place. · 

The details of the combination of the three arms, how far it should go, 
how thorough it should be, what proportions should be observed, the 
strength of the reserves of each to be set apart-these are all purely tacti
cal considerations. 



3. DISPOSITION 

The deter~ination as to the- distribution in space according to which the 
parts of an army should be drawn up in battle order is likewise completely 
a tactical matter, referring solely to the battle. No doubt there is also a 
strategic disposition of the parts; but it depends almost entirely upon the 
decisions and needs of the moment, and the theoretical element contained 
in it does .not come within the meaning of the term "order of battle." We 
shall. therefore treat of it in the following chapter under the heading: 
General Disposition of an Army. 

The battle order of an army is therefore the division and disposition of 
it in mass, ready for battle. Its parts are so combined that both the tactical 
and strategical requirements of the moment can be easily satisfied by the 
_employment of separate parts drawn from this mass. When such momen.. 
tary need ceases, these J?arts resume their original places, and thus the 
battle order becomes the first step to, and principal foundation of, that 
wholesom,e "methodism" which, like the beat of a pendulum, regulates the 
work in war, and of which we have already spoken in Book II, Chapter 4· 



CHAPTER VI 

GENERAL DISPOSITION OF AN ARMY 

From the moment of the first assembling of military forces to that of 
mature decision, where strategy has brought the army to the decisive point, 
and each particular part has had its position and role pointed out by 
tactics, there is in most cases a long interval. It is the same between one 
decisive catastrophe and another. 

Formerly these intervals, to a certain extent, did not belong to war at· 
all. Take for example the manner in which Luxemburg encamped and 
marched. We. single out this general because he is celebrated for his 
camps and marches, and therefore may be considered a representative 
general of his period, and from the Histoire de la Flandre militaire we know 
more about him than about other generals of the time. · 

The camp was regularly pitched with its rear close to a river, or morass, 
()r a deep valley, which in the present day would be considered madness., 
The direction in which the enemy lay had so little to do with determining 
the front of the camp, that cases are very common in which the rear was 
toward the enemy and the front toward their own country. This now un
heard-of method of procedure is only to be understood when we regard 
the convenience of the troops as the chief, indeed almost as the only, con
sideration in the choice of camps, and therefore look upon the state of 
being in camp as a state outside of the action of war-behind the scenes; 
so to speak, where one is not molested. The practice of always resting the 
. rear upon some obstacle may be considered the only measure of security 
which was taken-security, of course, as understood in the mode of con
ducting war in that day, for such a measure was quite inconsistent with 
the possibility of being compelled to fight in such a camp. There was, how
~ver, little reason to fear this, because engagements generally depended 
upon a kind of mutual understanding, like a duel, in which the parties 
repair to a convenient rendezvous. Since armies could not fight in every 
region-partly on account of their numerous cavalry, which in the decline 
of its splendor was still regarded, particularly by the French, as the princi
pal arm, partly on account of the unwieldy organization of. their battle 
order-an army in a broken country was as it were under the protection of 
a neutral territory. Since the army could make but little use of broken 
ground, it was therefore deemed preferable to go to meet an enemy who 
was seeking battle. We know, indeed, that Luxemburg's battles at Fleurus, . . . . . . . . . 
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Steenkerke and Neerwinden were conceived in a different spirit; but this 
spirit had only just then freed itself under this great general from the old 
method, and it had not yet reacted upon the method of encampment. Alter
ations in the art of war originate always in decisive actions, and then lead 
by degrees to modifications in other things. The expression il va a la guerre 
-"He is going to the war"-which was used in reference to an irregular 
setting out to watch the enemy, shows how little the state of an army in 
camp was considered to be a state of real warfare. 

It was not much different with the marches, when the artillery separated 
itself completely from the rest of the army, in order to take advantage of 
better and more secure roads, and the cavalry detachments generally took 
the right wing alternately, so that each might have in turn its share of the 
glory of marching on the right. 

At present (that is, chiefly since the Silesian Wars) the situation outside 
of the engagement is so thoroughly influenced by its connection with the 
engagement that the two states are in intimate correlation, and the one 
can no longer be conceived completely without the other. Formerly in a 
campaign the engagement was the real weapon, the state outside of the 
engagement only the handle-the former the steel blade, the latter the 
wooden haft glued to it, the whole therefore composed of heterogeneous 
parts. Now the engagement is the edge, the situation outside of the engage
ment the back of the blade, the whole to be"'regarded as metal completely 
welded together, in which it is impossible any longer to distinguish where 
the steel ends and the iron begins. . 

This state in war outside of the engagement is now regulated partly by. 
the institutions and regulations with which the army comes prepared from 
a state of peace, partly by the tactical and strategic arrangements of the 
moment. The three situations in which an army may be are: in quarters, 
on the march or in, camp._ All three belong as much to tactics as to 
strategy, and both tactics and strategy which here, in many ways, border on 
each other, often seem to, or actually do, interlock, so that many disposi
tions may be looked upon at the same time as both tactical and strategic. 

We shall treat of these three situations of an army outside of the engage
ment in a general way, before any special ends they serve are attached to 
them; for this purpose, however, we must first of all consider the general 
disposition of the forces, because it exercises a superior and more compre-. 
hensive influence on camps, quarters and marches. 

If we "consider the disposition of forces in a general way, that is without 
special objects, we can only conceive it as a unity, that is, only as a whole. 
intended to strike a joint blow, for any deviation from this simplest form 
would already imply a special object. Thus arises the concept of an army, 
be it large or small. 

Further, where all special objects are lacking, there only remains as 
the sole object the preservation of the army itself, and consequently also 
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its security. That the army should exist without particular. disadvantage, 
and that it should be capable of a united blow without particular disaqvan
tage, are, therefore, the two conditions. From these result the following con
siderations more immediately applying to what concerns the e~istence and 
security of the army. · 

I. Facility of subsistence. 
2. Facility of providing shelter for the troops. 
3· Security of the rear. 
4· An open country in front 
S· The position itself in a broken country. 
6. Strategic points of support. 
7· A suitable distribution of the troops. . , 
Our comments on these individual points are as follows:-
The first two lead us to seek out cultivated districts and. great ;towns 

and roads. They determine measures in general rather than in particular. 
In the chapter on lines of communication (Book V, Chapter 16) . will be 

found what we mean by security of the rear. The first and most important 
point in this respect is that the position should be at a right angle :with the 
principal line of retreat adjoining the position. 

Respecting the fourth point, an army, of course; cannot have a view over 
a stretch of country as it has over its front when in a tactical position for 
battle. But the advance guard, scouts and patrols, etc., sent forwl,lrd, serve 
as strategic eyes, and the observation will naturally be easier for these in 
an open than in a broken country. The fifth point is merely the reverse of 
the fourth. 

Strategical points of support differ from tactical in two respects: the 
army need not be in immediate contact with them and they must be of far 
greater extent. The cause of this is that, naturally, the circumstances of 
time and space in. which .strategy moves are generally on a larger scale 
than those of tactics. If, therefore, an army takes up a position a few 
miles from the sea coast or the banks of a great river, it rests strategically 
on these objects, for the enemy cannot make use of such a space as this to 
effect a strategic turning movement. He will not venture into this district 
on marches miles in length, occupying days and weeks. On the other hand, 
in strategy, a lake some miles in circumference is hardly to be looked upon 
as an obstacle; in its "method of procedure a few miles to the right or left 
are not of much consequence. Fortresses will become strategic points of 
support, in proportion to their size and the extent of their sphere of action 
for offensive undertakings. 

The disposition of the army in separate parts is determined either by 
special objects and requirements, or by those of a general nature. Here we 
can only speak of the latter. . 

The first general requirement is to push forward the advance guard 
with the other troops required to observe the enemy. 
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The second iS that, with very large armies, the reserves should usuall:t 
be placed several miles in the rear, thus leading to a separated disposition~ 

Lastly, the covering of both wings of an army usually requires a separate 
disposition of particular corps. ' . . , 

By this covering it is not meant that a portion of the army is to be de:
tached to defend the space round its wings, in. order to prevent the enemy 
from approaching these so-called weak points. Who· would then defend the 
wings of these flanking corps? This kind of conception, which is so com
mon, is complete nonsense. The wings of an army are not in themselves 
weak points, for the enemy also has wings, and cannot menace ours with
out placing his own in jeopardy. It is only when circumstances are un
equal, when the enemy's force is larger than ours, when his lines of com
munication are more secure (see "Lines of Communication"), it is only then 
that the wings become weaker parts. But of these special cases we are not 
now speaking, nor consequently of the case in which a flanking corps is 
··appointed in connection with other designs to defend the space on our 
wing, for that no longer belongs to the category of general dispositions. 

But although the wings are not particularly weak parts, still they are 
particularly important, because here, on account of flanking movements, 
the defense is not so simple as in the front; therefore, measures become 
more complicated and require more time and preparation. For this reason 
it is necessary in the majority of cases to give the wings special protection 

·against unforeseen enterprises on the part of the enemy. This is done by 
placing stronger masses on the wings than would be required for mete 
purposes of observation. The greater these masses are, even if they offer 
no very formidable resistance; the more time is required to dislodge them 
and the more the enemy's forces and intentions are unfolded. By that 
means the object of the measure is attained. What is to be done furth~r 
depends on the particular plans of the moment. We may therefore re
gard corps placed on the wings as lateral advance guards, intended to re
tard the advance of the enemy through the space beyond our wings and 
give us time to make dispositions to counteract his movement. 

If these corps are to fall back on the main army and the latter is not to 
make a backward movement at the same time, it obviously follows that 
they must not be placed in the same line with the front of the main army, 
but thrown out somewhat forward, because a retreat, in order not to be
come involved in a serious engagement at its starting point, must not be 
made directly to the side of the position. 

There arises, therefore, out of these inherent reasons for a divided dis
position, a natural system consisting of four or five segregated parts, accord
ing as the reserve remains with the main body or not. 

As the subsistence and shelter of the troops as a rule help to decide the 
general disposition, they also contribute to a disposition in separate sec
tions. The attention that both demand adds another to the reasons above 
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discussed, and we seek to satisfy the one without prejudice to the other. 
In most cases, by the division of an army into five separate corps, the diffi
culties of accommodation and subsistence will be overcome, and no great 
alteration will be required on their account. 

Now we must turn our attention to the distances at which these separa
ted corps may be placed, if the 'intention of mutual support, and conse
quently of joint attack, is to be carried out. At this point we remind our 
readers of what was said in the chapters on the duration and decision of 
the engagement, according to which no absolute determination, but only 
the most general, as it were, an average one, can be made, because :abso
lute and relative strength, weapons and region have a very great influence. 

The distance of the advance guard is the easiest to fix. Since in retreating 
it falls back on the main body of the army, it might be approximately at 
a distance of a long day's march without incurring the risk of being 
obliged to fight an independent battle. But it will not be sent farther in 
advance than the security of the army requires, because the farther it has 
to fall back, the more it suffers. -

Respecting the detachments on the flanks, as we have said above, the 
engagement of an ordinary division of 8,ooo to ro,ooo men usually 
lasts for several hours, even for a half day before it is decided; on that 
account, there need be no hesitation in placing such a division at a distance 
_of some hours, that is, five to ten miles, and for the same reason, corps of. 
thr.ee or four divisions may be placed a day's march away, that is, at a 
distance of fifteen or twenty miles. 

From this natural general disposition of the main army into four or 
five divisions at ·particular distances there will arise a certain system, 
which divides the army mechanically so long as no special objects intervene. 

But although we assume that each of these distinct parts of an army 
is suited to fight an independent engagement, and that this may be neces
sary, it does not by any means follow that the real object of a disposition 
in separate sections is that the parts should fight separately; the necessity 
for the disposition in separate sections' is mostly only a condition of exist
ence imposed by time. If the enemy approaches in order to come to a 
decision by means of a general engagement, the strategic period is over, 
and everything concentrates itself into the one issue, that of the battle, and 
the objects of disposition in separate sections come to an end and dis
appear. As soon as the battle begins, consideration of quarters and subsist
ence is suspended; the observation of the enemy before our front and on 
our flanks, and the checking of his impetus by means of moderate resistance 
has fulfilled its purpose, and now all resolves itself into the great unity of 
the main battle. The best criterion of the value of the distribution into 
separate sections is whether this is actually the case, in other words whether 
it has been merely regarded as a condition of the disposition, a necessary 
evil, and having united action in battle as its object. 



CHAPTER VII 

ADVANCE GUARD AND OUTPOSTS 

These two things are among those in which the tactical and strategic 
elements overlap. On the one hand we must reckon them amongst those 
provisions which give the engagement its form and secure the execution of 
our tactical plans; on the other hand, they frequently cause independent 
engagements, and on account of their position, more or less distant from 
the main army, they are to be regarded as links in the strategic chain. It 
is this very position which obliges us to supplement the preceding chapter 
by devoting a few moments to their consideration~ ·. 

Every body of troops, when not completely ready for battle, requires an 
advance guard to learn the approach of the enemy and to reconnoiter before 
he comes into sight, for its range of vision, as a rule, does not extend much 
farther than the range of its weapons. But what sort of man would that be 
who could not see farther than his arms can reach! The outposts are the 
eyes of the army, as has been said before. The need of them, however, is 
not always equally great; it has its degrees. The strength of armies and the 
extent of ground they cover, time; place, circumstances, the type of war, 
even chance, are all points which have an influence upon the matter. There
fore we cannot be surprised that military history, instead of furnishing 
any definite and simple outlines of the method of using advance guards and 
outposts, only presents the subject in a kind of chaos of examples of the 
most diversified nature. · 

Sometimes we see the security of an army entrusted to a definite corps of 
advance guard; at another time to a long line of separate outposts; some
times both these arrangements co-exist, sometimes there is no question of 
one or the other; at one time there is one advance guard in common for all 
the advancing columns; at another time, each column has its own advance 
guard. We shall endeavor to get a clear idea of the subject, and then see 
whether we can reduce it to a few principles for application. 

If the troops are on the march, a more or less strong detachment forms 
its vanguard, or advance guard, and in the case of the movement of the 
army being reversed, this same detachment will form the rear guard. If the 
troops are in quarters or camp, an extended line of weak posts forms its 

. vanguard, the outposts. Naturally, when the army is halted, a greater 
extent of space can and must be watched than when the army is in 
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motion, and therefore in the one case the conception of a ~hain of posts 
in the other, that of a concentrated corps, arises spontaneously. ' 

The actual strength of an advance guard, as well as of outposts, ranges 
from a considerable corps, composed of all three arms, to a regiment of 
~ussars, and from a strongly entrenched defensive line, occupied by por
tiOns of troops from each arm, to mere outlying pickets and infantry scouts 
detached from the camp. The services assigned to such vanguards range, 
therefore, from mere observations to resistance, and this resistance is not. 
only capable of giving the main army the time which it requires to prepare 
for battle, but also of forcing the enemy to an earlier unfolding of his 
plans and intentions, thereby considerably raising the value of the observa
tion. 

According as the main army requires more or less time and its resistance 
is more or less intended and arranged to meet the special measures of the 
enemy, so much the more or less does it need a strong advance g':lard and 
outposts. · 

Frederick the Great, who, of all generals, may be considered the most 
ready for battle, and who almost led his army into battle by a mere word 
of command, did not require strong outposts. We see him, therefore, al
ways encamping close under the eyes of the enemy, without any great 
apparatus of outposts, relying for his security at one place on a hussar regi
ment, at another on a light battalion, or perhaps on pickets and scouts de
tached from the camp. On the march a few thousand horse, generally 
belonging to the cavalry on the flanks of the first line, formed his advance 
guard, and at the end of the march rejoined the main army. He seldom had 
any corps permanently employed as advance guard. 

When it is the intention of a small army, by using the whole weight of 
its mass with great vigor and activity, .to make the enemy feel the effect of 
its superior discipline and the greater resolution of its commander, then 
almost everything must be done sous la barbe de l'ennemi, in the same 
way as Frederick the Great did when opposed to Daun. A cautious dispo
sition of troops, an elaborate system of outposts, would wholly neutralize its 
superiority. The fact that errors and an exaggeration of this system may 
occasionally lead to a battle of Hochkirch is no argument against such a 
procedure· we should rather say that as there was only one battle of 
Hochkirch in all the Silesian Wars, we ought to recognize in this system a 
proof of the king's mastery. , 

We see that Bonaparte however, whose army certainly did not lack 
steadiness nor himself det;rmination, almost always moved with a strong 
advance guard. There were two reasons for this. 

The first is to be found in the alteration in tactics. A whole .army is no 
longer led into battle by mere word of command, to settle the affair like a 
great duel by more or less skill and bravery. Military forces are now 
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arranged more to suit the peculiarities of ground and the circumstances. 
The battle order, and consequently the battle itself, is a whole made up of 
many parts, from which it follows that the simple decision to fight becomes 
a complicated plan, and the word of command a more or less lengthy pre
paration. For this, time and data ~e required. 

The second cause lies in the great size of modem armies. Frederick led 
thirty to forty thousand men into battle; Napoleon from one to two 
hundred thousand. 

We have selected these examples because we can assume that generals 
like these would not have adopted an elaborate method of procedure with
cut some good reason. On the whole, the use of advance guards and out
posts in modem wars has become more prominent; not that in the Silesian 
Wars every• one acted as Frederick did, for the Austrians had a much 
stronger system of outposts and much more frequently sent forward a 
corps of advance guard, for which they had sufficient reason because of 
their situation and circumstances. Likewise there are in most modem wars 
plenty of variations. Even the French marshals, Macdonald in Silesia, 
Oudinot and Ney in the Mark (Brandenburg), advanced with armies of 
sixty to seventy thousand men, without our learning of a corps of advance 
guard. 

We have hitherto been discussing advance guards and outposts with 
regard to their numerical strength; but there is another difference which we 
must make clear. It is that, when an army advances or retires on a certain 
breadth of ground, it may have a van and rear guard in common for all 
the columns which are marching side by side, or each column may have one 
for itself. In order to form a clear idea on this subject, we must look at it in 
the following way: 

Fundamentally the advance guard, when there is a corps which specially 
bears this name, is only intended for the security of the main army pro
(;eeding in the middle. If this main army is marching upon several roads 
which lie close together and can easily serve also for the advance guard, and 
therefore be covered by it, then the flank columns naturally require no 
special covering. 

Those corps, however, which go ahead at greater distances, being really 
detached corps, must provide their own vanguards. The same applies also 
to any of those corps which belong to the central mass, and owing to the 
direction that the roads may happen to take, are too far from the center. 
Therefore there will be as many advance guards as there are separate, 
parallel columns in which the army advances. If "each of these advance 
guards is much weaker than a single general one would be, then they fall 
more into the class of other tactical dispositions, and the advance guard 
will entirely disappear from the strategic picture. But if the main army in 
the cente.'" lias a much larger corps for its advance guard, then that corps 
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will appear as the advance guard of the whole, and will be so in many re
spects. 

But what can be the reasons for giving to the center so much stronger a 
vanguard than to the wings? The following three: 

I. Because the mass of troops composing the center is usually more 
considerable. 

2. Because it is evident that the central point of the tract of country 
in which the front of an army is extended remains always the most 
important point, since all plans relate mostly to it, and therefore the 
field of battle is also usually nearer to it than to the wings. 

3· Because, although a corps thrown forward in front of the center does 
not directly protect the wings as a real vanguard, it still contributes 
greatly to their security indirectly. The enemy cannot in ordinary 
cases pass by such a corps within a certain distance in order to ·effect 
any enterprise of importance against one of the wings, because he 
would have to fear an attack in flank and rear. Even if this check 
which a corps thrown forward in the center imposes on the enerriy 
is not sufficient to constitute complete security for the wings, it is at 
all events sufficient to relieve the flanks from fear in a great many 
cases. 

The vanguard of the center, if much stronger than that of the wings, that 
is to say, if it consists of a special corps of advance guard, has no longer 
the mere mission of a vanguard to protect the troops in its· rear from sud
den surprise; it also operates in a more general strategic sense as a corps 
thrown forward in advance. 

The following are the purposes for which such a corps may be used, and 
therefore those which determine its employment: 

I. To ensure a stouter resistance, and make the enemy advance with 
more caution; consequently to increase the effects of an ordinary. 
vanguard, whenever our arrangements are such as to require much 
time. 

2. If the central mass of the army is very large, to be able to keep this 
unwieldy body at some distance from the enemy, while we still re
main close to him with a mobile body of troops. 

3· That we may have a corps of observation close to the enemy, if 
there are any other reasons which require us to keep the principal mass 
of the army at a considerable distance. 

The idea that weak look-out posts, mere irregulars, might answer just as 
well for this observation is set aside at once if we reflect bow easily such 
might be dispersed, and bow very limited also are their means of observa
tion as compared with those of a large corps. 

4· In pursuit of the enemy. A single corps of advance guard, to which 
the greater part of the cavalry is to be attached, can move more 
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quickly than the whole army, arrive later at night, and be ready 
earlier in the morning. 

S· Lastly, on a retreat, as a rear guard, to be used in defending the prin· 
cipal natural obstacles of ground. In this respect also the center is 
specially important. At first sight it certainly appears as if such a 
rear guard would be constantly in danger of having its flanks turned. 
But we must remember that, even if the enemy should already have 
pressed forward somewhat farther upon the flanks, he has yet to 
march the whole way from there to the center, if he wants seriously 
to threaten the latter, and therefore the rear guard of the center can 
resist somewhat longer and move later than the rest. On the other 
hand, the situation becomes at once critical if the center falls back 
quicker than the wings; it at once looks as if the line had been broken 
through, and even the very look of that is to be dreaded. At no time is 
there a greater necessity for concentration and holding together, and 
at no time is this more acutely felt by every one than on a retreat. The 
intention always is that the wings, in the last instance, should unite 
again with the center; and if, on account of subsistence and roads, 
the retreat has to be made on a considerable breadth of front, still 
the movement generally ends in a concentration on the center. If 
we add to these considerations the fact that the enemy usually ad
vances with his principal force and with the greatest pressure in the 
center, we must realize that the rear guard of the center is of special 
importance. 

Accordingly, the throwing forward of a special corps of the advance 
guard will be appropriate in all those cases where one of the above situa· 
tions occurs. Hardly any of them arise if the center is not stronger than 
the wings, as, for example, when Macdonald advanced against BlUcher, in 
Silesia in I813, and when the latter made his movement toward the Elbe. 
Both of them had three corps, which usually moved in three columns by 
different roads, the heads of the columns in line. On this account no men
tion is made of their having had advance guards. 

But this disposition in three columns of equal strength is partly for 
that very reason anything but recommendable, just as the division of a 
whole army into three parts is very unmanageable, as stated in Chapter 5 
of this book. 

When the whole is formed into a center, with two wings separate from 
it, which we have represented in the preceding chapter as the most natural 
formation as long as there are no special objects in view, the corps forming 
the advance guard, according to the simplest idea, will have its place in 
front of the center, and also therefore before the line of the wings. How
ever, since the corps thrown out on the flanks fundamentally perform a 
similar office for the flanks as the advance guard for the front, it will 
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very often happen that these corps will be in line with the advance guard, 
or even thrown forward still farther, according to circumstances. 

With respect to the strength of an advance guard 'we have little to say, 
as now, very properly, it is the general custom to detail for that duty one or 
more of the members of the first order into which the army is divided, 
and to reinforce them with a part of the cavalry; i.e., a corps, if the army 
is divided into corps, one or more divisions, if the army is divided into 
divisions. 

It is easy to perceive that in this respect also the greater number of 
divisions is an advantage. 

How far the advance guard should be pushed to the front must depend 
entirely on circumstances; there are cases in which it may be more than a 
day's march in advance, and others in which it stands immediately before 
the front of the army. If we find it in most cases at a distance of from 
five to fifteen miles, this proves, certainly, that this distance is most fre-

. quently necessary; but we cannot make of it a rule by which we are al
ways to be guided. 

In the foregoing consideration we have lost sight of outposts altogether, 
and therefore we must now return to them again. 

In saying at the beginning that outposts belong to stationary troops and 
advance guards. to troops in motion, our object was to refer the conceptions 
back to their origin and keep them distinct for the present; but it is 
evident that if we wanted to adhere strictly to the words, we should get 
little niore than a pedantic distinction. 

If an ai'my on the march halts at night to resume the march next 
morning, the advance guard must naturally do the same, and so must al
ways organize the outpost duty, required both for itS own security and 
that of the main body, without on that account being changed from an 
advance guard into mere outposts. If the latter are to be regarded as 
something opposed to the idea of an advance guard, it can only happen 
in a case where the main mass of troops intended as advance guard breaks 
up into individual posts, and of the united corps little or nothing remains
where, therefore, the idea of a long line of posts predominates over that of a 
united corps. 

The shorter the time of rest, the less complete is the covering of the 
army required to be, for the enemy has no opportunity at all to learn from 
one day to another what is covered and what is not. The longer the halt, the 
more complete must be the observation and covering of all points of 
approach. As a rule, therefore, when the halt is long, the vanguard becomes 
more and more extended into a line of posts. Whether the change becomes 
complete or whether the idea of a concentrated corps remains predominant, 
depends ~hiefly on two circumstances. The first is the proximity of the 
contending armies; the second is the nature of the country. 
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If the armies are very close in comparison to the width of their front, 
then it will often be impossible to post a corps of advance guard between 
them, and the armies will be able to maintain their security only through a 
series of small posts. 

' A concentrated corps, as it covers the approaches of the army less di
rectly, generally requires more time and space to become effective. There
fore, if the army covers a great extent of front, as in quarters, and a con
centrated corps is to cover all approaches, it is necessary that it should be at 
a considerable distance from the enemy. On this account winter quarters, 
for instance, have generally been covered by a cordon of outposts. . 
' The second circumstance is the nature of the country. Where, for ex
ample, a great obstacle of the ground affords the means of forming a 
strong line of posts with but few troops, it will not be left unused. 

Lastly, in winter quarters, the severity of the season may also be a 
reason for breaking up the corps of advance guard into a line of posts, be
cause it is easier to find shelter for it in that way. 

The use of a reinforced line of outposts was brought to the greatest 
perfection by the Anglo-Dutch army, during the winter campaign of 1794 
and 1795 in the Netherlands, when the line of defense was formed by 
brigades composed of all arms, in single posts, and supported by a reserve. 
Scharnhorst, who was with that army, introduced this system into the 
Prussian army in East Prussia on the Passarge in 1807. Elsewhere in 
modem times it has seldom occurred, chiefly because the wars have been 
too full of movement. But even when there has been occasion for its use, 
it has been neglected, as, for example, by Murat at Tarutino. A wider 
extension of his defensive line would have spared him the loss of some 
thirty pieces of artillery in an engagement of outposts. 

It cannot be disputed that, where circumstances permit, great advantages 
may be derived from this system. We propose to return to the subject on 
other occasions. · 



CHAPTER VIII 

MODE OF ACTION OF ADVANCED CORPS 

We have just seen bow the security of the army is supposed to be 
assured by the effect which an advance guard and flank corps produce on 
an advancing army. Such corps are always to be considered as very weak 
whenever we think of them as in conflict with the main army of the enemy, 
and therefore a peculiar mode of using them is required, that they may 
fulfill the purpose for which they are intended, without having to fear 
serious losses from this disproportion in strength. 

The object of these corps is to observe the enemy and delay his progreSs. 
Even for the first of these purposes a smaller body would never accom

plish as much as a larger, partly because it is easier to drive back, partly 
because its means of observation-that is, its eyeS-do not reach as far. 

But observation is also to have a higher task; the enemy is to be made 
to unfold his whole strength before such a corps, and thereby to reveal, to 
a certain extent, not only his strength but also his plans. . 

For this the mere presence of such a corps would be sufficient, and it 
·would have merely to wait and see the measures by which the enemy 
seeks to drive it back, and then begin its retreat. 

But further, it must also delay the advance of.the enemy, and that im
plies actual resistance. 
. Now how can we conceive this waiting until the last moment, as well 
as this resistance, without such a corps being in constant danger of serious 
loss? Chiefly in this way, that the enemy, too, is preceded by an advance 

· guard, and therefore does not advance at once with all the outflanking and 
overpowering weight of his whole force. Now even if this advance guard 
is from the beginning superior to ours, as it is naturally arranged to be, 
even if the enemy's main army is nearer to his advance guard than we are 
to ours, and being already on the march, will soon be on the spot to support 
the attack of his advance guard with all his strength-still this first stage, 
in which our advanced corps has to contend with the enemy's, that is, with 
approximately its equal, gives it a certain gain in time and an oppor
tunity to watch the approach of the enemy for some time without endanger
ing its own retreat. 

But even a certain amount of resistance, which such a corps offers in a 
suitable position, does not bring such disadvantage as we might expect in 
other cases, considering the disproportion in the strength of the forces 
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engaged. The chief danger in resisting a superior enemy consists always in 
the possibility of being turned and placed at a great disadvantage by an 
enveloping attack. In the case to which our attention is directed, however, 
such a risk is greatly lessened, owing to the advancing enemy never know
ing exactly how near at hand support from his opponent's main army may 
be, which might place his advanced columns, in their turn, between two 
fires. The consequence is that the enemy in advancing keeps the heads of 
his single columns as nearly' as possible in line, and, only after he has care
fully reconnoitered the situation of his opponent, begins cautiously and 
warily to turn one or the other wing. While he is thus groping about·and 
being so cautious, the corps thrown forward is enabled to fall back before 
it is in any serious danger. . 

The length of the resistance, however, which such a corps may offer 
against. .frontal attack or against the beginning of a turning movement 
depends chiefly on the nature of the ground and the proximity of its own 
supports. If this resistance is continued beyond its natural measure, either 
from lack of judgment or from a sacrifice being necessary in order to give 
the main army the time it requires, the consequence must always be a very 
considerable loss. · 

It is only in the rarest instances, when some considerable obstacle of the 
ground gives an opportunity for it, that the resistance actually made in 
such an engagement can be of importance, and the duration of the little 
battle which such a corps could offer would in itself hardly gain the time 

· required. That time is afforded in three very natural ways: 
I. By the more cautious, and consequently slower, advance of the 

enemy. 
2. By the duration of the actual resistance offered. 
3· By the retreat itself. 
This retreat must be made as slowly as is consistent with safety. Where

ever the country affords good new positions, they should be made use of, 
as that obliges the enemy to prepare fresh attacks and turning move
ments, and by that means more time is gained. Perhaps in the new position 
a real engagement may even be fought. 

We see that the resistance by an engagement and the retreat are closely 
bound up with one another, and that the shortness of the duration of the 
engagements must be made up for by their multiplication. 

This is the kind of resistance which an advanced force should offer. The 
effect depends chiefly on the strength of the corps and the configuration 
of the country; next, on how far the corps has to. go, and on how it is 
reinforced and retired. 

A small detachment, even when the forces on both sides are equal, can 
never make as long a stand as a considerable corps, for the larger the 
masses, the more time they require to complete their action, of whatever 
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kind it may be. In a mountainous country the mere marching is o{ itself 
slower, the resistance in the different positions longer, and attended with 
less danger, and at every step favorable positions may be found. 

As the distance to which a corps is pushed forward increases, so too will 
the length of its retreat, and therefore also the absolute gain of time by 
its resistance; but since such a corps by its position has even less power 
of resistance and less reinforcement, its retreat must be made comparatively 
more rapidly than if it had been nearer the main army and had a shorter 
distance to traverse. 

The reinforcement and retirement of an advanced corps must naturally 
have an influence upon the duration of the resistance, as all the time that 
prudence and security require for the retreat is so much taken from the 
resistance, and therefore diminishes its amount. 

There is a marked difference in the time gained by the resistance ·of 
an advance corps when the enemy makes his first appearance only after 
midday; in such a case the length of the night is so much additional time 
gained, as the advance is seldom continued throughout the night. Thus it 
was that, in 1815, on the short distance from Charleroi to Ligny, not quite 
ten miles, the first Prussian corps under General Ziethen, about 3o,ooo 
strong, against Bonaparte at the head of 12o,ooo men, was enabled to 
gain more than twenty-four hours for the Prussian army to effect its con
centration. The first attack was made on General Ziethen about nine 
o'clock in the morning of the 15th of June, and the battle of Ligny did not 
begin until about two in the afternoon of the 16th; General Ziethen suf
fered, it is true, very considerable loss, amounting to five or six thousand 
men killed, wounded or prisoners. 

If we refer to experience, the following are the results, which may serve 
as a basis in any calculations of this kind: 

A division of ten or twelve thousand men supported by cavalry, a day's 
march of fifteen to twenty miles in advance in an ordinary country, not 
particularly strong, will be able to detain the enemy (including time oc
cupied in retreat) about half as long again as he would otherwise require 
to march over the same ground, but .if the division is only five miles in 
advance, then the enemy ought to be detained about twice or three times 
as long as his unopposed march would take. 

Therefore supposing the distance to be twenty miles, for which usually 
ten marching hours are required, then from the moment that the enemy 
appears in force in front of the advanced division, we may reckon upon 
fifteen hours before he is in condition to attack our main army. On the 
other hand if the advanced guard is posted only five miles in advance, then 
the time w'hich will elapse before our army can be attacked will be more 
than three or four hours, and may very easily come up to double that, for 
the enemy still requires just as much time to develop his first measures 
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against our advance guard, and the time of resistance offered by that 
guard in its original position will be even longer than it would be in a 
position farther forward. 

The consequence is that in the first of these supposed cases the enemy 
cannot easily make an attack on. our main body on. the same day that he 
dislodges our advance corps, and this exactly coincides with experience. 
Even in the second case the enemy must succeed in dislOdging our advance 
guard in the first half of the day to have the requisite time for a battle. 

Since the night comes to our help in the first of these supposed cases, we 
can see how much time may be gained by an advance guard thrown farther 
forward. 

With reference to troops placed on the flanks, the object of which we have 
explained before, the mode of action is in most cases more or less connected 
with circumstances which belong to the province of more detailed appli
cation. The simplest way is to look upon them as advance guards which 
are placed on the flanks, and, being at the same time thrown out somewhat 
in advance, retreat in an oblique direction upon the army. , 

Since these bodies are not immediately in front of the. army, and thus 
cannot be so easily retired on both flanks as a regular advance guard, they 
would be exposed to greater danger if it was not that the enemy's offensive 
power also in most cases is somewhat less at the outer extremities of his 
line, and that, if it comes to the worst, such detachments would have suffi
cient room to give way without exposing the army so directly to danger as 
a fleeing advance guard might do. 

The most usual and best means of retiring an advanced corps is by a 
considerable body of cavalry, for which reason, when necessary because 
of the distance which the corps is advanced, the reserve cavalry is posted 
between the main body and the advanced corps. 

The final conclusion is that an advanced corps is effective less by its 
actual expenditure of strength than by its mere presence, less by the 
engagements in which it takes part than by the possibility of taking part in 
such engagements. It should never attempt to stop the enemy's movement, 
but only serve like the weight of a pendulum to moderate and regulate 
them, so as to make it possible to calculate them. 



CHAPTER IX 

CAMPS 

.· The three situations of an army when not involved in ari ~ngagement are 
·here considered only strategically, that is, only in so far as they are 
conditioned by place and time and the number of the military forces. All 
those subjects which relate to the internal arrangement of the engagement 

·and the transition into the state of engagement belong to tactics. 
The disposition in camps, by which we mean every disposition of an 

· army except in quarters, whether it be in tents, huts or bivouac, is strategi
cally completely identical with the engagement which is conditioned by it. 
Tactically, it is not always so, for we can, for many reasons, choose a site· 
for encamping which is different from the proposed battlefield. Having al
ready said all that is necessary o~ the disposition of an army, that is, con
cerning the place which the different parts will occupy, the subject of 

· camps gives us occasion only for ·historical treatment. 
In former times, that is, before armies grew once more to considerable 

dimensions, before wars became of greater duration and· more connected 
·in their individual parts, and up to the time of the French· Revolution, 
armies always used tents. This was their normal state. With the beginning 
of the mild season of the year they left their quarters, and did not again 
take them up until winter set in. Winter quarters at that time must be 
looked upon as, so to speak, a state of warlessness, for in them the forces 
were neutralized and the whole machine stopped. Quarters to refresh an 
army which preceded the ·real winter quarters, and other temporary ·and 
limited cantonments, were transitional and exceptional conditions. 

This is not the place to inquire how such a periodical voluntary neutral~
zation of forces was and still is consistent with the object and nature of 
war; we shall come to that subject later. Enough that it was so. 

Since the war of the French Revolution armies have completely done 
away with tents because of the large baggage train which they cause. It is 
found better for an army of too,ooo men to have, in place of 6,ooo tent 
horses, s,ooo additional cavalry or several hundred extra guns, and in 
great and rapid operations such a baggage train is an obvious hindrance 
and of little use. 

But this change is attended by two drawbacks: an increase of casualties 
in the forces and a greater devastation of the country. 

However slight the protection afforded by a roof of inferior canvas, it 
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cannot be denied that in the long run it is great relief to the troops. For a 
single day the difference is small, because a tent is little protection against 
wind and cold, and does not completely exclude dampness; but this small 
difference, if repeated two or three hundred times a year, becomes im
portant. A greater loss through sickness is the natural result. 

How the devastation of the country is increased through the lack of tents 
for the troops requires no explanation. 

One would suppose therefore that on account of these two drawbacks 
the doing away with tents must have diminished again the energy of war 
in another way, viz., that troops must remain longer and more often in 
quarters, and from want of the requisites for . encampment must forego 
many a position which would have been possible by means of tents. 

This would indeed have been the case had there not been, in the same 
epoch of time, an enormous revolution in war generally, which swallowed 
up all these small, subordinate effects. 

Its elemental fire has become so overpowering, its energy so extraordi
nary, that these regular periods of rest have disappeared, and every power 
presses forward with persistent energy toward the great decision, which 
will be treated more fully in Book IX.1 Under these circumstances, ther~ 
fore, there is no question of a change which the lack of tents caused in the 
use of the military forces. Troops now occupy huts or bivouac in the open 
air, without any regard to season of the year, weather or locality, accord
ing as the general plan and object of the campaign require. 

Whether war will continue to maintain this energy, under all circum
stances and at all times, is a question we shall consider later. Where this 
energy is wanting, the lack of tents may indeed exercise some influence on 
the conduct of war; but that this reaction will ever be strong enough to 
bring back the use of tents is very doubtful, because now that much wider 
limits have been opened for the elemental force of war, it will not return 
within its old narrow bounds, except occasionally for a certain time and 
under certain circumstances, only to break out again with the overpower
ing violence of its nature. Permanent arrangements for an army can, there
fore, be based only upon that nature. 

• This book was never written-Ed. 



CHAPTER X 

MARCHES 

Marches are a mere passing from one position to another, and this 
makes them subject to two primary conditions. . 

The first is the mobility of the troops, so that forces shall not be squan· 
dered uselessly when they might be usefully employed; the second is pre
cision in the movements, so that they are executed correctly. If we marched 
Ioo,ooo men in one single column, that is, upon one road, without inter
vals, the rear of the column would never arrive at the proposed destination 
on the same day as the head of the column; we would either have to ad
vance at an unusually slow pace, or the mass would scatter as a falling 
stream of water scatters in drops; and this scattering, together with the 
excessive exertion laid upon those in the rear owing to the length of the 
column, wo11ld soon throw everything into confusion. · 

In contrast i:> this extreme, the smaller the mass of troops in one column, 
the greater will be the ease and precision with which the march can be per
formed. The result of this is the need of a division quite distinct from the 
division due to disposition. Therefore, although the division into columns 
of march generally originates from the disposition, it does not do so in 
every particular case. A large mass which is to be concentrated on ope point 
must necessarily be divided for the march. But even if a disposition of the 
army in separate parts causes a march in separate divisions, sometimes the 
requirements of the disposition, sometimes those of the march, are predom
inant. For instance, if the disposition of the troops is one made merely for 
rest, one in which an engagement is not expected, then the requirements 
of the march predominate, and these requirements are chiefly the choice of 
good paved roads. Keeping in view this difference, we choose a road in the 
one case on account of the quarters and camping ground, in the other the 
quarters and camps on account of the road. Where a battle is expected, and 
everything depends on our reaching tliat particular point with a mass of 
troops, then we have no objections to reaching that point even by the most 
difficult by-roads, if necessary. If, on the other hand, we are only setting 
out, so to speak, with the army for the theater of war, then the nearest 
main roads are selected for the columns, and we look for as good quarters 
and camps as can be obtained near them. 

Whether the march is of the one kind or the other, it is a fundamental 
principle of the modern art of war, in all cases in which even the possibility 
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of an engagement is conceivable, that is, in the whole realm of real war, so 
to organize the columns that the mass of troops composing each column is 
capable of independent engagement. This requirement is met by the com
bination of the three arms, by an organic division of the whole, and by the 
appointment of a suitable commander. Marches, therefore, have been the 
chief cause of the new battle order, and they profit most by it. 

When in the middle of the eighteenth century, especially in the theater 
of war of Frederick the Great, movement began to be regarded as a specific 
principle of fighting, and victory to be wrested from the enemy by means 
of unexpecte"d movements, the lack of an organic battle order .made the 
most complicated and clumsy arrangements in marches necessary. In order 
to carry out a movement near the enemy, an army always had to be ready 
to fight; but they were not ready to fight unless the whole army was con
centrated, because nothing less than the army. constituted. a complete 
whole. In a march to a flank, the second line, in order to be always at the 
required distance, that is, not over a mile from the first, had to march up hill. 
and down dale, which demanded immense exertion, as well as considerable, 
knowledge of the locality; for where can one find two good roads running, 
parallel at a distance of a mile from each other? The cavalry on the wings had 
to encounter the same difficulties when the march was directly to the front. 
There was further difficulty with the artillery, which required a road for 
itself, protected by the infantry; for the files of the infantry should form 
unbroken lines, and the artillery would have increased the length of their 
already long, trailing columns still more, and thrown all their regulated 
distances into disorder. It is only necessary to read the dispositions of 
marches in Tempelhoff's History of the Seven Years' War to be convinced 
of all these circumstances and of the restraints thus imposed on the action 
of war. 

But the modem art of war has divided armies in a natural or organic 
way, so that each of the principal parts forms in itself a complete whole, of 
small proportions, capable in battle of all the actions of the large whole, 
with the one difference, that the duration of its action is shorter. It is, 
therefore, no longer necessary, even where united action is intended, to 
have all columns in a mass near each other, that they may all be able to 
unite before the engagement. It is sufficient if this unification takes place 
during the course of the engagement. 

The smaller a body of troops the more easily it can be moved, and there
fore the less it requires that division which is not a result of the disposition 
in separate parts, but of the unwieldiness of the mass. A small body can 
thus march upon one road, and if it is to advance on several lines it easily 
finds roads near each other good enough for its needs. The greater the mass 
the greater becomes the necessity for dividing, the greater becomes the 
number of columns, and the need of paved roads, or even great high roads, 
consequently also the distance of the columns from each other. Now the 
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danger of this division is-arithmetically expressed-in an inverse ratio to 
the necessity for it. The smaller the parts are, the more readily must they 
be able to render assistance to each other; the larger they are, the longer 
they can be left to depend on themselves. If we only call to mind what bas 
been said in the preceding book on this subject, and also consider that in 
cultivated districts at a few miles distance from the main road there are 
always fairly well-paved roads running in a parallel direction, it is easy 
to see that, in planning a march, there are no great difficulties which make 
speed and precision incompatible with the proper concentration of forces. 
In a mountainous country parallel roads are scarcest and the difficulties of 
communication between them greatest; but on the other band, the defen
sive powers of a single column are very much greater. -

In order to make this idea clearer, let us look at it for a moment in con• 
crete form. -

A division of S,ooo men, with its artillery and other vehicles, takes up, 
as we know by experience in ordinary cases, a space of about three miles. 
If, therefore, two divisions march one after the other on the same road, the. 
second arrives one hour after the first. But as said in Book IV, Chapter 
6, a division of this strength is quite capable of maintaining an engagement 
for several hours·, even against a superior force. Therefore, supposing the 
worst, that is, supposing the first division bad to go into action at once, 
still the second division would not arrive too late to support it. Further, 
within three miles, right and left of the road on which we march, in the 
cultivated countries of Central Europe, there are, generally, lateral roads 
which can be used for a march, so that there is no necessity to go across 
country, as was so often done in the Seven Years' War. 

Further, it is known by experience that the bead of a column composed 
of four divisions and a reserve of cavalry, even on poor roads, generally 
does a march of fifteen miles in eight hours. Now if we reckon for each 
division three miles in depth, and the same for the reserve cavalry and 
artillery, the whole march will last thirteen hours. This is no great length 
of time, and yet in this case about forty thousand men would have marched 
over the same road. But with such a mass as this we can make use of 
lateral roads, which are to be found at a slightly greater distance, and 
therefore easily shorten the march. If the mass- of troops marching on the 
same road is still greater than the above supposed, then it is a case in -
which the arrival of the whole on the same day is no longer indispensable, 
for now such masses never give battle in the first hour of their meeting, but 
usually not until the next day. 

We have introduced these concrete cases, not in order to exhaust the list 
of circumstances of the kind, but to make ourselves more intelligible, and 
by means of this glance at the results of experience to show that in the: 
present mode of conducting war the organization of marches no longer 
offers such great difficulties; that the most rapid marches, executed with 
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the greatest precision, no longer require either that particular skill or that 
exact knowledge of the country which was needed for Frederick's rapid 
and exact marches in the Seven Years' War. Through the natural or organic 
way of dividing armies, they take place almost of themselves, at least 
without any great preparatory plans. In times past, battles were conducted 
by mere word of command, but marches required elaborate plans, whereas 
now it is the battle order that requires the elaborate plans, and for a march 
the mere word of command almost suffices. 

As is well known, all marches are either perpendicular to the front or 
parallel. The latter, also called flank marches, alter the geometrical posi• 
tion of the parts; those parts which, in disposition, were in line, will on the 
march follow one another, and vice versa. Now, although all of the degrees 
lying within the right angle can just as well be taken as direction of the 
march, yet its prder must definitely be of one kind or the other. 

This geometrical alteration could only be completely carried out by 
tactics, and by it only through the file march, as it is called, which, with 
great masses, is impossible. Far less is it possible for strategy to do it. The 
parts which change their geometrical relation, are in the old order of battle 
only the center and the wings; in the new, they are the members of the 
first order-corps, divisions or even brigades, according to the organiza
tion of the army. Now, the consequences above deduced from the new 
battle order have an influence here also, for as it is no longer so necessary, 
as formerly, that the whole army should be assembled before action starts, 
the greater care is taken that those troops which march together form one 
whole. If two divisions were so placed that .the one behind formed the re
serve for the other, and that they were to advance against the enemy upon 
two roads, no one would think of sending a portion of each division by 
each of the roads, but a road would without hesitation be assigned to each 
division; they would therefore march side by side, and each general of 
division would be left to provide a reserve for himself in case of an engage
ment. Unity of command is much more important than the original geo
metrical relation. If the divisions reach their new position without an en
gagement, they can resume their previous relations. Much less, if two di
visions, standing next to each other, are to make a parallel march' upon 
two roads, should we think of placing the second line or reserve of each 
division on the rear road. Instead of that, we should allot to each of the 
divisions one of the roads, and therefore during the march consider one 
division as forming the reserve to the other. If an army of four divisions, 
of which three form the front line and the fourth the reserve, is to march 
against ~he enemy in that order, it is natural to assign a separate road to 
each of the three divisions in front, and make the reserve follow the center. 
If there are not three roads at a suitable distance apart, then we need not 
hesitate to march upoll two roads, without any serious inconvenience aris
ing from so doing. 
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It is the same in the opposite case of the flank march. 
Another point is the marching off of columns from the rlght flank or 

left. In parallel marches this is the natural thing. No one would march off 
· from the right to make a movement to the left flank. In a march to the 
front or rear, the order of march should properly be chosen according to 
the direction of roads in respect to the future line of deployment. This may, 
indeed, be done frequently in tactics, since its space is smaller and its 
geometrical relations easier to survey. In strategy, it is quite impossible, 
and if, nevertheless, we have seen here and there in strategy a certain 
analogy to tactics, it was mere pedantry. Formerly the whole order of 
march was a _purely tactical affair, because the army even on the march 
remained an indivisible whole and contemplated nothing but one total en
gagement. Nevertheless Schwerin, for example, when he marched off from 
the district of Brandeis, on the sth of May, could not tell whether his future 
field of battle would be on his right or left, and on this account he was 
obliged to make his famous countermarch. 

If an army in the old battle order advanced against the enemy in four 
columns, the cavalry wings of the first and second Jines formed the two 
exterior columns, the infantry wings of both lines the two central columns. 
Now these columns could march off, all from the right or all from the left, 
or the right wing from the right, the left wing from the left, or the left from 
the right, and the right from the left. In the latter case it would. have been 
called "double column from the center." But all these forms, although they 
were supposed to have had . a direct relation to the future deployment, 
were really all quite indifferent in that respect. When Frederick the Great 
entered on the battle of Leuthen, his army had been marched off by wings 
from the right in four columns. This made the transition to that marching 
off in lines, so much admired by all historians, very easy, beeause it hap
pened to be the left wing of the Austrians that the king wanted to attack. 
Had he wanted to turn their right wing, he would have had to make a 
countermarch, as he did at Prague. 

If these forms did not meet their object even in those days, they would 
be mere trifling in relation to it now. We know now just as little as formerly 
the situation of the future battlefield in relation to the road we take; and 
the little loss of time occasioned by marching off in the wrong order is now 
infinitely less important than formerly. The new order of battle has a 
beneficial influence also in this respect, that it is now quite immaterial 
which division arrives first or which brigade is brought under fire first. 

Under these circumstances the march off from the right or the left is of 
no consequence now, except that when it is done al~e~ately it tends to 
equalize the fatigue which the troops undergo. And this IS the only reason, 
though certainly an important one, for generally retaining both modes of 
marching off. 

The marching off from the center as a definite formation disappears of 
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itself under these circumstances, and caii take place only accidentally. A 
marching off from the center by one and the same column is in strategy, in 
point of fact, nonsense, for it supposes a double road. 

The order of march belongs, moreover, more to the province of tacticS 
than to that of strategy, for it is the division of a whole into parts, which, 
after the march, are once more to resume the state of a whole. Since, 
however, in modem warfare the exact keeping together of the parts is no 
longer necessary, but the parts during a march are more separated from 
each other and therefore left to themselves, it is much easier now for in
dependent engagements to take place, which the parts fight independently, 
and which, therefore, must be considered as complete engagements· in 
themselves. On that account we have thought it necessary to say so much 
on the subject. . 
· Furthermore, since a battle order in three parts in juxtaposition is, as 
we have seen in Chapter 5 of this Book, the most natural where no special 
object predominates, it follows that the order of march in three large 
columns is also the most natural. 

It remains only to observe that the notion of a column does not originate 
only from the road which a body of troops takes, but that in strategy also 
one must so designate masses of troops which take the same road on differ
ent days. For the division into columns is made chiefly to shorten and 
facilitate the march, as a small number always marches more quickly and 
conveniently than large bodies. But this end may alse> be attained by 
marching troops on different days, as well as by marching them on dif
ferent roads. 
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MARCHES (_Continued) 

Respecting the length of a march and the time it requires, it is natural 
for us to adhere to the general results of experience. 

For our modern armies it has long been settled that a march of fifteen 
miles should be the usual day's work, which, on long distances, must even 
be reduced to ten miles per day, allowing for the necessary rest days, to 
make such repairs of all kinds as may be required. 

Such a march in level country, and on average roads, will occupy a divi~ 
sion of 8,ooo men from eight to ten hours; in a mountainous country from 
ten to twelve hours. If several divisions are united in one column, the 
march will occupy several hours longer, even after deducting the intervals 
which must elapse between the departure of the first and succeeding divi· 
sions. 

We see, therefore, that the day is pretty well occupied with such a 
march; that the fatigue endured by a soldier loaded with his pack for ten 
or twelve hours is not to be judged by that of an ordinary journey of 
fifteen miles on foot, which a single person, on tolerable roads, might easily 
make in five hours. 

The longest marches on single occasions are of twenty-five or, at most, 
thirty miles a day, or, if repeated on successive days, of twenty. 

A march of twenty-five miles requires a halt of several hours, and a divi· 
sion of 8,ooo men will not do it, even on good roads, in less than sixteen 
hours. If the march is one of thirty miles, and there are several divisions 
in the column, we may reckon upon at least twenty hours. 

We mean here the march of a number of whole divisions from one camp 
to another, for that is the usual form of marches made on a theater of war. 
When several divisions are to march in one column, the first division to 
move is assembled and marched off somewhat earlier than the rest, and 
therefore arrives at its camping ground so much the sooner. But this dif· 
ference can never amount to the whole time, which corfesponds to the 
depth of a division on the line of march, and which is so well expressed in 
French as the time it requires for its decoulement (trickling down). The 
soldier is, therefore, saved very little fatigue in this way, and every march 
is very much lengthened in duration in proportion as the number of troops 
to be moved increases. To assemble and march off the different brigades of 
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a diVision, in like manner at different times, is seldom practicable, and for 
that reason we have taken the division itself as the unit. 

In long distances, when troops march from one quarters to another, and 
go over the roads in small bodies, and without points of assembly, the dis
tance in itself can, no doubt, be greater, but in point of fact it is already 
so because of the detours which quarters necessitate. 

But those marches, on which troops have to assemble daily in divisions, 
or perhaps even in corps, and must nevertheless withdraw into quarters, 
take up the most time, and are only advisable in rich countries, and where 
the masses of troops are not too large, because in such cases the better 
facility of subsistence and shelter compensates sufficiently for the fatigue 
of a longer march. The Prussian army in its retreat in I8o6 undoubtedly 
followed an erroneous system in taking up q~arters for the· troops every 
night on account of subsistence. They could have. procured subsistence in 
bivouacs, and the army would not have been obliged to spend fourteen 
days and tremendous exertion on about 2 so miles. 

If a bad road or hilly country has to be marched over, all these calcula
tions as to time and distance undergo such modifications that it is difficult 
to estimate, with any certainty, in a particular case the time required for 
a march; much less, can any general theory be established. All that theory 
can do, therefore, is to direct attention to the dangerous errors which one 
is liable to make in this case. To avoid them, the most careful calculation 
is necessary, and a large margin for unforeseen delays. The influence of 
weather and the condition of the troops also come into consideration. 

Since the doing away with tents and the introduction of the system of 
subsisting troops by forcible requisition of provisions on the spot, the 
baggage of an army has been noticeably diminished, and naturally we 
look first of all for the most important consequence, an acceleration in the 
movements of an army, and, consequently, for an increase in the length of 
the day's march. This, however, is only realized under certain circum
stances. 

Marches within. the theater of war have been very little accelerated by 
this means, for it is well known that whenever the object required marches 
of unusual length, it had commonly been the practice to leave the baggage 
behind or send it on beforehand, and, generally, to k.eep it separate from 
the troops during the continuance of such movements. Thus it had in gen
eral no influence on the movement, and as soon as it ceased to be a direct 
impediment, no further trouble was taken about it, whatever damage it 
might suffer. Marches, therefore, took place in the Seven Years' War, 
which even now cannot be surpassed; as an instance we cite Lascy's march 
in x 760, when he had to support the diversion of the Russians on Berlin. He 
got over the road from Schweidnitz to Berlin through Lusatia, a distance of 
225 miles, in·ten days, averaging, therefore, twenty-two miles a day, which, 
for a corps of xs,ooo would be an extraordinary march even in these days. 
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On the other hand, just on account of the change of method of subsistence 
the movements of armies have been affected by a new retarding influence. If 
troops ha~e partly to procure supplies for themselves, which often happens, 
they reqmre more time than would be necessary merely to receive rations 
from provision wagons. Besides this, on marches of considerable duration 
troops cannot be encamped in such large numbers at any one point; the 
divisions must be separated from one another, in order the more easily to 
provide for them. Lastly, it happens- frequently that it is necessary to 
place part of the. army, particularly the cavalry, in quarters. All this oc
casions oit the whole a··noticeable delay. We firia; therefore,· that Bona
parte in pursuit of the Prussians in x8o6, with a view to cutting off their 
retreat, and Bllicber in x8xs, in pursuif'of the French, with a like object, 
only accomplished about 1 so· miles 'in ten days, a· rate which Frederick 
the Great was also able to attain in his marcheS from Saxony' tci Silesia 
and back, notwithstanding the baggage that be had to carry with him. 

Nevertheless, the mobility and manageableness, if we may use· the ex
pression, of the parts of an army, both great and small, on the theater .of 
war have very perceptibly gained by the diminution of' 'baggage.· Pardy 
because, with the same number of cavalry and guns, there are fewer horses, 

· and therefore less often· trouble about forage; partly becauSe armies are 
no longer so tied to their positions, and there is 'rio need to consider con
stantly a long train of baggage trailing in the rear .. 

Marches such as that which, after raising the siege of Olmlitz~in I7 58, 
Frederick the Great made with 4,oo6 vehicles, . the escort of which em
ployed half his army, broken up into ·single battalions and companies, 
could hardly be effected now in presence of even the most.timid adversary. 

On long marches, such as from the Tagus to the Niemeri, that allevia
tion is more sensibly felt, for although the usual measure of the day's 
march remains the same on account of the vehicles still retained, yet in 
cases of great urgency, we can deviate from that usual mea5ure with smaUer 
sacrifices. · · 

Generally the diminution of baggage tends more to a saving of energy 
than to the acceleration of movement. 
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MARCHES (Continued) 

We have now to consider the destructive influence which marches exer
cise upon an army. It is so great that as a specific agency of destruction it 
may be ranked with the engagement. · 

One single moderate march does not wear down the army, but a succes
sion of even moderate marches is certain to tell upon it, and a succession 
of severe ones will, of course, do so much more. 

At the actual scene of war, want of food and shelter, bad, wo~-out 
roads, and the necessity of being in a perpetual state of readiness for bat
tle are causes of excessive exertions, by which men, beasts and vehicles, as 
well a.S clothing, are ruined. 

It is commonly said that a long rest does not suit the physical health 
of an army; that at such time there is more sickness than during moderate 
activity. No doubt sickness will and does occur if soldiers are packed too 
close in confined quarters; but the same thing will occur in quarters taken 
up on the march, and the want of air and exercise can never be the cause 
of such sickness, as it is so easy to give the soldier both by means of exer
cises. 

Let us consider merely what a difference it makes to the disturbed and 
faltering organism of a human being whether he falls sick in a house or is 
seized on an open highway, up to his knees in mud, under torrents of rain 
. artd loaded with a knapsack on his back. Even if he is in a camp he can 
soon be sent to the next village, and will not be entirely without medical 
assistance, while on a march he remains lying for hours without any sort of 
aid and then drags himself along for miles as a straggler. How many 
trifling illnesses become serious because of this, how many serious ones be
come mortal! Let us consider how even an ordinary march in the dust, and 
under the burning rays of a summer sun, may cause the most excessive 
heat, in which state, suffering from intolerable thirst, the soldier then 
rushes to the first fresh spring, to draw from it sickness and death. 

It is not our object by these reflections to recommend less activity in 
war; the instrument is there for use, and if the use wears the instrument 
away that is only natural. We only wish to see everything put in its right 
place, and to oppose that theoretical bombast according to which the most 
overwhelming surprise, the most rapid movement, the most incessant ac
tivity cost nothing, and are represented as rich mines which the indolence 
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of the general leaves unworked. It is the same _with the exploitation of these 
mines as with that of those from _which gold and silver are obtained; noth
ing is seen but the product, and no one asks about the value of the work 
which has brought this product to light. ·. 

On long marches outside a theater of war, the conditions under which 
the march is made are no doubt usually easier, and the daily losses smaller, 
but on the other hand men with the slightest sickness are generally lost to 
the army for some time, as it is difficult for convalescents to catch up with 
an army constantly advancing. 

Amongst the cavalry the number of lame horses and horses with sore 
·backs rises in an increasing ratio, and many vehicles break down or require 
repair. At the end of a march of 500 miles or more, an army invariably 
arrives much weakened, particularly as regards its cavalry and vehicles. 

If such marches are necessary on the theater of war itself, that is, under 
the eyes of the enemy, then that disadvantage is added to the· other, and 
from the two combined the losses with large masses of troops and under 
conditions otherwise unfavorable may amount_to something incredible. 
· Just one or two examples to illustrate what we have been saying. 
·When Bonaparte crossed the Niemen on the 24th of June, 1812, the 

enormous center of his army with which.he subsequently marched against 
Moscow numbered JOI,ooo men. At Smolensk, on the 15th of August, he 
detached IJ,5oo, leaving, it is to be supposed, 287,500. The actual state 
of his army, however, at that date was only 182,ooo; he had therefore lost 
I05,500.1 Bearing in mind that up to that time only two engagements 
worthy of consideration had taken place, one between Davoust and Bag· 
ration, the other between Murat and Tolstoy-Osterll)ann, we may put down 
the losses of the French army in action at Io,ooo men at most, and there
fore the losses in sick and stragglers, within fifty-two days on a march of 
about 350 miles direct to his front, amounted to 95,ooo, that is, one-third 
of the whole force. 

Three weeks later, at the time of the battle of Borodino, the loss 
amounted already to I44,ooo (including the casualties in battle) and 
eight days after that again, at Moscow, to Ig8,ooo. The losses of this army 
in general were at the beginning of the campaign at the rate of a hundred
and-fiftieth daily, subsequently they rose to a hundred-and-twentieth, and 
in the last period they increased to one-nineteenth of the original strength. 

The movement of Napoleon from the crossing of the Niemen up to Mos
cow may, it is true, be called an impetuous one; still, we must not forget 
that it lasted eighty-two days, in which time he covered only about 6oo 
miles, and that the French army upon two occasions made regular halts, 
once at Vilna for about fourteen days, and again at Witebsk for about 
eleven days, during which time many stragglers had time to rejoin. This 
fourteen weeks' advance was not made at the worst season of the year, nor 

1 All these figures are taken from Chambray. 



280 MILITARY FORCES 

over the worst of roads, for it was summer, and the roads along which they 
marched were mostly sand. It was the immense mass of troops collected on 
one road, the lack of adequate subsistence, and an enemy who was retreat- · 
ing but not in flight, which were the adverse conditions. 

Of the retreat of the French from Moscow to the Niemen we shall say 
nothing, but this we may mention: that the Russian army following them 
left the region of Kaluga I 2o,ooo strong, and reached Vilna with 30,ooo. 
Everyone knows how few it lost in engagements during the period. 

One more example from Blucher's campaign of 1813 in Silesia and Sax
ony, a campaign distinguished not by a long march but by many move
ments to and fro. York's corps of Bliicher's army began this campaign on 
the 16th of August about 40,000 strong, and was reduced to u,ooo at the 
battle of Leipzig, the 19th of October. The principal engagements which 
this corps fought at Goldberg; Lowenberg, on the Katzbach, at Wartenburg 
and Mockern (Leipzig) 'cost it, on the authority of the best writers, u,ooo 
men. According to that their losses from other causes in eight weeks 
amounted to x6,ooo, or two-fifths of the whole. 

We must therefore expect great wear and tear on our own forces, if we 
are to carry on a war full of movements; we must arrange the rest of our 
plan accordingly, and, above all things, the reinforcements which are to 
follow. · 



CHAPTER XIII 

QUARTERS 

In the modern system of war, quarters have again become indispensable, 
because tents and a complete military train no longer make an army inde
pendent of them. Huts and open-air camps (bivouacs as they are called) 
however extensive and well arranged, cannot be regularly used to shelte; 

. troops without sickness sooner or later, according to the climate, gaining 
the upper hand, and prematurely exhausting their strength. The campaign 
in Russia in 1812 is one of the few in which, in a very severe climate, the 
troops, during the whole six months that it lasted, hardly ever lay in 
quarters. But what was the consequence of this extreme effort, which should 
be called an extravaganza, if that term was not even more applicable to the 
political conception of the enterprise! 

Two things interfere with the occupation of quarters-proximity of the 
enemy and rapidity of movement. For these reasons they are. left as soon 
as the decision approaches, and cannot be taken up again until the decision 
is over. 

In modern wars, that is, in all the campaigns we have seen during the 
last twenty-five years, the .elemental force of war has acted with all its 
energy. Nearly all that was possible bas generally l:leen done in them, as far 
as activity and effort are concerned; but all these campaigns have been of 
short duration, they have seldom exceeded half a year; in most of them 
a few months have sufficed to lead to the goal, that is, to a point where the 
vanquished enemy saw himself compelled to sue· for an armistice or even 
for peace, or to a point where, on the conqueror's part; the impetus of vic
tory had exhausted itself. During the period of extreme. effort there could 
be little question of quarters, for even in the victorious march of the pur
suer, when there was no longer any danger, rapidity of movement made 
that kind of relief impossible. 

But when for some reason the course of events is less impetuous, when 
an even poising and balancing of forces is more the rule, then the housing 
of troops becomes a foremost subject for .attention. The need of this has 
some influence on the conduct of the war itself, partly by making us ~eek 
to gain more time and security by a stronger system of outposts, by a more 
considerable advance guard thrown forward; and partly by causing; our 
measures to be governed more by the richness and fertility of the country 
than by the tactical advantages of the ground and the geometrical rela-
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tions of lines and points. A commercial city of twenty or thirty thousand 
inhabitants, a road thickly studded with large villages or flourishing cities, 
give such facilities for the concentration in one position of large bodies of 
troops, and this concentration gives such an ease and freedom of action that 
these advantages abundantly compensate for those which a better situation 
of the point could give. 

Concerning the form of the arrangement of quarters we have only a 
few observations to make, since this subject belongs for the most part to 
tactics. 

The housing of troops is of two kinds, inasmuch as it can be either the 
main point or only a secondary consideration. If the disposition of the 
troops in the course of a campaign is regulated by reasons purely tactical 
and strategical, and if, as~ done more especially with cavalry, the troops 
are directed for their comfort to occupy quarters in the vicinity of the point 
of concentration, then the quarters are subordinate considerations and take 
the place of a camp. They must, therefore, be chosen within such a radius 
that the troops can reach the point of assembly in good time. But if an 
army takes up quarters for rest, then the housing of the troops is the main 

·point, and other measures, consequently also the specific selection of the 
point of assembly, will be influenced by that object. 

The first question for examination here concerns the form of the quar
ters arefl as a whole. The usual form is that of a very long oval, a mere 
widening as it were of the tactical battle order. The point of assembly for 
the army is in front, the hea~quarters in rear. Now these three arrange
ments are, in point of fact, adverse, indeed almost opposed, to the safe 
assembly of the army before the arrival of the enemy. 

The more the quarters form a square, or rather a circle, the quicker 
the troops can concentrate at one point, that is, the center. The further 
the place of assembly is situated in the rear, the longer the enemy will 
be in reaching it, and, therefore, the more time is left us to assemble. A 
point of assembly in rear of the quarters can never be in danger. And, on 
the other hand, the farther the headquarters are to the front, so much 
the sooner reports arrive, and so much the better is the commander in
formed of everything. At the same time the first-mentioned arrangements 
are not without reasons which deserve some attention. 

By the extension of quarters in width we have in view the protection 
of the country which the enemy would otherwise use for supplies. But this 
reason is neither entirely true nor very important. It is only true as far as 
regards the outermost wings, but does not apply at all to intermediate 
spaces existing between separate groups of the army, if the quarters of 
those groups are drawn closer around their point of assembly, for no 
enemy will venture into those intervals of space. And it is not very im
portant, because there are simpler means of shielding the areas in our 
vicinity from the enemy's requisitions than by scattering the army itself. 
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The placing of the point of assembly in front is intended, to protect the 
quarters, for the following reasons: In the first place, a body of troops, 
suddenly called to arms, always leaves behind it in quarters a tail of strag
glers-sick, baggage, provisions, etc.-which may easily fall into the 
enemy's hands if the point of assembly is placed in rear. In the second 
place, we have to apprehend that if the enemy with some cavalry detach
ments passes by the advance guard, or if the latter should have been really 
scattered, he would fall upon isolated regiments or battalions. If he en
counters a force drawn up in formation, although it is weak, and in the 
end must be overpowered, still he is brought to a stop, and in that way 
time is gained. 

In regard to the position of the headquarters, it has been generally sup
posed that it cannot be made too secure. 

Taking these different points into consideration, we may conclude that 
the best arrangement for the areas of quarters is where they take an ob
long form, approaching the square or circle, have the point of assembly in 
the center, and the headquarters placed on the front line, well protected 
by somewhat considerable masses of troops. 

What we have said as to covering of the wings, in treating of the disposi- · 
tion of the army in general, applies here also; therefore corps detached 
from the main army, right and left, even if intended to fight in conjunction 
with the rest, will have points ·of assembly of their own in the same line 
with the main army. 

If, further, we reflect that the nature of a country, on the one hand, by. 
favorable features of the ground determines the natural point of assembly, 
and on the other hand, by the position of cities and villages determines 
the most suitable situation for quarters, we will understand how very rarely 
any geometrical form can be- decisive in our present subject. But yet it 
was necessary to direct attention to it, because, like all general laws, it 
affects the majority of cases in a greater or less degree. 

What now remains to be said as to an advantageous position for quar
ters is that they should be taken up behind some natural obstacle of 
ground affording cover, while the enemy can be watched by small but 
numerous parties; or they may be taken up behind fortresses, which, w~en 
circumstances prevent any estimate of the strength of their garrisons, Im
pose upon the enemy much greater respect and caution. 

We reserve the subject of winter quarters, covered by defensive works, 
for separate treatment. 
· The quarters taken up by troops on a march differ from those of sta

tionary troops in that in order to avoid detours they are spread 9ut very 
little but extend lengthwise along the road; if this extension does not ex
ceed 'a short day's march, the arrangement is not at all unfavorable to quick 
assembly. · 

In all cases where we are-in face of the enemy, according to the technical 
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phrase in use, that is, fn an cases where there is no considerable space be
tween the advance guards of the two armies, the extent of the quarters and 
the time required to assemble the army determine the strength and posi
tion of the advance guard and outposts; or when these are conditioned by 
the enemy and circumstances, then, on the contrary, the extent of the 
quarters must depend on the time which the resistance of the advance 
guard can give us. 

In Chapter 8 of this Book we have stated how this resistance, in the 
case of an advanced body, may be conceived. From the time of that re
sistance we must deduct the time required for transmission of reports and 
getting the men under arms, and the remainder only is the time available 
for reaching the point of assembly. 

In order here finally to embody our ideas in a conclusion applicable 
under ordinary circumstances, we wish to observe that if the quarters 
area. were a circle with the distance of the advance guard as radius, and 
the point of assembly lay pretty much in the center, the time which is 
gained by checking the enemy's advance would be available for the trans-: 
mission of reports and getting under arms. This should in most cases be 
sufficient, even if the transmission is not made by means of signals, 
cannon-shots, etc., but simply by relays of orderlies, which alone gives 
security. · 

With an advance guard pushed forward fifteen miles in front, our quar
ters might therefore cover a space of about 700 square miles. In a mod
erately populated country there would be about Io,ooo houses in this area, 
which for. an army of so,ooo, after deducting the advance guard, \7ould 
give about four men to a billet, therefore very comfortable quarters, and 
for an army of twice the strength nine men to a billet, still therefore not 
very cramped quarters. On the other hand, if the advance guard could not 
be pushed forward more than five miles, we shall get only a space of 
eighty square miles, for although the time gained does not diminish exactly 
in proportion to the distance of the advance guard, and even with a dis
tance of five miles we may still calculate on a gain of six hours, yet the 
necessity for caution increases when the enemy is so close. But in such a 
space an army of so,ooo men could find some measure of accommodation 
only in a very thickly populated region. 

From all this we see what an important role is played by large or at 
least good-sized cities, which afford convenience for sheltering 1o,ooo to 
2o,ooo men almost at one point. 

From this result it would follow that, if we are not very close to the 
enemy, and have a suitable advance guard, we might remain in quarters 
even if the enemy is concentrated, as Frederick the Great did at Breslau 
in the beginning of the year 1762, and Bonaparte at Witebsk in 1812. But 
although by preserving a proper distance and by suitable arrangements we 
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have no reason to fear for the security of assembling, even oppositl:l an 
enemy who is concentrated, yet we must not. forget that an army engaged 
in assembling in haste can do nothing else in that time;. that it is, therefore, 
at that moment not in a condition to avail itself· of developing circuD1-
stances, and is thus deprived of the greater part of its efficiency. The con
sequence of this is that an army should only go entirely into quarters in the 
three following cases: 

I. If the enemy does the same. 
2. If the condition of the troops makes it absolutely unavoidable. 
3· If the immediate task of the army is entirely confined to the defense 

of a strong position, and nothing matters but to assemble the troops 
at that point in good time. 

The c~mpaign of IBIS gives a very remarkable example of the assembly 
of an army from quarters. General Ziethen, with Bliicher's advance guard, 
3o,ooo men, was posted at Charleroi, only ten miles from Sombreff, the 
place appointed for the assembly of the army. The farthest quarters of the 
army were about forty miles from Sombreff, that is, on the one side beyond 
Ciney, and on the other as far as Liege. Notwithstanding this, the troops 
quartered beyond Ciney were assembled at Ligny several hours before the 
battle began, and those near Liege (Biilow's corps) would have been also, 
had it not been for chance and faulty arrangements in the communication. 

Unquestionably, proper care for the security of the Prussian army was 
not ta.l>en; but in explanation we must say that the arrangements were 
made at a time when the French army itself was still dispersed over widely -
extended quarters, and that the fault consisted simply in not changing 
them the moment the first news was received that the enemy's troops were 
in movement, and that Bonaparte had joined his army. 

Still it is noteworthy that the Prussian army could have concentrated 
at Sombreff before the attack of the enemy. It is true that on the night Of 
the 14th, that is, twelve hours before General Ziethen was actually at
tacked, Bliicher received information of the advance of the enemy, and 
began to assemble his army; but on the xsth at nine in the morning, 
Ziethen was already fully engaged, and it was not until that same moment 
that General Thielemann at Ciney first received orders to march to Namur. 
He had. therefore first to assemble his troops in divisions and then to 
march thirty-two and a half miles to Sombreff, which he did in twenty-four 
hours. General Biilow would also have been able to arrive about the same 
time, if the order had reached him properly. 

But Bonaparte was not able to make his attack on Ligny until two 
o'clock in the afternoon on the I6th. The apprehension of having Welling
ton on the one side of him, and Bliicher 011 the other, in other words, the 
disproportion in strength, contributed to this slowness. We see, however, 
how the most resolute commander is detained by having cautiously to feel 
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his way, as be always must in cases which are in some degree complicated. 
Some of the considerations here raised are obviously more tactical than 

strategic in their "nature; but we have preferred rather to encroach a little 
than to run the risk of not being clear. 



CHAPTER XIV 

SUBSISTENCE 

In modern warfare this subject has acquired a much greater importance 
and that for two reasons. The first is that armies in general are now much 
larger than those of the Middle Ages, and even those of the ancient 
world. Here and there in earlier times we do find armies which equal or 
even greatly surpass the more modern ones in size, but nevertheless these 
are rare and transient phenomena. In modern military history, however, 
since the time of Louis XIV, armies have always been very large. But the 
second reason is still much more important and more peculiar to modern 
times. It consists in the closer internal connection of our wars, in the con
stant state of readiness for battle of the military forces with which they 
are waged. Most of the old wars consist of single unconnected enterprises, 
separated by intervals during which the war either actually ceased alto· 
gether and only continued to exist politically, or the military forces had, 
at all events, got so far removed from each other that each occupied itself 
solely with its own wants, without paying any attention to the army op
posing it. 

The more modern wars, that is, the wars since the Peace of Westphalia, 
have through the efforts of the governments assumed a more systematic 
and coherent form. The military object everywhere predominates, and 
demands such arrangements with regard to subsistence that it can every
where be adequately supplied. There were also, it is true, long periods of 
inaction in the wars of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, almost 
amounting to a cessation of war, namely, the periods regularly passed in 
winter quarters, but even these were still subordinate to the military ob
ject. They were caused by the bad season and not by lack of maintenance 
for the troops, and as they regularly ended with the return of summer, 
uninterrupted military action, at all events during the good season, is the 
established rule. 

As the transitions from one condition or mode of action to another al
ways have taken place gradually, so it was in this case. In the wars with 
Louis XIV the Allies still used to send their troops into winter quarters in 
distant provinces in order to subsist them more easily. In the Silesian Wars 
this was no longer done. 

This systematic and coherent form of carrying on war did not actually 
become possible for states until they substituted professional soldiers for 
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the feudal armies. Feudal duty was commuted for a contribution, and 
personal service either entirely ceased-recruiting taking its plac~r 
survived only in the lowest class, the nobility regarding the furnishing of a 
quota of men (as is still done in Russia and Hungary) as a kind of con
tribution, a tax in men. In every case, as we have elsewhere observed, 
armies became henceforward an instrument of the Cabinet, primarily sup
ported by the Treasury or the revenue of the government. 

The same kind of change which took place in the mode of raising and 
keeping up the military forces necessarily took place in the mode of sub
sisting them. The upper classes, having been released from the former 
service in return for a money payment, could not have the burden of the 
latter reimposed upon them quite so easily. The Cabinet and the Treasury 
had therefore to provide for the subsistence of the army, and could not 
allow it to be maintained in its own country at the expense of the people. 
Governments were therefore obliged to look upon the subsistence of the 
army entirely as their own affair. The subsistence thus became more dif
ficult in two ways: first, by becoming an affair of the government, and, 
next, because the military forces were supposed to be permanently kept up 
to confront those of the enemy. 

Thus not only an independent military class, but also an independent 
organization for its subsistence, was created and developed to the highest 
degree possible. 

Not only were stores of provisions collected, either by purchase or by 
delivery from the state demesne, and so from different points, and lodged 
in magazines, but they were also forwarded from these by a special trans
port system to the troops, baked in their neighborhood in a special bakery, 
and then by means of another transport system-this time finally attached 
to the troops themselves-carried away by them. We take a glance at this 
system not merely because it throws light on the character of the wars in 
which it arose, but because it can never entirely cease to exist. Some parts of 
it will always reappear. 

Thus military organization strove to become more and more independ
ent of the people and of the country. 

The consequence was that in this manner war certainly became more 
systematic, more coherent and more subordinated to its object, that is; to 
the political object sought, but also at the same time much more limited 
and impeded in its movements and infinitely more weakened in energy. For 
now an army was tied to its magazines, limited to the effective range of 
its transport service, and very naturally everything tended to organizing 
the subsistence of the army as economically as possible. Fed on a wretched 
scrap of bread, the soldier often tottered about like a shadow, and no pros
pect of a change in his luck comforted him for his present privations. 

Whoever treats this wretched way of feeding soldiers as a matter of in
difference, and only thinks of what Frederick the Great achieved. with 
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soldiers subsisted in this manner, does not take 1:1. wholly impartial view 
of the matter. The power of enduring privations is one of the finest virtues 
in a soldier, and without it no army is animated with the true military 
spirit; but such privation must be a temporary one, due to the force of cir
cumstances and not the consequence of a miserable system or of a par
simonious, abstract calculation of the minimum necessary to support life. 
When such is the case, the strength of the individual soldier will always de
teriorate physically and morally. What Frederick the Great managed to 
do with his soldiery cannot be taken as a standard for us. For one thing, 
the same system obtained among his opponents; for another, we do not 
know how much more he might have undertaken if he had been able to 
let his troops live as Bonaparte allowed his to do whenever circumstances 
permitted. 

To the feeding of horses no one had dared to extend the artificial system 
of supply, because forage is much more difficult to provide on account of 
its bulk. A ration for a horse weighs about ten times as much as one for a 
man. The number of horses with an a'"lly is, however, more than one
tenth of the number of men, but even now from one-fourth to one.-third, 
and formerly it was one-third to one-half; therefore the weight of the for
age required is three, four or five times as much as that of th.e soldier's 
rations. On this account the shortest and most direct means were taken to 
meet the wants of an army in this respect, that is, by foraging expeditions . 

. Now these expeditions in another way interfered greatly with the conduct 
of the war; first, by making it a principal object to keep tlle war in the 
enemy's country, and, next, because they made it impossible to remain very 
long in one part of the country. However, at the time of the Silesian Wars 
foraging expeditions had become much less common. They were found to 
waste a country and strain its resources much more than if the require
ments were met by means of requisitions and,forced contributions from 
the district •. 

When the French Revolution suddenly brought a national army once 
more upon the stage of war, the means which governments could provide 
were found insufficient, and the whole system of war, which had its origin 
in the limited extent of those means and likewise found its security in this 
limitation, fell to pieces. Of course in the downfall of the whole was in
cluded that of the part of which we are here treating, the system of sub
sistence. Troubling themselves little about magazines, and thinking still 
less about organizing that artificial clockwork, which made the different 
sections of the transport service go round and round like wheels in a rna
chine, the revolutionary leaders sent their soldiers into the field, forced 
their generals into battle, subsisted and rein!orced their armies, and filled 
everything with life and enthusiasm by taking whatever they wanted by 
means of exactions, robbery and plunder. . 

Between these two extremes the war under Bonaparte and against him 
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kept a sort of middle way~ that is to say, among all the means available it 
used those which suited it best. And so it will also probably. be in the fu
ture. 

The modern method of subsisting troops, that is, seizing everything 
which is to be found in the country without regard to meum and tuum, 
may also be carried out in four different ways, namely, by subsisting on the 
individual inhabitant, exactions which the troops themselves look after, 
general requisitions and magazines. All four are usually applied together, 
one generally prevailing over the others. Still it sometimes happens that 
only one is applied and no other. 

I. SUBSISTING ON THE INDIVIDUAL INHABITANT, OR ON THE COMMUNITY, 

WHICH IS THE SAME THING 

If we bear in mind that in a community consisting even, as it does in 
great cities, of consumers only, there must always be provisions enough to 
last for several days, we may easily see that even the most densely popu
lated place can furnish food and quarters for one day for about as many 
troops as there are inhabitants, and for a less number of troops for several 
days without the necessity of any particular previous preparation. In cities 
of considerable size this gives a very satisfactory result, because it en
ables us to subsist a large force at one point. But in smaller cities, and still 
more in villages, the result would be very unsatisfactory. A population of 
three or four thousand to twenty-five square miles, which is very consid
erable, would only suffice to feed from 3,ooo to 4,ooo soldiers, and if the 
forces were large, that would demand the scattering of the troops over so 
much ground that all other conditions might thereby be seriously affected. 
But in open country and even in small towns the quantity of those kinds 
of provisions which are essential in war is generally much greater. The 
bread supply of a farmer is generally enough for the consumption of his 
family for several days, perhaps from one to two weeks; meat can be ob
tained daily, and vegetables are generally forthcoming in sufficient quan
tity to last till the next crop. Therefore in quarters which have not yet 
been occupied, there is no difficulty in subsisting troops three or four 
times the number of the inhabitants for several days, which again is a very 
satisfactory result. According to this, where the population is about 2,ooo 
or 3,ooo to twenty-five square miles, and if no large city is included, a 
column of 3o,ooo would require about a hundred square miles, a square 
with sides ten miles long. Therefore, for an army of 9o,ooo, which we may 
reckon at about 7 s,ooo combatants, if marching in three columns con
tiguous to one another, we should require to take up a front of only thirty 
miles in breadth in the event of there being three roads within that breadth. 

If several columns follow one another in these quarters, special measures 
must be adopted by the civil authorities, which for the needs of a day or 
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two longer is not difficult. Thus if the 9o,ooo are foliowed a day later by a 
like number, even these last would suffer no want. This makes up the large 
number of 15o,ooo combatants. 

Forage for the horses raises still fewer difficulties, as it requires neither 
grinding nor baking, and as there must be forage forthcoming in sufficient 
quantity to last the horses of the country until next harvest, even when 
there is little stall-feeding, there will hardly be want. Only the deliveries 
of forage should, of course, be demanded from the community at large and 
not from the individual inhabitants. Besides, it is of course assumed that in 
making arrangements for the march some attention is paid to the nature 
of the district so as not to send cavalry straight into commercial and in
dustrial centers and into districts where there is no forage. 

The conclusion to be drawn from this hasty glance is, therefore, that in 
a moderately populated country, that is, a country with from 2,ooo to 
J,ooo souls to the twenty-five square miles, an army of 15o,ooo combatants 
will be subsisted by the inhabitants, taken individually and by commu
nities, for from one to two days within a very narrow space which admits 
of all taking part in a battle. This means that such an army can be sub
sisted on an uninterrupted march without magazines or other previous 
preparations. 

On this result were based the enterprises of the French army in the 
Revolutionary War and under Bonaparte. They marched from the Adige 
to the lower Danube and from the Rhine to the Vistula with little means 
of subsistence except upon the individual inhabitants and without ever 
suffering any want. As their undertakings were aided by moral and physical 
superiority and attended by unquestionable successes, and as at all events 
they were never delayed in any case by hesitation or caution, their progress 
on their career was that of an uninterrupted march. 

If circumstances are less favorable, if the population is not so great, or 
if it consists mo~e of tradespeople than of farmers, if the soil is bad, if the 
country has already been several times overrun-then, of course, the results 
will fall short of what we have supposed. But if we reflect that, with the 
front of the column extended from ten to fifteen miles, it at once covered 
more than twice the previous ground-225 square miles instead of Ioo-
and that this is still an extent which ordinarily admits of all taking part in 
a battle, we see that even under unfavorable circumstances this method of 
subsistence will still make possible an uninterrupted progress. 

But as soon as a halt of several days takes place, great distress would 
necessarily .ensue if other arrangements were not made. ·These arrange
ments consist of two kinds, arid without them even now no considerable 
army can continue to exist. The first is that of providing the troops with 
a transport service, by means of which enough bread or flour, the most 
~ecessary part of their subsistence, can be carried along with them for some 
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three or four days. If to this we add three or four days' rations which the 
soldier himself can carry, the indispensable minimum of subsistence is · 
always assured for eight days. 

The second arrangement is that of a regular ·commissariat, which spends 
every moment of the halt in collecting provisions· from distant districts so 
that at any moment we can change over from the system of quartering on 
the individual inhabitants to another system. · 

Subsistence in quarters has the immense advantage that hardly any 
transport is required and that it is done in the shortest time, but, of course, 
it assumes that quarters can, as a rule, be provided for all the troops. 

2. SUBSISTENCE THROUGH EXACTIONS ENFORCED BY THE TROOPS 

THEMSELVES 

·If a single battalion occupies a camp, this camp may in any case be 
placed in the vicinity of some villages, and these can be ordered to furnish 
subsistence. The method of subsistence would then not differ essentially 
from that just described. If, however, as is usual, the body of troops which 
is to encamp at one point is much greater, the only thing is for· a larger 
unit, a brigade, for instance, or a division, to levy on definite districts a 
joint requisition, and then divide the proceeds. 

The first glance shows that by this procedure the subsistence of a large 
army can never be provided. The yield from the stores of the country will 
be much less than if the troops had taken up their quarters in the same 
district. When thirty or forty men take possession of a farmer's house, they 
will be able, if necessary, to exact the last mouthful. But an officer sent with 
one or two men to exact food has neither time nor means to hunt out all 
stores, and often, too, he lacks the means of transport. So he will only be 
able to collect a small fraction of what is there. Besides, in camps the 
troops are crowded together in such a way at one point that the range of 
country from which provisions can be collected in a hurry is not of sufficient 
extent to furnish all that is required. What could be done in the way of 
supplying 3o,ooo men within a circle of five miles in diameter, that is, from 
an area of fifteen or twenty square miles? Moreover it would seldom be 
possible to collect even what there is, for most of the nearest adjacent vil
lages would be occupied by separate bodies of troops, who refuse to let 
anything go. Lastly, by such a measure there would be the greatest waste, 
because some men would get more than their share and a great deal would 
be losl without benefit to anyone. 

Thd result is, therefore, that the subsistence of troops by exactions of 
this kind can only be successfully accomplished when the numbers are not 
too large, not exceeding a division of 8,ooo or Io,ooo men, and even then 
it will only be accepted as a necessary evil. 

It cannot usually be avoided in the case of troops directly in front of 
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the ~nemy, such as advance guards and outposts, when the army is ad
vancmg, because these bodies must arrive at points where no preparations 
whatever could have been made beforehand, and they are usually too far 
from the stores collected for the rest of the army; further, in the case of 
mobile columns which are left to themselves, and lastly, in all cases where 
by chance there was neither time nor means to procure subsistence in any 
other way. . 

The more the troops are organized for regular requisitions, and the 
greater the extent to which time and circumstances permit the adoption of 
this way of obtaining subsistence, the better will be the result. But usually 
time is lacking, for what the troops get for themselves directly comes to 
them much more quickly. 

3· BY REGULAR REQUISITIONS 

This is unquestionably the simplest and most effective means of sub
sisting troops and it has also been the basis of all modern wars. 

It differs from the preceding way chiefly by the co-operation of the local 
authorities. The supply in this case must not be carried off forcibly just 
from the spot where it is found, but must be regularly delivered in accord
ance with a reasonable apportionment. This apportionment can only be 
made by the local authorities. 

In this, all depends on time. The more time there is,, the more general 
can the apportionment be made, the less oppressive it will be, and the 
more regular will be the result. Even purchases may be made for cash to 
assist, and in that way this method of providing subsistence approaches 
the next to be considered. In all assemblages of troops in their own country 
there is no difficulty in subsisting by regular requisitions; neither, as a 
rule, is there any in movements to the rear. On the other hand, in all 
movements into a country of which we are not yet in possession, there is 
very little time for such arrangements, seldom more than the one day by 
which the advance guard usually precedes the army. By means of the ad
vance guard, orders are then sent to the local authorities, specifying how 
many portions and rations, in this place and that, they are to have ready. 
As these can only be furnished from the immediate neighborhood, that is, 
within a circuit of a few miles round each point, the collections so made 
in haste would never be nearly sufficient for a considerable army if the army 
did not bring with it a sufficient supply for several days. It is therefore the 
duty of the commissariat to economize what is received, and only to issue 
provisions to those troops which have nothing. With each succeeding day, 
however, the embarrassment will diminish; that is to say, if the distances 
from which provisions can be procured increase in proportion to the number 
of days, the area to be drawn upon, and consequently the result, increases 
as the squares of these distances. If on the first day only twenty square. 
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miles have been able to deliver provisions, on the next, we shall have eighty, 
on the third, one hundred and eighty; on the second day, therefore, twelve 
more than on the first, on the third, twenty more than on the second. 

This, of course, is only an indication of what may take place, subject 
to many restricting circumstances which may intervene, of which the prin
cipal is that the district out of which the army has just come cannot con
tribute to the same extent as the others. But on the other hand, we must 
also remember that the radius within which we can levy may increase more 
than ten. miles a day in width, perhaps fifteen or twenty, or in many 
places still more. 

The actual delivery of these requisitions is enforced, at all events for the 
most part, by the executive power of individual detachments assigned to 
the local officials, but still more by the fear of being held responsible and 
punished and ill-treated, which in such cases tisually weighs heavily on the 
whole population like a general oppression. 

We cannot, however, propose to enter into details--into the whole ma
chinery of commissariat and army subsistence. We have only .the result in 
view. 

This result, derived from a common-sense view of the general circum
stances and confirmed by the experiences of the wars since the French 
Revolution, is that even the largest army, if it carries with it provisions 
for a few days, may without hesitation be subsisted by such levies, which 
only begin at the moment of its arrival and affect at first only the districts 
in the immediate vicinity, but afterwards, as time goes on, are extended 
over an ever-widening circle and administered by ever higher authorities. 

This resource has no limits except those of the exhaustion, impoverish
ment and devastation of the country .. When the stay of an invading army 
is of some. duration, the administration of this system is at last handed 
over to the highest authorities. These, naturally, do all they can to equalize 
its pressure as much as possible and to lighten the burden of the delivery 
demanded. At the same time, even the invader, when his stay is prolonged 
in the enemy's country, is usually not so barbarous and reckless as to lay 
upon that country the entire burden of his support. Thus the system of 
requisitions of itself gradually approaches that of magazines, at the same 
time without ever entirely ceasing or noticeably modifying the influence it 
has upon the operations of war. For· there is a wide difference between a 
case in which some of the resources which have been drawn from a distrit:t 
are replaced by supplies brought from more distant parts (the district, 
however, still remaining substantially the source on which the army de
pends for its supplies), and the case of an army which-as in the eighteenth 
century-provides for all its wants from its own resources, the country in 
which it is operating contributin_g, as a rule, nothing toward its support. 

The chief difference consists in two things, the employment of the trans
port system of the country and the employment of its bakeries. In this 
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way that enormous army baggage train, which is almost always destroying 
its own work, is got rid of. 

It is true that even now no army can do entirely without a com
missariat train, but it is immensely reduced and serves only to carry over, 
so to speak, the surplus of one day to the next. Peculiar circumstances, as 
in Russia in 1812, have even in more recent times compelled an army to 
take with it an enormous baggage train, and also field bakeries. But, in 
the first place, these are exceptional cases, for how seldom will it happen 
that 30o,ooo men advance six hundred and fifty miles upon almost a single 
road, and that through countries such as Poland and Russia, shortly be
fore the season of harvest! In the second place, even in such cases any 
means of supply attached to an army will be regarded as only an assistance 
in case of need, the contributions of the country being consequently always 
looked upon as the basis of the whole system of supply. 

Since the first campaigns of the war of the French Revolution the requi
sition system has constantly formed such a basis. The armies opposed to 
them were also obliged to adopt the same system, and it is not at all likely 
that it will ever be abandoned. No other yields such results, alike in 
energy for the prosecution of the war and in ease and flexibility of work
ing. Whatever direction an army takes, it usually for the first three or four 
weeks has no difficulty about subsistence, and later on it can be helped out 
with magazines, so that we may very well say that by this method war 
has acquired the most perfect freedom of movement. Difficulties, certainly, 
may be greater in one direction than in another and that may carry some 
weight in preliminary deliberation, but we shall never come up against an 
absolute impossibility nor will the attention given to subsistence ever dic
tate our decision. 

To this there is only one exception, which is a retreat through the 
enemy's country. In such a case we encounter a combination of many 
conditions unfavorable to subsistence. We have to keep continuously mov
ing, generally, indeed, without any halt worth speaking of, so there is no 
time to collect provisions. The circumstances under which the retreat is 
begun are in most cases. highly unfavorable, so that we have to keep to
gether, concentrated in one mass. There can, usually, therefore, be no 
question of dispersing into quarters or of any considerable extension in the 
width of the columns, and the hostile attitude of the country does not' 
permit collection of provisions by mere requisition not backed by execu
tive force. And, lastly, the moment is further in itself especially suited to 
bring out the resistance and ill-will of the inhabitants. On account of all 
this, an army in such cases is as a rule confined to its previou~ly prepared 
lines of communication and retreat. 

When Bonaparte had to retreat in 1812, it was impossible for him to do 
so by any other line but the one by which he had advanced, on account 
of the subsistence of his army. If he had attempted any other he would 
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only have plunged into more speedy and certain destruction. All the cen
sure, therefore, passed on him even by French writers with regard 'to this 
point is foolish to the last degree. 

4· SUBSISTENCE FROM MAGAZINES 

If we were to make a generic distinction between this method of sub
sisting troops and the preceding, we could only do so in the case of an 
organization such as existed during the last thirty years of the seventeenth 
century and during the eighteenth. Can this organization ever return? 

It is certainly hardly conceivable how it could have been otherwise when 
we think of war with great armies condemned to remain on one spot for 
seven, ten or twelve years, as happened in the Netherlands, on the Rhine, 
in Upper Italy, Silesia and Saxony. For what country could continue so 
long to be the main source of supply of the armies of both sides, without 
being utterly ruined and thus gradually failing to do its service? 

But here the question naturally arises: Shall the war determine the na
ture of the system of subsistence, or the system of subsistence determine 
the nature of the war? To this we answer: At first the system of sub
sistence will determine the war in so far as the other conditions on which 
war depends permit. But when these other conditions begin to offer too 
much resistance, the war will react upon the system of subsistence and, in 
this case, therefore, determine it. 

A war carried on by means of requisitions and local supplies has such 
an advantage over one that depends on subsistence from magazines that 
the latter no longer seems to be at all the same thing. No state, therefore, 
will venture to encounter the former with the latter. If anywhere there 
were a war minister, so narrow-minded and so ignorant as to fail to recog
nize the universal necessity of these circumstances, and to send out an 
army at the opening of the war to be subsisted in the old way, the force 
of circumstances would soon carry the commander away with it in its 
course and the system of requisitions would break out spontaneously. If 
we further reflect that the great expense which a system of magazines en
tails must necessarily reduce the expenditure on armament and the strength 
of the armed forces--no state being too well off for money--almost the only 
remaining possibility of re-establishing such a system lies in a diplomatic 
agreement for the purpose between the belligerent parties, a case which 
must be regarded as a mere play of fancy. 

Wars, therefore, may be expected henceforward always to begin with 
the requisition system. How much one or another government will do to 
supplement this by an artificial organization to spare their own country, 
etc., remains to be seen. That it will not be overmuch we may be certain, 
for at such moments the tendency is to look to the most urgent wants, and 
an artificial system of subsisting troops is no longer included in that cate
gory. 
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But now, if a war is not so decisive in its results and its operations are 
not so extensive as its nature properly demands, the requisition system will_ 
begin to exhaust the district subject to ino such a degree that either peace 
must be concluded or means found to lighten the burden on the country 
and to become more independent of it for the subsistence of the army. The 
latter was the case of the French army under Bonaparte in Spain, but 
the first happens much more frequently. In most wars the exhaustion of. 
the states increases to such a degree that, instead of thinking of prosecuting 
the war at a still greater expense, the necessity for peace becomes so ur
gent as to be imperative. Thus from this point of view too the modem 
method of carrying on war will make wars shorter. 

We do not want, however, positively to deny the possibility of wars con
ducted on the old system of subsistence. When the relations between the 
two sides are such as to urge them to it and other circumstances favorable 
to it arise, it will perhaps once more show itself. Only we can never find 
in this type of system a natural organism. It is rather a mere abnormality, 
permitted by circumstances but which can never spring from the essential 
nature of war. Still less can we consider it as an improvement in war on 
the ground of its being more humane, for war itself is not a humane thing. 

Whatever method of providing subsistence may be chosen, it will natu
rally be more easily carried out in rich and populous districts than in poor 
and thinly populated ones. That the· population also must be taken into 
account in this connection is explained by the double relation it bears to 
the amount of the stores available in the country. In the first place, where 
much is consumed, much must al~o be in store, and in the second place, 
where the poulation is greater, the greater also is the production. To this, it 
is true, such districts as are inhabited by industrial workers form an 
exception, especially when, as is often the case, they consist of mountain 
valleys surrounded by barren land. But generally speaking it is always 
much easier to provide for the needs of an army in a well-populated, than 
in a poorly populated, country. An army of 1oo,ooo men cannot be as well 
supported on xo,ooo square miles inhabited by 4oo,ooo people, however 
fertile the soil may be, as it would be on xo,ooo square miles inhabited by 
2,ooo,ooo people. Besides, the roads and waterways are much better and 
more numerous in rich countries, the· means of transport more abundant, 
the trade communications easier and safer. In a word, there is infinitely less 
difficulty in supporting an army in Flanders than in Poland. 

The consequence is that war with its manifold tentacles settles by prefer
ence on high roads, on populous cities, on the fertile valleys of great riTers 
or along the coasts of well-frequented seas. 

This shows clearly how the subsistence of troops may have a general 
influence upon the direction and form of military undertakings, and upon 
the choice of a theater of war and lines of communication. 

How far this influence may extend and what weight in our calculations 
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may be attached to the difficulty or ease of subsistence, depends, of course, 
very much on the manner in which the war is to be carried on. If war is 
carried on in its own proper spirit, that is with the unbridled force which 
is its essence, with urgent striving and craving for combat and decision, the 
subsistence of the troops is an important, but a subordinate, problem. But 
if a state of equilibrium ensues, in which the armies go marching up and 
down for many years in the same province, then subsistence often becomes 
. the principal thing. The quartermaster becomes the commander-in-chief, 
and the conduct of the war becomes a management of transport wagons, 

There are numberless campaigns in which nothing happened. The object 
was not achieved, the forces were used to no purpose, and the excuse given 
for it all is lack of subsistence. On the other hand Bonaparte used to say: 
"Qu'on ne me parle pas des vivres!" (Don't talk to me of subsistence!") 

In the Russian campaign that general certainly made it clear that such 
recklessness may be carried too far. This is not to say that perhaps his 
whole campaign came to grief through that cause alone, which after all 
would still remain conjectural, yet it is beyond doubt that to his lack of 
regard for the subsistence of his troops was due the unprecedented melt
ing away of his army on his advance and its utter ruin on his retreat. 

But while fully recognizing in Bonaparte the eager gambler who ven
tures on many a mad extreme, we may justly say that he and the Revolu
tionary generals who preceded him dispelled a powerful prejudice with re
gard to the subsistence of troops and showed that this must never be 
looked upon in any other light than as a means of war, never as an end. 

Besides, it is with privation in war just as with physical effort and 
danger. The demands which the general can make on his army are without 
any defined limit. A man of strong character demands more than does a 
feeble sentimentalist. The behavior of the army varies also according as 
the soldier's will and energies are sustained by habit, military spirit, con
fidence in the commander and affection for him, or by enthusiasm for the 
national cause. But we should be able to make it an established principle 
that privation and want, to whatever pitch they may be carried, are always 
regarded as transitory states and that they must lead to an abundance of 
subsistence and indeed even, on occasion, to a superfluity. 

Can there be anything more touching than the thought of so many thou
sand soldiers, badly clothed, with packs on their backs weighing thirty or 
forty pounds, marching wearily all day long in every kind of weather and 
on every kind of road, their life and health continually at stake, and for 
all this never once being able to get so much as a full meal of dry bread. 
Anyone who knows how often this happens in war is at a loss to under
stand how it does not oftener lead to a failure of their will and strength, 
and how a mere direction given to men's thoughts is able by its lasting 
effect to call forth and maintain such efforts. 

Whoever, therefore, imposes great privations on the soldier because 
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great objects demand it, will also, whether it be from sympathy or from 
prudence, bear in mind the compensation which he owes him for them in 
days to come. 

We have now still to consider the difference between subsistence in 
attack and subsistence in defense. 

The defender is in a position, while his defense continues, to make un
interrupted use of the subsistence which he has been able to lay in before
h~nd. !fe ~annat, therefore, well be in want of the necessaries of life, espe
Cially m h1s own country; but even in the enemy's country this still holds 
good. The assailant, on the other hand, is moving away from his sources 
of supply, and as long as he is advancing, and even· during the first weeks 
after he stops, must procure from day to day what he requires. This can 
rarely be done without want and inconvenience. 

This difficulty usually reaches a maximum at two periods. The first is 
in the advance, before the decision bas taken place. At that 'time, while the 
defender still has all his own stores in his bands, the assailant bas been 
obliged to leave his behind him. He is obliged to keep his masses concen
trated and cannot, therefore, spread his army over any considerable space. 
Not even a transport tr'ain bas been able any longer to follow him as 
soon as the movements of the battle have begun. If his preparations have 
not been very well made, it may easily happen at this moment that his 
troops are in need and want of supplies for some days before the decisive 
battle, which is certainly not the way to bring them into the battle in good 
condition.· -

The second period at which want is mainly felt is at the end of a vic
torious campaign, when the lines of communication begin to become too 
long, especially if the war is being carried on in a poor, thinly populated 
country, where perhaps the feeling too is hostile. What an enormous dif
ference between a line of communication from Vilna to Moscow, where 
every vehicle has to be procured by force, and that from Cologne by Liege, 
Louvain, Brussels, Mons and Valenciennes to Paris, on whicba merchant's 
order or a bill of exchange suffices to procure millions of rations! · 

This difficulty bas often resulted in obscuring the splendor of the niost 
brilliant victories, in wasting away the forces of .the victor and in making 
necessary a retreat which then by degrees takes on all the symptoms of a 
real defeat. . · 

Forage, of which, as we have said before, there is usually at first the 
least deficiency, will run short soonest if a country begins to be e~austed, 
for on account of its bulk it is most difficult to procure from a distance, 
and a horse feels the effect of low feeding much sooner than does a man. 
For this reason an over-numerous cavalry and artillery may become a real 
burden, and an actual source of weakness to an army. 



CHAPTER XV 

BASE OF OPERATIONS 

If an army sets out from its point of origin on any expedition, whether 
it be to attack the enemy and his theater of war or to take post on the 
frontiers of its own, it remains in a state of necessary dependence on its 
sources of subsistepce and material and must maintain its communications 
with them, as they are the conditions of its existence and maintenance. 
This dependence increases in intensity and extent with the size of the 
army. But it is not always either possible or necessary that the army 
should remain in direct communication with the whole of its own country, 
but only with that portion of it which is directly in its rear and conse
quently covered by its position. In this portion of the country, as far as 
is necessary, special depots of provisions are established and arrangements 
made for regularly forwarding reinforcements and supplies. This piece of 
the country is therefore the base of the_ army and all its undertakings, and 
must be regarded as forming with the army a single whole. If the supplies, 
for their greater security, 'are stored in fortified places, the idea of a base 
becomes more distinct; but it does not originate from this, and, in anum
ber of cases, no such arrangement is made. 

A portion of the enemy's country may also become a base for our army, 
or, at least, form part of it, for when an army penetrates into an enemy's 
country, a number of its needs are supplied from the part occupied. But it 
is then a necessary condition that we are really masters of this tract of 
country, certain, that is to say, of our orders being obeyed there. This 
certainty, however, seldom extends beyond the reach of our" ability to keep 

, the inhabitants in awe by small garrisons and by detachments moving 
about from place to place, and that usually does not mean very much. The 
consequence k that in- the enemy's country, the district from which we 
draw supplies of all kinds is very limited compared with the army's needs 
and in most cases inadequate. Our own country, therefore, must give us 
much, and consequently that part of it, which lies in the rear of the army 
must once more be regarded as a necessary part of our base. 

The wants of an army must be divided into two classes: those which 
every cultivated country can furnish, and those which can only be obtained 
from the places where they are produced. The first are chiefly means of 
subsistence, the second, means of outfit and upkeep. The former can be 
obtained from the enemy's country as well as from our own; the latter-

JOO 
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men, for instance, arms, and usually also munitions-as a rule, only from 
our own. Although there are exceptions to this classification in certain 
cases, still they are few and trifling, and the distinction we have drawn is of 
great and permanent importance and proves again that the communication 
with our own country is indispensable. 

Depots of provisions and forage are generally formed in open cities 
. both in the enemy's country and in our own. There are not as many for~ 
tresses as would be required to contain these much bulkier stores which 
are quickly consumed and wanted now here and now there, and fue loss 
of them is easier to replace. Stores of outfit and upkeep, on the other hand 
--of such things as arms, munitions and equipment-in the neighborhood -
of the theater of war are hardly ever stored in open cities, but are rather 

. brought in from greater distances, while in the enemy's country they are 
never stored anywhere but in fortresses. From this point again it may be 
inferred that the base is of more importance with regard to the means of 
outfit and upkeep than with regard to the means of subsistence. 

Now, the more that means of both kinds are collected together in great 
magazines before being brought into use, and the more, therefore, that all 
.separate streams unite in great reservoirs, so much the more may these 
magazines be regarded as taking the place of the whole country, and so 
much the more will the conception of a base connect itself with these 
great depots of supply. But it can never go so far that any such places 
could in themselves be taken to constitute a base. 

If these sources of supply of both kinds are abundant, that is, if the 
tracts of territory are wide and rich, if the stores are collected in larger 
depots so as to be more quickly available, if these depots are protected 
in one way or another,· if they are in close proximity to the army and 
accessible by good roads, if they extend along a considerable width in the 
rear of the army or even surround it in part as well-the result is a greater 
vitality for the army and also a greater freedom of movement. Attempts 
have been made to sum up all the advantages which an army derives from 
being so situated in one single conception-the ·magnitude of the base of 
operations. By the relation which this base bears to the object of the 
undertakings, by the angle which its extremities make with this object 
(supposed as a point), it has been attempted to express the whole sum of 
the advantages and disadvantages which accrue to an army from the posi
tion and nature of its sources of subsistence and material. But it is ob
vious that this pretty piece of geometry cannot be taken seriously, as it 
rests on a series of substitutions which have all had to be made at the 
expense of truth. The base of ·an army, as we have seen, forms a structure 
in which three elements are blended, and in which the army is placed. The 
three elements are (I) the resources of the district, ( 2) the depots for 
stores established at various points, and (3) the province out of which 
these stores are collected. These three things are separated in space, they 
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do not admit of being reduced to one whole and, least of all, of being 
represented by a line which is to indicate the breadth of the base and 
which is usually, quite arbitrarily, drawn either from one fortress to an
other or from one provincial capital to another, or along the political 
frontier of the country. Furthermore a definite relation c;:annot be estab
lished between these three elements, for in reality they always more or less 
blend into one another. In one case the surrounding district affords many 
kinds of military equipment which otherwise are usually only imported 
from a great distance; in another, even the means of subsistence have to 
be brought from afar. Sometimes, the nearest fortresses are great arsenals, 
ports or commercial cities in which the military resources of a whole state 
are all to be found together; sometimes, they are nothing but wretched 
ramparts, hardly sufficient for their own defense. 

The consequence is that all deductions from the dimensions of the base 
of operatiqns and of the angle of operations, and the whole theory of war 
founded on these data, so far as it was geometrical in character, has never 
had the slightest attention paid to it in actual war, and in the world of 

· ideas has only given rise to wrong tendencies. But as the basis of this 
train of reasoning is a truth, and only the conclusions are false, the same 
view will easily and frequently force its way to the front again. 

We think, therefore, that we cannot go beyond acknowledging generally 
the influence of a base on military enterprises, that there is, however, no 
means of reducing this to one or two simple ideas to serve as rules for 
practice, but that in every individual case all the things we have specified 
must be kept in view together. 

Once the arrangements for the subsisting and refitting of the army have 
been made in a certain district and for operating in a certain direction, 
then even in our own country only this district is to be regarded as the 
base of the army. As any change of it requires time and labor, an army 
cannot change its base from one day to another, even in its own country, 
and therefore it is also always more or less limited in the direction of its 
operations. If then, when operating in the enemy's country, we. wished to 
regard the whole line of our own frontier on that side as the basis of our 
army, we might very well do so in a general sense, in so far as potentially 
arrangements might be made anywhere, but not at any particular moment, 
since arrangements have not been actually made everywhere. When the 
Russian army retreated before the French in x812, at the beginning of the 
campaign, the whole of Russia might certainly have been considered as its 
base, the more so because the vast extent of the country offered the army 
abundance of space in any direction in which it chose to move. This is 
no illusory idea, as it was actually realized later, when other Russian 
armies moved against the French from several different sides. But still, 
at any given period of the campaign the base of the Russian army was not 
so extensive. It was chiefly confined to the roads on which the whole train 
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of transport to and from the army had been organized. This limitation pre
vented the Russian army, for instance, from making the further retreat 
which became necessary after the three days' fighting at Smolensk in any 
direction but that of Moscow and so hindered their turning suddenly 
in the direction of Kaluga, as had been proposed, in order to draw the 
enemy away from Moscow. Such a change of direction would only have 
been possible if preparations for it had long before been made. 

We have said that the dependence on the base increases in intensity and 
extent with the size of the army, a thing which is obvious. An army is like 
a tree. From the ground out of which it grows it draws its vital forces; if 
it is small, it can easily be transplanted, but this becomes more and more 
difficult as it increases in size.:A small body of troops has also its channels 
from which it draws its life, but it strikes root easily where it happens to 
be; not so a large army. When, therefore, we talk of the influence of the 
base on the operations of an army, the dimensions of the army must always 
furnish the standard on which all our ideas are founded. 

Further, it is natural that for the immediate wants of the present hour 
subsistence is the main point, but for the general condition of ·the army 
through a longer period of time, refitment and recruitment are more im
portant, because the latter can only be provided from particular sources, 
while the former can be obtained in many ways. This again more distinctly 
defines the influence of the base on the operations of the army. 

However great that influence may be, we must never forget that it be
longs to those things which can only show a decisive effect after some con.o 
siderable time, and that therefore the question always remains what may 
happen in that time. The value. of a base of operations will, therefore, 
seldom determine the choice of an undertaking in the first instance. Mere 
difficulties which may arise in this respect must be set aside and compared 
with the other effective means. Obstacles of this kind often vanish before 
the force of decisive victories. 



CHAPTER XVI 

LINES OF COMMUNICATION 

The roads· which lead from the position of an army to those points in 
its rear at which its sources of subsistence and refitment are chiefly con
centrated, and which in all ordinary cases it chooses for its retreat, have 
a double purpose. In the first place they are its lines of communication for 
the constant sustenance. of the forces and, next, they are lines of retreat. 

We have said in the preceding chapter that, although according to the 
present system of subsistence, an army is chiefly fed from the district in 
which it is operating, it must still be looked upon as forming a whole with 
its base. The lines of communication belong to this whole; they form the 
connection between the army and its base, and are to be considered as so 
many great vital arteries. Supplies of every kind, munition transports, de
tachments moving backward and forward, posts, orderlies, hospitals, de
pots, reserves of munitions. administrative officials-all these are con
stantly making use of these roads, and the total value of these services is 
of the utmost importance to the army. 

· These life channels must therefore neither be permanently severed, nor 
must they be too long and difficult, because on a long road some strength 
is always lost and the result is a weakening of the army. 

By their second purpose, that is, as lines of retreat they constitute in a 
real sense the strategic rear of the army. 

For both purposes the value of these roads depends on their length, their 
number, their situation, that is, their general direction and their direction 
close to the army, their quality as roads, difficulties of ground, the political 
relations and feeling of the local population, and, lastly, on the protection 
they derive from fortresses or natural obstacles of the country. 

But not all the roads that lead from the point occupied by the army to 
the sources of its life and strength are necessarily its proper lines of com
munication. They may no doubt be used for that purpose, and may be 
considered as auxiliary to the communication system, but this system con
fines itself to the roads prepared for it. Only those roads on which maga
zines, hospitals, stations, posts for despatches and letters are established, 
commandants appointed and police and garrisons distributed, can be re
garded as the real lines of communication. But here arises a very im
portant difference, though one often overlooked, between an army in its 
own country and one in the enemy's. The army in its own country will, 
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it is true, also have its prepared lines of communication but it is not en
tirely confined to them and can in case of need abandon' them and choose 
any other road, which is still at all available. For it is everywhere at home 
has everywhere its own officials, and finds good will everywhere. Although: 
therefore, other roads are not as good and as suitable for its purposes, yet 
the choice of them is not impossible, and the army, if it should see itself 
turned and forced to change front, will not regard these roads as impos
sible. 

An army in the enemy's country, on the other hand, can as a rule regard 
as lines of communication only those roads on which it has itself advanced, 
and here, in effect, a great difference arises from small and insignificant 
causes. An army advancing in the enemy's country makes the arrange
ments which are essential for its lines of communication as it advances 
and at the same time protects them. Owing to the fear and terror the 
presence of the army inspires, it can give these measures, in the eyes of the 
inhabitants, the stamp of unalterable necessity, and even cause them to be 
regarded as a mitigation of the general evils of war. Small garrisons left 
behind here and there support and maintain the whole system. But if, on 
the other hand, the commissaries, commandants of stations, police, field 
posts and other administrative services were to be sent on some remote 
road, on which the army had not passed, the inhabitants would look upon 
it all as a burden, from which they could very conveniently keep free. Unless 
the most decisive defeats and disasters have thrown the enemy country into 
a panic terror, these functionaries are treated in a hostile manner and are 
driven away with broken heads. Above everything else garrisons are -there
fore required to subjugate the new road, garrisons in this case no doubt 
stronger than usual. Nevertheless the danger will always remain of the in
habitants trying to resist them. In short, an army advancing in a hostile 
country lacks all the instruments of enforcing obedience. It must first set 
up its administrative officials, and that, too, by the authority of arms; 
and this cannot be done everywhere--not without sacrifices and difficulties, 
and not in a moment. 

It follows from this that an army in an enemy country is much less able 
by changing its system of communications to switch over from one base to . 
another than it is in its own country, where that is, at all events, possible. 
It follows, too, that in general it becomes more hampered in its movements 
and more sensitive about its lines of communication. . 

But the choice and organization of these lines is also from the_ very be
ginning subject to many conditions by which it is restricted. They must 
not only generally follow major roads, but they will in many respects be 
all the better, the wider these roads are, the more populous and flourishing 
are the cities they touch, and the more protecte~ they are by. strong places. 
Rivers also, as waterways, and bridges, as pom!S for cross~ng, count for 
much in the choice. For these reasons the situation of the hnes and, con-
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sequently, the route which an army takes in the attack are only up to a 
certain point the subject of a free choice, while the more precise situation 
depends on geographical circumstances. 

All the above-mentioned things taken together determine the strength. 
or weakness of an 'army's communication with its base, and the result, 
compared with that obtained in the same way for the army of the enemy, 
decides which of the two opponents is in a better position to sever the 
communications of the other or even his line of retreat, that is, to tum 
him. Apart from moral or physical superiority, only that party can accom
plish this effectually whose lines are superior to those of his enemy, for 
otherwise his adversary saves himself in the shortest way by retaliating in 
~~ -
··Now this turning can, by reason of the double purpose of the roads~ also 

have a double object. Either the communications may be interfered with 
or broken, in order that the army may begin to grow feeble and die away 
and thus be compelled to retreat, or the object may be to· cut off the re
treat itself. 

With regard to the first object, it is to be observed that a momentary 
interruption, when armies are subsisted as they now are, seldom has any 
effect. For this, on the contrary, a certain time is necessary in order that 
the number of losses may offset what individually they lack in importance. 
A single flank attack which might have accomplished a decisive stroke at 
one time, when in ·the artificial subsistence system thousands of wagons 
were going back and forth, will now effect absolutely nothing, however 
successful it may be. For it could at most carry off one· transport train,· 
which would cause a partial weakness, but would not make any retreat 
necessary. 

The consequence is that flank attacks, which have always been more 
the fashion in books than in real life, now seem more· than ever unpracti-· 
cal, and it may be said that only very long communication lines in un
favorable circumstances, and above all their being exposed everywhere 
and at any moment to the attacks of an insurgent population, make them 
dangerous. 

As regards the cutting off of the retreat, we must not even, in this re
spect, exaggerate the danger of hampered or threatened lines. Recent ex
perience makes us aware _that with good troops and resolute leaders it is 
more difficult to encircle them than it is for them to cut their way out. 

The means of shortening and protecting long lines of communication 
are very limited. The seizure of some fortresses adjacent to the position 
taken up or on the roads leading to the rear-or in the· event of there 
being no fortresses in the country, the strengthening of suitable points
kind treatment of the inhabitants, strict discipline on the military road,· 
good police in the country, assiduous repair of the roads-these are the 
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only means whereby the evil may be diminished, but certainly never quite 
removed. _ · 

Furthermore, what has been said in treating of the \lpkeep of the routes 
which armies preferably take must also be considered as applying particu
larly to lines of communication. The widest roads through the richest 
cities and the best cultivated provinces are the best lines of communication. 
Even when they make considerable detours they deserve the preference and 
in most cases enable us to fix in 'greater detail the disposition of the army. 



CHAPTER XVII 

COUNTRY AND GROUND 

Quite apart from their influence upon the mtans of subsistence, which 
form another aspect of the subject, country and ground bear a very close 
and ever-present relation to military action. They have a decisive influ
ence upon the engagement both as regards its actual course and as regards 
the preparations for it and the use made of it. We now proceed to consider 
country and ground from this point of view, that is, in the full meaning 
of the French term te"ain. 

The ways in which their influence is exerted lie for the most part within 
the province of tactics, but the effects appear in strategy. An engagement 
in mountains is, in its consequences as well as in itself, quite a different 
thing from an engagement on a level plain. 

But until we have distinguished attack from defense and given a closer 
consideration to both, we cannot consider the leading features of the ter
rain with reference to their effects, and must therefore confine ourselves 
here to their general character. There are three properties through which 
country and ground influence military activity, namely, as an obstacle to 
approach, as an obstacle to an extensive view and as protection against 
the effect of firearms. All other properties may be traced back to these 
three. 

Unquestionably this threefold influence of ground has a tendency to 
make warfare more diversified, more complicated and more scientific, for 
they are obviously three additional quantities to be taken into account in 
our calculations. . 

A completely level, and completely open, plain, a ground which has 
thus no influence at all, does not exist in reality except in relation to very 
small bodies of troops and in relation to them only for the duration of 
a given moment. When larger bodies are concerned and a longer duration 
of time, the features of the ground begin to influence the- action, and in 
the case of a whole army it is almost inconceivable that even for a single 
moment, such for instance as that of a ,battle, the ground should not have 
an influence upon it. 

This influence, therefore, is practically always present, but it is cer
tainly stronger or weaker according to the nature of the country. 

If we keep in view the great mass of topographical phenomena, we 
shall find that it is chiefly in three ways that a tract of country departs 

Jo8 



COUNTRY AND GROUND 

from the idea of an open, unencumbered plain: first, by the formation of 
the ground, that is, pills and valleys; second, by the existence of woods, 
marshes and lakes as natural features; and last, by such changes as have 
been produced by the hand of man. In all three directions the influence of 
the ground on military operations increases. If we follow these directions 
a certain distance, we get mountain country, country that is little culti
vated and covered with woods and marshes, and highly cultivated country~ 
In all three cases, therefore, war thus becomes more complicated and 
more of an art. 

The influence of cultivation is of course greater or less according to the 
kind of cultivation. It is strongest with the kind usual in Flanders, Hol
stein and other countries in which the land is intersected by many ditches, 
fences, hedges and dykes, interspersed with many single dwellings and 
small copses. 

The conduct of war will thus be easiest in a country which is flat and 
moderately cultivated. This, however, only holds good in quite a general 
sense, and if we leave entirely out of consideration the use which the de
fensive makes of obstacles of ground. 

Each of these three kinds .of ground has its own effect on accessibility, 
facility of observation and cover. 

In a thickly wooded country the obstacle to sight predominates; in a 
mountainous country, the obstacle to approach, and in highly cultivated 
districts both obstacles exist in a moderate degree. 

A thickly wooded country renders a great part of the ground to a certain 
extent impracticable for military movements, because, apart from diffi
culties of approach, the entire lack of facilities for observation does not 
allow use to be made of all the ways of passing through it. This, on the 
one hand, again simplifies the conduct of operations, but, on the other, 
makes it much more difficult. If in such a country it is hardly practicable 
entirely to concentrate our forces for an engagement, yet on the other hand 
they have not to be split up into so many sections as are usual in moun
tains and in districts that are very much intersected. In other words, in 
such a country, the splitting up of our forces is less avoidable, but also 
less considerable. · 

In mountains the obstacles to approach predominate and take effect in 
two ways, either by making it impossible for us to get through except at 
certain points, or by forcing us where we can get. through to move more 
slowly and with greater effort. On this account the elasticity of all move-. 
ments is much diminished in mountains, and all operations take much 
more time. But a mount;;Un ground, as opposed to all others, has the 
further peculiarity that one point commands another. We shall devote the 
following chapter to the discussion of higher ground generally, and .s~all 
here only remark that it is this peculiarity which causes the great splitting 
up of forces in mountainous country, for the points there are not only 
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important in themselves, but also for the influence they have upon other 
points. 

As we have elsewhere observed, all three kinds of country and ground, 
as they tend to an extreme, have the effect of weakening the influence of 
the supreme command upon the result in proportion as the energies of the 
subordinates, down to the common soldier, come out more strongly. The 
greater the splitting up of the forces, and the less possible it becomes to 
keep them under observation, so much th~ more, obviously, each leader is 
left to himself. Certainly as the action becomes more divided, more various, 
and more many-sided, the influence of intelligence will necessarily, on the 
whole, increase, and even the commander-in-chief will be able in such cir
cumstances to show a greater ability than usual. But here again we must 
come back to what we have said before: that in war the sum of the single 
successes is more decisive than the form in which they are connected. If 
we push our present examination to the extreme limit and figure to our
selves a whole army extended in a long line of skirmishers, where each 
soldier is waging his own little battle, more depends upon the sum of the 
single victories than of the form of their connection. For the effectiveness 
of sound plans can only proceed from positive results, not from negative. 
It will therefore in this case be the courage, the skill and the spirit of the 
individual that more than anything else will prove decisive. It is only when 
two armies are equally matched, or the qualities of both are equally bal
anced, that the talent and judgment of the commander again become de
cisive. The consequence is that national armies, and insurgent levies, etc., 
etc., in which at all events the warlike spirit of the individual is usually 
high, though his skill and valor may not be exactly superior, are still able 
to maintain a superiority, when their forces are very widely dispersed and 
when they have the advantage of a ground that is very much intersected. 
But it is only on such ground that they hold out for any length of time, 
because forces of this kind are usually devoid of all the qualities and vir
tues which are indispensable when tolerably large numbers have to act as 
one united body. 

Also in the nature of armed forces there are many gradations between 
one of these extremes and the other, for the very circumstance of being 
engaged in the defense of its own country gives to even a regular standing 
army something of the character of a national army, and makes it more 
suited for acting in small detachments. 

Now the more these qualities and circumstances are wanting in an army 
and the greater they are on the side of its opponent, so much the more 
will it dread being split up into small detachments and the more it will 
avoid broken country. But to avoid such country is seldom a matter of 
choice. We cannot choose a theater of war like a piece of merchandise 
from among several patterns, and thus we find generally that troops which 
naturally fight with advantage in concentrated masses exhaust all their 
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ingen~i~y in trying to carry out this system, as far as possible, in direct 
opposttton to the nature of the country. They must in consequence submit 
to other disadvantages, such as scanty and difficult subsistence, bad quar
ters, and numerous attacks from all sides in an engagement. But the pen
alty of giving up their own special advantage would be much greater. 

These two opposite tendencies, the one to concentration, the other to 
dispersion of forces, prevail more or less according as the natur~ of the 
troops engaged is inclined more to the one side or the other. But however 
decided the tendency, the one side cannot always remain with its forces 
concentrated, neither can the other expect success solely from the efficiency 
it gets from dispersion. Even the French were obliged in Spain to divide 
their forces, and even the Spaniards in the defense of their country by 
means of a national rising were obliged to hazard part of their forces 
on great battlefields. 

Next to the connection whiCh country and ground have with the general, 
and especially with the political, composition of the armed forces, the most 
important is that ·which they have with the relative proportions of the 
three arms in the forces. 

In all countries which are difficult to traverse, whether the obstacles are 
mountains, forests or cultivation,· a numerous cavalry is useless. That is 
obvious. It is just the same with artillery in a wooded country; there may 
easily be no room to use it to full advantage, no roads to bring it up and 
no forage for the horses, For this arm, highly cultivated countries are less 
disadvantageous, and least of all mountains. Both, it is true, afford cover 
against its fire and in that respect they are unfavorable to an arm which 
is pre-eminently effective through its fire. Both. also furnish means. for the 
enemy's infantry frequently to put the unwieldy artillery in jeopardy, as 
infantry can pass anywhere. In neither of them, however, is there in gen
eral any want of space for the use of an numerous artillery, and in moun~ 
tainous countries it bas the great advantage that the slower movements of 
the enemy double its efficiency. . ' . · ... 
· But it is undeniable that on any difficult ground infantry has a decided 
advantage over all other arms, and that on such ground its number may 
considerably exceed the usual proportion. 



CHAPTER XVIII 

HIGHER GROUND 

The word "command" in the art of war has a peculiar charm, and, in 
fact, to this element belongs a very large part, perhaps the larger half, of 
the influences which ground exercises on the use of armed forces. Here 
many of the sacred relics of military erudition have their root, as for in
stance, commanding positions, key positions, strategic maneuvers, and so 
forth. We shall examine the subject as searchingly as we can without pro
lixity, and pass in review the true and the false, reality and exaggeration. 

Every exertion of physical force if made upward is more difficult than 
if made in the opposite direction; consequently it must be so in an en
gagement, and there are three obvious reasons why it is so. First, every 
height may be regarded as an obstacle to approach; second, although the 
range is not perceptibly greater in shooting down from a height, yet, all 
geometrical relations being taken into account, we have a distinctly bettet" 
chance of hitting the mark than in the opposite case; and, third, we have 
the advantage of a better general view. How all these advantages unite in 
an engagement does not concern us here. We combine into one whole the 
sum of the advantages which tactics derives from an elevated position and 
regard it as the first strategical advantage. 

But the first and last of the advantages just enumerated must appear 
once more as advantages in strategy itself, for we march and reconnoiter in 
strategy as well as in tactics. If, therefore, a higher position is an obstacle 
to the approach of those on the lower ground, this is the second strategic 
advantage; and the better command of view which this higher position af
fords is the third advantage which strategy may derive from it. 

Of these elements is composed the power of dominating, overlooking, 
commanding. From these sources springs the feeling of superiority and 
security in him who stands on a mountain ridge and looks down on his 
enemy below, and the feeling of weakness and anxiety in him who is below. 
Perhaps the total impression made is even stronger than it ought to be, 
because the advantage of higher ground strikes the senses more than do 
the circumstances which modify that advantage. Perhaps the impression 
made surpasses that which the truth warrants, in which case this effect of 
imagination must be regarded as a new element which strengthens the 
effect produced by being on higher ground. 

The advantage of great facility of movement, of course, is not absolute, 
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and not always in favor of the side occupying the higher position; it is 
only so when his opponent wishes to attack him; it is not so if the two 
opponents are separated by a great valley, and it is actually in favor of 
the army on the lower ground if both wish to fight in the plain (battle of 
Hohenfriedberg). The command of view, also, has likewise great limita
tions. A wooded country in the valley belmy, and often the very masses 
of the mountains themselves on which we stand obstruct the vision. Count
less are the cases in which we might seek in vain on the spot for those ad~ 
vantages of a position on higher ground which we have chosen on a map; 
and we might often be led to think we had only involved ourselves in all 
the disadvantages which are their opposites. But these limitations and 
conditions do not destroy the superiority which the occupant of the 
higher position possesses alike for defense and for attack. We shall point 
out in a few words how this is the case with each. 

Of the three strategic advantages of higher ground, the greater tactical 
strength, the more difficult approach and the better view, the first two are 
of such a nat1.,1re that they belong really to the defensive only. For it is 
only in holding firmly to a position that we can make use of them, while 

·the assailant in moving cannot take them with him. But the third advan
tage can be made use of by the offensive just as well as by the defensive. 

From this results the importance of higher ground to the defensive, and 
as it can only be gained in a decisive way in mountainous countries, it 
would seem to follow, as a consequence, that the defensive has an im
portant advantage in mountain positions. How it is that, through other 
circumstances, this is not so in reality, we shall show in the chapters (Book 
VI, Chapters 15, 16, 17) on the defense of mountains; .. 

We must first of all make a distinction. If it is merely a question of 
higher ground at a single point, a position,.. for instance, the strategic ad
vantages rather merge in the single tactical one of an advantageous posi
tion. But if, on the other hand, we are thinking of an important tract of 
country, a whole province, for instance, as a regular slope, like the declivity 
of a general watershed, so that we can march for several days and still 
remain on higher ground than the country before us, the strategic advan
tages become greater. We can now use the advantage of the higher 
ground not only in the combination of our forces in a single engagement, 
but also in the combination of several engagements with one another. Thus 
it is with the defensive. 

As regards the offensive, it enjoys to a certain extent the same advan
tages from higher ground as the defensive, because the strategic attack 
does not like the tactical, consist of a single act. The advance of the 
strategic

1

attack is not the continuous movement of a machine; it is made 
in single marches with longer or shorter pauses between, and at each halt
ing point the assailant is just as much on the defensive as his opponent. 

Through the advantage of a better view, a position on higher ground 
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confers on the offensive and the defensive alike a certain kind of efficiency 
for action which we must not omit to notice. It is the facility for acting 
with separate masses. For each portion of a force separately derives from 
higher ground the same advantages as the whole. Consequently, a separate 
corps, be it strong or weak in numbers, is stronger than it would other
wise be, and we can venture to take up a position with less danger than 
we could if we were not in a commanding position. The advantages which 
are to be derived from such separate bodies of troops is a subject for 
another place. · 

If higher ground is combined with other geographical advantages in our 
favor, if the enemy finds himself cramped in his movements from other 
causes, as, for instance, by the proximity of a large river, such disadvan
tages of his position may become quite decisive, so that he cannot soon 
enough extricate himself from them. No army can maintain itself in the 
valley of a great river if it is not in possession of the heights by which 
the valley is formed. 

The possession of higher ground may thus become actual command, 
and we can by no means deny that this idea represents a reality. But 
nevertheless the expressions, "commanding ground," "covering position," 
"key of the country," and so forth, in so far as they are founded on the 
nature of higher ground and lower ground, are usually hollow shells with
out any sound kernel. These imposing elements of theory have been chiefly 
resorted to in order to give a flavor to the seeming commonplaceness of 
military combinations. They have become the darling themes of learned 
soldiers, the magic wands of strategical adepts, and neither .the emptiness 
of these fanciful conceits nor their contradiction by experience has suf
ficed to convince authors and readers that they were here drawing water 
in the leaky vessel of the Danaids. The conditions have been mistaken for 
the thing itself, the instrument for the hand. The occupation of such and 
such a position or tract of country has been looked upon as an exercise of 
power like a thrust or a blow, and the position or tract of country as in 
itself a real quantity. Whereas the former, like the lifting of an arm, is 
nothing, and the latter nothing but a dead instrument, a mere property 
which can only attain reality in an object, a mere sign of plus or minus 
prefixed ,to quantities that are still lacking. This thrust and blow, this 
object, this quantity, is a vict01'ious engagement. That alone really counts, 
that alone can we reckon with and that we must keep constantly in view, 
alike in passing judgment in books and in taking action in the field. 

Consequently, if the number and importance of victorious engagements 
alone are what decide, it is clear that the relation of the two armies and 
their leaders to one another again becomes the first object for considera
tion and that the part played by the influence of the ground can only be a 
subordinate one. 
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CHAPTER I 

OFFENSE AND DEFENSE 

I. CONCEPTION OF DEFENSE 

What is the conception of defense? The warding off of a blow. What then 
is its characteristic sign? The awaiting of this blow. This is the sign which 
makes any act a defensive one, and by this sign alone can defense be dis
tinguished from attack in war. But inasmuch as an absolute defense com
pletely contradicts the conception of war, because there would then be war 
carried on by one side only, it follows that defense in war can only be 
relative, and the above characteristic sign must therefore only be applied to 
the conception as a whole; it must not be extended to all parts of it. A 
partial engagement is defensive if we await the onset, the charge of the 
enemy; a battle is so if we await the attack, that is, the appearance of the 
enemy before our position and within range of our fire; a campaign is 
defensive if we await the entry of the enemy into our theater of war. In 
all these cases the sign of awaiting and warding off belongs to the general 
conception, without any contradiction arising with the conception of war, 
for it may be to our advantage to await the charge against our bayonets, 
or the attack on our position and our theater of war. But as we must return 
the enemy's blows if we are really to carry on war on our side; therefore 
this offensive action in defensive war falls in a certain sense under the 
heading of defense--that is to say, the offensive of which we make use 
falls under the conception of position, or theater of war. We can, therefore, 
in a defensive campaign fight offensively, in a defensive battle we may use 
some divisions for offensive purposes, and lastly, while simply remaining in 
position awaiting the enemy's onslaught, we still send offensive bullets into 
his ranks to meet him. The defensive form in war is therefore not a mere 
shield, but a shield formed of skilfully delivered blows. 

2. ADVANTAGES OF THE DEFENSIVE 

What is the object of defense? To preserve. To preserve is easier than to 
gain; from which it follows at once that the means on both sides being 
supposed equal, defense is easier than attack. But wherein does the greater 
ease of preservation and protection lie? In this, that all time which elapses 
unused falls into the scale in favor of the defender. He reaps where he has 
not sown. Every intermission of the attack, either from erroneous views, 
from fear or from indolence, is in favor of the defender. This advantage 
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saved the state of Prussia from ruin more than once in the Seven Years' 
War. This advantage, which is derived from the conception and object of 
the defensive, lies in the nature of all defense, and in other spheres of life, 
too, particularly in legal business, which bears so much resemblance to war, 
it is expressed by the Latin proverb, beati sunt possidootes. Another ad
vantage arising only from the nature of war is the assistance afforded by 
the lie of the land, and of this the defense has the preferential use. 

Having established these general conceptions we now turn more directly 
to the subject. • 

In tactics every engagement, great or small, is a defensive one if we 
leave the initiative to the enemy, and await his appearance on our front. 
From that moment on we can make use of all offensive means without 
losing the two advantages of defense mentioned above, namely, that of 
awaiting and that of the terrain. In strategy, first of all, the campaign 
takes the place of the battle, and the theater of war that of the position; 
then, later, the whole war takes the place of the campaign, and the whole 
country that of the theater of war, and in both cases the defensive remains 
what it was in tactics. 

It has been observed before in a general way that defense is easier than 
attack. But since the defensive has a negative object, that of preserving, 
and the offensive a positive object, that of conquering, and since the latter 
increases our own war resources, but the preserving does not, we must, in 
order to express ourselves distinctly, say that the defensive form of WIU' 

is in the abstract stronger than the offensive. This is the result we have 
been aiming at; for although it is absolutely natural and has been con
firmed by experience a thousand times, it is still entirely contrary to 
prevalent opinion-a proof of how ideas may be confused by superficial 
writers. 

If the defensive is the stronger form of conducting war, but has a nega
tive object, it is self-evident that we must make use of it only as long 
as our weakness compels us to do so, and that we must give up that form 
as soon as we feel strong enough to aim at the positive object. Now as our 
relative strength is usually improved if we gain a victory through the 
assistance of the defensive, it is therefore, also, the natural course in war 
to begin with the defensive, and to end with the offensiv~. It is therefore 
just as much in contradiction with the conception of war to suppose the 
defensive the ultimate object of the war as it was a contradiction to under
stand passivity to belong not only to the defensive as a whole, but also to 
all the parts of the defensive. In other words: a war in which victories are 
merely used to ward off blows, and where there is no attempt to return the 
blows, would be just as absurd as a battle in which the most absolute de
fense (passivity) should prevail in all measures. 
· Against the correctness of this general view many examples might be 
cited of wars in which the defensive continued to be defensive to the last, 
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and an offensive reaction was never contemplated; but such an objection 
could only be made if we lost sight of the fact that here it is a question of 
a general conception, and that the examples which one might oppose to 
this general conception are all to be regarded as cases in which the possi
bility of offensive reaction had not yet arrived. 

For example, in the Seven Years' Wa·r, at least in the last three years 
of it, Frederick the Great did not think of an offensive. Indeed we even 
believe that he really regarded the offensive in this war only as a better 
means of defending himself; his whole situation ·compelled him to this 
course, and it is natural that a general should have only that in sight 
which is immediately connected with his situation. Nevertheless, we can
not look at this example of a defense on a great scale without supposing 
that the idea of a possible offensive reaction against Austria lay at the 
bottom of it all, and without saying to ourselves that the moment for that 
offensive reaction had merely not yet arrived. The conclusion of peace 
shows that this idea is not without foundation even in this instance; for 
what could have induced the Austrians to make peace except the thought 
that they were not in a condition to make head against the talent of the 
king with their own forces alone; that in any case their efforts had to be 
even greater than heretofore and that the slightest relaxation ofthem would 
probably lead to fresh losses of territory. And, in fact, who can doubt that 
Frederick the Great would have tried to conquer the Austrians again in 
Bohemia and Moravia, if Russia, Sweden and the army of the Holy Roman 
Empire had not diverted his forces? 

Having thus defined the conception of the defensive in its true meaning 
and laid down the limits of defense, we return once more to the assertion 
that the defensive is the stronger form of making war. 

Upon a closer examination and comparison of the offensive and defen
sive, this will appear perfectly plain. But for the present we shall confine 
ourselves to noticing the contradiction in which the opposite view would 
stand with itself and with the results of experience. If the offensive form 
were the stronger, there would be no occasion ever to use the defensive. 
As it has in any case merely a negative object, everyone would necessarily 
want to attack, and the defensive would be an absurdity. On the other 
hand, it is very natural that the higher object should be purchased by 
greater sacrifices. Whoever feels himself strong enough to make use of the 
weaker form may aim at the greater object; whoever sets before himself the 
lesser object can only do so in order to have the benefit of the stronger 
form. If we look to experience, it would probably be something unheard 
of if in the case of two theaters of war the offensive were taken with the 
weaker army and the stronger army were left for the defensive. But if 
everywhere ~d at all times the reverse of this has taken place, it indi
cates plainly that generals, although their own inclination prompts them to 
the offensive still hold the defensive to be the stronger form. In the next 
chapters we ~ust explain some further preliminary points. 



CHAPTER II 

THE RELATIONS OF THE OFFENSIVE AND DEFENSIVE 
TO EACH OTHER IN TACTICS 

First of all we must inquire into the circumstances which lead to victory 
in an engagement. 

Of superiority in numbers, and bravery, discipline or other qualities of 
an army, we say nothing here, because, as a rule, they depend on things 
which lie outside the province of the art of war in the sense in which we 
are now considering it. Besides, they would exercise the same effect in the 
()ffensive and in the defensive. Even the superiority in numbers in general 
.cannot come into consideration here, as the number of troops is likewise 
.a given quantity, and does not depend on the will of the general. These 
things have, furthermore, no particular connection with attack and de
fense. But, apart from these, there are only three other things which ap
pear to us of decisive importance, namely, surprise, advantages of ground and 
.attack from several sides. The surprise produces an effect by opposing to 
the enemy at some particular point a great many more troops than he 
expected. The superiority in numbers in this case is very different from 
the general superiority of numbers; it is the most powerful agent in the 
art of war. The way in which the advantage of ground contributes to the 
victory is in itself quite understandable, and we have only to observe 
that it is not merely a question of obstacles which obstruct the advance of 
an enemy, such as steep grounds, high mountains, marshy streams, hedges, 
etc., but that it is also an advantage of ground if it affords us the oppor
tunity of lining up troops on it without their being seen. Indeed, we may 
say that even from ground which is quite without special features the per
son who knows it derives assistance. The attack from several sides includes 
all tactical turning movements, great and small, and its effects are derived 
partly from the doubled efficiency of fire and partly from the enemy's fear 
of being cut off. 

Now how are the offensive and defensive related to one another with 
respect to these things? 

Having in view the three principles of victory just described, the answer 
to this question is that only a small portion of the first and last of these 
principles is in favor of the offensive, while the greater part of them, and 
·the second principle exclusively, are at the disposal of the defensive. 

The assailant has only the advantage of the actual surprise of the whole . 
320 
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mass with the whole, while the defender is in a condition to surprise in· 
ces~antly, ~roughout the course of the engagement, by the force and form 
wh1ch he giVes to his attacks. 

The assailant has greater facilities than the defensive f~r surroundina 
and cutting off the whole, as the latter is in a fixed position while th~ 
former is in a state of movement with reference to that position. But then 
again this enveloping movement applies only to the whole, for in the course 
of the engagement and for the separate sections an attack from several 
·sides is easier for the defensive than for the offensive, because, as was 
said above, the former is in a better condition to surprise by the force and 
form of his attacks. 

That the defender enjoys to a higher degree the assistance of ground 
is self-evident; while his superiority in surprise by means of the force 
and form of his attacks results from the fact that the assailant is obliged 
to approach by roads and paths where he becomes easy to observe, while 
the defender conceals his position, and, until the decisive moment, remains 
almost invisible to his assailant. Since the right method of defense has be
come general, reconnaissances have gone quite out of fashion, that is to 
say, they have become impossible. Reconnaissances, it is true, are still 
made at times, but they seldom bring back much information. Immense 
as is the advantage of being able to select the ground for the disposition 
of troops, and become perfectly acquainted with it before a battle, plain as 
it is that he (the defender) who lies in wait in such a chosen position can 
much more easily surprise his adversary than can the assailant, yet still to 
this very hour .the old notion has not been discarded that a battle which 
is accepted is half lost. This is due to the old kind of defensive practiced 
twenty years ago, and partly also during the Seven Years' War, when the 
only assistance expected from the terrain was that it should form a front 
which could be penetrated only with difficulty (steep mountain slopes, 
etc.), where the lack of depth in the disposition and the difficulty of moving 
the flanks produced such weakness that_ the armies dodged one another 
from one mountain to another, thereby making things worse and worse. If 
some kind of support had been found on which to rest the wings, then 
everything depended on preventing the army, stretched ()Ut between these 
points, like a piece of work on an embroidery frame, from having a ~ole 
broken in it. The ground occupied possessed a direct value at every pomt, 
and therefore a direct defense was required everywhere. Under such cir
cumstances, a movement or a surprise during the battle was out of the 
question· it was the exact opposite of what constitutes a good defense 
and of ~hat the defense has actually become in modern warfare. 

In reality contempt for the defensive has always been the result of an 
epoch in which a certain style of defense has outlived its day; and this was 
also the case with the method mentioned above, for in times previous to 
the period we refer to that method was actually superior to the offensive. 



322 DEFENSE 

If we follow the development of the modem art of war, we find that in 
the beginning, that is, the Thirty Years' War and the War of the Spanish 
Succession, ~e deployment and disposition of the army was one of the 
most important points in the battle. It was the most important part of the 
plan of the battle. This gave the defender, as a rule, a great advantage, as 
he was already in his position and deployed before the attack could begin. 
As soon as the troops acquired greater capability of maneuvering, this 
advantage ceased, and for a time the superiority passed over to the side 
of the offensive. Then the defensive sought protection behind rivers or deep 
valleys, or on mountains. It thus recovered a decisive advantage and con
tinued to maintain it until the assailant acquired such increased mobility 
and expertness in maneuvering that he could himself venture into broken 
ground and attack in separat~ columns, and therefore was able to turn his 
opponent. This led to a continually increased extension, as a result of 
which, it naturally occurred to the offensive to concentrate at a few points, 
and break through the thin line of the enemy. Thus for a third time the 
offensive gained the superiority, and the defense was again obliged to alter 
its system. This it has done in the most recent wars by keeping its forces 
concentrated in large masses, the greater part not deployed, and, where 
possible, concealed, thus merely taking up a position in readiness to act 
according to the measures of the enemy as soon as they were sufficiently 
revealed. 

This does not exclude entirely a partially passive defense of the ground; 
its advantage is too great to prevent its being used a hundred times in a 
campaign. But this passive defense of the ground is usually no longer the 
main point, the point with which we are here concerned. 

If the offensive should discover some new and powerful method which 
it can bring to its assistance-an event not very ·probable, considering the 
simplicity and inner necessity to which everything has now progressed
then the defense will have again to alter its method. But it will always have 
the assistance of the ground, which will ensure to it in general its natural 
superiority, as the special properties of country and ground now exercise 
a greater influence than ever on warfare. 
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THE RELATIONS OF THE OFFENSIVE AND DEFENSIVE 
TO EACH OTHER IN STRATEGY 

First of all, let us ask the following question again: What are the cir
cumstances which ensure a successful result in strategy? 

In strategy, as we have said before, there is no victory. On the one 
hand, strategic success is the advantageous preparation of the tactical 
victory; the greater this· strategic success, so much the less doubtful the 
victory in the engagement. On the other hand, strategic success lies in mak
ing use of the victory gained. The more events that, after a battle is won, 
strategy, by means of its combinations, can include in the results of it, the 
more it can carry off from the tumbling ruins whose foundations have been 
shattered by the battle; the more it sweeps up in great masses what in the 
battle itself had to be painfully won piece by piece, the grander will be 
its success. Those things which chiefly lead to this success or facilitate it
the leading principles, therefore, of strategic efficiency-are as follows: 

x. The advantage of ground, 
2. Surprise, let it be either in the form of an actual surprise assault or 

by the unexpected disposition of superior forces at certain points. 
3· The attack from several quarters (all these three, e.s in tactics). 
4· The assistance of the theater of war by fortresses, and everything be-

longing to them. 
S· The support of the people. 
6. The utilization of great moral forces. 
Now, what are the relations of offensive and defensive with respect to 

these things? 
The defender has the advantage of ground, the assailant that of the sur

prise attack. This is the case in strategy as well as. in tactics. But con
cerning the surprise, we must observe that it is an infinitely more effective 
and important means in strategy than in tactics. In tactics, a surprise 
seldom reaches the level of a great victory, while in strategy it has often 
finished the whole war at one stroke. But we must observe again that the 
advantageous use of this means presupposes some great and rare, as well 
as decisive, errors committed by the adversary. Therefore, it does not alter 
the balance much in favor of the offensive. 

The surprise of the enemy, by placing superior forces in position at cer
tain points, has again a great resemblance to the analogous case in tactics. 
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If the defender were compelled to distribute his forces upon several points 
of approach to his theater of war, then the assailant would have plainly the 
advantage of being able to fall upon one point with all his weight. But 
here also the new art of defense has imperceptibly brought about new 
principles by means of a different procedure. If the defender does not ap
prehend that the enemy, by making use of an undefended road, will throw 
himself upon some important .magazine or depot, or on some unprepared 
fortress, or on the capital, and if he is not on that account obliged to oppose 
the enemy on the very road he has chosen, because otherwise he would 
have his retreat cut off, then there are no grounds for dividing his forces. 
For if the assailant chooses a different road from that on which the de
fender happens to be, then some days later, the latter can still with his 
whole force seek him out on that road; indeed, he may in most cases even 
be sure that he will himself have the honor of being sought out by his 
opponent. If the latter is obliged himself to advance with his forces in 
separate columns, which is often almost unavoidable on account of sub
sistence, then plainly the defensive has the advantage of being able to fall 
with his entire force upon one part of the enemy. 

In strategy, attacks in flank and rear, which there have reference to the 
sides and reverse of the theater of war, greatly change their character. 

I. There is no briDging the enemy under two fires, because we cannot 
fire from one end of a theater of war to the other. 

2. The apprehension of losing the line of retreat is very much weaker, 
for the spaces in strategy are so great that they cannot be barred as 
in tactics. 

3· In strategy, on account of the greater space involved, the effective
ness of interior, that is of shorter, lines is much more considerable, 
and this forms a great countercheck against attacks from several di
rections. 

4· A new principle makes its appearance in the sensitiveness of the lines 
of communication, that is, in the effect which is produced by merely 
interrupting them. 

Now it is natural no doubt, that on account of the greater spaces in 
strategy, the enveloping attack, or the attack from several sides, is only 
possible as a rule for the side which has the initiative, that is, the offensive, 
and that the defender is not in a condition, as he is in tactics, to tum the 
tables on the enemy, in the course of the action, by surrounding him. He 
cannot do this because he is neither able to draw up his forces in such 
comparative depth nor to conceal them so well. But, then, of what use to 
the assailant is the facility of enveloping, if its advantages are not forth
coming? Consequently, in strategy we could not bring forward the envelop
ing attack as likely to have any success at all, if its influence on the lines of 
communication did not come into consideration. But this factor is seldom 
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great at the first moment,. when attack and defense meet each other and 
are still opposed to each other in their original position. It only becomes 
great as a campaign advances, if the offensive in the enemy's country 
gradually becomes a defensive. Then the lines of communication of this 
new defender become weak, and the party originally on the defensive, in 
assuming the offensive, can derive advantage from this weakness. But who 
does not see that this superiority of the offensive is not to be attribu~d to 
it as a general thing? In reality it has been created by the superior situa
tion of the defensive. 

The fourth principle, the assistance of the theater of war, is naturally an 
advantage on the side of the defensive. If the attacking army opens the 
campaign, it breaks away from its own theater, and is thus weakened, that 
is, it leaves fortresses and depots of all kinds behind it. The greater the 
sphere of operations which it has to traverse, the more the attacking army 
will be weakened (by marches and garrisons) ; the defending army con
tinues to keep up its connection with everything; that is, it enjoys the 
support of its fortresses, is not weakened in any way and is near to its 
sources of supply. 

The support of the people, as a fifth principle, is not, it is ,true, to be 
had in every defense, for a defensive campaign may be carried on in the 
enemy's country, but still this principle is only derived from the idea of the 
defensive, and finds its application in the great majority of cases. More
over, by this is meant chiefly, although not exclusively, the operation of 
a general levy, and even of a national rising. Another advantage of this is 
that all friction is diminished, and that all sources of supply are nearer and 
flow more abundantly. ' 

The campaign of 1812 gives as in a magnifying glass a very clear illus
tration of the effectiveness of the means specified under principles three and 
four. A half million men passed the Niemen, 12o,ooo fought at Borodino, 
and still fewer reached Moscow. 

We may say that the effect itself of this stupendous attempt was so 
great that even if the Russians had not followed up with any offensive at 
all, they would still have been secure from any fresh attempt at invasion 
for a considerable time. It is true that with the exception of Sweden there 
is no country in Europe which is in a position similar to that of Russia, 
but the efficient principle is always the same, the only distinction being in 
the greater or less degree of its strength. 

If we add to the fourth and fifth principles, the consideration that these 
forces of the defensive belong to the original defensive, that is, the de
fensive carried on in our own soil, and that they are much weaker if the 
defense takes place in an enemy's country and is mixed up with offensive 
undertakings, then from that a new disadvantage f~r the _off~nsive is de
rived, much the same as above, in respect to the th1rd pnnc1ple. For the 
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offensive is just as little composed entirely of active elements as the 
defensive of mere warding off blows. Indeed every attack which does not 
lead directly to peace must inevitably end in a defensive. 

Now, if all defensive elements which are brought into use in the attack 
are weakened by its nature, that is, by belonging to the attack, then it 
must also be considered as a general disadvantage of the offensive. . 

This is so far from being an idle subtlety that, on the contrary, we 
should rather say that in it lies the chief disadvantage of the offensive in 
general. Therefore, in every plan for a strategic attack, most particular 
attention ought to be directed from the very beginning to this point, that 
is, to the defensive, which will follow. This we ~all see tnore plainly when 
we come to the book on the "Plan of War." 

The great moral forces which at times saturate the elemental violence of 
war, like a spontaneous ferment, which, therefore, the commander can use 
in certain cases to assist the other means at his disposal, may be assumed 
to exist as much on the side of the defensive as. of the offensive; at least 
those which are more especially in favor of the attack-such as-confusion 
and disorder in the enemy's ranks--do not generally appear until after the 
decisive stroke is delivered, and consequently seldom help to influence it. 

We think we have now sufficiently established our proposition, that tke 
defensive is a stronger form of war titan the offensive; but there still re
mains to be mentioned one small factor hitherto unnoticed. It is the cour
age-the feeling of superiority in an army~which springs from a con
sciousness of belonging to the attacking party. The thing is in itself a fact, 
but the feeling very soon merges into the more general and more powerful 
one which is imparted to an army by victory or defeat, by the talent or 
incapacity of its general. 
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CONVERGENCE OF ATTACK AND DIVERGENCE OF DEFENSE 

These two conceptions, these forms in the use of offensive and defensive, 
appear so frequently in theory and in practice that the imagination is in
voluntarily disposed to look upon them as forms inherent in attack and 
defense. This, however, as the slightest reflection shows, is not really the 
case. We take, therefore, the earliest opportunity of examining them, in 
order to obtain, once for all, clear ideas respecting them, and, in proceeding 
with our consideration of the relations of attack and defense, to set these 
conceptions aside altogether and not have our attention forever distracted 
by the appearance of advantage or disadvantage which they cast upon 
things. We treat them here as pure abstractions, extract the conception. of 
them like an essence and reserve till later our remarks on the 'part this 
plays in practice. · 

The defender, both in tactics and in strategy, is conceived as awaiting 
the enemy, and so, as standing still; the assailant, as being in movement, 
and in movement having relation to that standing still. It necessarily 
follows from this that turning and enveloping lie wholly in the discretion 
of the assailant, so long, that is, as he continues to move and the defender 
to stand still. This freedom in the choice of the mode of attack, whether it 
shall be convergent or not, according as it is advantageous or otherwise, 
would have to be reckoned as a general advantage to the offensive. But this 
choice is free only in tactics, and not always in strategy. In 6e for-mer, 
the points on which the wings rest hardly ever afford absolute security, 
but they very frequently do in strategy, if the front t:> be defended 
stretches in a straight line from one sea to another, or from one neutral 
territory to another. In such cases the attack cannot be made in a con
vergent form, and the freedom of choice is limited. It is limited in a still 
more embarrassing manner if the assailant is obliged to operate on con
verging lines. France and Russia cannot attack Germany in any other 
way than on converging lines; therefore they cannot attack with their 
forces united. Now if we might assume that the convergent form in the 
operation of forces is in most cases the weaker, the advantage which the 
assailant possesses in his greater freedom of choice would probably be 
completely outweighed by the fact that in other cases be is compelled to 
use the weaker form. 
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We shall now examine more closely the operation of these forms both 
in strategy and in tactics. 

It has been t:onsidered one of the chief advantages of giving a converg
ing direction to forces, that is, in operating from the circumference of a 
circle toward its center, that the farther the forces advance, the more they 
concentrate. The fact is true but not the supposed advantage, for the 
concentration occurs on both sides, and the equilibrium, therefore, is 
maintained. The same is the case with the dispersion in a diverging opera
tion. 

But another and real advantage is that . forces moving on converging 
lines operate toward a common point, while those moving on diverging 
lines do not. Now what are the advantages of these two ways of operating? 
To answer this we must separate tactics from strategy. 
· ·we do not want to push the analysis too far and we therefore give the 
following points as the advantages of these modes of operation in tactics: 

I. A doubled or, at all events, an increased, effect of fire, as soon, that 
is, as the concentration .has reached a certain point. 

2. Attack on one and the same section from several sides. 
3· The cutting off of the retreat. 
The cutting off of the retreat may also be conceived strategically, but 

it is obviously much more difficult because great spaces are not easily 
blocked. The attack on one and the same. section from several sides in 
general becomes the more effective and decisive, the smaller this section 
is and the more nearly it is conceived as approaching the extreme limit, 
that is, the single combatant. An army can easily give battle on several 
sides at the same time, a division less easily, a battalion only if formed in 
mass, and a single man not at all. Now strategy has for its province large 
masses, spaces and periods of time, while with tactics it is just the reverse. 
From this it follows that the attack from several sides in strategy cannot 
have the same results as in tactics. 

The effect of fire is something quite outside the scope of strategy, but its 
place is there taken by something else. It is that insecurity of its base which 
every army more or less feels if there is a victorious enemy in its rear, 
whether near or far off. 

It is, therefore, certain that the convergent mode of operating has an 
advantage in the fact that in operating against a the forces are at the same 
time operating against b, without on that account operating less strongly 
against a, and that in operating against b they are also operating at the same 
time against a. The total effect, therefore, is greater than the sum of what 
the effects on a and b would have been had the operation not been con
vergent. This advantage arises both in tactics and in strategy, though in 
a somewhat different way in each. 

Now in the divergent mode of operating, what is there to set against this 
advantage? Obviously the fact of having the forces in closer proximity to 
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one another and of moving on interior lines. It is not necessary to demon
strate bow this can increase the effectiveness of the forces to such an 
extent that without a great superiority of force the assailant dare not 
expose himself to this disadvantage. 

Once the defender has decided to move-which he does later, it is true~ 
than the assailant but always in time to break the fetters of paralyzing in
action-this advantage of greater concentration and interior . lines be
comes a very decisive one and one usually more effective toward gaining 
the victory than the convergent form of the attack. Victory, however, must 
come before its result can be achieved; we must conquer before we can 
think of cutting off the enemy's retreat. In short, we see that there is here 
a relation similar to that which exists between attack and defense gener
ally. The convergent form leads to brilliant results, but those of the 
divergent form are surer. The former is the weaker form but has a more 
positive, that is, a more effective, object; the latter is a stronger form 
but has a negative object. In this way the two forms, it seems to us, have 
been brought into a sort of fluctuating equilibrium. If we now add to this 
the fact that the defense, because it is not everywhere an absolute defense, 
that is, defense and nothing else, can also itself on occasion avail itself of 
convergently directed forces, we shall at least no longer have the right to 
believe that this mode of operati~g is in itself sufficient to assure to the 
attack a quite universal advantage over the defense, and we shall. set our
selves free from the influence that this sort of idea at every opportunity is 
wont to exercise upon our judgment. 

What we have said so far applied both to tactics and strategy. We must 
now raise an extremely important point which concerns strategy alone. 
The advantage of interior lines increases with the spaces to which those 
lines relate. With distances of a few thousand paces or a mile or two, the 
time gained can naturally not be so great as with distances of several days• 
march, or, indeed, of a hundred or a hundred and fifty miles; the former, 
that is, the smaller, distances concern tactics, the greater ones, strategy. 
Now though we certainly ~n strategy need more time to reach our object 
than we do in tactics, and an army is not so quickly defeated as a battalion, 
still these periods of time in strategy only increase up to a certain point, 
namely, up to the duration of a battle or at most the couple of days or so 
for which a battle may be avoided without serious loss. Further, there is 
still a much greater difference in the actual start we get of the enemy in 
the one case and in the other. With the small distances of tactics, the 
movements of the one side in a battle take place almost under the eyes of 
the other, and the ar.my standing on the exterior line will therefore 
usually be quickly aware of the movements of its adversary. With the 
long distances of strategy it very rarely indeed happens that a 
movement of one army should not remain concealed from the other for at 
least a day, and there are cases enough in which, if the movement involved 
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only. a part of the army and consisted in the despatch of a considerable 
detachment, .this has remained concealed for weeks. It is easy to see how 

· great is the advantage of .concealment to that side which, from the nature 
of its position, is most capable of making use of it. 

We here close our ·discussion of the convergent and divergent modes of 
operating with our forces and their relation to attack and defense, propos
ing in both cases to come back again to the subject. 



CHAPTER V 

CHARACTER OF THE STRATEGIC DEFENSIVE 

It has already been stated what defense is. It is nothing but a stronger 
form of the conduct of war, by means of which we intend to gain the 
victory in order, after superiority has been gained, to pass over to attack, 
that is to say, to the positive object of war. 

Even if the intention of war is only the maintenance of the status quo, 
. still the mere parrying of a blow is something contrary to the idea of war, 
because warfare is unquestionably no passive endurance. If the d~fender 
has gained an important advantage, defense has done its part, and under 
the protection of this advantage he must return the blow if he does not 
want to expose himself to certain ruin. Common sense demands that we 
should strike while the iron is hot, that we should use the advantage we 
have gained to prevent a second attack. How, when and where this reaction 
is to begin is, of course, subject to many other conditions which can only 
later be fully explained. Here we confine ourselves to saying that this 
transition to the counter-blow must be considered as a natural tendency 
of the defensive, therefore an essential element of it, and that in all cases 
in which a victory won by the defensive forin · has not been turned to 
account in some way in the military economy, but allowed, so to speak, to 
wither away unused, a great blunder is being committed. 

A swift and vigorous transition to attack-the flashing sword of venge
ance-is the most brilliant point of the defensive. He who does not bear 
this in mind from the first, who does not from the first include it in his 
conception of defense, will never understand the superiority of the defen
sive. He will be forever thinking only of the means which are being lost 
to the enemy by the attack and gained by himself, which means, however, 
depend not on how we start a battle but how we finish it. Further, it is a 
gross confusion of ideas if by attack a sudden onset is always to be under
stood, and by defense nothing is suggested but embarrassment and confu
sion. 

It is true that a conqueror makes his decision to go to war sooner than 
does the innocent defender, and if he knows how to keep his measures 
properly secret, he may also perhaps take the defender unawares; but 
that is something quite foreign to war itself, for it ought not to be so. War 
comes into being more for the benefit of the defender than for that of the 
conqueror for not till the invasion has called forth the defense does war 
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begin. A conqueror is always a lover of peace (as Bonaparte constantly 
.asserted of himself) ; he would like to make his entry into our state un
-opposed. In order to prevent this, we must choose war, and thus also make 
our preparations beforehand. In other words, it is just the weak, the side 
that must defend itself, which should always be armed in order not to be 
taken by surprise. So the art of war will have it. 

The appearance of one side sooner than the other in the theater of war 
depends, moreover, in most cases on things qui~e different from offensive 
-or defensive intentions. These intentions, therefore, are not the cause but 
often the result of it. Whoever is ready first, if the advantage of surp~;ise is 
.sufficiently great, goes to work. offensively for this reason, and he who is 
ready last can only in some measure, by the advantages of the defensive, 
make up for the disadvantage which threatens him. 

At the same time it must be looked upon in general as an advantage for 
the offensive that .it can make that good, use of being ready first which 
bas already been recognized in Book III; only this general advantage is 
not a necessary element in every individual case. · 

If, therefore, .we picture to ourselves a defensive as it ·should be; it 
includes the greatest possible preparation of all means, an army inured to 
war, a general who awaits his adversary not in anxiety from a feeling of 
uncertainty, but from free choice, a cool presence of mind, fortresses which 
do not dread a siege and, lastly, a healthy people who fear the. enemy as 
little as he fears them. So provided, defense, confronted with attack, will 
no longer play so poor a part, and attack will no longer seem so easy and 
infallible as it does to the vague imagination of those who can only see in 
the offensive courage, strength of will and movement; in the defensive 
helplessness and apathy. 



CHAPTER VI 

EXTENT OF THE MEANS OF DEFENSE 

We have shown in the second and third chapters of this book how the 
defense has a natural advantage in the employment of those things which
apart from the absolute strength and the quality of the military forces
determine tactical as well as strategic success, namely, advantage of 
ground, surptise, attack from several sides, assistance of the theater of 
war, support of the people and utilization of great moral forces. We think 
it may be useful if here we glance once more at the extent of the means 
which are more especially at the disposal of the defender and which are 
to be regarded as the various orders of columns in his edifice. 

' 
I. LANDWEHR (MILITIA) 

This force has also been used in modern times abroad for attack on an 
enemy country, and it. is not to be denied that its organization in many 
states, for instance in Prussia, is of such· a kind that it must almost be 
regarded as part of the standing army, and that, ·therefore .it does not be
long to the defensive exclusively. At the same time we must not overlook 
the fact that the very vigorous use made of it in 1813, 1814 and 1815 was 
the result of a defensive. war; that it is organized in very few places to the 
same degree as in Prussia, and in so far as its organization falls below the 
level of complete efficiency,. it is necessarily better suited for the defensive 
than for the offensive. But, besides that, there always lies in the idea of a 
Landwehr the notion of a very extensive more or less voluntary co-opera
tion of the whole mass of the people in support of the war, with their 

· physical powers, their possessions and their convictions. The more its 
organization deviates from this type, so much the more will the force thus 
created be a standing army under another name, and the more it will 
have the advantages of such a force; but it will also lose in proportion the 
advantages of a real Landwehr, which is a store of strength much wider in 
its extent, much less narrowly limited in its scope and much more easily 
increased by appeals to national spirit and patriotism. It is in these things 
that the essence of a Landwehr consists. In the lines of its organization 
room must be left for the co-operation of the whole people, or in expecting 
any notable service from it, we are following a mere phantom. 

But the close relation between the essence of a Landwehr and the idea of 
defense is unmistakable, and equally unmistakable is the fact that such a 
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Landwehr will always belong more to defense than to attack and will mani
fest chiefly in defense those effects through which it is superior- to the 
attack. 

2. FORTRESSES 

The assistance derived by the assailant from fortresses is confined to 
those lying close to the frontier and is but slight. That derived by the 
defense strikes deeper into the country, thus bringing more fortresses into 
operation, and this operation is of an incomparably greater intensive 
strength. A fortress which is the object of a siege and can hold out against 
it naturally throws a much greater weight into the scales of war than one 
which by the strength of its works merely forbids the idea of its capture 
and which, therefore, neither occupies nor destroys any of the enemy's 
forces. 

3· THE PEOPLE 

Although the influence of a single inhabitant of the theater of war on 
the course of the war in most cases is not more perceptible than the co
operation of a drop of water in a whole river, still even in cases where 
there is no such thing as a general rising of the people, the total influence 
which the inhabitants of a country have on a war is anything but insigni
ficant. Everything works more easily in our own country, provided there 
is nothing in the feeling of the subjects to prevent this. No contributions 
great or small are made to the enemy except under the c:>mpulsion of open 
violence, which must be exerted by the troops and costs them dear in 
force and effort. The defender gets all this, even if not always freely offered, 
as in cases of enthusiastic devotion, still through the long practiced habits 
of a civil obedience which has become a second nature to the inhabitants 
and, further, is kept alive by other means of inspiring fear and exerting 
compulsion which do not proceed from the army and have nothing to do 
with it. But the voluntary co-operation which proceeds from genuine 
loyalty is also in all cases very important, since it never fails in any 
point that demands no sacrifices. We shall only single out one such point, 
which is of great importance for the conduct of war: 'that is intelligence, 
not so m•1ch the special, great, important pieces of intelligence that espio
nage gives, as that concerning the innumerable little uncertainties which 
attend the daily service of an army and with regard to which an under
standing with the inhabitants gives the defenders a general advantage. 

Now if we ascend from these quite general and never failing relations 
to the exceptional cases in which the population begins to take part in the 
struggle, and then further, up to the highest degree, where, as in Spain, the 
war, as regards its leading events, is chiefly a war carried on by the people 
themselves, we realize that here we have not merely an intensified form 
of popular co-operation but really new force, and that, therefore ' 
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4· THE NATIONAL RISING 

or national call to arms may be cited as a special means of defense. 

5· ALLIES 

Finally, we may further reckon allies as the last support of the defen
sive. Naturally we cannot mean thereby ordinary allies, which the assailant 
may likewise have; we speak of those essentially interested in maintain~ng 
a country's integrity. If, for instance, we look at the various states com
posing Europe at the present time, we find-without speaking of a system
atically regulated balance of power and interests such as does not exist 
and therefore is often with justice disputed-that still unquestionably the 
interests, great and small, of states and nations are interwoven with one 
another in a most complicated and changeable manner. Each point at which 
they cross forms a strengthening knot, for in it the tendency of the one 
counterbalances the tendency of the other. By means of all these knots, 
therefore, a more or less 'close inter-connection of the whole is created and 
for any change to take place this inter-connection must be partially over
come. In this way the sum total of the relations of all the states to one 
another serves rather to maintain the status quo of the whole than to 
introduce changes in it, that is to say, that in general the course of events 
tends to the maintenance of the status quo. 

Thus, we believe, must the idea of a balance of power be conceived, and 
in this sense such a balance will always spontaneously arise wherever 
several civilized states have many points of contact. · 

How effective the tendency of these collective interests toward the 
maintenance of the existing condition may be is another question. We can, 
indeed, conceive changes in the relations of individual states to one another 
which promote this effectiveness of the whole, and others which obstruct it. 
In the former case they are efforts to strengthen the political balance, and 
as these have the same tendency as the collective interests, they will also 
have the majority of these interests on their side. In the latter case, how
ever, they are abnormalities, excessive activity of individual parts, real 
diseases. That these should occur in a whole so feebly bound together as 
the multitude of greater and smaller states is not to be wondered at. After 
all, they occur in the marvelously ordered organic whole of all living 
nature. 

If, therefore, we are reminded of the cases in history in which single 
states have been able to effect important changes solely for their own 
advantage, without even so much as an attempt having been made by 
the whole to prevent them, and, indeed, of cases in which a single state 
has been in the position to raise itself so much above the rest as to become 
the almost absolute arbiter of the whole, our answer is that these cases iD 
no way prove that the tendency of the collective interests to the main .. 
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tenance of the status quo does not exist, but only that their effectiveness at 
the moment was inadequate. Effort toward an object is not the same thing 
as motion toward it. But it is by no means a nullity on that account, a 
truth of which the dynamics of the heavens afford the best illustration. 

When we say that the tendency of equilibrium is the maintenance of 
the existing condition, we certainly assume that in this condition rest, that 
is, equilibrium, existed. For where this has already been disturbed and a 
tension already been introduced, the tendency of equilibrium may also, cer
tainly, be directed toward a change. But if we regard the nature of the thing, 
this change can never affect more than a few single states, and never, there
fore, the majority of them. It is certain then that this majority sees its main
tenance always represented and assured by the collective interests of all, 
certain also that each single state, which is not in the position of finding 
itself already in tension against the whole, will have more interests in its 
favor than against it in defending itself. 

Whoever laughs at these reflections as utopian dreams does so at the 
expense of philosophical truth. Although the latter teaches us to recognize 
the relations in which the essential component parts of things stand to 
one another, it would certainly be rash to expect to deduce from them 
laws by which each individual case could be governed, without regard to 
any accidental disturbing influences. But when a person, in the words of a 
great writer, "never rises above anecdote," builds all history on it, begins 
always with the most individual points, with the climaxes of events; when 
he never goes deeper than just so far as he has cause, and thus never 
reaches the deepest foundation of existing general relations-such a per
son's opinion will never have value beyond a single case, and for him, 
certainly, what philosophy settles for the generality of cases will only 
appear a dream. 

Without that general tendency toward rest and the maintenance of the 
existing state of things, a number of civilized states would never be able 
to exist for a long time side by side; they would necessarily have to fuse 
into one. Therefore, as the Europe of today has existed in this form for 
over a thousand years, we can only ascribe this result to that power of the 
collective interests which makes for stability. If the protection of the whole 
has not always been adequate to the maintenance of each single state, such 
exceptions are irregularities in the life of the whole, which, however, have 
not destroyed that life but have been overmastered by it. 

It would be very superfluous to run through the mass of events in which 
changes which disturbed too much the balance of power have been either 
prevented or reversed, by the more or less open opposition of the other 
states. The most cursory glance at history reveals them. Of one case only 
shall we speak because it is always on the lips of those who ridicule the 
idea of political balance and because it seems to be quite peculiarly in 
place here, as an instance in which an unoffending state acting on the 
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defensive perished without receiving any foreign aid. We allude to Poland. 
That a state of eight million inhabitants should disappear, should be 
divided among three others without a sword being drawn by any of the 
rest of the European states, appears at first sight a case which would either 
sufficiently prove the general ineffectiveness of the political balance or at 
least show how little it could do in individual instances. That a state of 
such extent should disappear and become the prey of others, which were 
already among the most powerful (Russia and Austria), seemed to be a 
case of the most extreme kind. And if such a case could not rouse the 
collective interests of the whole commonwealth of states, then the efficacy 
which these collective interests should have for the maintenance of indi
vidual states is to be regarded as imaginary. But we still maintain that a 
single instance, however striking, proves nothing against the general truth~ 
and we furthermore assert that the downfall of Poland is also not so 
unintelligible as it seems. For was Poland really to be regarded as a 
European state, as a homogeneous member of the European commonwealth 
of states? No! It was a Tartar state, which, instead of being located on 
the borders of the European political world, like the Tartars of the Crimea 
on the Black Sea, lay in their midst on the Vistula. We neither desire by 
this to speak disrespectfully of the Polish people nor to justify the partition 
of their country, but only to see things as they are. For a hundred years 
this state had fundamentally ceased to play any independent political 
part; it had merely become the apple of discord for other states. In its 
condition and with its constitution it could not in the long run maintain its 
existence among them. But any essential change in this Tartar condition 
could not have been the work of less than a half, or even of a whole, 
century, even if the leaders of this people had been willing to attempt it. 
But these men were themselves much too thorough Tartars to desire it. 
Their turbulent politics and their immeasurable frivolity went hand in 
hand, and so they staggered into the abyss. Long before the partition of 
Poland, the Russians had become quite at home there. The idea of an 
independent state with boundaries of its own had absolutely ceased to 
exist, and nothing is more certain than that if it had not been parti
tioned, Poland must have become a Russian province. If this had not been 
so, and if Poland bacl been a state capable of putting up a defense, the three 
powers would not so readily have proceeded to its partition, and those 
powers most interested in maintaining its integrity, like France, Sweden 
and Turkey, would have been able to co-operate in a very different manner 
toward its preservation. But if the preservation of a state is entirely 
dependent on external support, that certainly is asking too much. 

Over a hundred years before, the partition of Poland had several times 
been talked of, and, ever since, the country had been not so much like 
a private bouse as like a public road on which foreign armies were conA 
tinually jostling one another. Was it the duty of the other states to prevent 
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this? Were they constantly to keep the sword drawn to protect the political 
sanctity of the Polish frontiers? That meant to ask a moral impossibility. 
Poland was at that time politically not much more than an uninhabited 
steppe, and impossible as it would have been to be always protecting this 
defenseless steppe from the attacks of the other states among which it 
lay, the integrity of this so-called state could not be guaranteed. On all 
these grounds the noiseless downfall of Poland is as little to be wondered 
at as the silent downfall of the Crimean Tartars. The Turks had a greater 
interest in preserving the latter than had any European state in preserving 
the independence of Poland, but they saw that it would be a vain effort 
to try to protect a defenseless steppe. 

We return to our subject, and think we have proved that the defender in 
general can count more on foreign aid than can the assailant. He may 
reckon the more certainly on it in proportion as his existence is of im
portance to others, that is to say, the sounder and more powerful is his 
political and military condition. 

Of course the subjects which have been here enumerated as means 
properly belonging to the defensive will not be at the command of each 
particular defensive. Sometimes one, sometimes another, may be wanting, 
but they all belong to the idea of the defensive as a whole. 



CHAPTER VII 

RECIPROCAL ACTION AND REACTION OF ATTACK AND 
DEFENSE 

We shall now consider attack and defense separately, as far as they can 
be separated from each other. We begin with the defensive for the follol"ing 
reasons: It is certainly very natural and necessary to base the rules for 
the defense upon those of the offensive, and vice versa; but one of the two 
must still have a third point of departure, if the whole chain of ideas is to 
have a beginning, that is, to become possible. The first question concerns 
this point. 

If we reflect philosophically how war arises, the conception of war does 
not properly arise with the offensive, because this bas for its .absolute 
object not so much combat as the taking possession of something. It first 
arises with the defensive, for this bas combat for its direct object, warding 
off and combat being obviously one and the same thing. The warding off 
is directed entirely against the attack, and therefore necessarily presup
poses it; but the attack is not directed against the warding off, but upon 
something else--the taking possession of something, and consequently 
does not presuppose the warding off. It is therefore natural that he who 
first brings the element of war into the action, he from whose point of 
view two opposite parties are first conceived, also establishes the first laws 
for the war, and that he is the defender. We are not speaking of any indi
vidual case; we are only dealing with a general, an abstract, case, which 
theory postulates in order to determine the course it is to take. 

We now know where to look for the fixed point, outside of the recipro
cal action of attack and defense, and we find that it lies in the defense. 

If this deduction is correct, it must afford determining reasons for the 
defender even when as yet he knows nothing of what the assailant means 
to do, and further, these determining reasons must decide the disposition 
of his means of combat. On the other hand, for the assailant, so long as he 
knew nothing of his opponent, it would afford no determining reasons for 
his procedure and the employment of his means of combat. He would 
necessarily be unable to do anything but take these means with him, that 
is, take possession by means of his army. And so it is in fact. For to 
provide the means of combat is one thing, to use them is another, and 
the assailant who takes them with him on the perfectly general assumption 
that be will need them, and who, instead of taking possession of the country 
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with commissaries and proclamations, does so with armies, has not yet, 
properly speaking, committed any positive act of war. It is the defender, 
who not merely assembles his means of combat but also disposes them for 
combat as he proposes to conduct the war, who is the first to practice an 
activity which the conception of war really fits. 

The second question now is: Of what kind, theoretically, can the de
termining reasons be which arise in the mind of the defender first, before the 
attack itself has been thought of? Obviously, it is the advance to take 
possession, which is theoretically extraneous to the war but which provides 
the fotJndation for ~e first rules. for military action. The defense has to 
oppose this advance, which must therefore be thought of in relation to the 
country, and thus arise the first and most general determining factors for 
the defense. Once these are established, the attack is framed to meet them, 
and from the consideration of the means which it employs, new principles 
for the defense are derived. We now get the reciprocal action which theory 
in its investigation can continue to follow as long as it finds the new results 
accruing worth its consideration. 

This short analysis was necessary in order to give more clarity and 
solidity to all our future discussions. This kind of thing is not made for 
the field of battle nor for future generals, but for the host of theorists who 
have so far treated the subject altogether too lightly. 



CHAPTER VIII 

METHODS OF RESISTANCE 

The conception of defense is warding off; in this warding off lies an 
awaiting, and this awaiting we have taken as the chief characteristic of 
the defense, and at the same time as its principal advantage. ' 

But as defense in war cannot be a mere endurance, so the awaiting can
not be an absolute state but only a relative one. The thing to which it is 
relative is, as regards space, the country or the theater of war, or the 
position, and as regards time, the war, the campaign or the battle. That 
these things are not immutable units, but only the centers of regions which 
overlap and get blended together, we know; but in practical life we must 
often be content to divide things into groups without rigidly separating 
them, and these conceptions have in practical life itself acquired sufficient 
definiteness to enable us conveniently to group our other ideas around 
them. 

A defense of a country, therefore, only awaits, an attack on the country; 
a defense of a theater of war awaits an attack on the position. Every 
positive activity, and consequently every activity more or less in the 
nature of an attack, which defense uses after this moment of awaiting has 
passed, will not invalidate our conception of defense, for its chief dis
tinguishing mark and its chief advantage, namely, the awaiting has been 
present. 

The conceptions of war, campaign and battle with regard to time are 
coupled, respectively, with the conceptions of country; theater of war and 
position, and on that account they have the same relation to our subject. 

Defense, therefore, consists of two heterogeneous parts, that of awaiting 
and that of acting. By relating the former to a definite object and there
fore giving it precedence of action, we have made it possible to unite them 
both in one whole. An act of defense, especially a long one, such as a 
campaign or a whole war, will not, as regards time, consist of two great 
halves, the first of nothing but awaiting, the second of nothing but acting, 
but of an alternation of these two states, in which awaiting may run like 
a continuous thread through the whole act of defense. 

We attach so much importance to this awaiting simply because the 
nature of the subject demands it. In previous theories it has certainly 
never been put forward as an independent conception, but in the practical 
world it has constantly, though often unconsciously, served as a guiding 
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thread. It is such a fundamental part of the whole act of war that the one 
without the other seems scarcely possible; and consequently in what fol
lows we shall often come back to it by calling attention to its effects in 
the dynamic play of forces. 

For the present we shall occupy ourselves in making it clear how the 
principle of awaiting permeates the act of defense and what successive 
stages in the defense itself spring from it. _ 

In order to fix our ideas on the simpler subject, we shall defer the 
defense of a country,. a subject in which political circumstances are more · 
diversified and have a stronger influence, until Book VIII, "Plan of a 
War." On the other hand, the act of defense in a position or a battle is a 
matter of tactics and only as a whole forms a starting point for strategical 
activity. The defense of a theater of war will consequently be the subject 
on which we shall best be able to exhibit the conditions of defense. 

We have said that awaiting and action-which last is always a counter
stroke and therefore a reaction-are both essential parts of defense, for 
without the former there would be no defense, and without the latter no 
war. This view has earlier led us to the idea of the defensive being nothing 
but the stronger form of the conduct of war enabling us to conquer the ad
versary the more surely. This idea we must adhere to firmly, partly be
cause in the last instance it alone saves us from absurdity, partly because 
the more vividly and closely it is present to us, the greater is the energy 
it imparts to the whole act of defense. 

We must not, therefore, make a distinction between the counter-attack 
and the defense, of which the counter-attack is the second necessary 
element. We must not consider the element which consists in the actual 
warding off of the enemy from the country, the theater of war or the 
position as alone the necessary part, which would only go so far as is 
required to secure those objects. Nor, on the other hand, must we regard 
the possibility of a reaction pushed farther and passing over into the 
province of the real strategic attack as something foreign to the defense 
and having nothing to do with it. Such ideas would be opposed to the idea 
set forth above, and consequently we cannot consider such a distinction as 
an essential one, but must adhere to our contention that at the bottom o( 
all defense must lie the idea of a retaliation. Otherwise, however much 
damage in case of success might have been inflicted on the enemy in that 
first counter-attack, the necessary balance in the dynamic relation between 
attack and defense would be lacking. ' 

We say, therefore, that defense is the stronger form of warfare, enabling 
us to overcome the enemy more easily, and that we leave it to circum

, stances to decide whether this victory does or does not go beyond the 
object to which the defense related. 

But as defense is inseparable from the idea of awaiting, the object of 
defeating the enemy can only exist conditionally, that is, only if attack 
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follows. It is, therefore, obvious that if this does. not take place, the de" 
fensive is content with maintaining what. it possesses. This, then, is its 
object in the state of awaiting, that is to say, its immediate object, and 
only while it contents itself with this more modest end can it enjoy the 
advantages of the stronger form of warfare. . 

If we suppose an army with its theater of war intended for defense, the 
defense may be made as follows: 

I. By attacking the enemy's army as soon as it enters the theater of war 
(Mollwitz, Hohenfriedberg). · 

2. By taking up a position close to the frontier and waiting till the· enemy 
appears with the intention of attacking it, in order then to attack him (Czaslau, 
Soor, Rossbach). Obviously in this case our procedure is of a more·passive type, 
our state of awaiting lasts longer, and though the time gained by this second 
mode of procedure will be little or nothing in addition to that gained in the first, 
in the event of the enemy's attack really taking place, still the battle, which in 
the first case was certain, is now less so. It may be that the enemy's resolution 
will not be equal to attacking at all. The advantage of the state of awaiting is 
already, therefore, greater. 

3· By the army in such a position waiting not merely for the enemy to make 
up his mind to give battle, that is, till he appears in front of our position, but 
till he actually attacks (viz., to keep to the same general, Bunzelwitz). In this 
case we shall, therefore, fight a true defensive battle, which, however, as has 
already been "said, may include an offensive movement with one or more parts of 
the army. Here, too, as before, the gain in time will not amount to much, but 
the resolution of the enemy vdll be put to a fresh proof. Many a one after ad
vancing to the attack has yet at the last moment, or on the first attempt, given 
it up, because the enemy's position was too strong. 

4· By the army. transferring its resista~ce to the heart of the country. The 
object of this retreat is to c·ause and to await such a weakening of the enemy 
that he must either of himself stop in his advance or can, at least, no longer over
come the resistance which we finally offer to his progress. 

This case iS exhibited in the simplest and clearest manner if the defender 
can leave one or more of his fortresses behind him, which the assailant is 
obliged to besiege or blockade. How greatly his forces are weakened by 
this and what an opportunity is given to the defender of attacking them at , 
some point with greatly superior numbers is obvious. 

But even where there are no fortresses, such a retirement into the interior 
can gradually create for the defender the equality or superiority which he 
needs and which at the frontier he did not possess. For every advance in the 
strategic attack weakens him who makes it, partly of itself, partly by reason 
of the division of forces that becomes necessary, a point on which we shall 
have more to say in discussing the attack. We assume here the truth of this 
assertion, as we regard it as sufficiently proved by every war to be a fact. 

Now in this fourth case the time gained is to be regarded before all else 
as an important advantage. If the assailant lays siege to our fortresses we 
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have time till their probable fall, which may, indeed, be several weeks, or in 
some cases, several months. But if the weakening, that is, the exhaustion of 
his attacking force is brought about merely by his advance and his having 
to garrison the necessary points,. merely therefore by the length of his 
march, our gain in time becomes in most cases still greater and our 
action will not be so tied to a definite point of time. 

Apart from the alteration in relative strength between defender and 
assailant which is brought about at the end of this march we must for the 
former bring. into account the increased advantage of awaiting the enemy. 
Even if the assailant had not in his advance been really so weakened that 
he could not still attack our main force where it is halted, yet resolution 
might perhaps fail him to do so, for this resolution will here always neces
sarily have to be stronger than it would have needed to be at the frontier. 
For one thing his forces are weakened and no longer fresh, and the danger is 
increased; for another, with an irresolute commander the possession of the 
country into which he has come is often enough to banish entirely from 
his mind the idea of a battle, either because he really believes, or pretends 
to believe, that a battle is no longer necessary. From this abandoned 
attack the defender can now obtain not, certainly, a satisfactory negative 
success, but still a great gain of time. 

It is clear that in all four of the cases indicated the defender has the 
benefit of the ground, and likewise that on account of this he can bring 
into action the co-operation of his fortresses and of the people. These 
effective forces, indeed, increase with each fresh type of defense, and it is 
precisely these things which in the fourth type produce the weakening of 
the enemy's power. Now as the advantages of the state of awaiting in
crease in the same direction, it follows, of course, that those types are to be 
regarded as a real ascending scale of defense, and that this form of war
fare gets stronger and stronger the further it is removed from the attack. 
We are not afraid of anyone accusing us on this account of thinking that 
the most passive of all forms of defense is the strongest. The action of 
resistance is not to be weakened with each fresh type, but only delayed, 
postponed. But that in a strong and suitably entrenched position a stronger 
defense is possible, and that if the forces of the enemy have half exhausted 
themselves on it; the counterstroke that follows is also more effective, is 
surely nothing unreasonable. Without his advantages of position at 
Kollin, Daun would not have gained the victory, and if, when Frederick the 
Great brought off not more than I8,ooo men from the battlefield, 
Daun had pressed the pursuit more strongly his success might have been 
one of tl1e most brilliant in military history. 

We therefore maintain that with each new stage of defense the pre
ponderance or, more correctly speaking, the counterpoise obtained by the 
defender increases, and, consequently, the strength of his counterstroke. 

Now are these advantages of the increasing force of the defensive to be 
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had absolutely for nothing? By ilo means. The sacrifices with which they 
are bought increase in the same proportion. 

If we await the enemy within our own theater of war however near the 
frontier the decision may take place, this theater of w;r will nevertheless 
always be entered by the enemy force, which must entail some sacrifice on 
its part, whereas had we made the attack, this disadvantage would have 
fallen on the enemy. If we do not march against the enemy at once to 
attack him, our sacrifice becomes somewhat greater. The extent of country 
that he overruns and the time that he requires to reach our position in
crease it. If we wish to fight a defensive battle and if we, therefore, leave 
its determination and the choice of time for it to the enemy, it may be that 
he remains for some time in occupation of the piece of territory of which 
he is master, and the time which through his lack of resolution he allows us 
to gain is in that way paid for by us. Still more noticeable do our sacrifices 
become if a retirement into the interior of the country takes place. 

But all these sacrifices which the defender makes, usually cause him 
only a falling off in power which has merely an indirect, and therefore a 
later and not a direct, effect on his military forces. Often it is so indirect 
that its consequences are hardly noticeable. The defender, therefore, seeks 
to strengthen himself in the present moment at the expense of the future; 
he borrows-as everyone must who is too poor for his _circumstances. 

Now if we want to examine the result of these different types of resist
ance, we must look at the object of the attack. This is to obtain possession 
of our theater of war, or at least of a considerable portion of it, for, under 
the conception of the whole, at least the greater part of it must be under
stood, and the possession of a few miles of territory has in strategy, as a 
rule, no independent importance. As long, therefore, as the assailant is 
not yet in possession of this, that is, so long as, from fear of our power, he 
has not yet advanced to the attack of our theater of war at all, or has 
not yet sought us out in our position, or has refused the battle we wished 
to offer him-for so long the object of the defense has been attained, and 
the measures taken for the defense have worked successfully. This success 
is, certainly, a merely negative one which cannot directly provide the 
forces for a real counterstroke. It can, howeveJ,", provide them indirectly, 
that is, it tends to do so. For the time which elapses is lost to the assailant, 
and every loss of time is a disadvantage and must weaken in some way the 
party that suffers it. 

Therefore in the first three types of the defense, that is if it takes place on 
the frontier the non-decision is in itself a success for the defensive. 

' But it is not so with the fourth type. 
If the enemy besieges our fortresses, we must relieve them in time. 

Therefore it rests with us to bring about the decision by positive action .. 
This is likewise the case if the enemy has followed us into the interior 

of the country without besieging any of our places. Certainly in this case 
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we have more time, we can wait for the moment when the enemy is at 
his weakest, always, however, on the assumption that finally we must pass 
over to action. The enemy, indeed, is now perhaps in possession of the 
whole of the piece of territory which constituted the object of his attack, 
but it is only loaned to him. The tension still continues, and the decision 
is still pending. So long as the defender is daily strengthened and the 
assailant weakened, the absence of a decision is to the interest of the 
former. As soon, however, as the culminating point is reached, as it must 
be, were it only by the final operation of the general losses to which the 
assailant has exposed himself, then it is for the defender to take action and 
bring about a decision, and the advantage of awaiting the enemy is to be 
regarded as wholly exhausted. 

This point of time naturally cannot be fixed by any general standard. 
A multitude of circumstances and relations may determine it, but we must 
note that the approach of winter usually makes a very natural turning
point. If we cannot prevent the enemy from wintering in the piece of 
territory he has occupied, then as a rule it will have to be regarded as given 
up. We have only, however, to call to mind Torres Vedras to see that this 
rule is not universal. 

What now is the decision generally? 
We have always in our discussions conceived it in the form of a battle, 

but this is not, of course, necessary. It may be conceived as a number of 
combinations of engagements with separate corps, which lead to a change 
in affairs either by actually finding vent in bloodshed or making the retreat 
of the enemy necessary by their probable effects. 

There can be no other decision on the theater of war itself. That is the 
necessary consequence of the view of war that we have set forth, for even 
if an enemy's army, from sheer lack of provisions, starts its retreat, yet 
this retreat is still caused only by the restraint in which our sword holds that 
army. If our forces were not there at all, it would no doubt be able to de
vise means for provisioning itself. 

Therefore, even if at the end of his aggressive course, when the enemy 
falls a victim to the difficulties of his attack, when detachments and hunger 
and sickness have weakened and worn him out, it is always only the dread 
of our sword that can cause him to turn about and let everything go. But, 
nevertheless, there is certainly a great difference between such a decision 
and one brought about at the frontier. 

In the latter case, it is only our arms that are opposed to his, only our 
arms that keep his in check or work destruction upon them. But in the 
former case, at the end of their course of aggression, the enemy's forces are 
already half destroyed by their own efforts. This gives quite another weight 
to our arms, and they are, therefore, although the last, yet no longer the only 
ground for the decision. This destruction of the enemy's forces in their 
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advance prepares the decision, and may do so to such an extent that the 
mere possibility of our counter-attack may_ cause their retreat, and there
fore the reversal of the situation. In this case, therefore, we can practically 
ascribe the decision to nothing else than the efforts made in the advance. 
Now, in point of fact, we shall find no case in which the sword of the 
defender has not co-operated; but for the practical view it is important to 
distinguish which of the two modes of operating has been the predominating 
one. 

In this sense we think we may say that in defense there are two· kinds 
of decision and consequently two kinds of reaction according as the ~sail
ant is to be brought low by the sword of the defender or by his own 
efforts. 

That the first kind of decision predominates in the first three types of 
defense, the second kind of decision in the fourth, is obvious. The second 
kind will in most cases only occur, if the retirement deep into the interior 
of the country takes place, and nothing else can be a sufficient motive for 
such a retirement, considering the great sacrifices which it costs. 

We have therefore become acquainted with two different fundamental 
methods of resistance. There are cases in military history in which they 
stand out as clear and distinct as in practical life it is ever possible for 
an abstract conception to do. When Frederick the Great in 1745 attacked 
the Austrians at Hohenfriedberg just as they were proposing to descend 
from the Silesian mountains, their strength could not have been weakened 
in any noticeable degree either by detachments or by fatigue; when, on 
the other hand, Wellington waited in the entrenched position of Torres 
Vedras till hunger and cold had reached such a pitch in Massena's army 
that it started of itself on its retreat; the sword of the defender had had 
no part in the actual weakening of the assailant. In other cases, in which 
the two kinds of decision are combined with each other in various propor
tions, still one of them definitely predominates. So it was in 1812. In that 
celebrated campaign such a number of bloody engagements took place 
that in other cases we might on that account have quoted it as a most 
perfect example of decision by the sword. Nevertheless, no other case, per
haps, has so clearly shown how the assailant may be brought to destruction 
by his own efforts. Of the 30o,ooo men composing the French center only 
about go,ooo reached Moscow. Not more than 13,000 had been detached, 
so there had been a loss of 197,ooo men, and certainly not more than one
third of that loss can be put down to engagements. 

All campaigns which have been distinguished by so-called temporizing, 
like those of the famous Fabius Cunctator, have chiefly calculated on the 
destruction of the adversary by his own efforts. In general there are 
numbers of campaigns in which this strategic holding back has been the 
principal feature without its ever being properly mentioned. Only if we 
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shut our eyes to the fictitious reasons given by the historians and fix our 
gaze keenly on the events themselves shall we be led to this true cause of 
many a decision. 
··By this we think we have sufficiently explained the ideas which lie at 

the root of defense, the types of it and in these to have clearly indicated the 
two main .kinds of resistance and made intelligible how the principle of 
awaiting the enemy permeates the whole group of ideas and is combined 
with positive action in such a way that the latter sometimes sooner or some
times' later comes to the front, and the advantage of awaiting the enemy 
seems then to be exhausted. · 

We think that in this way we have gone over and embraced the whole 
province of defense. Of course there still remain points in it of sufficient 
importance to form separate chapters, to become, in other words, centers 
of special groups of ideas, and we must therefore .:;tudy these also. Such, for 
example are the nature and influence of fortresses, entrenched camps, de
fense of mountains and of rivers, operatio-ns against the flanks, and so forth. 
We shall treat of them in the following chapters, but we do not regard any 
of these points as lying outside the group of ideas above set forth. They 
are only more detailed applications of them to locality and circumstances. 
That group of ideas has been deduced from the conception of defense and 
its relation to attack. We have connected these simple ideas with reality 
and so pointed out the way in which we can from reality pass back again 
to those simple ideas and thus gain firm ground, so as not to be forced in 
our reasoning to take refuge on points of support which themselves float 
in air. 

But there are many ways in which engagements may be combined, 
especially when they do not find vent· in bloodshed but operate through 
their mere possibility. Resistance by the sword, therefore, acquires such 
a changed aspect, such a different character that we might be inclined to 
think there' must be a possibility of discovering some other effective mode 
of combat. We might think that between bloody defeat in a simple battle 
and the effects of a fine-spun strategy that never lets things go that far, 
there is such a difference that we must necessarily assume the existence of 
some new force; just as astronomers from the great space between Mars 
and Jupiter have been led to infer the existence of other planets. 

If the assailant finds the defender in a strong position, which he does 
not think he can take, or behind a considerable river, which he does not 
think he can cross, or even if he is afraid, on a further advance, of being 
unable properly to ensure his subsistence, then it is always the sword of 
the defender that produces these effects. For it is the fear of being con
quered by this sword, either in main engagements or at some specially 
important points, which brings the assailant's action to a standstill; only 
he will either not admit this at all or at most in some roundabout way. 

Now if it be granted that, even in the case of a bloodless decision, it is 



METHODS OF RESISTANCE 349 

in the last instance the engagements which have not actually taken place 
but have only been offered that have brought the decision about, it will 
still be thought that in such a case the strategic combination of these en
gagements would have to be regarded as the most effective agency, and not 
their tactical decision, and that only this superiority of the strategic com
bination can be meant, if we are thinking of other means of defense than 
those of the sword. We admit this, and it brings us just to the point at 
which we wanted to arrive. What we say is that if the tactical result in 
the engagements must constitute the foundation of all strategic combina• 
tions, it is always possible and to be feared that the assailant may push 
through to this foundation and before all things direct his efforts to getting 
the upper hand in these tactical results in order by this means to frustrate 
the strategic combination. This combination, therefore, must never be re
garded as something independent, but it only has its value if on account of 
the tactical results on this or that ground we can be without anxiety. To 
make ourselves intelligible here in a few words we shall only remind our 
readers that a general like Bonaparte strode ruthlessly through his oppo
nent's whole strategical web to seek the actual combat itself, because in this 
combat he hardly ever had a doubt as to the issue. Wherever, therefore, 
strategy did not direct its whole effort to crush him in this combat with a 
superior- strength, wherever it ventured on more subtle (and feebler) expedi
ents, it was torn asunder like a spider's web. A general like Daun, how
ever, could easily be checked by such expedients, but it would be folly to 
offer Bonaparte and his army what the Prussian army in the Seven Years' 
War dared to offer Daun and his. army. Why? Because Bonaparte knew 
very well that everything depended on tactical successes and he was sure 
of them, while with Daun neither of these was the case. On this account 
we think it useful to show that every strategic scheme rests solely on tacti
cal results, and that these, in all cases, whether obtained with bloodshed or 
without it, are the real, fundamental causes of the decision. Only if we have 
no reason to be afraid of this decision, whether on account of the character 
or the circumstances of our opponent, or the moral and physical equality of 
the two armies, or even the superiority of our own-only then can we, with
out an engagement, expect something from strategical combinations in 
themselves. 

Now if in the whole compass of military history we find a great number 
of campaigns in which the assailant gives up his attack without a combat 
in which blood is shed, and in which, therefore, mere strategic combina
tions produce such an effect, we might be led to think that these combina
tions at least possess a great strength in themselves, and that, where in the 
tactical results a too decisive superiority on the part of the assailant is not 
to be presupposed they could alone in most cases decide the affair. To this 
we must reply tha~ if we are speaking about things which have their origin 
in the theater of war, and which, therefore, belong to war itself, this idea 
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is mistaken, and that the ineffective~ess of most attacks has its cause iri 
the higher, the political, circumstances of war. 

The general circumstances out of which a war arises, and which natu~ 
rally form its foundation, also determine its character, a point on which we 
shall have more to say later in discussing the "Plan of a War." These 
general circumstances, however, have made of most wars half-hearted 
affairs, in which real hostility has to force its way through such a mass of 
conflicting relations that it can only remain a very weak element in them. 
This effect must naturally show itself chiefly and most strongly on the 
side of the offensive, the side of positive action. So certainly we need not 
wonder if such a breathless, feverish attack could be brought to a standstill 
by the touch of a finger. Against a feeble resolution, crippled by a thousand 
considerations, and scarcely yet existing, a mere show of resistance is often 
enough. · · 

It is not the number of unassailable positions everywhere to be found, 
not the formidable look of the dark mountain masses that overhang the 
theater of war, nor of the broad river that sweeps through it, nor the ease 
with which by certain combinations of engagements the arm that is to 
strike the blow against us can actually be paralyzed-it is none .of these 
things that is the real cause of the frequent successes which the defender 
gains without shedding of blood. The cause lies in the weakness of the 
will with which the assailant puts forward his hesitating foot. 

Those counteracting influences can and ought to be taken into account, 
but we should recognize them as being only what they are and not ascribe 
their effects to other things, to the things, that is, of which alone we are here 
.speaking. We must not omit expressly to point out how military history in 
this respect can easily become a perpetual liar and deceiver if criticism has 
.not been careful to take a corrective standpoint. 

Let us riow consider, in what we may call their common form, the many 
offensive campaigns without a bloody solution which have failed. 

The assailant advances into the enemy's country, pushes his opponent 
back a little, but finds it too risky to let matters come to a decisive battle. 
He stops therefore in front of him and acts as though he had made a con
quest and had nothing else to do but protect it; as if it was the enemy's 
Lusiness t:l seek a battle and as if he were offering it to him daily, and so 
·m. All these are pretenses with which the commander deludes his army, his 
government, the world, even himself. The real reason, however, is that he 
finds the position of the enemy too strong for him. We are not now speaking 
of the case in which the assailant desists from his attack because he can 
make no use of his victory, because at the end of his advance he no longer 
has impulsive force enough to begin a new one. Such a case presupposes an 
attack that has already succeeded, a real conquest; but we have in view 
the case where in the middle of his intended conquest the assailant is 
brought to a standstill. 
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He is now waiting to take advantage of favorable circumstances of which 
there is as a rule no prospect, for the intended attack already shows that 
no more could be expected from the immediate future than from the pres
ent; it is therefore another illusion. If now, as is commonly the case, the 
operation is in connection with other simultaneous operations what we 
shrink from doing ourselves we put upon the shoulders of other a'rmies and 

' ' the reasons for our own inactivity are sought in the lack of their support 
and co-operation. Insurmountable obstacles are talked of, and reasons 
discovered .in the most complicated and subtle considerations. Thus the 
forces of the assailant waste away in inactivity or, rather, in an activity 
that is inadequate and therefore without result. The defender gains time, 
which is for him the most important thing, the season of bad weather draws 
near, and the attack ends in the assailant's retiring into winter quarters in 
his own theater of war. 

That tissue of false representations now passes into history and sup
presses the quite simple, real reason for the absence of success, namely, the 
fear of the enemy's sword. When criticism takes up such a campaign it is 
at pains to find reasons for and against, which yield no convincing result, 
because they all float in the air and we never descend into the real founda-

. tion of truth. The opposition through which the 'elemental energy of war, 
and therefore of the attack in' particular, is weakened, lies for the most 
part in the political relations and intentions of the state, and these are 
always concealed from the world, the state's own people and the 
army, in many cases even' from the commander-in-chief. No one will 
account for his own faint-heartedness by the confession that he fears he 
cannot attain the desired object with the force at his disposal or that he 
will rouse new enemies or that he does not wish to make his allies too power-

. ful, and so on. Such things are hushed up for a long time or forever, but what 
has happened has to be put before the world in a coherent form, so the 
commander-in-chief is obliged, either on his own account or on that bf 
the government to give currency to a tissue of fictitious rea.Sons. These 
ever-recurring sham fights of military dialectic have ossified.in theory into 
systems, which naturally contain just as little truth. Only by following the 
simple thread of internal connection, as we have tried to do, can theory 
return to the essential reality of things. · ' 

If we regard military history with this suspicion, a mighty pile of offen
sive and defensive lore, all mere idle verbiage, collapses, and the simple 
sort of idea we have given of the subject spontaneously emerges. We think, 
therefore that it must be applied to the whole ground of defense, and that 
only by holding fast to it are we able with clear judgment to deal with the 
mass of events. 

We have now still to consider the question of the employment of these 
different forms of defense. 

They are all gradations of the same thing, purchased by continually in-
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creasing gradations of sacrifice, and on that account, if other circumstances 
did not enter in, the general's choice between them would already be 
sufficiently determined. He would choose that -form which seemed to him 
just sufficient to give his force the degree of defensive capacity required, 
but to avoid useless sacrifices he would refuse to retire further. But we must 
not overlook the fact that the choice between these different forms is 
usually very limited, because the other essential points to be considered 
in the defense necessarily force him to one or another of these forms. For 
a retreat into the interior of the country the theater of war: must have a 
considerable area, or there must be circumstances like those in Portugal in 
181o, where one ally (England) gave support in the rear, and another 
(Spain), with its wide territory, considerably weakened the. force of the 
enemy's attack. The situation of the fortresses, whether they are more 
on the frontier or more in the interior of the country, can likewise be de
cisive for or against such a plan, but still more the· character, habits and 
sentiments of the inhabitants. The choice between an offensive and a de
fensive battle may be decided by the plan of the enemy, or by the peculiar 
qualities of both the armies and their generals. Finally, the possession of 
an exceptionally good position or line of defense, or the lack of it, may in-

. dicate one form or another. In short it is enough to mention these things to 
make us feel that it is more by them than by the mere relative strength of 
the armies that in many cases the choice of the defense will be determined. 
As we shall become better acquainted with the most important of the sub
jects here touched upon, the influence they have upon the choice can then 
be more clearly explained, and finally in Book VIII, "Plan of a War," all 
will be put together in one whole. · _ 

But this influence will mostly be decisive only if the two armies are 
more or less equal in strength; in the opposite case, and therefore in most 
cases, their relative strength will prevail. There is ample proof in military 
history that it has done so, without the chain of reasoning which has been 
here unfolded, and therefore vaguely by mere instinctive judgment, like 
most things that happen in war. It was the same general, the same army, 
that on the same theater of war, on one occasion fought the battle of 
Hohenfriedberg, and on another took up the camp at Bunzelwitz. There
fore even Frederick the Great, who, as regards battle, was the most in
clined of all generals to the offensive, saw himself compelled at last, when 
greatly inferior in strength, to take up a real defensive position. And Bona
parte, who earlier would fall on his foe like a wild boar, do we not see 
him when the proportion of force turned against him, in August and Sep
tember, I813, turn this way and that, as if penned in a cage, instead of 
rushing forward ruthlessly upon some one of his opponents? In October 
of the same year, when the disproportion reached its climax, do we not see 
him at Leipzig seeking shelter in the angle formed by the Parthe, the Elster 
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and the Pleisse, as if be was waiting for his enemy in the comer of a room 
with his back against the wall? 

We cannot refrain from observing that from this chapter more than 
from any other in our book it becomes clear that our object is not to lay 
down new principles and methods of conducting war, but merely to in
vestigate in its innermost relations what bas long existed and to reduce it 
to its simplest elements. 



CHAPTER IX 

DEFENSIVE BA TILE 

We have said, in the preceding chapter, that the defender, in the conduct 
of his operations, can make use of a battle which is tactically of a purely 
offensive character, if, at the moment the enemy invades his theater of war, 
he marches against him and attacks him; but that he may also await the 
appearance of the enemy before his front and then proceed to the attack. 
In this case the battle, tactically, will again be an offensive battle, although 
in modified form. Lastly, he may actually await the enemy's attack in his 
position, and then oppose him by local defense and by offensive action 
with portions of his force. In all this we can naturally conceive several dif
ferent degrees and gradations, deviating more and more from the principle 
of a positive counterstroke and passing into that of local defense. We can
not here venture to say how far this may be carried, and which might be 
the most advantageous relation of the two elements of offensive and defen
sive for winning a decisive victory. But we maintain that when such a vic
tory is desired, the offensive part of the battle should never be completely 
lacking, and we are convinced that all the effects of a decisive victory may 
and must be produced by this offensive part, just as in a purely tactical 
offensive battle. 

As the field of battle is only a point in strategy, so the duration of a 
battle is, strategically, only an instant of time, and it is the end and result, 
not the course, of a battle that constitutes a strategic quantity. 

Now if it were true that a complete victory may result from the offensive 
elements which lie in every defensive battle, there could be no fundamental 
difference between an offensive and a defensive battle, as far as regards 
strategic combinations. We are indeed convinced that this is so, but no doubt 
it appears otherwise. In order to examine the subject more closely, to 
make our view clear and thereby remove that appearance, we shall sketch, 
hastily, the picture of a defensive battle, such as we conceive it. 

The defender waits for the attack in a position; for this he has selected 
and prepared suitable ground, tha:t is, he has made himself well acquainted 
with the locality, constructed strong entrenchments at some of the most 
important points, opened and cleared paths of communication, posted bat
teries, fortified villages and chosen suitable places where he can draw up 
his masses under cover, etc. While the forces on both sides are consuming 
each other at the different points where they come into contact, a front 
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more or less strong; the approach to which is made difficult by·one or more 
paraiiel trenches or other obstacles, or by the influence of some strong 
commanding points, enables him with a small part of his force to destroy 
great numbers of the enemy at the various stages of the defense up to the 
heart of the position. The points of support which he has given his wings 
secure him from any sudden attack from several quarters; the covered 
ground which he has chosen for his position makes the enemy cautious, 
indeed timid, and affords the defensive the means of diminishing by partial 
and successful attacks the general backward movement which goes on as 
the engagement becomes graduaily concentrated within narrower limits. 
Thus the defender regards with contentment the battle which rages with 
moderated violence in front of him-but he does not reckon that his re
sistance in front can last forever. He does not think his flanks impregnable; 
he does not expect that the whole course of the battle will be changed by 
the successful charge of a few battalions or squadrons. His position is 
deep, for each part in the graduated scale of the order of battle, from 
the division down to the battalion, has its reserve for unforeseen events and 
for renewal of the engagement. At the same time a considerable mass, one
quarter to one-third of the whole, is kept quite in the rear out of the battle, 
so far back that there can be no question of loss due to the enemy's fire, 
and if possible so far as to be beyond the encircling line by which the enemy 
might attempt to turn either flank. With this body he intends to cover his 
flanks from wider and greater turning movements and secure himself 
against unforeseen events. In the last third of the battle, when the assail
ant's plan is fully developed and most of his troops have been spent, the 
defender will throw this ma5s on a part of the enemy's army, and against 
this develop his own smaller offensive, using all the elements of attack, 
such as charges, surprise, turning movements, and by means of this pres
sure against the center of gravity of the battle, which is still in the balance, 
force the whole backward. · · · 

This is our normal conception of a defensive battle, based on our present-, 
day tactics. In this battle the general turning movement by which the as
sailant intends to give his attack a better chance, and at the same time to 
make his success more complete, is answered by a subordinate turning 
movement on the part of the defensive against that part of the assailant's 
force used in his own turning movement. This subordinate turning move
ment may be regarded as sufficient to destroy the effect of the enemy's 
attempt, but it cannot give rise to a similar general enveloping of the as
sailant's army. The difference, therefore, between the forms which the vic
tory takes will always be that in an offensive battle the enemy's army is 
encircled, and the action is directed toward its center, while in a defensive 
battle the action is more or less from the center to the circumference, in the 
direction of the radii. 

On the field of battle itself, and in the first stage of the pursuit, the en-
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veloping form must always be considered the more effective; not so much, 
generally, on account of its form, but rather only in the event of the en
velopment being carried through to completion, to the point, that is to say, 
when in the battle itself it succeeds in essentially limiting the enemy's pos
sibilities of retreat. But it is just against this extreme point that the de
fender's positive counterstroke is directed, and in many cases where this 
effort is not sufficient to obtain a victory, it will at least suffice to protect 
him from such an extreme as we allude to. But we must always admit that 
this danger, namely, of having the line of retreat seriously limited, is par
ticularly great in defensive battles, and if it cannot be averted, the success 
in the battle itself, and in the pursuit, is thereby very much enhanced in 
favor of the enemy. 

But it is usually only so in the first stage of pursuit, that is~ until night
fall; on the following day the envelopment has reached its end, and both 
parties are again on an equality in this particular respect. 

The defender may, no doubt, have lost his principal line of retreat, and 
therefore be placed strategically in a permanently disadvantageous posi
tion; but in most cases the turning movement itself will be at an end, be
cause it was only planned for the field of battle, and therefore cannot reach 
much further. But what will take place, on the other hand, if the defender 
is victorious? A division of the defeated force. This facilitates the retreat at 
the first moment, but on the next day a concentration oj all parts is the 
greatest necessity. Now if the victory has been a very decisive one, if the 
defender pursues with great energy, this concentration will. often become 
impossible, and from this division of the beaten force the worst conse
quences may follow, which may gradually culminate in a complete disper
sion. If Bonaparte had been victorious at Leipzig, the allied armies would 
have been completely divided, which would have reduced considerably the 
level of their strategic condition. At Dresden, although Bonaparte did not 
fight a regular defensive battle, the attack had the geometrical form of 
which we have been speaking, that is, from the center to the circumfer- . 
ence. The embarrassment of the allies, in consequence of their separation, 
is well known, an embarrassment from which they were relieved only by 
the victory on the Katzbach, the tidings of which caused Bonaparte to re
turn to Dresden with the Guard. 

This battle on the Katzbach is itself a similar example. In it the defender 
at the last moment passed over to the offensive, and consequently operated 
on diverging lines; the French corps were thus forced apart, and several 
days after, as the fruits of the victory, Puthod's division fell into the hands 
of the Allies. 

The conclusion we draw from this is that if the assailant, by converging 
lines, which are more natural to him, has a means of increasing his victory, 
on the other hand, the defender, by the divergent form which is natural 
to him, acquires also a means of giving greater results to his own victory 
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than would be the case by a merely parallel position and frontal attack, 
and we think that the one means is at least as good as the other. 

If, however, in military history we rarely find such great victories result
ing from the defensive battle as from the offensive, that proves nothing 
against our assertion that in itself the one is as well suited to produce vic
tory as the other; the real cause lies in the very different condition of the 
defender. The defender is generally the weaker of the two, not only in the 
amount of his forces, but also in every other respect; he either is, or thinks 
he is, not in a condition to follow up his victory with great results, and 
contents himself with merely fending off the danger and saving the honor 
of his arms. That the defender by iJ;J.f~riority of force and other circum
stances may be tied down to that degree we do not dispute. But there is no 
doubt that this, which should be only tlie consequence of a necessity, has 
often been assumed to be the consequence of that part which every de
fender has to play. Thus il} a truly absurd way it has become an axiom 
that defensive battlesshould really be confined to warding off attacks and 
not directed to the destruction of the enemy. We hold this to be one of the 
most harmful errors, a real confusion between the form and the thing 
itself, and we maintain unreservedly that in the form of war which we call 
defense, the victory is not only more. probable but inay also attain the 
same magnitude and efficacy as in the attack, and that this may be the 
case not only in the total result of all the engagements which constitute a 
campaign, but also in any particular battle, if the necessary degree of force 
and energy is not wanting. 



CHAPTER X 

FORTRESSES 

Formerly, and up to the time of great standing armies, fortresses, that 
1s, castles and fortified towns, were only built for the protection of the 
inhabitants. The baron, if he saw himself pressed on all sides, took refuge 
in his castle to gain time and wait for a more favorable moment, and towns 
.s~mght by their walls to keep off the passing hurricane of war. This simplest· 
apd most natural object of fortresses did not continue to be the only one. 
The rdations which such a place acquired to the whole country and to 
troops fighting here and there in it soon gave these fortified points a wider 
importance, a significance which made itself felt beyond their walls and 
contributed essentially to the conquest or retention of the country, to the : 
successful or unsuccessful issue of the whole contest. In this manner they_ 
even became a means of making war more of a connected whole. Thus_ 
fprtresses acquired that strategic significance which for a time was re
garded as so important that it dictated the fundamental lines of plans of, 
campaign, which were directed more to the taking of one or more fortresses: 
than to the destruction of the enemy's army. People now turned to the 
reason for this significance, the relations, that is to say, of a fortified point 
to the country and the armies, and it was now thought that in defining the 
purpose of the points to be fortified it was impossible to be too careful, 
subtle and abstract. In this abstract purpose the original one was almost 
lost sight of, and the idea was conceived of fortresses apart from either 
towns or inhabitants. 

On the other hand, the times are past in which the mere enclosure of a 
place with walls, without any other military preparations, could keep it 
perfectly dry when an inundation of war was sweeping over the whole 
country. Such a possibility rested partly on the former division of nations 
into small states, partly on the periodical character of the incursions then 
in vogue, which, almost like the seasons, had their fixed and very limited 
duration, since either the feudal forces hastened home, or the pay for the 
condottieri regularly used to run short. Now that large standing armies, 
with powerful trains of artillery mow down the opposition of walls or 
ramparts as it were with a machine, neither town nor other small corpora
tion has any longer an inclination to put their force!'- to the hazard, only 
to be captured a few weeks or months later, and then to be treated all the 

JS8 
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more severely. Still less can it be to the interest of an army to break itself 
up by providing garrisons for a number of fortified places, which may for a 
time, no doubt, retard the progress of the enemy, but must in the end 
necessarily submit. We must always retain enough forces to be a match fw: 
the enemy in the open field, unless we can depend on the arrival of an 
ally who will relieve our strong places and set our army free. Consequently, 
the number of fortresses has necessarily much diminished, and this has 

. again led to the abandonment of the idea of directly protecting the popu
lation and property in towns by fortifications, and promoted the other 
idea of regarding the fortresses as an indirect protection to the country, 
which they afford by their strategic importance as knots which hold to

. gether the strategic web. 
Such has been the course of ideas, not only in books but also in practical 

.life, though in books, as usually happens, it has certainly been much more 
spun out. 

Natural as was this tendency of things, still these ideas were cartied too 
·.far, and mere subtleties and fancies displaced the sound core' of a'natur~l 
and urgent need. We shall look only into. these simple and important needs 
when we enumerate the objects and conditions of fortresses;· we shall 
thereby proceed from the simple to the more complicated, anq in the suc
ceeding chapter we shall see whatis to be deduced therefrom as to the df1-
termination of the position and number of fortresses. 

The effectiveness of a fortress is plainly composed of two different ele
; ments, the passive and the active. By the first it protects the place, and 
all that it contains; by the other it exercises a certain influence civ~~: t~e 

-adjacent country, even beyond the range of its gun~. . . . 
This active element consists in the attacks which the garrison may un-

dertake upon every enemy who approaches within a certain distance.:The 
:larger the garrison, so much the stronger numerically .will be. the detach
: ments that may be employed for such objects, and the stronger the detach
: ments, the further as a rule they can go. From which it follows that the 
sphere of the active influence of a great fortress is not only greater in 

. intensity but also more extensive than that o{ a small. one. But 'the active 
element itself is again, to a certain extent,. of two kinds, consisting, namely, 
of operations of the garrison proper and of operations which :other bodies 
of troops, great and small, not belonging to the garri~on but in connection-

·with it, may be able to carry out. For instance, bodies which independently 
would be too weak to face the enemy may through the shelter which, in 
case of necessity, the walls of a fortress afford them, be able to maintain 
themselves in the country and to a certain extent to command it. 

The operations which the garrison of a fortress can venture to undertake 
are always rather restricted. Even in the case of large places and strong 
garrisons, the detachments which can be employed for them are mostly 

. inconsiderable as compared with the forces in the field, and their sphere of 
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influence seldom exceeds a couple of days' marches. If the fortress is small, 
.the detachments it can send out are quite insignificant and the range of 
their effectiveness will generally be confined to the nearest VIllages. But 
bodies which do not belong to the garrison, and therefore are not under the 
necessity of returning to the place, are on that account much more at lib
erty in their movements, and by their means, if other circumstances are 
favorable, the active sphere of effectiveness of a fortress may be extraor
dinarily extended. Therefore if we speak of the active influence of fortresses 
in general, we must always keep this feature of them principally in view. 

But even the smallest active influence of the weakest garrison is still es
sential for the different objects which fortresses are destined to fulfill, for, 
strictly speaking, even the most passive of all the· functions of a fortress 
· (defense against the attack) cannot be imagined apart from that active in
fluence. At the same time it is evident that among the different purposes 
which a fortress may have to answer generally, or at this or that particular 
moment, the passive influence will be more required in one case, the active 
in another. Some of these purposes are simple, and the influence of the 
fortress will in such case be to a certain extent direct; ·others are compli
cated, and the influence then becomes more or less indirect. We shall ex
amine these subjects separately, beginning with the first; but at the outset 
we must state that a fortress may, of course, be intended to answer several 
of these purposes, or even all of them, either simultaneously, OJO at all events 
at different stages of the war. · 

We say, therefore, that fortresses are great and most important supports 
of the defensive in the following ways; 

r. As secure depots of stores of aU kinds. The assailant during his ag
gression subsists his army from day to day; the defender usually must 
have made preparations long beforehand; he cannot therefore draw provi
sions exclusively from the district he occupies, and which be in any case 
desires to spare. Therefore storehouses are a great necessity for him. The 
provisions of all kinds which the aggressor possesses are in the rear as he 
advances, and are therefore withdrawn from the dangers of the theater of 
war, while those of the defensive remain exposed to them. If these provi
sions of all kinds are not in fortified places, a most injurious effect on the 
operations in the field must be the consequence, and the most extended 
and forced positions often become necessary in order to cover them. 

An army on the defensive without fortresses has a hundred vulnerable 
spots; it is a body without armor. 

2. As a protection to great and u.>ealthy cities. This purpose is very 
closely related to the first, for great and wealthy cities, especially com
mercial cities, are the natural storehouses of an army; as such, their pos
session and loss affects the army directly. Besides this, it is always worth 
while to preserve this portion of the national wealth, partly on account 
of the resources which it furnishes indirectly, partly because, in negotia-
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· tions for peace, an important place is in itself a noticeable weight thrown 
into the scale. 

This use of fortresses has been too little esteemed in modem times, and 
yet it is one of the most natural, and one which has the most powerful 
effect and is the least liable to mistakes. If there were a country in which 
not only all great and rich cities, but all populous places as well were forti
fied, and defended by the inhabitants and the farmers belonging to the ad
jacent districts, then by that means the rapidity of military operation would 
be so much reduced, and the people attacked would bear down the scale 
with so great a part of their whole weight that the talent as well as the 
force of will of the enemy's general would sink to nothing. We only mention 
this ideal of the fortification of a country to do justice to what we have 
just supposed to be the proper use of fortresses, and to prevent the impor
tance of the direct protection which they afford being overlooked at any 
time. But in any other respect this idea is not to interrupt our investigation 
again; for among the whole number of. fortresses there would always have 
to be some which, being more strongly fortified than others; would serve 
as the real supports of the military forces. 

The purposes specified under I and 2 hardly call forth any other but the 
passive action of fortresses. 

3· As real ba"iers. They close the roads, and in most cases also the 
rivers, on which they are situated. 

It is not as easy as is generally supposed to find a usable lateral road 
which passes round a fortress, for this detour must be made, not only out 
of reach of its guns, but also in more or less wide circuits, to avoid sorties 
of the garrison. 

If the country is in the least degree difficult, there are often delays con
nected with the slightest detour from the road which may cause the loss of 
a whole day's march, and, if the road is repeatedly used, may become of 
great importance. 

How they may interfere with enterprises by closing the navigation of a 
river is self-evident. 

4· As tactical points d'appui. Since the diameter of the zone effectively 
covered by the fire of a not entirely insignificant fortress is usually some 
miles, and the offensive sphere of effectiveness in each case reaches some
what farther, fortresses may be considered always as the best points d'appui 
for the flanks of a position. A lake several miles long can certainly be con
sidered an excellent support for the wing of an army, and yet a fortress of 
moderate size achieves more. The flank does not require to rest close upon 
it, as the assailant, for the sake of his retreat, would not throw himself 
between it and our flank. 

S· As a station. If fortresses are situated on the line of communication 
of the defensive, as is generally the case, they serve as convenient stations 
for all that passes up and down this line. The danger to lines of communica· 
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tion is mostly from raiding parties whose operation is always only inter
mittent. If a valuable convoy, on the unexpected approach of such a party, 
tan reach a fortress by hastening the march or turning quickly, it is saved, 
and may wait there till the danger is past. Further; all troops marching to 
or from the army, after halting here for a few days, are better able to 
hasten the remainder of the march, halting days being just the time of 
greatest danger for them. In this way a fortress situated half way on a line 
of communication of one hundred and fifty miles shortens the line one 
half, so to speak. 

6. As places of refuge for weak or defeated corps. Under the guns of a 
not too small fortress every corps is safe from the enemy's blows, even if 
no entrenched camp is specially prepared for it. No doubt such a corps 
must give up its further retreat, if it wants to stay there; but this is no 
great sacrifice in cases where a further retreat would only end in com
plete destruction. 

In many cases a fortress can ensure a few days' halt without the retreat 
being altogether stopped. For the slightly wounded and stragglers, etc., 
who precede a beaten army, it is especially suited as a place of refuge, 
where they can wait to rejoin the army. 

If Magdeburg had lain on the direct line of the Prussian retreat in x8o6, 
and if that line had not been already lost at Auerstiidt, the army could 
easily have halted for three or four days near that great fortress, and ral
lied and reorganized itself. But even as things were, it served as a rallying 
point for the remains of Hohenlohe's army, which only there resumed its 
visible existence. 

It is only by actual experience in war itself that the beneficial influence 
of fortresses close at hand under unfavorable circumstances can be rightly · 
understood. They contain powder and arms, forage and bread, give cover
ing to the sick, security to the sound, and presence" of mind to the fright-
ened. They are like an hostelry in the desert. · 
. In the four last-named purposes it is obvious that the active influence of 
fortresses is somewhat more called for. 

7· As a real shield against the enemy's aggression. Fortresses which the 
defender leaves in his front break like blocks of ice the stream of the 
enemy's attack. The enemy must at least surround them, and requires for 
that, if the garrisons are brave and enterprising, perhaps double their 
strength. Moreover, these garrisons may and do mostly consist in part of 
troops, who, although competent in a garrison, are not fit for the field
half-trained militia, partial invalids, armed citizens, landsturm, etc. The 
enemy, therefore, is perhaps weakened four times more than we are in 
such a case. 

This disproportionate weakening of the enemy's power is the first and 
rnost important but not the only advantage which a besieged fortress af
fo~;ds by its resistance. From the moment that the enemy breaks through 
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our line of fortresses, all his movements become much-more restricted· he 
is limited in his lines of retreat and must constantly attend. to the dfrect 
covering of the sieges which he undertakes. 

Here, therefore, fortresses co-operate with the defense in a splendid and 
very decisive manner, and of all the purposes they can have, this must be 
regarded as the most important. 

If, nevertheless, this use of fortresses--far from being seen regularly · 
repeating itself--{)ccurs comparatively seldom in military history, the 
cause of this is to be found in the character of most wars, this means being 
in a certain sense too decisive and too thoroughly effective for them, which 
will only later be made clearer. 

In this use of fortresses it is at bottom chiefly their offensive power that 
is called for; at least it is this by which their effect is chiefly produced. If 
a fortress were no more to an aggressor than a point which could not be 
occupied by him, it might become an obstacle to him, but not to such a de
gree as to be able to induce him to lay siege to it. But as he cannot leave 
six, eight or ten thousand men to do as they like in his rear, he is obliged 
to invest the place with a sufficient force, and in order not to have to go 
on doing this indefinitely, he must lay siege to it and take it. From the 
'moment the siege begins it is then chiefly the passive efficacy of the for
tress which comes into action. 

All the purposes of fortresses which we have been hitherto considering 
are fulfilled in a comparatively simple and direct manner. On the other 
hand, in the next two objects the method of action is more complicated •. 

8. As a protection to extended quarters. That a moderate-sized fortress 
closes the approach to quarters lying behind it for a width of fifteen to 
twenty miles is a mere result of its existence; but how such a place comes 
to have the honor of covering a line of quarters seventy-five to one hun
dred miles in length, a feat so frequently mentioned in military .history as 
a fact, is something that requires investigation, as far as it has really taken 
place, and refutation, as far as it may be mere illusion. 

The following points have to be considered here: 
( 1) That the place in itself blocks one of the main roads, and really 

covers a breadth of fifteen to twenty miles of country. 
( 2) That it may be regarded as an exceptionally strong advanced post, 

or that it affords a more complete observation of the country, which is still 
further increased through secret information afforded by the relations of 
civil life which exist between a great city and the adjacent districts. It is 
natural that in a place of six, eight or ten thousand inhabitants, we should 
be able to learn more of what is going on in the neighborhood than in a 
mere village, the quarters of an ordinary outpost. 

(3) That smaller bodies rest upon it, find in it protection and security, 
and can from time to time, advance against the enemy, be it to bring in in
telligen~e, or, in case he passes by the fortress, to undertake something 
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against his rear; that, therefore, although it cannot leave its place, a for
tress may still in a certain sense perform the functions of an advanced 
corps. (Book V, Chapter 8.) 

(4) That the defender, after assembling his troops, can take up his 
position at a point directly behind this fortress, which the assailant can
not reach without becoming exposed to danger from leaving the fortress in 
his rear. 

Every attack, no doubt, on a line of quarters as such is to be taken in 
the sense of a surprise, or, rather, we are only speaking here of that kind 
of attack. Now it· is obvious that an attack by surprise accomplishes its 
effect in a much shorter space of time than the actual attack on a theater 
of war. Therefore, although in the latter case, a fortress which is to be 
passed by must necessarily be invested and kept in check, this will not be 
so necessary in the case of a mere sudden attack on a line of quarters, and 
therefore in the same proportion the fortress will be less an obstacle to the 
surprise of the quarters. That is true enough; also the quarters lying on the 
flanks at a distance of thirty to forty miles from the fortress cannot be 
directly protected by it; but the object of such a surprise does not consist 
merely in the attack of a few quarters. Until we reach the book on attack 
we cannot describe circumstantially the real object of such a surprise and 
what may be expected from it; but this much we may say at present: that 
its principal result is obtained, not by the actual attack on the separate 
quarters, but by the series of engagements which the pursuing aggressor 
forces on isolated detachments which are not in proper order, and more 
prepared for hurrying to certain points than for fighting. But this attack 
and pursuit will always have to be in a direction more or less toward the 
center of the enemy's quarters, and, therefore, an important fortress lying 
in front of this center will certainly prove a very great impediment to the 
assailant. 

If we consider these four points in the whole of their joint effects, we see 
that an important fortress in a direct and in an indirect way certainly gives 
some security to a much greater extent of quarters than we should think at 
first sight. "Some security" we say, for all these indirect effects do not 
render the advance of the enemy impossible; they only make it more dif
ficult, and, a more serious matter, consequently less probable and less of 
a danger to the defender. But that is all that is required, and all that is 
understood in this case under the term "covering." The real direct security 
must be attained by means of outposts and the arrangement of the quar
ters themselves. 

There is, therefore, some truth in ascribing to a great fortress the capa
bility of covering a wide extent of quarters lying in rear of it; but it is 
also not to be denied that often in actual plans for campaigns and still 
oftener in historical descriptions we meet with empty expressions or il
lusory views in connection with this subject. For if that covering is only 
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realized by the co-operation of several circumstances, if even then it only 
produces a diminution of the danger, we can easily see that, iq particular 
cases, through special circumstances, above all through the boldness of the 
enemy, this whole covering may prove an illusion. In actual war we must 
therefore not content ourselves with assuming offhand the efficacy of such 
and such a fortress, but must definitely study each single case. 

9· As covering a province not occupied. If during the war a province is 
either not occupied at all, or only by an insufficient force, and likewise 
exposed more or less to incursions from enemy raiding parties, then a 
fortress, if not too insignificant in size, may be looked upon as a covering, 
or, if we prefer, as a security, for this provin~e. It may, no doubt, be re
garded as a security, for an enemy cannot become master of the province 
until he has taken the fortress, and that gives us time to hasten to its de-· 
fense. But actual covering can certainly only be considered very indirect, 
or understood in a figurative sense. That is, the fortress can only by its 
active operation in some measure check the incursions of enemy raiders. If 
this operation is limited merely to what the garrison can effect, then the 
result will be small, for the garrisons of such places are generally weak 
and usually consist of infantry only, and that not of the best quality. The 
idea becomes a little more practical if small columns keep themselves in 
communication with the place, making it their base and place of retreat. 

10. As a focus of a general arming of the nation. Provisions, arms and 
munitions cannot be supplied in a regular manner in a national war. On 
the other hand, it is just in such a war that each man naturally shifts for 
himself in these matters. In that way a thousand small sources furnishing 
means of resistance are opened which otherwise might have remained un
used; and it is easy to see that a significant fortress, as a great magazine 
of these things, can well give to the whole resistance more force and 
solidity, more cohesion and greater results. 

Besides, a fortress is a place of refuge for the wounded, the seat of the 
civil authorities, the treasury, the point of assembly for greater enterprises, 
and so forth. Lastly, it is a nucleus of resistance which, during the siege, 
places the enemy's forces in such a condition as facilitates and favors at
tacks of national levies upon them. 

II. For the defense of rivers and mountains. Nowhere can a fortress 
answer so many purposes, undertake to play so many parts, as when it is 
situated on a great river. It secures the passage at any time at that spot 
and hinders that of the enemy for several. miles each way; it commands 
the use of ~he river for commercial purposes, gives shelter to all ships, 
blocks bridges and roads, and offers an opportunity for the indirect de
fense of the river, that is, the defense by means of a position on the enemy's 
side of it. It is evident that, by its influence in so many ways, it very 
greatly facilitates the defense of the river, and may be regarded as an 
essential part of that defense. 
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· Fortresses in mountains are important in a similar manner. There they 
open or close whole systems of roads which have their junction at that 
spot;· they thus command the whole country which is traversed by these 
mountain "roads, and may be regarded as the true buttresses of the whole 
defensive system .. 



CHAPTER XI 

FORTRESSES (Continued) 

We have discussed the purposes of fortresses; now .for their situation. 
At first the subject seems very complicated, when we think of how many 
purposes there are, each of which may again be modified by the locality,. 
but such apprehension has very little foundation if we keep to the essence 
of the subject and guard against unnecessary subtleties. 

It is evident that all these demands are satisfied at the same time if, 
in those districts of country which are to be regarded as the theater of war, 
all the largest and richest cities on the great high roads connecting the 
two countries with each other are fortified, more particularly those adja
cent to ports and inlets, or situated on large rivers and in mountains. Great, 
cities and great high roads go hand in hand, and both have also a natural. 
connection with great rivers and the sea coasts. All these four conditions, 
therefore, will agree very. well with each other, and give rise to no contra-. 
diction. On the other hand, it is not. the same with mountains,. for large. 
cities are seldom found there. If, therefore, the position and direction of 
a mountain range makes it suitable to a defensive line, it is necessary to 
close its roads and passes by small forts, built for this purpose alone and 
at the least possible cost, the great fortifications being reserved for the im
portant cities in the level country. 

We have not yet coJJ.sidered the frontiers of the state, nor said anything 
about the geometrical form of the whole system of fortresses, nor about· 
the other geographical points connected with their situation,· because we 
regard the conditions above mentioned as the most essential, and think 
that in many cases they alone are sufficient, particularly in small states., 
But at the same time other conditions may be admitted, and even become 
necessary in countries of greater superficial extent, which either have a 
great many important cities and roads, or, on the contrary, are almost 
without any; in countries which are either very rich, and though already 
possessing many fortresses, still desire new ones, or, on the other hand, 
are very poor and must make a few do-in short, in cases where the num
ber of fortresses does not fairly well correspond with the numbet of im
portant cities and roads which present themselves, being either consid
erably greater or less. We shall now glance at these conditions. 
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The main questions which remain relate to: 
I. The choice of the principal roads, if the two countries are connected 

by more roads than we wish to fortify. 
2. Whether the fortresses are to be placed on the frontier only or spread 

over the country, or, 
3· Whether they shall be distributed uniformly, or in groups. 
4· The nature of the geographical features of the country to which it is 

necessary to pay attention. 
A number of other questions, derived from the geometrical form of the 

line of fortifications, such as whether they should be placed in a single line 
or in several lines, that is, whether they do more service when placed one 
behind the other, or side by side in line with each other; whether they 
should be checker-wise, or in a straight line; or with salients and re-enter
ing angles like the fortresses themselves-all these we regard as empty 
subtleties, that is, as considerations so insignificant, that the more impor
tant points will not allow them to be mentioned. We only touch on them 
here because they are not merely treated in many works, but also a great 
deal more is made of these pitiful trivialities than they are worth. 

As regards the first question, in order to place it more clearly before 
our eyes, we shall only call to mind the relation of the south of Germany 
to France, that is, to the upper Rhine. If, without considering the number 
of separate states composing this district of country, we suppose it to be 
a whole which is to be fortified strategically, much doubt would necessarily 
arise, for a great number of the finest high. roads lead from the Rhine into 
the interior of Franconia, Bavaria and Austria. Certainly, cities are not 
lacking which surpass others in size and importance, as Nuremburg, Wiirz
burg, Ulm, Augsburg and Munich; but if we are not disposed to fortify all, 
there is no alternative but to make a selection. If, further, in accordance 
with our view, the fortification of the greatest and wealthiest is held to be 
the principal thing, still it is not to be denied that, owing to the distance 
between Nuremburg and Munich, the first has a very different strategic 
significance from the second. Therefore it always remains to be considered 
whether it would not be better, in place of Nuremburg, to fortify some 
other place in the neighborhood of Munich, even if the place is of less im
portance in itself. 

As concerns the decision in such cases, that is, answering the first ques
tion, we must refer to what has been said in the chapters on the general 
plan of defense, and on the choice of the point of attack. Wherever the 
most natural point of attad is situated, there, above all, we shall place 
our defensive arrangement. 

Therefore, amongst a number of great roads leading from the enemy's 
country into ours, we shall, above all, fortify that which leads most 
directly to the heart of our dominions, or that which, traversing fertile 
provinces or running alongside of navigable rivers, most facilitates the 
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enemy's undertaking. We may then rest secure that the assailant either 
encounters there fortifications, or, should he resolve to pass them by, he will 
naturally offer a favorable opportunity for operations against his flank. 
• Vien~a is the heart of South Germany, and plainly Munich or Augsburg, 
m relatiOn to France alone (Switzerland and Italy being supposed neutral), 
would be more effective as a principal fortress than Nuremburg or Wlirz
burg. But if, at the same time, we look at the roads leading into Germany 
from Switzerland through the Tyrol and from Italy, this will become still 
more evident, because, in relation to these, Munich and Augsburg will 
always be places of some effectiveness, whereas Wlirzburg and Nuremburg, 
in this respect, might just as well not exist at all. 

We now turn to the second question: whether the fortresses should be 
placed on the frontier only, or distributed over the whole country. In the 
first place, we must observe that, as regards small states, this question is 
superfluous, for what in strategy can be called frontiers coincides, in their" 
case, nearly with the whole country. The larger the state is supposed to be 
that we are considering in relation to this question, the more obvious ap
pears the necessity of answering it. 

The most natural ans"'er is that fortresses belong to the frontiers, for 
they are to defend the state, and the state is defended as long as the fron
tiers are defended. This conclusion may be valid in general, but the fol
lowing considerations will show how many limitations it may have. 

Every defense which reckons chiefly on foreign assistance lays great 
value on gaining time. It is not a vigorOU!! counterstroke, but a slow pro
ceeding, in which the chief gain consists more in delay than in the weaken~ 
ing of the enemy. But it is natural that, all other circumstances being sup
posed alike, fortresses which are spread over the whole country, and includ~ 
between them a very considerable area of territory, will take longer to be 
captured than those squeezed together in a close line on the frontier. 
Further, in all cases in which the object is to overcome the enemy throug~ 
the length of his communications and the difficulty of maintaining himself 
in countries which are specially able to count on this kind of counterstroke, 
it would be a complete contradiction to make the defensive preparations · 
only on the frontier. Lastly, let us also remember that, if circumstances 
will in any way permit it, the fortification of the capital is a main point; 
that according to our principles the chief cities and centers of trade de
mand it also; that rivers passing through the country, through mountains 
and other obstacles of ground afford advantages for new lines of defense; 
that many cities, through their strong natural situation, invite fortification; 
moreover, that certain accessories of war, such as munition factories, etc., 
are better placed in the interior of the country than on the frontier, and 
their value well entitles them to the protection of fortifications. Then we 
see that there is always more or less occasion for the construction of for
tresses in the interior of a country. On this account we think that although 
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states which possess a great number of fortresses are rfght in placing the 
greater number on the frontier, still it would be a great mistake if the in
ferior of the country was left entirely destitute of them. We think, for 
instance, that this mistake bas been made in a remarkable degree even in 
the case of France. A great doubt may in this respect justifiably arise, if the 
border provinces of a country contain no considerable cities, such cities 
only lying farther in the interior, as is the case in South Germany in par.:. 
ticular, since Swabia is almost destitute of great cities, while Bavaria con
tains a large number. We do not hold it to be necessary to remove these 
doubts once for all on general grounds, believing that in such cases, in 
order to arrive at a solution, reasons derived from the particular situation 
must be taken into account. Still we must call attention to the closing re
marks in this chapter. 

The third question-whether fortresses should be kept together in groups 
or more equally distributed-will, if we reflect upon it, seldom arise. Still 
we must not, for that reason, count it among the useless subtleties, because, 
no doubt, a group of two, three or four fortresses, which are orily a few 
days' march from a common center, give that point and the army placed 
there such strength, that, if the other conditions to some extent allow of it, 
there must be a great temptation to form such a strategic bastion. 

The last point concerns the remaining geographical relations of the point 
to be .chosen. That fortresses on the sea, on streams and great rivers and 
in mountains are doubly effective, we have already stated because it is one 
of the principal things to take into account, but there are a number of 
other points which must be considered. 

If a fortress cannot lie on the river itself, it is better not to place it near, 
but at a distance of fifty to sixty miles from it; otherwise the river inter
sects and disturbs the sphere of action of the fortress in all those respects 
above mentioned.1 

This is not the same in mountains, because there the movement of large 
or small masses is not restricted in the same degree to particular points as 
it is by a river. But fortresses on the enemy's side of a mountain range are 
not well placed, because they are difficult to relieve. If they are on our side, 
the difficulty. of the enemy's laying siege to them is very great, as the 
mountains cut across his line of communication. We cite Olmiitz, 1758, as 
an example. 

It is easily seen that large impassable forests and marches have a similar 
effect to that of rivers. 

The question bas often been raised as to whether cities situated in a 
very inaccessible country are well or ill suited for fortresses. Since they 
can be fortified and defended at lesser expense, or be made much stronger, 
often impregnable, at an equal expenditure of forces, and since the services 

1 Philippsburg was the pattern of a badly placed fortress; it resembled a fool standing 
with his nose close tQ a wall. · 
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of a fortress are always more passive than active, it does not seem necessary 
to attach an excessive importance to the objection that they can easily be 
blockaded. 

If we now, in conclusion, cast a retrospective glance over our simple .sys
tem of fortification for a country, we may assert that it rests on large and 
lasting things and circumstances, directly connected with the foundations 
of the state itself, not on transient views on war, fashionable only for a day; 
not on imaginary strategic niceties, not an entirely individual needs of the 
moment-an error which Iflight be attended with irreparable consequences 
if allowed to influence the construction of fortresses intended to last five 
hundred, perhaps a thousand, years. Silberberg in Silesia, built by Fred"' 
erick II on one .of the ridges of the Sudeten; has, from the complete altera• 
tion in circumstances· which has since taken place, almost entirely lost its 
importance and object, while Breslau; if it had been, and continued tore
main, a strong fortress, would have always .maintained its value against 
the French, as well as against the Russians, Poles and Austrians. 

Our reader will not overlook the fact that these considerations have not 
been set forth for the case of a state providing itself with a brand-new 
set of fortifications. They would be useless, if such :was their object, since 
such a case seldom, if ever, occurs; but they may all occur at the construe, 
tion of any single fortress. 



CHAPTER XII 

DEFENSIVE POSITION 

Any position in which we accept battle, by making use in it of the 
ground as a means of protection, is a defensive position, and it makes 
no difference whether our attitude in so doing is one of passivity or of of
fense. This follows from the general view we have taken of. defense. 

Now we might further apply the term to any position in which an army, 
marching to meet the enemy, would probably accept battle, if the enemy 
sought it there. In point of fact most battles come about in this way, and 
all through the Middle Ages there was no question of anything else. This, 
however, is not the sort of position of which we are speaking here; the 
great majority of all positions are of this kind, and the conception of a 
position, as opposed to a camp taken up on th8 march, will suffice for that. 
A position which is specially designated as a defensive position must, there
fore, be something different. 

In decisions which take place in an ordinary position, the conception of 
time obviously predominates. The armies march against each other in 
order to come to an engagement; the place is a subordinate point-all that 
is required of it is that it should not be unsuitable. But in a real defensive 
position the conception of place predominates. The decision is to be given 
at this place, or, rather, principally through this place. It is only of such 
a position as this that we are here speaking. 

Now the place will have relation to two things, of which the first is that 
a force stationed at this point exerts a certain influence on the whole, and 
the second, that the locality serves the force as protection and as a means 
of strengthening. In a word, it is related both to strategy .and to tactics. 

Strictly speaking, the term defensive position originates from its rela
tion to tactics. For its relation to strategy, the fact, namely, that a force sta
tioned at this place serves by its presence as a defense of the country, also 
holds for a position taken up for purposes of offense. 

The strategic effect of a position can only be shown in its full light later 
on when we treat of the defense of a theater of war. Here we shall only 
consider it so far as can now be done, and for this purpose we must ex
amine more closely two ideas which resemble each other and which are 
often confused, namely, that of turning a position and that of passing by it. 

The turning of a position relates to its front and is done either in order 
372 
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to attack it from the flank, ·or even from the rear, or to cut its line of re
treat and communication. 

The first of these-the attack from the flank or rear-is of a tactical 
nature. In our days, when the mobility of troops is so great and all plans 
of engagements are more or less directed to turning or enveloping the 
enemy, every position must be prepared for this, and if it is to deserve to 
be described as strong, must, along with a strong front, at least offer good 
facilities for engagements on the flanks and rear, if these are threatened. 
A position is, therefore, not made useless if the enemy turns it with the 
:intention of attacking it on the flank or in the rear. The battle which takes 
place there was provided for in the choice of the position and must ensure 
to the defender the advantages which, as a rule, he could expect from this 
position. 

If the position is turned by the assailant with a view to operating against 
the defender's line of retreat and communication, this relates to strategy 
and the question is how long the position can hold out in these circum
stances, and whether we cannot beat the enemy at his own gaine. The an
swers to these questions depend on how the spot is situated, that is, chiefly 
on the relation between the lines of communication on the one side and 
the other. A good position should ensure to the army defending it a prepon
derance in this respect. In any case, the position is not even on this account 
made useless. Our opponent who is in this way kept employed by it is 
thereby at least neutralized. 

But if the assailant, without troubling himself about the existence of the 
force -awaiting him in the defensive position, presses on with his main 
force in another direction in pursuit of his object, he passes by the position. 
If he can do this with impunity and actually does it, he immediately forces 
us to abandon the position, which thus becomes useless. 

There is hardly a position in the world which could not, in the merely 
verbal sense, be passed by, for cases, such as the isthmus of Perekop, on 
account of their rarity, scarcely deserve notice. The impossibility of passing 
by, therefore, must be relative to the disadvantages to which the assailant 
by passing by would subject himself. In what these disadvantages consist 
we shall have a better opportunity of stating in Chapter 28. They may be 
either great or small; in any case they are the equivalent of what would 
have been the tactical usefulness of the position, and, together with it, 
jointly constitute the object of the position. 

From what has so far been said, two strategic properties of the defensive 
position result: 

I. That it cannot be passed by. 
2 • That in the struggle for the lines of communication it gives the de-

fender an advantage. 
Here we have to add two other strategic properties: 
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3· That the relation between the lines of communication also advan
tageously affects the form of the engagement. 

·4. That the general influence of the ground is advantageous. 
For the relation between the lines of communication has an influence ' 

not only on the possibility or impossibility of passing by a position or cut
ting off our opponent's means of subsistence, but also on the whole course 
of the battle. An oblique line of retreat facilitates a tactical turning move
ment on the part of the assailant and paralyzes our own tactical move
ments during the battle. An oblique disposition with regard to the line of 
communication is, however, often not the fault of tactics but a result of~ 
mistake in the choice of the strategic point. It is, for instance, absolutely 
unavoidable if the road changes direction in the vicinity of the position 
(Borodino, 1812). The assailant is then heading in the direction to tum 
our line without deviating from his oum perpe.ndicular disposition. 

Further, the assailant, if he has many ways for his retreat while we a~ 
confined to one, likewise has the advantage of a much greater tactical free
dom. In all these cases the tactical skill of the defender is exerted in vain 
to overcome the disadv~tageous influence which the strategic conditionS 
exercise. 

Lastly, as regards the fourth point, the ground may also in other re
spects create a situation so generally disadvantageous that even the most 
careful choice and most efficient employment of tactical aids· can effect 
nothing to remedy it. In such circumstances the chief points are as follows: 

I. The defender must above all try to get the advantage of overlooking 
his adversary, so as to be able swiftly to fall upon him within the limits of 
his position. It is only when the obstacles the ground offers to approach are 
cqmbined with these two conditions that it is really favorable to the defense. 

Points which are under the influence of commanding ground are, there
fore, disadvantageous to him; all or most positions in mountains (with 
which we shall deal more particularly in the chapters on mountain'war}; 
all positions which rest one flank on mountains, for such, though making it 
more difficult for the assailant to pass by, facilitate a turning .movement; 
likewise, all positions which have a mountain range near them in front, 
and generally all ground which can create such situations as those above 
mentioned. 

As the reverse of these disadvantageous situations we shall only di~ · 
tinguish one case, that in which the position has a mountain range in its 
rear. This affords so many advantages that in general it may be accepted 
as one of the most favorable locations for defensive positions. 

2. The ground may more or less correspond to the character of the army 
and its composition. A very numerous cavalry is a proper reason for seek
ing an open ground. Lack of this arm and perhaps also of artillery and the 
possession of a courageous infantry, inured to war and ac~uainted with 
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the country, make it adVisable to take advantage of a difficult, close 
ground. 

The tactical relation which the location of a defensive position bears to 
the armed force we do not here have to discuss in detail, but only the 
total result, for this alone is a strategic quantity. 

Undoubtedly a position in which an army proposes only to await the 
attack of the enemy should afford it such considerable advantages of 
ground as may be regarded as multiplying its forces. Where nature does 
much, but not so much as we want, the art of entrenchment comes to our 
aid. By this means single portions not unfrequently become impregnable, 
and not unfrequently so does the whole. Obviously, in the latter case the 
whole character of the measure is changed; it is then no longer a battle 
under favorable conditions that we are seeking, and in this battle the suc
cess of the campaign, but a success without a battle. By keeping our 
forces in an impregnable position, we are definitely refusing battle and 
forcing our opponent to adopt some other way of obtaining a decision. 

We must, therefore, completely separate the two cases and shall dea.J. 
with the latter of them in the following chapterunder the title of "Forti
fied Positions and Entrenched Camps." 

But the defensive position with which we have now to do is to be noth
ing more than a field of battle with advantages increased in our favor. In 
order, however, that it may become a field of battle, the advantages in our 
favor must not be too great. What degree of strength then may such a 
position have? Obviously, it must be in proportion to the degree of the 
enemy's determination to attack, and that is a matter for judgment in each 
individual case. Opposed to a Bonaparte, we may and must withdraw be
hind stronger ramparts than when faced by a Daun or a Schwarzenberg. 

If single portions of a position are impregnable, for instance, the front; 
that is to be regarded as a separate 'factor in its total strength, for the 
forces not required at this point can be employed elsewhere. But we must 
not omit to observe that by the enemy being entirely beaten off from 
such impregnable points, the form of his attack acquires quite a different 
character, and we must ascertain beforehand whether this suits our situa
tion. 

For instance, to take up a position as bas often been done, so close be
hind a great river that it is regarded as strengthening the front, is merely 
to make the river a point of support for the right or left flank; for the 
enemy is naturally forced to cross farther to the right or left and attack us 
with a changed front. The main question must therefore be: What ad-
vantages or disadvantages does that give us? _ 

In our opinion a defensive position will the more closely appr~ac? the 
idea.l. the better its strength is concea.l.ed and the more opportumty 1t af
for~ us of so conducting our engagements as to effect a surprise. Just as, 
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with regard to our forces, we endeavor to conceal from the enemy their real 
strength and the· direction in which that strength is to be employed, so on 
the same principle, we should try to conceal from him the advantages we 
expect to derive from the formation of the ground. This, of course, can 
only be done up to a certain point and demands, perhaps, a special mode of 
procedure, as yet but little attempted. 

The vicinity of an important fortress, in whatever direction it may be, 
gives any position a great advantage over the enemy in respect to the move
ment and use of its forces. An appropriate use of single field-works can 
make up for the lack of natural strength at single points and make it pos
sible for the main features of the engagement to be determined in advance 
at our pleasure. With these artificial means of strengthening our position 
must be. combined a judicious choice of those natural obstacles in the 
ground which will render the operation of the enemy's forces difficult with
out making it impossible. We must try to tum to good account every ad
vantage of the situation-the fact that we know the battlefield and the 
enemy does not, that we can conceal our movements better than he can 
his, and the general superiority we have over him in the means of effecting 
a ...surprise in the course of the engagement. Then as a result of all these 
things combined, it is possible for the locality to exercise an overwhelming 
and decisive influence, to which the enemy succumbs without realizing the 
real cause of his overthrow. This is what we understand by a defensive po
sition, and we consider it to be one of the greatest advantages of a defen~ 
sive war. 

Leaving out of consideration particular situations, we may assume that 
an undulating country, not too well, nor yet too little, cultivated, affords 
the most positions of this kind. 
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FORTIFIED POSITIONS AND ENTRENCHED CAMPS 

We have said in the preceding chapter that a position made so strong 
by nature and art as to be impregnable lies quite outside the category 
of advantageous fields of battle and therefore constitutes one of its own. 
In this chapter we shall consider its peculiar character and, on account of 
its fortress-like nature, call it a fortified position. 

Fortified positions cannot be produced by entrenchments alone, except 
as entrenched camps resting on fortresses, and still less by natural obstacles 
alone. Nature and art usually join hands in them, and on that account 
they are frequently called entrenched camps or positions. These terms, 
however, can really be applied to any position more or less provided with 
entrenchments, which has nothing in common with the nature of the posi
tions here being discussed. 

The object of a fortified position, therefore, is to make the military force 
stationed there practically unassailable, and by that means either directly 
to provide actual protection for a certain tract of country, or only for the 
forces stationed in that tract, in order then to use these forces for cover
ing the country indirectly in another way. The former was the meaning of 
the lines of earlier wars, more particularly on the French frontier; the lat
ter that of the entrenched camps showing a front in every direction and 
those laid out near fortresses. · 

If the front of a position through entrenchments and obstacles to ap
proach is so strong that an attack becomes impossible, the enemy is com
pelled to turn it, in order to make his attack from a flank or from the rear. 
To prevent this being easily done, supporting points were sought for these 
lines, to give them a certain amount of support on the flanks, such as the 
Rhine and the Vosges give to the lines in Alsace. The longer the front of 
such a line, the more readily can it be protected from being turned, be
cause every turning movement always involves some danger to the forces 
making it, and this danger increases in direct proportion to the deviation 
required from their original direction. Therefore a considerable length of 
front which could be made impregnable and good flank supports ensure the 
possibility of directly protecting a considerable tract of country against 
enemy invasion. This, at least, was the view from which works of this class 
originated, and this is the meaning of the lines in Alsace, with their right 
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flank on the Rl:iine and their left on the Vosges, and of the lines in Flan
ders, seventy-five miles long, resting their right flank on the Scheidt and 
the fortress of Tournay, and their left on _the sea. 

But when we have not the advantages of SO' long and strong a front and 
of good flank supports, if the country is to be held at all by a well
entrenched force, this force must protect itself against being turned by 
being allowed-both itself and its position-to show a front in every 
direction. But then the conception of a tract of country actually covered 
vanishes, for such a position is strategically to be reg::trded as only a point 
that covers the force occupying it and thereby assures to it the possibility 
of maintaining its hold on the country, that is to sa.y, of maintaining itself 
in the country. Such a camp can no longer be turned; that is, it cannot be 
attacked on the flank or in the rear by -reason of those parts being weaker 
thim the front, for it shows a front in all directions and is equally strong 
everyv.·here. But such a camp can be passed by, and, indeed, much more 
easily than an entrenched line, for it has practically no extension. 

Entrenched camps connected with fortresses are fundamentally of this 
second kind, for their object is to protect the forces assembled in them. 
Their further strategical significance, namely, the employment of these 
protected forces, is, however, somewhat different from that of the other 
entrenched camps. 

After this explanation of the origin of these three different means of de
fense we shall consider their value and distinguish between them under the 
names of fortified lines, fortified positions and entrenched camps resting 
on fortresses. 

I .. Lines. These are the most pernicious kind of cordon warfare. The ob
stacle they present to the assailant is absolutely of no value unless it is 
defended by a powerful fire; in itself it is no better than nothing at all. 
But now the extent of the field over which the fire of an army can still 
be thus effective is very small compared with the extent of the country. 
The lines can only be very short and consequently cover very little country, 
or the army will not be able really to defend all points of them. The idea 
was then hit upon of not garrisoning all points of these lines, but only 
keeping them under observation and defending them by means of suitably 
posted reserves in the same way that a not too wide river can be defended; 
but this procedure is against the nature of the means employed. If the natu
ral obstacles of the ground are so great that we could employ such a 
kind of defense, the entrenchments would be useless and dangerous, for 
that kind of defense is not local, and it is only for a local defense that 
entrenchments are suitable. But if the entrenchments themselves are to be 
regarded as ·the chief obstacle to approach, we can well understand how 
little an undefended entrenchment will mean. What is a trench ten or 
fifteen feet deep and a wall ten to twelve feet high against the united effort 
of many thousands, undisturbed by enemy tire? The consequence, there-
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fore, is that such lines, if they were short and at the same time compara
tively strongly manned, have been turned, or, if they were extensive and 
inadequately manned, have without great difficulty been attacked in front 
and taken. 

Now as lines of this kind tie the force manning them down to local de" 
fense and take away all its mobility, they are a very ill-conceived means to 
employ against an enterprising enemy. If nevertheless they have been re
tained for a fairly long time in modern wars, the reason for that lies in the 
weakening of war's elemental violence, where a seeming difficulty produced 
all the effect of a real one. Furthermore, in most campaigns these lines 
were used merely for a subordinate defense against raiding parties. If for 
that purpose they have proved not wholly ineffective, we have only at the 
same time to remember how much more usefully the troops required for 
their defense might have been employed at other points. In 'the most recent 
wars there could be no question of them at all, nor do we find any trace 
of them; and it may be doubted if they will ever reappear. 

2. Positions. The defense of a tract of country continues (as we shall 
show in greater detail in Chapter 2 7) as long as the force designated for 
it maintains itself there, and only ceases if that force quits the country and 
gives it up. 

If a force is to maintain itself in a country which is attacked by an enemy 
of greatly superior strength, an impregnable position affords the means of 
defending this force against the violence of the sword. 

Such positions, as we have said, must show a front on all sides. Accord
ing to the ordinary extension of a tactical disposition, and if the force , 
were not too large (and a large force would be out of keeping with the· 
supposed case), it would therefore occupy a very small space. This, in the 
course of the engagement, would be exposed to so many disadvantages 
that, in spite of every possible strengthening by means of entrenchments, 
a successful resistance would be almost inconceivable. Such a camp, show
ing front in all directions, must necessarily, therefore, have a comparatively 
considerable extension of its flanks, and these flanks should at the !arne 
time be practically impregnable. But to give them this strength in spite 
of their great extension is more than the art of entrenchment can do, and 
it is therefore a fundamental condition for sucl:~ a camp that it should be 
strengthened by natural obstacles of the ground such as to make many por
tions quite impossible to approach, and others difficult. In order, therefore, 
to employ this means of defense, a position of this kind needs to be found, 
and when it is lacking, it is impossible to attain our object by mere en
trenchment. These considerations relate to the tactical results and are men
tioned only in order that we may first properly establish the existence of 
this strategic means. For the sake of clearness we mention in this con
nection the examples of Pirna, Bunzelwitz, Colberg, Torres Vedras and 
Drissa. Let us now consider its strategic properties and effects. 
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The first condition is naturally that the force stationed in this camp 
should have its subsistence assured for some time, for so long, that is, as 
is thought necessary to keep the camp going. This will only be possible if 

·the rear of the position rests on a port, as at Colberg and Torres Vedras, 
or is in close connection with a fortress as at Bunzelwitz and Pirna, or if 
stores. have been accumulated inside it or in its vicinity, as at Drissa. 

It is only in the first case that the provisioning can be assured more or 
less permanently; in the second and third case, however, only for a more 
or less limited time, so that on this point danger is ever threatening. From 
this it is evident how the difficulty of provisioning excludes a number of 
strong points, which otherwise would be suitable for an entrenched posi
tion, and makes those suitable rare. 

In order to \lnderstand the effectiveness of such a position and its ad
vantages and dangers, we must ask ourselves what the assailant can do 
against it. 

a. The assailant can pass by the fortified position, pursue his enter
prise and watch the position with more or less troops. 

\V e must here distinguish between the case of a position occupied by the 
main body and one occupied only by a subordinate force. 

In the first case, the passing by the position can benefit the assailant 
only if, besides the main force of the defender, there is also some other 
attainable and decisive object for the attack, as, for instance, the taking 
of a fortress or the capital, and so on. But even if there is such an object, 
he can only pursue it if the strength of his base and the lie of his communi
cation line relieve him from fear of an operation against his strategic flank. 

The conclusions we draw from this as to the admissibility and effective
ness of a fortified position for the main body of the defender's army is 
that they depend on· two conditions. In the first place, its effectiveness 
against the strategic flank of the assailant must be so decisive that we may 
be sure in advance of keeping him at a point where be can do us no harm. 
In the second place there must be for the assailant absolutely no attainable 
object for which the defender might feel anxiety. If there is such an object 
and if the assailant's strategic flank cannot be sufficiently menaced, then 
the position either cannot be taken up at all, or only as a feint or to test 
the assailant's willingness to accept its importance as serious. But this is 
always attended with the danger that in case of failure we may be too late 
to reach the point threatened. 

If the fortified position is only manned by a subordinate force, the as
sailant can never lack a further object to attack because this can itself be 
the main body of the enemy's army. In this case the importance of the 
position is therefore strictly limited to the means which it affords of 
operating against the enemy's strategic flank, ~d depends on this condi
tion. 

b. If the assailant does not dare to pass by a position, be can actually 
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invest it and starve it into surrender. But this presupposes two conditions, 
first, that the position is not open in the rear, and second, that the assailant 
is strong enough for such an investment. If these two conditions are ful
filled, the assailants army would certainly be neutralized for a time by the 
fortified camp, but the price the defender would have had to pay for this 
advantage would be the loss of the defensive force. 

From this it is clear that with the main body of the 11-rmy the expedient 
of such a fortified position will only be adopted: 

aa) When the rear is perfectly safe (Torres Vedras). · 
bb) When we foresee that the enemy's superiority in numbers is not 

great enough actually to invest us in our camp. Should the enemy with an 
insufficient superiority still decide to do so, we should be able to make a 
successful sally from the camp and beat him in detail. . 

cc) When we can count on relief, like the .Saxons at Pima in 1756, and 
as was fundamentally the case after the battle of Prague in 1757, because 
Prague itself could only be regarded as an entrenched camp in which 
Prince Charles would never have allowed himself to be shut up, if he had 
not known that the Moravian army could liberate him. 

One of these three conditions is, therefore, absolutely necessary to justify 
the choice of a strong position for the main body of an army. We must, 
nevertheless, admit that the last two border closely upon being extremely 
dangerous for the defender. 

But if it is a question of exposing a subordinate corps to the risk of be
ing sacrificed if necessary, for the benefit of the whole, then these condi
tions disappear, and the only point to decide is whether by such a sacrifice 
a greater evil can really be avoided. This will, perhaps, but seldom be the 
case; nevertheless, it is certainly not inconceivable. The entrenched camp 
at Pirna prevented Frederick• the Great from attacking Bohemia, as he 
would have done in I 7 56. The Austrians at that time were so little pre
pared that the loss of that kingdom would appear to have been beyond 
doubt, and perhaps also a greater loss of men would have been involved in 
it than the 17 ,ooo allied troops who capitulated in the Pirna camp. 

c. If none of the possibilities in favor of the assailant specified in a 
and b exist, and therefore the conditions are fulfilled which we have there 
set out as in favor of the defender, there remains, indeed, nothing for the 
assailant to do but to stand fast before the position like a setter before a 
covey of birds; at most to spread himself as much as possible over the 
country by detachments and, contenting himself with this small and in
decisive advantage, leave to the future the real decision as to the possession 
of the tract of country. In this case, the position has completely fulfilled its 
purpose. 

3· Entrenched camps near fortresses. They belong, as we have said, to the 
class of entrenched positions generally, in so far as they have for their 
object to cover not a tract of territory but a military force against a hostile 
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attack. They actually differ from the others only in the fact that with 
the fortress they form an inseparable whole by which they naturally ac
quire much greater strength. 

From this, however, result the following characteristics: 
a. That they may also have the particular object of rendering the siege 

of the fortress either quite impossible or very difficult. This object may 
be worth a great sacrifice of troops if the place is a port which cannot be 
blockaded, but in any other case it is to be feared that the place would 
fall through famine too soon to be quite worth the sacrifice of a consid
erable number of troops. 

b. Entrenched camps can be formed near fortresses for smaller bodies of 
troops than those in the open field. Four or five thousand men may be un
,defeatable under the walls of a fortress, whereas in "the open field in the 
strongest camp in the world they would be lost. 

c. They may be used for the assembly and training of forces which have 
·still too little stability to be trusted in contact with the enemy without the 
·support afforded by the works of the fortress-recruits, for example, militia, 
national levies, and so forth. 

They might, therefore, be recommended as a very useful expedient if 
they had not the immense disadvantage of being more or less prejudicial to 
the for~ress in case they cannot be garrisoned, while to keep the fortress 
always provided with a garrison sufficient to some extent for the camp as 
well would be a much too onerous condition. 

We are, therefore, inclined to consider them only to. be recommended for 
places on the coast and in all other cases as more harmful than helpful. 

In conclusion, to summarize our opinion in a general view, fortified and 
entrenched positions are: 

r. The less to be dispensed with, according as the country is smaller 
and there is less space for evading the enemy. 

2. The less dangerous, according as they can count more certainly on 
· being reinforced and relieved either by other forces, or the season of bad 

weather, or popular insurrection, or famine, and so forth. 
3· The more effective, according as the elemental force of the enemy's 

onset is weaker. 



CHAPTER XIV 

FLANK POSITIONS 

We have only allotted to this conception, so prominent in the world of 
ordinary military theory, a special chapter, in dictionary fashion, for 
greater facility of reference, for we do not believe that anything inde
pendent in itself is denoted by the term. 

Every position which is to be held, even if the enemy passes it by, is 
a flank position, for from the moment he does so it can have no other 
effect but that upon the enemy's strategic flank. 'therefore, necessarily, all 
fortified positions are, at the same time, flank positions, for as they cannot 

, be attacked and the enemy is accordingly obliged to pass them by, they can 
only get their value by their effect on his strategic flank. Whatever the 
actual front of the fortified position may be, whether it runs parallel to 
the enemy's strategic flank, as at Colberg, or perpendicular to it, as at 
Bunzelwitz and Drissa, is quite immaterial, for a fortified position must 
front every way. · 

But it may still be desirable to maintain a position that is not impreg
nable, even if the enemy passes it by, should its situation, for instance, give 
us so preponderant an advantage in relation to the lines of retreat and 
communication that not only can we make an effective attack on the 
strategic flank of the advancing enemy, but also that the enemy, alarmed 
for his own line of retreat, is unable to get entire possession of ours. For 
if this last were not the case, our position not being a fortified, that is fo 
say, an unassailable, one, we should run the risk of having to fight without 
a line of retreat. ' 

The year x8o6 affords us an example that illustrates this. The disposi
tion of the Prussian army on the right bank of the Saale might in relation to 
Bonaparte's advance by Hof have become in every sense a flank position, 
if, that is, the army had been drawn up parallel to the Saale and in this 
position had awaited further developments. . 

If in this case there had not been such a disproportion between the 
physical and moral forces, if only a Daun had been at the head of the 
French army, the Prussian position would have shown its effectiveness by 
a most brilliant result. To pass it by was quite impossible; that was 
acknowledged even by Bonaparte by his resolution to attack it. Even Bona
parte did not entirely succeed in cutting off its line of retreat, and had the 
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disproportion between the physical and moral forces been lese serious, to 
do so would have been just as impracticable as to pass it by. For the 
Prussian army ran less risk from the overpoweiing of their left wing than 
did the French from that of their own left wing. Even with the existing 
disproportion of the forces, resolute and judicious leadership would still 
have afforded great hopes of a victory. There would have been nothing to 
binder the Duke of Brunswick on the 13th from making such arrangements 
that at daybreak on the morning of the 14th he might oppose So,ooo 
men to the 6o,ooo with which Bonaparte bad crossed the Saale near Jena 
and Dornburg. Though this preponderance and the steep valley of the 
Saale in the real' of the French would not have been enough to give a deci
sive victory, yet it must be admitted that it was in itself an extremely 
advantageous result. If, with such a result, no favorable decision could 
be won, no decision at all could be expected in that district and instead we 
should have retreated farther, to gain reinforcements thereby and weaken 
the enemy. 

The Prussian position on the Saale, therefore, though assailable, might 
have been regarded as a flank position to the road coming by way of Hof, 
only this description could not be applied to it absolutely, any more than 
to any assailable position, because it only became applicable if the enemy 
did not dare to attack. 

Still less would it be consistent with clear ideas if even those positions 
which cannot be maintained after the enemy has passed them by, and from 
which consequently the defender seeks to attack the assailant's flank, were 
called flank positions merely because his attack is directed against a flank. 
For this flank attack has hardly anything to do with the position itself, or 
at all events does not essentially arise from its properties, as is the case 
with the operation against a strategic flank. 

It is obvious from this that there is nothing new to establish about the 
properties of a flank position. A few words only on the character of this 
expedient may conveniently be introduced here. Really fortified positions, 
we disregard entirely because we have already said enough about them. 

A flank position which is not impregnable is an extremely effective in
strument, but at the same time on that very account, also an extremely 
dangerous one. If the assailant is checked by it, we have obtained a great 
effect with a small expenditure of force; it is the touch of the rider's finger 
on the long lever of a sharp bit. But if the effect is too slight, if the assailant 
is not stopped, the defender has more or less sacrificed his retreat and must 
either still try to escape in baste and by detours, therefore under very un
favorable circumstances, or he is in danger of having to fight without a 
line of retreat. Against a bold and moral!y superior adversary who is seek
ing a thorough decision, this expedient therefore is extremely hazardous 
and entirely out of place, as the example from 1806 quoted above shows. 
On the other hand, against a cautious opponent and in a war of mere 
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observation, it can rank as one of the best means to which the talent of 
the defender can have recourse. The Duke Ferdinand's defense of the 
Weser by his position on the left bank and the well-known positions of. 
Schmotseifen_and Landshut are examples of this, but the latter, certainly, 
at the same time, in the catastrophe which befell Fouque's corps in I 760, 
illustrates the danger uf a wrong employment of it. 



CHAPTER XV 

DEFENSE OF MOUNTAINS 

The influence of mountain ranges on the conduct of war is very great; 
the subject, therefore, is very important for theory. As this influence in
troduces into action a retarding principle, it belongs first of all to the 
defensive. We shall, therefore, treat it here without confining ourselves to 
the narrower conception as defense of mountains. As we shall discover in 
our consideration of the subject results which run counter to general 
opinion in many points, we shall be obliged to enter into a rather elaborate 
analysis of it. 

We shall first examine the tactical nature of the subject, in order to 
find its point of contact with strategy. 

The endless difficulty attending the march of large columns on mountain 
roads, the extraordinary strength which a small post obtains by a steep 
slope covering its front, and by ravines right and left supporting its flanks, 
are unquestionably the two principal causes why such efficacy and strength 
are universally attributed to the defense of mountains that nothing but 
peculiarities in armament and tactics at certain periods have prevented 
large masses of military forces from engaging in it. 

When a column, winding like a serpent, toils its way through narrow 
ravines up to the top of a mountain, and passes over it at a snail's pace, 
when artillery- and transport-drivers, with oaths and shouts, flog their 
over-driven horses through the rugged narrow roads, when each broken 
wagon has to be gotten out of the way with indescribable trouble, while 
all those behind are detained, cursing and blaspheming, everyone then 
thinks to himself: "Now, if the enemy came up with but a few hundred 
men he might scatter the whole lot." From this has originated the expres
sion used by historical writers when they describe a narrow pass as a place 
where "a handful of men could keep a whole army in check." At the same 
time everyone who has had any experience in war knows, or ought to know, 
that such a march through mountains has little or nothing in common with 
the attack on them, and that therefore to infer from this difficulty that the 
difficulty of attacking thelJl. must be much greater still is a false conclu
sion. 

It is natural enough that an inexperienced person should argue thus, and 
it is almost as natural that the art of war itself of a certain age should have 

J86 



DEFENSE OF MOUNTAINS 

been entangled in the same error. The phenomenon was almost as new at 
that time to those accustomed to war as to the uninitiated. Before the 
Thirty Years' War, owing to the deep order of battle, the numerous cavalry, 
the primitive firearms, and other peculiarities, it was quite unusual to 
make use of formidable obstacles of ground in war, and an actual defense 
of mountains, at least by regular troops, was almost impossible. It was not 
until a more extended order of battle was introduced, and infantry and 
their firearms became the chief part of an army, that the use which might 
be made of hills and valleys was thought of. But it was not until a hundred 
years afterward, i.e., about the middle of the eighteenth century, that the 
idea became fully developed. 

The second circumstance, namely, the great power of resistance which 
a small post acquires by being placed on a point difficult of access, was stiil 
more suited to lead to an ·exaggerated idea of the strength of mountain 
defenses. The opinion arose that it was only necessary to multiply such a 
post by a certain number to make an army out of a battalion, a mountain 
range out of a mountain. 

It is undeniable that a small post acquires an extraordinary strength by 
selecting a good position in a mountainous country. A small detachment, 
which would be put to flight in level country by a couple of squadrons, and 
would think itself lucky to save itself from rout or capture by a hasty 
retreat, can in the mountains, we might say, stand up before a whole army, 
and, with a kind of tactical effrontery, exact from it the military honor of 
a regular attack, of having its flank turned, and so forth. How it obtains 
this power of resistance by obstacles to approach, points d'appui for its 
flanks, and new positions which it finds on its retreat, is a. subject for 
tactics to explain; we accept that as an established fact. · 

It was very natural to believe that a great number of such posts placed 
in a line would provide a very strong, almost unassailable front, and all 
that remained to be done was to prevent the position from being turned 
by extending it right and left until either flank supports were found, com
mensurate with the importance of the whole, or until the extent of the 
position itself might be supposed to give security against turning move-' 
ments. A mountainous country especially invites such a course by present
ing such a· number of positions, each one apparently better than the other, 
that for this very reason one does not know where to stop; and therefore 
finally each and every approach to the mountains within a certain distance 
is occupied and defended. Ten or fifteen single posts, thus spread over a 
space of about fifty miles or more, were supposed to bid defiance to that 
odious turning movement. Now as the connection between these posts was 
considered sufficiently secure by the intervening spaces being ground of an 
impassable nature (because except on roads it is impossible to march with 
columns), it was thought that a wall of iron had thus been placed before 
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the enemy. As an extra precaution, a few battalions, some horse artillery 
and a dozen squadrons of cavalry, formed a reserve to provide against the 
case of an unexpected break-through actually occurring at any point. 

No one will deny that this picture is accurately historical, and it cannot 
be said that we have absolutely got rid of such absurd ideas. 

The course of improvement in tactics since the Middle Ages, with armies 
ever increasing in numbers, likewise contributed to bring mountainous 
districts in this sense more within the scope of military action. 

The chief characteristic of mountain defense is its most decisive passiv
ity; in this light the tendency toward the defense of mountains was very 
natural before armies attained their present mobility. But armies were 
constantly becoming larger, and, on account of the effect of firearms, be
gan to .extend more and more into long, thin lines connected with great 
ingenuity, and very difficult, often almost impossible, to move. To dispose, 
in order of battle, such an ingenious machine, was often a half day's work, 
and half the battle; and almost everything that must now be attended to 
in the preliminary plan of the battle was included in this first disposition. 
After this work was done, it was difficult to make any modifications when 
new circumstances arose. From this it followed that the assailant, being 
the last to form his line of battle, had to adapt it to the position chosen 
by the enemy, without the latter being able in tum to modify his accord
ingly. The attack thus acquired a general superiority, and the defense had 
no other means to make up for this than by seeking protection from im
pediments of ground, and for this nothing was so favorable and general as 
mountainous ground. Thus it became an object to couple, as it were, the 
army with a formidable obstacle of ground, and the two united then made 
common cause. The battalion defended the mountain, and the mountain the 
battalion; thus the passive defense through the aid of mountain ground 
acquired a high degree of strength, and the only disadvantage in the thing 
itself was that it entailed an even greater loss of freedom of movement, a 
quality of which in any case no one knew how to make any particular use. 

When two antagonistic' systems act upon each other, the exposed side, 
that is, the weak point, of the one always draws upon itself the blows from 
the other. If the defensive stands motionless and as it were spellbound in 
posts which are in themselves strong, and cannot be taken, the aggressor is 
thereby encouraged to be bold in turning movements, because he has no 
apprehension about his own flanks. This is what took place, and turning, 
as it was called, soon became the order of the day. To counteract this, 
positions were extended more and more; they were thus weakened in front, 
and the offensive suddenly turned upon that part. Instead of trying to out
flank by extending, the assailant now concentrated his masses for attack 
at some point, and the line was broken. This is roughly what took place in 
regard to mountain defense in the most recent period of military history. 

The offensive had once again gained an absolute preponderance through 
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the continuous advance being made in mobility, and it was only from the 
same means that the defense could seek help. But mountain ground, by its 
nature, is opposed to mobility, and thus the whole mountain defense experi
enced, if we may use the expression, a defeat not unlike that .which the 
armies engaged in it in the Revolutionary War so often suffered. 

But that we may not empty the baby with the bath, and allow ourselves 
to be carried away by the stream of commonplaces to assertions which, in 
actual experience, will be refuted a thousand times by the force of circum
stances, we must distinguish the effects of mountain defense according to 
the nature of the cases. 

The principal question to be decided here, and that which throws the 
greatest light upon the whole subject, is whether the resistance which the 
mountain defense is intended to offer is to be relative or absolute-whether 
it is only to last for a time or to end in a decisive victory. For resistance 
of the first kind, mountain ground is in a high degree suitable, and intro
duces into it a very powerful element of strength; for one of the latter kind, 
on the contrary, it is in general not at all suitable, or pnly so in some 
special cases. 

In mountains every movement is slower and more difficult, costs therefore 
more time, and more men as well, if executed within the sphere of danger. 
But the loss to the assailant in time and men is the standard by which the 
resistance offered is measured. As long as the movemen.t is all on the side 
of the offensive, the defensive has a marked advantage; but as soon as the 
defensive also applies this principle of movement, that advantage ceases. 
Now, naturally, on tactical grounds, a relative resistance permits a much 
greater degree of passivity than one which is intended to lead to a decisive 
result, and it allows this passivity to be carried to the extreme limit, that 
is, to the end of the engagement, which in the other case may never happen. 
The impeding element of mountain ground, which as a medium of greater 
density weakens all positive activity, is therefore completely suited to the 
passive defense. 

We have said that a small post in a mountain range acquires an extraor
dinary strength by the nature of the ground; but although this tactical re
sult requires no further proof, we must add some further explanation. 
It is here especially that a distinction must be drawn between what is rela
tively and what is absolutely small. If a small body of troops, whatever its 
size may be, isolates a part of itself in a position, this part may possibly 
be exposed to the attack of the whole body of the enemy's troops, there
fore of a superior force in comparison to which it is itself small. In this 
case, as a rule, no absolute, but only a relative, resistance can be the object. 
The smaller the post in relation to the whole body of the enemy, the more 
this applies. , · 

But also a post which is small in an absolute sense, that is, one which 
is not opposed by an enemy superior to itself and which, therefore, may 
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contemplate an absolute resistance, a real victory, will be infinitely better 
off in mountains than a large army and can derive more advantage from 
the ground, as we shall show later. 

Our conclusion, therefore, is that a small post in mountains possesses 
great strength. How this may be of decisive use in all cases where every
thing depends on a relative resistance is obvious. But will it be of the same 
decisive use for the absolute resistance of an army? This is the question 
which we now propose to examine. 

First of all, we further ask whether a front line composed of several 
such posts has, as has hitherto been assumed, the same strength propor
tionally as each separate post. This is certainly not the case, and to suppose 
so would involve us in one or other of two errors. 

In the first place, a country without roads is often mistaken for one 
which is impassable. Where a column, or where artillery and cavalry can
not march, infantry may still, in general, be able to advance, and even 
artillery may often be brought there as well, for the movements, very ex
hausting but brief, in an engagement are not to be compared with those on 
a march. The secure connection of the single posts with one another rests 
therefore on an illusion, and their flanks are consequently threatened. 

Or, next, it is supposed, that the line of small posts, which are very 
strong in front, are also equally strong on their flanks, because ravines, 
precipices, and so forth, form excellent supports for a small post. But why 
are they so? Not because they make the turning of the post impossible, 
but because, owing to them, the operation demands an expenditure of time 
and of force proportionate to the effective action of the post. The enemy 
who, in spite of the difficulties of the ground, wishes, and in fact is obliged; 
to turn such a post, because the front is unassailable, requires, perhaps, a 
half day to execute his purpose, and nevertheless cannot accomplish it with
out some loss of men. Now if such a post can depend on support, or if it is 
only designed to resist for a certain length of time, or, lastly, if it is a 
match for the enemy in strength-then the flank supports have done their 
part, and we may say the position had not only a strong front, but strong 
flanks as well. But such is not the case if it is a question of a line of posts, 
forming part of an extended mountain position. None of these three condi
tions is realized in that case. The enemy attacks one point with an over
whelming force, the support from the rear is perhaps slight, and yet every
thing depends on an 'absolute resistance. Under such circumstances the 
flank supports of such posts are worth nothing. 

Upon a weak point like this the attack usually directs its blows. The 
assault with concentrated, and therefore very superior, forces upon a point 
of the front may certainly be mel by a resistance which is very violent as 
f'egards that point, but which is very insignificant as regards the whole. 
After it is overcome, the line is pierced, and the object of the attack 
attained. 
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From this it follows that the relative resistance in mountain warfare is, 
in general, greater than in a level country, that it is comparatively greatest 
in small posts, but that it does not increase in the same measure as the 
masses increase. 

Let us now turn to the real object of great engagements generally
to the positive victory which may also be the object in the defense of · 
mountains. If the whole mass, or the main force is employed for that pur
pose, then the defense of mountains changes itself by that very fact into a 
defensive battle in the mountains. A battle, that is, the application of all 
our military forces to the destruction of the enemy, is now the form, a 
victory the object, of the engagement. The defense of mountains which 
takes place in this engagement appears now a subordinate consideration, 
for it is no longer the object; it is only the means. Now, in this case, how 
does the ground in mountains suit the object? 

The character of a defensive battle is a passive reaction in front, and 
an increased active reaction in rear, but for this the ground in mountains 
is a paralyzing influence. There are two reasons for this: first, lack of roads 
affording means of moving rapidly in all directions, from the rear toward 
the front-even the sudden tactical surprise is hampered by the uneven
ness of ground-second, lack of a free view over the country and the 
enemy's movements .. The ground in mountains, therefore, in this case offers 
the enemy the same advantages which it gav~ to us in front, and paralyzes 
the entire better half of the resistance. To this is to be added a third ob
jection, namely, the danger of being cut off. Much as a mountainous coun
try is favorable to a retreat made under a pressure exerted along the whole 
front, and great as may be the loss of time to an enemy who wants to turn 
us, still these again are only advantages in the case of a relative defense, 
advantages which have no connection with the decisive battle, the holding 
out to the last extremity. The resistance will last, it is true, somewhat 
longer, that is, until the enemy has reached with his flank columns points 
which menace or completely block our retreat. Once he has gained such 
points, however, relief is hardly any longer possible. No offensive action 
made from the rear can drive him out again from the points where he 
threatens us; no desperate assault with our whole mass can clear the pas
sage which he blocks. Whoever sees in this a contradiction, and believes 
that the advantages which the assailant has in mountain warfare, must also 
be profitable to the defensive in an attempt to cut his way through, forgets 
the difference in the circumstances. The corps which contests the passage 
is not engaged in an absolute defense; a few hours' resistance will probably 
be sufficient. It is, therefore, in the situation of a small post. Besides this, 
the original defender is no longer in full possession of all his fighting means; 
he is thrown into disorder, lacks ammunition, and so forth. Therefore, in 
any case, the prospect of success is very small, and this is the danger that 
the defensive fears above all; this fear is at work even during the battle, 
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and weakens every fiber of the struggling athlete. A morbid sensibility 
arises on the flanks, and any handful of men which the aggressor displays 
on a wooded slope in our rear becomes for him another aid to victory. 

These disadvantages, would, for the most part, disappear, leaving all the 
advantages, if the defense of a mountain district consisted in the concen
trated disposition of the army on an extensive mountain plateau. There we 
might imagine a very strong front, flanks very difficult to approach, and 
yet the most perfect freedom of movement, both within and in the rear of 
the position. Such a position would be one of the strongest possible, but it 
is little more than an illusory conception, for although most mountains are 
somewhat more easily accessible along their crests than on their slopes, yet 
most mountain plateaux are either too small for such a purpose, or they 
have no proper right to be called plateaux, and are so termed more in a 
geological than in a geometrical sense. 

For smaller bodies of troops, the disadvantages of a defensive position 
in mountains diminish as we have indicated before. The reason for this is 
that such bodies take up less space, require fewer roads for retreat, and 
so forth. A single mountain is not a mountain range, and has not the same 
disadvantages. The smaller the force, the more easily it can confine itself 
to single ridges and mountains, and the less it will be necessary for it to 
get entangled in the intricacies of countless steep mountain gorges. 



CHAPTER XVI 

DEFENSE QF.MOUNTAINS (Continued) 

We now turn to the strategic use of the tactical results analyzed in the 
preceding chapter. · 

We distinguish the following points: · 
1. A mountain range as a battlefield. 
2. The influence which the possession of it exercises on other parts of 

the country. 
3· Its effect as a strategic barrier. 

:. 4· The attention which it demands in respect of the subsistence of troops. 
The firstand most important of these points, we must again subdivide 

as follows; 
a. A main battle. 
b. Minor' engagements • 

. 1. A MOUNTAIN RANGE AS A BATTLEFIELD 

We have shown in the preceding chapter ho~ little favorable moun· 
tainous ground is to the defensive in a decisive battle, and, consequently, 
how much it favors th.e assailant. This runs exactly counter to common 
opinion; but then how many things there are which common' opinion con
fuses; how little does it draw distinctions between things which are of the 
most opposite nature! From the extraordinary resistance which small, 
subordinate bodies of troops may offer in a mountainous country, common 
opinion gets the impression that all defense is extremely strong, and is 
astonished when any one denies this great strength in the case of the 
greatest act of all defense, the defensive battle. On the other hand, general 
opinion is instantly ready to perceive in every battle lost by the defensive 
in mountain warfare the inconceivable error of a cordon war, without hav· 
ing regard to the nature of things and its inevitable influence. We do not 
hesitate to be diametrically opposed to such an opinion, and at the same 
time we must mention, to our great satisfaction, that we have found our 
views supported in the works of an author whose opinion must l}ave great 
weight for us in this matter in more than one respect; we allude to the 
history of the campaigns of 1796 and 1797 by the Archduke Charles, a 
good historian, a good critic and, above all, a good general-all in one 
person. 
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We can only characterize it as a lamentable situation when the weaker 
defender, who has laboriously and with the greatest effort assembled all 
his forces, in order to make the assailant feel the effect of his patriotism, 
of his enthusiasm and his wise discretion in a decisive battle-when he on 
whom every eye is fixed in anxious expectation, having stationed himself in 
the obscurity of thickly covered mountain land, and hampered in every 
movement by the obstinate ground, stands exposed to the thousand possible 
forms of attack which his powerful adversary can use against him. Only in 
one single direction is there stiiileft a wide field for his inteiiigence-that 
is, in making all possible use of every obstacle of ground; but this leads 
close to the borders of the disastrous war of cordons, which, under all cir
cumstances, is to be avoided. Therefore far from seeing in a mountainous 
country, a refuge for the defensive, when a decisive battle is sought, we 
should rather advise a general to avoid it by every possible means at his 
disposal. 

It is true, however, that this is sometimes impossible; but the battle 
will then necessarily have a very different character from one in a level 
country; the disposition of the troops will be much more extended-in 
most cases twice or three times the length-the resistance more passive, the 
counter-blow much less effective. These are influences of mountain ground 
which cannot be avoided; stiii, in such a battle the defensive is not to 
change into a mere defense of mountains; its predominating character 
should be only a concentrated disposition of the military forces in the 
mountains, where everything unites into one engagement and is carried on 
to a great extent under the eye of one commander and where there are 
sufficient reserves to make the decision something more than a mere ward
ing off, a mere thrusting of our shield before us. This condition is indis
pensable, but very difficult to realize, and the drifting into what is really a 
defense of mountains comes so naturally that we cannot be surprised if it 
happens so often. The danger in this is so great that theory cannot too 
urgently raise a warning voice. 

So much for the decisive battle with the main body of the army. 
For engagements of minor significance and importance, mountain coun

try, on the other hand,. may be very useful, because the main point in these 
cases is not absolute defense, and because no decisive results are connected 
with them. We may make this plainer by enumerating the objects of this 
reaction. 

a. Merely to gain time. This motive occurs a hundred times: always 
in the case of a defensive line formed to obtain information; further, in 
all cases in which reinforcement is expected. 

b. The repulse of a mere demonstration or minor enterprise of the 
enemy. If a province is protected by mountains which are defended by 
troops, then this defense, however weak, wiii always suffice to prevent at-· 
tacks of enemy raiding parties and other small expeditions intended to 
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plunder the province. Without the mountains, such a weak chain of posts 
would be useless. 

c. To make demonstrations on our own part. It will be some time yet 
before opinion with respect to mountains has come to the right point. 
Until then, there will always be opponents who are afraid of them and 
shrink back from them in their operations. In such a case, therefore, the 
principal body may also be used for the defense of a range of mountains. 
In wars carried on with little energy or movement, this state of affairs will 
often occur; but it must always be a condition that we neither intend to 
accept a main battle in this mountain position nor can be compelled to -
do so. 

d. In general, a mountainous country is suited for all positions in which 
we do not intend to accept any main engagement, for each of the separate 
parts of the army is stronger there, and it is only the whole as such that is 
weaker; besides, in such a position, it is not so e,asy to be suddenly attacked 
and forced into a decisive engagement. 

e. Lastly, mountains are the native element of national risings. But while 
national risings should always be supported by small bodies of regular 
troops, on the other band, the proximity of a great army seems to have an 
unfavorable effect upon them. This reason, therefore, as a rule, will never 
give occasion for taking to the mountains with the w):10le army. 

This much for mountains in connection with the battle positions which 
may be taken up there. 

2. THE INFLUENCE OF MOUNTAINS ON OTHER PARTS OF THE COUNTRY 

As we have seen, it is so easy on mountain ground to secure a consid
erable tract of territory by small posts, weak in numbers, which in an 
easily accessible district could not maintain themselves and would be con
tinually exposed to danger. Every advance in mountains which have been 
occupied by the enemy .is much slower than ina level country and there
fore cannot keep pace with that enemy. For these reasons th~ question of 
who is in possession is also much more important in the case of mountains 
than in that of any other tract of country of equal extent. In an open 
country, the possession may change from day to day. The mere advance of 
strong detachments compels the enemy to give up the country we need. 
But it is not so in mountains. Here even in the case of much inferior forces 
a marked resistance is possible, and for that reason, U we need a section of 
the country which includes mountains, particular operations, specially 
adapted thereto, and often necessitating a considerable expenditure of time 
as well as of men, are always required in order to put us in possession of it. 
Even if, therefore, a mountain range is not the theater of principal opera
tions, we cannot, as in the case of more accessible country, look upon it as 
dependent on those operations, and we cannot regard its capture and pos
session as a necessary consequence of our advance. 



DEFENSE 

A mountainous district bas therefore a much greater independence, and 
the possession of it is much more decisive and less liable to change. If we 
add to this the fact that a mountain ridge naturally affords a good view 
over the adjacent open country from its crests, while itself remaining as if 
in the darkness of night, then we may understand that when we are close 
to mountains, without being in actual possession of them, they are to be 
regarded as an inexhaustible source of unfavorable influences-a sort of 
secret workshop of hostile forces; and this will be the case in a still greater 
degree if the mountains are not only occupied by the enemy, but also form 
part of his territory. The smallest bodies· of adventurous irregulars find 
shelter there if pursued, and can then appear again sudden!y at other points 
with impunity; the largest bodies, under their cover, can approach unper
ceived, and our forces must always keep at a sufficient distance if they 
would avoid getting within reach of their dominating influence, and being 
exposed to disadvantageous engagements and sudden attacks which they 
cannot return. 

In this manner every range of mountains exercises a great influence over 
the lower and more level country adjacent to it, up to a certain distance. 
Whether this influence will become effective at once, for instance in a 
battle (as at Maltscb on the Rhine, 1796), or only after some time, upon 
the lines of communication, depends on the geographical situation. Whether 
it can be overcome or not, through some decisive event happeniiJg in the 
valley or in the level country, depends on the relations of the armed forces 
to each other respectively. 

Bonaparte, in 1805 and 1809, advanced as far as Vienna without trou
bling himself much about the Tyrol; but Moreau bad to leave Swabia in 
1796, chiefly because be was not master of the higher parts of the country, 
and too many troops were required to watch them. In campaigns, where 
there is a balanced interplay of forces, we shall not expose ourselves to the 
constant disadvantage of mountains remaining in possession of the enemy. 
We shall, therefore, only endeavor to seize and retain possession of that 
portion of them which is required on account of the direction of the prin
cipal lines of our attack. For this reason it is usually found that in such 
cases the mountains are the arena of separate minor engagements which 
take place between the forces of each side. But we must be careful of 
overrating the importance of this circumstance and-being led to consider 
a range of mountains as in every case the key to the whole and its posses
sion as the main point. When a victory is the object sought, then this 
victory is the principal object, and if it is gained, other things can be regu
lated according to the paramount needs of the situation. 

3· MOUNTAINS CONSIDERED AS A STRATEGIC BARRIER 

We must divide this subject into two parts. . 
The first is again that of a decisive battle. We can consider the mountain 
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range as a river, that is, as a barrier with certain points of passage, which 
may afford us an opportunity of gaining a victory, because the enemy will 
be compelled by it to divide his forces in advancing and is tied down to 
certain roads which will enable us with our forces concentrated behind 
the mountains to fall upon separate parts of his force. As the assailant on 
his advance through mountains, irrespective of all other considerations, 
cannot march in a single column because he would thus expose himself to 
the danger of getting engaged in a decisive battle with only pne line of 
retreat, this method of defense, no doubt, rests on very essential cir
cumstances. But mountains and mountain outlets are very indefinite 
terms, and in adopting this measure everything depends entirely on the 
nature of the country itself. It can only, therefore, be indicated as a pos
sible measure, which however must be conceived of. as having two disad
vantages.· The first is that if the enemy has received a severe blow, he 
soon finds shelter in the mountains; the second, that he is in possession of 
the higher ground, which, although not decisive, must still always be re
garded as a disadvantage for the pursuer. 

We know of no battle fought in such circumstances unless the hattie with 
Alvinzi in I 796 can be counted as such. But that the case may occur is 
plain from Bonaparte's passage of the Alps in the year I8oo, when Melas 
might and should have fallen on him with his whole force before Napoleon 
had united his columns. . . , . . 

The second influence which mountains may have as a barrier is that 
which they have upon the enemy's lines of communication if they cross 
those lines. Without taking into account what may be effected by erecting 
forts at the points of passage and by arming the people, bad roads in bad 
seasons of the year may of themselves prove destructive to an army. They 
have frequently compelled a retreat after having sucked all the marrow 
and blood out of an army. If, in addition, there are frequent patrols of 
active irregulars, or even a national rising, then the enemy is obliged to 
make large detachm'!nts and at last is driven to form strong posts in the 
mountains and thus he becomes involved in one of the most disadvanta
geous situations that can exist in an offensive war. 

4• MOUNTAINS IN THEm RELATION TO THE SUBSISTENCE OF THE ARMY 

This is a very simple subject, easy to understand. The best use the 
defender can make of mountains in this respect is when the assailant is 
either obliged to remain in them, or at least to leave them in his rear. 

These considerations on the defense of mountains, which, fundamentally 
include the whole of mountain warfare, and, by their reflection, throw also 
the necessary light on offensive war, must not be deemed incorrect or im
practicable because we can neither make plains out of mountains, nor hills 
out of plains, and the choice of a theater of war is determined by so many 
other things that it appears as if there was little margin left for considera-
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tions of this kind. In operations on·a large scale it will be found that this 
margin is not so small. If it is a question of the disposition and effective 
employment of the main force at the moment of a decisive battle, by a few 
marches more to the front or rear an army can be brought out of mountain 
ground into the level country, and a resolute concentration of the main 
force in the plain will neutralize the adjoining mountains. 

We shall now once more collect the light which has been thrown on the 
subject, and bring it to focus in one distinct picture. 

We maintain, and believe we have shown, that mountains, both tactically 
and strategically, are in general unfavorable to the defensive, meaning 
thereby, that kind of defensive which is decisive, on the result of which the 
question of the possession or loss of the country depends. They limit the 
view and prevent movements in every direction; they force us to passivity, 
and make it necessary to block every way of access, which always leads 
more or less to a war of cordons. We should, therefore, if possible, avoid 
mountains with the principal mass of our force, and leave them on one' 
side, or keep them before or behind us. 

On the other hand, we think that, for minor operations and objects, 
there is an element of increased strength to be found in mountain ground, 
and after what has been said, we shall not be accused of inconsistency in 
maintaining that such a country is the real place of refuge for the weak, 
that is, for those who no longer dare seek an absolute decision .. This claim 
which secondary objects have on mountain ground once more excludes the 
main army from it. 

Still all these considerations will hardly counteract the impressions of the 
senses. The imagination not only of the inexperienced but also of all those 
accustomed to bad methods of war will still receive in the concrete case 
such an overpowering impression of the difficulties which the inflexible 
and retarding nature of mountainous ground oppose to all the movements 
of an assailant that they will hardly be able to look upon our opinion as 
anything but a most singular paradox. With those, however, who take a 
general view, the history of the last century (with its characteristic form 
of war) will take the place of sense impressions, and therefore there will 
be but few who will bring themselves to believe that Austria, for example, 
should not more easily be able to defend her states against Italy than 
against the Rhine. On the other hand, the French who carried on war for 
twenty years under a leadership both energetic and reckless, and have 
constantly before their eyes the successful results thus obtained, will, for 
some time to come, distinguish themselves in this as well as in other cases 
by the instinct resulting from a trained judgment. 

Does it follow from this that a state would be better protected by an 
open country than by mountains, that Spain would be stronger without the 
Pyrenees, Lombardy less accessible without the Alps, and a level country 
such as North Germany more difficult to conquer than a mountainous 
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country? To these false deductions we shall devote our concluding remarks. 
We do not assert that Spain would be stronger without its Pyrenees than 

with them, but we say that a Spanish army, feeling itself strong enough to 
engage in a decisive battle, would do better by concentrating itself in a 
position behind the Ebro than by distributing itself among the fifteen 
passes of the Pyrenees. The influence of the Pyrenees on the war is very 
far from being suppressed on that account. We say the same respecting an 
Italian army. If it divided itself in the High Alps it would be vanquished 
by every resolute opponent it encountered, without even having the alter
native of victory or defeat; while in the plains of Turin it would have the 
same chance as any other army. But still no one will on that account sup
pose that it is desirable for an aggressor to have to march over a mass of 
mountains such as the Alps, and to leave them in his rear. Moreover, the 
acceptance of a great battle in the plains by no means excludes a prelimi
nary defense of the mountains by subordinate forces, an arrangement very 
advisable in respect to such masses of mountains as the Alps and Pyrenees. 
Lastly, it is far from our ·intention to argue that the conquest of a level 
country is easier than that of a mountainous one, unless a single victory 
sufficed to disarm the enemy completely. After. this victory a state of de
fense ensues for the conqueror, during which the mountainous ground 
must be as disadvantageous to the assailant as it was to the defensive, and 
even more so. If the war continues, if foreign assistance arrives, if the 
people take up arms, this reaction will gain strength from a mountainous 
country. 

It is here, as in dioptrics: the image represented becomes more luminous 
when moved in a certain direction, not, however, as far as one pleases, 
but only until the focus is reached, beyond which the effect is reversed. 

If the defensive is weaker in the mountains, that would seem to be a 
reason for the assailant .to direct his line of operation preferably in the 
direction of the mountain range. But this will seldom occur,_ because the 
difficulties of subsisting an army, and those arising from the roads, the 
uncertainty as to whether the enemy will accept a main battle in the 
mountains, and even whether he will take up his position there with his 
principal force, tend fully to neutralize that possible advantage. 



CHAPTER XVII 

DEFENSE OF MOUNTAINS (Continued) 

In Chapter 15 we spoke of the nature of engagements in mountains, 
and in Chapter 16 of the use to be made of them by strategy. In so doing 
we often tame upon the idea of a real mountain defense, without stopping 
to consider the form and arrangement of such a measure. We shall now 
examine it in greater detail. 

Mountain ranges frequently extend like bands or belts over the surface 
of the earth, separating the· streams flowing in one direction from those 
flowing in another, and thus forming the divides of the whole water system. 
This form of the whole is repeated in the parts of it, inasmuch as these go 
off from the main cham in branches and ridges and so constitute the di
vides for sm.aller water systems. The idea of a mountain defense has· 
naturally, therefore, been founded in the first instance on the primary con
ception of an obstacle longer than it is broad, and consequently extending 
like a great barrier; and out of this conception the idea has been developed. 
Although geologists are not yet agreed as to the origin of mountains and 
the laws of their formation, still in every case·the water courses indicate 
in the shortest and surest way the form of the system, whether their action 
has contributed to its formation (by the process of erosion) or they are 
themselves the result of it. It was, therefore, natural in devising a moun
tain defense, to take the water courses as a guide. Not only are they to be 
regarded as a natural series of levels from which we can learn both the · 
general height and profile of the mountains, but the valleys formed by the 
waters are also to be considered as the best means of access to the highest 
points, because in every case this 'much may be said of erosive action, that 
it tends to smooth out the inequalities of the slopes into one regular curve. 
The theory of mountain defense would accordingly lay down that a moun
tain range running almost parallel to the defensive front should be regarded 
as a great obstacle to approach, a sort of rampart, the gates in which are 
formed by the valleys. The real defense would therefore have to be made 
on the crest of this rampart-that is, on the edge of the plateau that 
crowns the heights of the range-and cut the main valleys transversely. If 
the main direction of the range were more perpendicular to the defensive 
front, one of its principal branches would have to be defended--one run
ning up parallel to one of the main valleys right to the main ridge, the 
latter having to be regarded as its termination. 

400 
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We have here indicated this abstract scheme for the defense of a moun
tain range in accordance with its geological'structure because it has actu
ally'for'some time held a vague but prominent place in theory, and in the 
so-called "theory of terrain" has amalgamated the laws of erosion with the 
conduct of war. · 

But all this is so full of false hypotheses and incorrect substitutions that 
in reality too little is left remaining of such a view for anyone to be able 
to construct any sort of a helpful system out of it. 

The principal ridges of real mountain ranges are far too inhospitable 
and inaccessible to have large masses of troops placed on them; it is often 
the same with the minor ridges; often, too, they are too short and irregu
lar. Plateaux do not exist on all mountain ranges, and where they are 
found, they are mostly narrow and on that account very unfit to accom
modate many troops. Indeed, there are few mountain ranges that, more 
closely examined, form an unbroken main ridge with sides at such an angle 
that they may be regarded as inclined planes or, at all events, as terraced 
slopes. The main ridge winds, bends and branches. Mighty off-shoots 
stretch away into the country in curved lines, and often, quite at their 
extremities, rise to more considerable heights than the main ridge itself. 
Promontories join on to them and form deep valleys, which do not fit into 
the system. Furthermore, where several lines of mountains cross one an· 
other, or at the point from which several branch out, the conception of a 
narrow band or belt comes completely to an end and gives place to moun
tain and water lines radiating like the rays of a star. 

From this it follows-and anyone who has examined mountains in this 
way will feel it still more clearly-that the idea. of a systematic disposition 
of troops fades away and that it would be extremely unpractical for any
one to try to make it the basis of his arrangements. There is, however, 

. still another important point to notice in the matter of practical applica
tion. 

If we look closely at mountain warfare in its tactical aspects, it is clear 
that these include two main elements, of which the first is the defense of 
steep slopes, and the second that of narrow valleys. Now the latter, which 
often, indeed in most cases, give the greater efficacy in resistance, do not 
admit of being easily combined with the disposition on the main ridge, for 
the occupation of the valley itself is often required, and that more where 
the valley issues from the mass of mountains and not at its beginning, 
for there its sides are more precipitous. Furthermore, this valley defense 
offers a means of defending mountain districts even in cases where on the 
ridge itself no position can possibly be taken up. The part it plays is 
usually, therefore, greater in proportion as the mass of mountains is higher 
and more inaccessible. 

From these considerations it follows that the idea of a more or less 
regular defensive line, coinciding with one of the basic geological lines, 
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must be entirely abandoned. A mountain range must be regarded merely 
as a plain covered with inequalities and obstacles of many kinds, and our 
aim is to make as good a use of the parts of it as the circumstances permit. 
Although, therefore, the geological features of the ground are indispen
sable for a clear insight into the form of the mass of mountain ranges, 
nevertheless in considering measures of defense they can count for little. 

Neither in the War of the Austrian Succession, nor in the Seven Years' 
War nor in the War of the French Revolution do we find dispositions 
which included a whole system of mountains and in which the defense had 
been organized according to the main features of it. Never do we find the 
armies on the main ridges, but always on the slopes; sometimes higher, 
sometimes lower; sometimes in one direction, sometimes in another; paral
lel, perpendicular and oblique; with the watercourse, and against it; in 
loftier ranges, such as the Alps, even extended often in a valley; in less 
lofty, such as the Sudetics-and this is the strangest anomaly-half-way 
up the slope that faced the defender, and thus with the main ridge in 
front, like the position in which Frederick the Great in 1762 covered the 
siege of Schweidnitz and had the Hohe Eule before the front of his camp. 

The famous positions of Schmotseifen and Landshut in the Seven Years' 
war are for the most part in the bottoms of valleys; the same is the case 
with the position of Feldkirch in Vorarlsberg. In the campaigns of 1799 and 
r8oo the chief posts both of the French and the Austrians were always 
right in the valleys, not merely across them so as to block them, but also 
lengthwise, while the ridges were either not occupied at all or were held 
only with a few single posts. 

The ridges of the higher Alps in particular are so inaccessible and in
hospitable that it becomes impossible to occupy them with any considerable 
bodies of troops . .Now if we must positively have forces in mountains to 
keep possession of them, the only thing to be done is to place them in the 
valleys. At first sight this appears to be a mistake, because according to 
the prevalent theoretical ideas it would be said that the mountains "com
mand" the valleys. But it is not so. Mountain ridges are only accessible 
by a few paths and tracks, and with rare exceptions, only for infantry, 
because the carriage roads follow the valleys. The enemy, therefore, could 
only appear at particular points of them and only with infantry. But in 
these mountain masses the distances are too great for any effective fire 
of small arms, and therefore a position in a valley is less dangerous than 
it seems. Such a defensive position in a valley is certainly, however, ex
posed to another and serious danger, that of being cut off. The enemy, it is 
true, can only descend into the valley with infantry at certain points, slowly 
and with great effort. He cannot, therefore, take us by surprise. But none 
of our positions defends the outlet of such a path into the valley, and the 
enemy can, therefore, bring down superior numbers of troops, then spread 
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out and burst through the thin and, from that moment, weak line, ·Which 
perhaps has no more protection than the rocky bed of a shallow mountain 
stream. But now retreat, which in a valley must always be made piecemeal 
until an outlet from the mountains has been found, is for many parts of 
the line impossible. This is the reason why the Austrians in Switzerland 
have almost always lost one-third or one-half of their troops in prisoners. 

Now a few words as to the extent of the division to which such defense 
forces are usually subjected. 

Every such subordinate position proceeds from a position taken up by 
the main force more or less in the middle of the whole line, on the principal 
road of approach. From this central position other corps are detached right 
and left to occupy the most important points of approach, and thus the 
whole is disposed in from three to six posts or more, roughly in one line. 
How far this extension may, or can, be carried depends on the require
ments of the individual case. A couple of days' march, that is, from thirty 
tp forty miles, is a very moderate length for it, and cases have been seen 
in which it has been increased to a hundred miles, or a hundred and fifty. 

Between the separate posts, which are one or two hours' march from one 
another, there may easily be found other less important points of approach 
to which attention is given later. Excellent separate posts, very well suited 
for communications with the chief posts, are found for a couple of bat
talions, and these also are occupied. It is easy to see that the division of 
forces may be carried still further and come down to single companies and 
squadrons. Such cases have often occurred. There are, therefore, in this 
no general limits to the process of splitting. On the other hand, the strength 
of the single posts depends on the strength of the whole, and so we can say 
nothing as to the possible or natural extent of the strength which the prin· 
cipal posts will possess. We shall only give as a guide some propositions 
drawn from experience and common sense. 

x. The more lofty and inaccessible the mountains are, the further the 
process of division may be carried, and the further it must be carried. For 
the less any district can be kept secure by plans which depend on move
ments, the more must that security be obtained by immediate covering. 
The defense of the Alps requires a much gr:eater division of forces and 
makes it approximate much more to a cordon than does the defense of the 
Vosges or the Riesengebirge. · 

2 • Hitherto, whenever a defense of mountains has been undertaken, the 
forces have been divided to such an extent that the principal posts have 
bad only one line of infantry and, in the second line, some squadrons of 
cavalry. Only the chief post, stationed in the middle, has had at best a 
few battalions as well in the second line. 

3. A strategic reserve in the rear to strengthen the points attacked has 
very seldom been kept, because with such an exten~ed front it was felt that 
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the line was everywhere already too weak. On that account the support 
which the post attacked could receive has mostly been taken from other 
posts in the line, themselves not attacked. 

4· Even when the division of the forces was still comparatively moderate 
and the strength of the single posts still considerable, the main resistance of 
the latter bas always consisted in a local defense, and if the enemy was once 
in complete possession of a post, no help was any longer to be expected from 
newly arrived support. 

How much, according to this, is to be expected from a mountain defense, 
in what cases this means may be employed, how far we can and may go in 
the splitting up of our forces-all this, theory must leave to the instinct of 
the general. It is enough if theory tells him what this means really is and 
what part it may play in the operations of the army in war.· 

A general who gets himself into disaster in an extended mountain posi
tion deserves to be court-martialed. 



CHA~R XVIII. 

DEFENSE OF RIVERS AND STREAMS 

Rivers and large streams, in so far as we speak of .their defense, belong, 
like mountains, to the category of strategic barriers. But they differ. from 
mountains in two respects. The one concerns their rel~tive, the other their 
absolute defense. · · . · ' 

Like mountains, they strengthen the relative. de.fense; but· their pec'Ulfar
ity is that they are like implements ol hard and brittle material; they 
either stand every bl<;>w without bending~ or. their defense breakS and then 
ends altogether. If the river is very large, and the other conditions are 
favorable, then the passage may be absolutely impossible .. But if the 
defense of any river is forced at one point, then there cannot still be, as in 
mountain warfare, a persistent defense afterward. The matter is settled 
with that one act, unle.Ss the river itself runs between mountains. 

The other peculiarity of rivers in relation to. the engagement "is that in 
some cases they admit of very good, anci in general of better, combina-
tions for a decisive battle than do mountains. · 

Both again have this property in common: they are dangerous and seduc
tive objects which have often led to wrong measures and placed generals in 
awkward situations. We shall point out these results in examining more 
closely the defense of rivers. · , · 

History shows rather few examples of rivers defe~ded with success, and 
therefore the opinion is justified that rivers and streams are no such formid
able barriers as was supposed at the time when an absolute defensive system 
seized upon all means of strengthening itself which the country offered. Still 
the influence which they exercise to the advantage of the engagement and 
the defense of the country in general cannot be denied. 

In order to survey the matter. as a whole, we wish to summarize the 
different points of view from which we propose to examine it. 

First and foremost, the strategic results which rivers and streams pro
duce through their defense must be distinguished from the influence which 
they have on the defense of a country, even when not themselves specially 
defended. 

Further, the defense itself may have three different intentions: 

I. An absolute resistance with the main body. 
2. A mere demonstration of resistance. 

405 
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3· A relative resistance by subordinate bodies of troops, such as out
posts, covering lines, minor corps, etc. 

Lastly, we must, in respect of its form, distinguish three different de
grees or kinds of defense, namely: 

I. A direct defense by preventing the passage. 
2. A less direct one, in which the river and its valley are only used as a 

means toward a better combination for the battle. 
3· An absolutely direct one, by holding an unassailable position on the 

enemy's side of the river. 

We shall subdivide our observations in accordance with these three de
grees, and after we have made ourselves acquainted with each of them in 
its relation to the first and the most important intention, we shall then in 
conclusion consider the other two. Therefore, first, the direct defense, that 
is, such a defense as is to prevent the passage of the enemy's army itself. 

This can only come into the question in the case of large rivers, that is, 
great bodies of water. · 

The combinations of space, time and force, which must be looked upon 
as elements of this theory of defense, make the subject somewhat compli
cated, so that it is not easy to get a fixed point of view. The following is 
the result at which everyone will arrive upon more careful consideration. · 

The time required to build a bridge determines the distance from each 
other at which the detachments charged with the defense of the river should 
be posted. If. we divide the whole length of the line of defense by this dis
tance, we get the number of corps; if with that number we divide the mass 
of troops disposable, we shall get the strength of each detachment. If we 
now compare the strength of each corps with the number of troops which 
the enemy, by using other means, can have passed over during the con
struction of the bridge, we shall be able to judge whether we can count 
upon a successful resistance. We can only assume that a crossing cannot be 
forced when it is possible for the defender to attack the troops which have 
crossed over with a considerable numerical superiority, say, double, before 
the bridge is ·completed. An example will make this plain . 

. If the enemy requires twenty-four hours for the construction of a bridge, 
and if he cannot by other means pass over more than 2 o,ooo men in those 
twenty-four hours, while the defender within twelve hours can appear at 
any given point with 2o,ooo men, the passage cannot be forced, for the 
defender will arrive when the enemy has passed over only half of those 
2o,ooo men. Now since in twelve hours, the time for conveying intelligence 
included, we can march twenty miles, every forty miles 2o,ooo men would 
.he required, which would make 6o,ooo for the defense of a length of 120 
miles of river. These would be sufficient for the appearance of 2o,ooo men 
at any given point, even if the enemy attempted the passage at two points 
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at the same time; and of twice that number, if that should not be the case. 
Here, then, three circumstances are decisive: 
I. the breadth of the river; 
2. the means of passage, for the two determine both the time required to 

construct the bridge and the number of troops that can cross during the 
time the bridge is being built; 

3· the strength of the defender. The strength of the enemy's force itself 
does not as yet come into consideration. According to this theory we may 
say that there is a point at which the possibility of crossing ceases com
pletely, and that no numerical superiority on the part of the enemy would 
enable him to fore!'! a passage. 

This is the simple theory of the direct defense of a river, that is, of a de
fense intended to prevent the enemy from finishing his bridge and from 
making the passage itself; in this there is as yet no notice taken of the 
effect .of demonstrations which those crossing may use. We shall now con
sider particulars in detail, and measures required for such a defense. 

Setting aside, in the first place, geographical peculiarities, we have only 
to say that the detachments as determined by the present theory must be 
posted directly on the river and each kept concentrated. They must be 
directly on the river because every position farther- back lengthens the 
distances unnecessarily and useleS.sly; for since the.waters of the river give 
security against any important action on the part of the enemy, it is not 
necessary to maintain a reserve, as in the case of land defense. Besides, 
the roads running parallel to rivers, tip and down, are generally better than 
transverse roads from behind leading to any particular point on the river. 
Lastly, the river is unquestionably better watched by means of such a posi
tion, than by a mere chain of posts, more particularly since the com
manders are all close at hand. Each of these bodies must be kept concen
trated, because otherwise all the calculation as to time would be different. 
He who knows the loss of time in effecting a concentration will easily com
prehend that just in this concentrated disposition lies the greatest effective
ness of the defense. No doubt, at first sight, it is very tempting to make the 
crossing, even in boats, impossible for the enemy from the first by a line of 
posts. But with a few exceptions of points specially favorable for crossing, 
such a measure would be extremely dangerous. To say nothing of the 
objection that the enemy can generally drive off such a post by a superior 
rifle fire from the opposite side, it is, as a rule, a waste of strength; that is 
to say, the most that can be achieved by such a post is that the enemy 
chooses another point of passage. If, therefore, we are not so strong that 
we can treat and defend the river as if it were the moat of a fortress, a 
case for which no. further rules are required, such a method of directly 
defending the bank of a river necessarily leads away from the proposed 
object. Besides these general principles for positions, we have further to 
deal with: first, the consideration of the special peculiarities of the river; 
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second, the removal of all means of passage; and third, the influence of 
any fortresses situated on the river. 

A river, considered as a line of defense, must have at extreme points, 
right and left, points d'appui, such as, for instance, the sea or a neutral 
territory; or there must be other conditions which make it impracticable 
for .the enemy to cross the extreme point of the line of defense. Now since 
neither such points d'appui nor such conditions occur except at wide inter
val~, we see that the defense of a river must b~. spread out over very con
siderable distances, and that, therefore, the possibility of a defense by 
placing a large body of troops behind a relatively short length of the river 
vanishes from the class of possible cases, to which we must always con
fine ourselves. We say a relatively short length of the river, by which we 
mean a length which does not very much exceed that which the same 
number of troops would usually occupy on an ordinary position without a 
river. Such cases, we say, do not occur, and every direct defense of a river 
always becomes a kind of cordon system, at least as far as regards the 
extension of the position, and there.fore is not at all suited to oppose a turn
ing movement on the part of the enemy in the way which is the natural one 
in the case of a concentrated position. Therefore, where such turning 
movement is possible, the direct defense of the river, however promising its 
results in other respects, is a highly dangerous measure. 

Now, as regards the portion of the river between its extreme points, it 
is obvious that all points are not equally well suited for crossing. This 
matter can, no doubt, be determined somewhat more precisely on general 
principles but not positively settled by them, for the very smallest local 
peculiarity often decides more than all that looks large and important 
in books. However, such a determination is "also wholly unneces
sary, for the appearance of the river and the information to be obtained 
from those residing near it are clear enough indications, and there is no 
necessity for referring to books. 

Going into more detail, we may observe that roads leading to a river, its 
tributaries, the great cities through which it passes, and lastly, above all, 
its islands are generally most favorable for a passage; that on the other 
band, the elevation of one bank above another, and the bend in the course 
of the river at the point of passage, which usually play such an important 
role in books, have seldom been of any consequence. The reason for this 
is that the influence of these two things rests on the limited idea of abso
lute defense of the river bank-a case which seldom or never happens in 
connection with great rivers. 

Now, whatever may be the nature of the circumstances which make it 
easier to cross a river at particular points, they must have an influence on 
the position of the troops, and modify the general geometrical law; but it 
is not advisable to deviate too far from that law, relying on the difficulties 
of the passage at many points. The enemy then chooses exactly those spots 
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which are naturally least favorable for crossing, if he can hope that there 
he will be least likely to meet us. 

In any case, the strongest possible occupation of islands is a measure to 
be recommended, because a serious attack on an island indicates in the 
surest way the intended point of passage. 

The troops stationed close to the river must be able to move either up or 
down along its banks, according as circumstances require. If, therefore, 
there is no road parallel to the river, one of the most essential preparatory 
measures for the defense is to put the nearest small roads running in a 
direction parallel to the river into suitable order or to construct new ones 
for short distances. 

The second point of which we must speak is the removal of the means of 
crossing. Even on the river itself the thing is no easy matter and at least 
requires considerable time; but on the tributaries which fall into the river 
on the enemy's side the difficulties are in most cases insurmountable, since 
these branch rivers are generally already in the hands of the enemy. For 
that reason it is important to block the mouths of such rivers by fortifica
tions. 

Since the equipment for crossing rivers which the enemy brings with him, 
that is, his pontoons, are rarely sufficient for the passage of great rivers, 
much depends on the means which he finds on the river itself and its 
tributaries and in the great cities on his side of it, and, finally, on the 
timber for building boats and rafts in forests near the river. There are 
cases in which all these circumstances are so unfavorable that the crossing 
of the river becomes almost impossible because of this. 

Lastly, the fortresses, which lie on both sides, or on the enemy's side of 
the river, serve both to prevent crossing at any points near them, up or 
down the river, and as a means of blocking the mouths of tributaries and 
of quickly taking in the means of crossing. 

So much for the direct defense of a river which presupposes a great 
volume of water. If a deep valley with precipitous sides or if marshy banks 
are added to the barrier of the river itself, the difficulty of passing and the 
strength of the defense are certainly increased; but the volume of water i.3 
not compensated for by such obstacles, for such circumstances constitute no 
absolute natural barrier, which is an indispensable condition of direct 
defense. 

If we are asked what role such a direct river defense can play in the 
strategic plan of the campaign, we must admit that it can never lead to a 
decisive victory, partly because the object is not to let the enemy pass over 
to our side at all or to crush the first considerable force he has put across 
and partly because the river prevents our being able to convert the advan
tages gained into a decisive victory by means of a strong attack. 

On the other hand, the defense of a river in this way may produce a 
great gain in time, which is generally important for the defender. Collect-
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ing the means of crossing often involves much time; if several attempts 
fail, a good deal more time is gained. If the enemy, on account of the 
river, gives his forces an entirely different direction, still further advantages 
may probably be gained by that means. Lastly, whenever the enemy is not 
in downright earnest about advancing; a river will cause him to stop his 
movements and thereby afford a lasting protection to the country. 

A direct defense of a river, therefore, when the masses of troops engaged 
are considerable, the river large and other circumstances favorable, may be 
regarded as a very good defensive means, and may yield results to which 
commanders in modern times, thinking only of unfortunate attempts to 
defend rivers, which failed because of insufficient means, have paid too 
little attention. For if, in accordance with the supposition just made (which 
may easily be realized in connection with such rivers as the Rhine or the 
Danube), an efficient defense of 120 miles of river is possible by 6o,ooo 
men in face of a very considerably superior force, we may well say that 
this is a remarkable result. . 

We say, in opposition to a considerably superior force, and we must come 
back to this point again. According to the theory which we have given, all 
depends on the means of crossing, and nothing on the numerical strength of 
the force seeking to cross, always supposing it is not smaller than the force 
which defends the river. This appears very extraordinary, and yet it is true. 
But we must take care not to forget that most defenses of rivers, or, more 
correctly speaking, all of them, have no absolute points d'appui, and there
fore may be turned, and that this turning movement will be very much 
easier if there is great superiority of numbers. 

If we now reflect that such a direct defense of a river, even if overcome 
by the enemy, is still not to be compared to a lost battle, and has very little 
chance to lead to a complete defeat, since only a part of our force has been 
engaged, and the enemy, "detained by the tedious crossing over of his 
troops on a single bridge, cannot immediately gain great results from his _ 
victory over ours, we shall be the less disposed to underestimate this means 
of defense. 

In all the practical affairs of human life it is important to hit the right 
point, and so also in the defense of a river, it makes a great difference 
whether we correctly grasp all the circumstances. An apparently insignifi
cant detail may essentially alter the case and make a measure which 
is very wise and effective in one instance a disastrous mistake in an
other. This difficulty of forming a correct judgment and of avoiding the 
notion that "a river is a river" is perhaps greater here than anywhere 
else. We must therefore especially guard against mistaken applications 
and interpretations; but having done so, we do not hesitate to declare 
plainly that we do not think it worth while to listen to the clamor of those 
who, under the influence of some dim feeling or vague idea, expect every-
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thing from attack and movement, and think they see the truest picture of 
war in a hussar at full gallop brandishing his sword over his head. 

Such ideas and feelings are not always sufficient (we shall only instance 
here the once famous Dictator Wedel at Zullichau in 1759); but the worst 
of all is that they seldom hold their ground, but forsake the general at the 
last moment if great, complex cases with a thousand ramifications bear 
heavily upon him. 

We therefore believe that a direct defense of a river in the cas-e of large 
bodies of troops, under favorable conditions, can lead to successful results if 
we content ourselves with the moderate negative object; but this does not 
hold good in the case of smaller masses. Although 6o,ooo men on a certain' 
length of river could prevent an army of zoo,ooo or more from passing, a 
body of zo,ooo on the same length would not be able to oppose the passage 
of zo,ooo men, indeed, probably not even of one half that number, if such 
a body chose to run the risk of placing itself on the same side of the river 
with an enemy so much superior in numbers. This matter is clear, since the 
means of crossing do not alter. 

We have as yet said little about feigned crossings, as they do not essen
tially come into consideration in the direct defense of a river, partly be
cause such a defense does not depend on a concentration of the army at' 
one point, but each corps has in any case the defense of a portion of river 

·distinctly allotted to it; partly because such feigned crossings are very 
difficult even under the circumstances we have supposed. If, as it is, the 
means of crossing are limited, that is, not in such abundance as the assail
ant must desire to ensure the success of his undertaking, he will then 
scarcely be able or willing to use a large share of them for a mere demon-

. stration. At all events, the mass of troops to be passed over at the true 
point of crossing must consequently be smaller, and the defender gains 
again in time what he might have lost through uncertainty. 

This direct defense, as a rule, seems only suitable to large rivers, and on 
the last half of their course. 

The second form of defense is suitable for smaller rivers with deep val
leys, often even for very unimportant ones. It consists in a position taken 
up farther bac\t from the river at such a distance that the enemy's army at 
the time of crossing may be found either divided, if it passes at several 
points at the same time, or near the river and confined to one bridge and 
road, if the crossing is made at one point. An army with its rear squeezed 
against a river or a deep valley, and confined to one line of retreat, is in a 
most disadvantageous position for battle. The most effective defense of 
rivers of moderate size, running in deep valleys, lies in making proper use 
of this circumstance. 
. The disposition of an aimy in large detachments close to a river, which 
we consider the best in a direct defense, presupposes that the enemy can-
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not pass the river unexpectedly and in great force, because otherwise, by 
making such a disposition, there would be great danger of being beaten in 
detail. If, therefore, the circumstances which favor the defense are not 
sufficiently advantageous, if the enemy has in hand ample means of cross
ing, if the river has many islands or even fords, if it is not broad enough, 
if we are too weak, and so forth, then that method is out of the question. 
The troops must be drawn back a little from the river, for the sake of more 
secure connection with each other, and all that now remains to be done is 
to ensure the most rapid concentration possible upon that point where the 
enemy is attempting to cross, so as to attack him before he has gained so 
much ground that he has command of several passages. In this case the 
river or its valleys must be watched and weakly defended by a chain of 
outposts while the army is disposed in several corps at suitable points and at 
a certain distance (usually a few hours) from the river. 

The greatest difficulty lies here in the passage through the defile formed 
by the river and its valley. In this case it does not merely depend on the 
volume· of water but on the whole of the defile, and, as a rule, a deep rocky 
valley is a much greater impediment to pass than a river of considerable 
breadth. The difficulty of the march of a large body of troops through a 
long defile is in reality much greater than it appears from mere contempla
tion. The time required is very considerable; and the danger that the enemy 
may make himself master of the surrounding heights during the march is 
very disquieting. If the troops in front advance too far, they encounter the 
enemy too soon, and are in danger of being overpowered by a superior 
force; if they remain near the point of passage, then they fight in the 
worse situation. The passage across such an obstacle of ground in order to 
try one's strength against the enemy on the other side is, therefore, a bold • 
undertaking, or implies a great superiority of numbers and great confidence 
on the part of the commander. 

Such a defensive line cannot, certainly, be extended to such a length as 
in the direct defense of a great river, for it is intended to fight with the 
whole force united, and the passages, however difficult, cannot be com
pared with those over a large river; it is, therefore, much more likely that 
the enemy will make a turning movement against us. But at the same time, 
such a movement carries him out of his natural direction (for we suppose, 
as is obvious, that the valley crosses that direction at about right angles), 
and the disadvantageous effect of confined lines of retreat only disappears 
gradually, not all at once, so that the defender will still have some advan
tage over the advancing foe, even if the latter has not been caught by him 
exactly at the crisis of the passage, but by means of his turning movement 
has already gained a little more room to move. 

Since we are not speaking of rivers merely in respect of the volume of 
their waters, but have almost more in view the deep cleft formed by their 
valleys, we must explain that under this term we do not mean a regular 



DEFENSE OF RIVERS AND STREAMS 413 

mountain gorge, because in that case all that has been said about moun
tains would be applicable. But, as everyone knows, there are many level 
districts where even the smallest rivers fonn deep and precipitous clefts; 
besides these, marshy banks or other difficulties of approach belong to the 
same class. 

Under these conditions, therefore, an army on the defensive, posted be
hind a large river or deep valley with steep sides, is in a very excellent 
position, and this sort of river defense is to be counted among the best stra-
tegic measures. ' 

Its defect (the point on which the defender is very apt to err) is the 
over-extension of the forces. It is so natural in such a case to be drawn on 
from one point of passage to another, and to miss the right point at which 
we ought to stop; but if we do not succeed in fighting with the whole army 
united, the intended effect is lost; a lost engagement, the necessity. of re
treat, confusion in many ways and losses reduce the army nearly to ruin, 
even if it does not stand its ground to the last. 

In saying that the defender, under the above conditions, should not ex
tend his forces widely, that he must in any case have all his forces 
assembled on the evening of the day on which the enemy passes, enough is 
said, and it may stand in place of all further combinations of time, power 
and space-things which, in this case, must depend on many local ci~cum
stances. 

The battle brought on in these circumstances must have a special char
acter-that of the greatest impetuosity on the part of the defender. The 
feigned crossings, by which the enemy may have kept him for some time 
in uncertainty, will, as a rule, cause him to appear only at the last 
moment. The peculiar advantages of the situation of the defender consist 
in the disadvantageous situation of the enemy's troops just immediately in 
his front; if other corps, having passed at other points, menace his flank, 
be cannot, as in a defensive battle, counteract such movements by vigorous 
blows from his rear, for that would be to sacrifice the advantage of his 
situation. He must, therefore, settle affairs in his front before such other 
corps can become dangerous; that is, he must attack what he has before 
him as swiftly and vigorously as possible, and decide all by its defeat. 

But the object of this form of river defense can never be resistance to a 
very greatly superior force, as is conceivable in the direct defense of a large 
river; for, as a rule, we have really to deal with the bulk of the enemy's 
force, and although we do so under favorable circumstances, still it is easy 
to see that the relative strength of the forces becomes at once a serious 
consideration. 

This is the nature of the defense of rivers of moderate size and deep 
valleys when the principal masses of the army are concerned, where the 
considerable resistance which can be offered on the ridges of the valley 
-:annot compensate for the disadvantages of a scattered position, and 
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a decisive victory is a matter of necessity. But -if it is only a question of 
the reinforcement of a secondary line of defense, which is intended to hold 
out for a short time and counts on being reinforced, certainly a direct 
defense of the ridges of the valley, or even of the river bank, niay be made. 
Although advantages similar to those in mountain positions are not to be 
expected here, still the resistance will always last longer than in ordinary 
country. Only one circumstance makes t:his measure very dangerous, if not 
impossible: it is when the river has many windings and sharp turnings, 
which is just what is often the case when a river runs in a deep valley. One 
needs merely to consider the course of the Moselle in Germany. In the case 
of its defense, the corps in advance of the salients of the bends would 
almost inevitably be lost in the event of a retreat. ' 

That a great river allows the same defensive means and the same form of 
defense, which we have pointed out as best suited for rivers of a moderate 
size, in connection with the mass of an army and even under much more 
favorable circumstances, is obvious. It will come into use more especially 
when it is important for the defender to gain a decisive victory (Aspem). 

The case of an army drawn up with its front close on a river or stream 
or deep valley, in order by that means to command a tactical obstacle to 
the approach or to strengthen its front, is quite a different one, the detailed 
examination of which belongs to tactics. Of the effect of this we shall say 
only this much: that fundamentally it rests on a complete delusion. If the 
cleft in the ground is very considerable, the front of the position becomes 
absolutely unassailable. Now, as there is no more difficulty in passing 
round such a position than any other, it is actually just the same as if the 
defender had himself gone out of the way of the assailant, yet that could 
hardly be the object of the position. A position of this kind, therefore, can 
only be useful when, as a consequence of its location, it threatens the co~
munications of the assailant, so t}lat every deviation from the direct road 
would involve consequences altogether too serious. ; 

In this second form of defense feigned crossings are much more danger
ous, for the assailant can make them more easily, while, on the other hand, 
the defender has the problem of assembling his whole army at the right 
point. The defender in this case, however, is not quite so limited as to 
time, because his advantage lasts until the assailant has massed his whole 
force and has taken several crossings; on the other hand, the feigned attack 
has not yet the same degree of effect here as in the defense of a cordon, 
where all must be held, and where, therefore, in the employment of the re
serve, the question is not merely, as in our problem, where the enemy has 
his principal force, but the much more difficult one: which is the point he 

. will first seek to force? 
With respect to both forms of defense of large and small rivers, we must 

furthermore observe generally that if they are undertaken in the haste and 
confusion of a retreat, without preparation, without the removal of means 
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of passage, and without an exact knowledge of the country, they cannot, of 
course, fulfill what has been here supposed. In most such cases, nothing 
of the kind is to be reckoned on, and therefore it will always be a great 
error for an army to divide itself over extended positions. 

Just as everything usually miscarries in war, if it is not done with clear 
'knowledge and with the whole will and energy, so a river defense will gen
erally end badly when it is only resorted to because we have not the 
heart to meet the enemy in the open field, and hope that the broad river 
or the deep valley will stop him. In this case, there is so little confidence in 
the actual situation that both the general and his army are usually filled 
with anxious forebodings, which in most cases will be realized quickly 
enough. A battle in the open field does not presuppose a perfectly equal 
state of circumstances, like a duel; and the defender who does not know 
bow to gain for himself any advantages in such a battle, either through 
the special nature of the defense, through rapid marches, or by knowledge 
of the country and freedom of movement, is one whom nothing can save, 
and least of all will a river or its valley be able to help him. 

The third form of defense-by a fortified position taken up on the 
enemy's side of the river-founds its efficiency on the danger in which it 
places the enemy of having his communications cut by the river, and being 
limited to a few bridges only. It follows, as a matter of course, that we are 
only speaking of great rivers with a great volume of water, since these 
alone make that case possible, while a river which is merely in a deep ra
vine usually affords such a number of passages that all such danger dis
appears. 

But the position of the defender must be very well fortified, almost un
assailable; otherwise he would just meet the enemy half way, and give up 
his advantages. But if it is of such strength that the enemy will not decide 
to attack it, be will, under certain circumstances, be confined thereby to 
the same bank with the defender. If the assailant crossed, be would ex
pose his communications; but be would threaten ours, of course, at the 
same time. Here, as in all cases in which one opponent passes by the other, 
it depends on whose communications, by number, situation and other cir
cumstances, are the best secured, and who has also, in other respects, most 
to lose, and therefore can be outbid by his opponent; lastly, on who still 
possesses in his army the greater power of victory upon which be can de
pend in an extreme case. The influence of the river merely amounts to this: 
that it increases the danger of such a movement for both parties, since 
both are limited to bridges. Now, in so far as we can assume that, accord
ing to the usual course of things, the passages of the defender, as well as 
his depots of all kinds, are better secured by fortresses than those of the 
assailant, such a defense is, indeed, conceivable, and would then be sub
stituted for the direct defense in those cases where other circumstance$ are 
not favorable enough to that form. Certainly in this case the river is not 
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defended by the army, ~or the army by the river, but by the connection 
between the two is the country defended, which is the main point. 

At the same time we must admit th:~.t this mode of defense, without a 
decisive blow, resembling the state of tension of the two kinds of electricity 
when their poles are not in contact, cannot stop any very powerful attack. 
It might be applicable against a cautious, irresolute general, who never 
pushes forward with energy, even if his forces are greatly superior; it might 
.also answer when a kind of equilibrium between the contending forces has 
previously arisen, and nothing but small advantages are looked for on 
either side. But if we have to deal with superior forces, led by a bold 
,general, we are upon a dangerous course and very close to disaster. 

This form of defense looks so bold, and at the same time so scientific, 
that it might be called the elegant form; but since elegance easily borders 
on fatuity, and that is not so easily excused in war as in society, we have 
few instances of this elegant form. From it a special means of assistance for 
the first two forms is developed, which is, by holding a bridge and a bridge
head, to keep up a constant threat of crossing. 

Besides the object of an absolute resistance with the main body, each of 
the three fonns of defense may also have that of a feigned defense. 

This show of resistance, which is not intended really to be offered, is 
an act which is of course combined with many other measures, and funda
mentally with every position which is something more than a mere biv
ouac; but the feigned defense of a great river becomes a true demonstration 
through the adoption of a number of more or less complicated measures, 
and through its effect being usually on a greater scale and of longer dura
tion than that of any other. For the act of passing a great river in sight 
of an army is always an important step for the assailant, one over which 
he will ponder long and many times, or which he will postpone to a more 
favorable moment. 

For such a feigned defense it is therefore requisite that the main army 
should divide and post itself along the river (much in the same way as for 
a real defense) ; but since the intention of a mere feigned defense shows 
that circumstances are not favorable enough for a real ·defense, such a 
measure, which always demands a more or less extended and scattered 
disposition, would very easily cause danger of serious loss, if the detach
ments should become engaged in a real resistance, even if only on a moder
ate scale. It would then be in the true sense a half-hearted measure. In a 
feigned defense, therefore, everything must be arranged so as to ensure 
concentration of the army at a point considerably, perhaps several days' 
march, in the rear, and the defense should not be carried beyond what is 
consistent with this arrangement. 

In order to make our views clear, and to show the importance such a 
feigned defensive may have, let us call to mind the end of the campaign of 
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1813. Bonaparte repassed the Rhine with forty or fifty thousand men. To 
attempt to defend this river with such a force along the whole extent within 
which the Allies, according to the direction of their forces, could easily pass, 
that is, between Mannheim and Nimwegen, would have been an jmpo~ibil
ity. Bonaparte could therefore only think of offering his .first serious r~sist
ance somewhere on the French Meuse, where he could make his appear
ance with the army in some measure reinforced. Had he at once withdrawn 
his forces to that point, the Allies would have followed close at his heels; 
had he placed his army in rest-quarters behind the Rhine, the same thing 
could scarcely have failed to take place a moment later, for in spite of their 
most faint-hearted caution, the Allies would have sent over swarms of 
Cossacks and other light troops in pursuit, and, if that measure produced 
good results, other corps would have followed. The French corps were 
therefore forced to take steps to defend the Rhine in earnest. As it 
could be foreseen that nothing could come of this defense as soon as the 
Allies seriously undertook to cross the river, it was therefore to be regarded 
as a mere demonstration, in which the French 'corps incurred hardly any 
danger, since their point of concentration lay on the Upper Moselle, Only 
Macdonald, who, as is known, stood at Nimwegen with twenty thousand 
men, committed the mistake of deferring his retreat until he was actually 
compelled to retire. This delay prevent his joining Bonaparte before the 
battle of Brienne, as the retreat was not forced on him until after the 
arrival of Winzingerode's corps in January. This feigned defense of the 
Rhine, therefore, was sufficient to check the Allies in their advance, and 
to induce them to postpone the crossing of the river until their reinforce
ments arrived, which did not take place for six weeks. These six weeks were 
bound to be of infinite value to Bonaparte. Without this feigned defense of 
the Rhine the victory at Leipzig would have led directly to Paris, and it 
would have been absolutely impossible for the French to have given battle 
this side of their capital. 

In a river defense of the second class, that is, in the case of rivers of a 
smaller size, such a demonstration may also be used, but it will generally be 
less effective, because mere attempts to cross are in such a case easier, and 
therefore the spell is sooner broken. 

In the third kind of river defense a demonstration would in all probabil
ity be still less effective and produce no more result than that of the occupa
tion of any other temporary position. 

Lastly, the first two forms of defense are very well suited to give a chain 
of outposts, or any other defensive line (cordon) established for some 
secondary object, or to a corps of observation, much greater and more cer
tain strength than it would have without the river. In all these cases we 
can only speak of a relative resistance and that must naturally be consider
ably strengthened by such a natural obstacle. At the same time, we must 
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think noi merely of the relatively considerable gain in time, which the 
resistance in the engagement ·itself can produce, but also of the many_ 
anxieties which such an undertaking usually excites in the mind of the 
enemy, and which in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred lead to its not 
being carried out unless there are urgent reasons for it. 



CHAPTER XIX 

DEFENSE OF RIVERS AND STREAMS (Continued) 

We have still to add something in regard to the effect of rivers and 
streams on the defense of a country, even when they are not themselves 
defended. 

Every important river, with its main valleys and its adjacent valleys, 
forms a very considerable obstacle in a country, and is in that way advan
tageous to defense in general; but its peculiar influence does not admit of 
being more closely determined in its principal relations. 

First we must distinguish whether it flowsparallel to the frontier, that 
is, the general strategical front, or at an oblique, or a right, angle to it. In 
the case of the parallel direction we must observe the difference between 
having our own army or that of the assailant behind it, and in both cases 
again the distance between it and the army. 

An army on the defensive, having a large river close behind it, but not 
less than a day's march, and on that river an adequate number of secure 
crossings, is unquestionably in a much stronger position than it would be 
without the river; for if it loses a little in freedom in all its movements 
by having to consider the crossings, still it gains much more by the secur
ity of its strategic rear, that is, essentially, its lines of communication. In 
all this we allude to a defense in our own country; for in the enemy's 
country, although his army might be before us, we should still always have 
to fear more or less his appearance behind us on the other side of the river, 
and then the river, involving as it does narrow defiles in roads, would be 
more disadvantageous than advantageous in its effect on our situation. 
The farther the river is behind the army, the less useful it will be, and 
at certain distances its influence disappears altogether. 

If an attacking army, in its advance, has to leave a river in its rear, this 
can only be disadvantageous to its movements, for it restricts the communi
cations of the army to a few single passages. When Prince Henry in I 760 
marched against the Russians on the right bank of the Oder near Breslau, 
he had obviously a point d'appui in the Oder, a day's march behind him; 
on the other hand, when the Russians under Czernitschef passed the Oder 
later, they were in a very embarrassing situation, just through the danger 
of losing their line of retreat, which was limited to one bridge. 

If a river crosses the theater of war more or less at a right angle with 
the strategic front, then the advantage is again on the side of the defensive. 
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In the first place, there are generally a number of good positions leaning on 
the river, and using the transverse valleys running down to it to strengthen 
the front (like the Elbe for the Prussians in the Seven Years' War); sec
ondly, the assailant will have to leave one side of the river or the other un
occupied, or he must divide his forces; and such division cannot fail to be 
in favor again of the defensive, because he will be in possession of more 
well-secured passages than the assailant. One need only regard the Seven 
Years' War as a whole to be convinced that the Oder and Elbe were very 
useful to Frederick the Great in the defense of his theater of war (namely, 
Silesia, Saxony and the Mark), and consequently a great impediment to 
the conquest of these provinces by the Austrians and Russians, although 
there was not one real defense of those rivers in the whole Seven Years' 
'Var, and their course is mostly, with regard to the enemy, at an oblique 
or a right angle to the front rather than parallel with it. 
· It is only the convenience of a river as a means of transport, when its 

<:ourse is more or less at right angles to the front, which can, in general, be 
advantageous to the assailant; this may be so for the reason that as the 
assailant has the longer line of communication, and therefore the greater 
difficulty in the transport of all he requires, transport by water may relieve 
him of a great deal of trouble and prove very useful. The defender, it is 
true, has the advantage here also of being able to close the navigation 
withi_n his own frontier by fortresses. Still, even by that means the ad• 
vantage which the river affords the assailant will not be lost so far as its 
course up to that frontier is concerned. But many rivers are often not 
navigable, even where they are otherwise of no unimportant breadth from 
the military point of view, and others not navigable at all seasons. Naviga
tion against the stream is tedious, and the winding of a river often doubles 
the length of the way. The chief communications, moreover, between coun· 
tries now are high roads, and lastly, now more than ever the needs of an 
army are supplied from the nearest provinces; and not by transport from 
distant parts. Bearing all this in mind, we can well see that the use of a 
river does not generally play such a prominent part in the subsistence of 
troops as is usually presented in books and that its influence on the course 
-of events is, therefore, very remote and uncertain. 



CHAPTER XX 

A. DEFENSE OF SWAMPS 

Very large, extensive swamps, such as the Bourtang Moor in North 
Germany, are so uncommon that it would not be worth while to lose time on 
them; but we must not forget that certain lowlands and marshy banks of 
rivers are more common and they form very considerable obstacles of 
ground which can be and often are used for defensive purposes. 

Measures for their defense are naturally much the same as in the case 
of rivers; there are, however, some peculiarities to be specially noticed. 
The first and principal one is that a marsh, which except on the dykes is 
quite impracticable for infantry, is much more difficult to cross than any 
river. In the first place, a dyke is not built -so quickly as a bridge, and 
second, there are no provisional means by which the troops covering the 
construction of it can be put across. No one would begin to build a bridge 
without using some of the boats to take over an advance guard, but in the 
case of a morass no similar assistance can be employed. For infantry alone, 
the easiest way to get them across a swamp would be just planks, but if the 
morass is of some breadth this process takes incomparably longer than the 
crossing of the first boats on a river. If now in the middle of the .morass 
there is a river which cannot be passed without a bridge, the crossing of 
the first detachment of troops becomes still more difficult, for though single 
men can very well get across on mere planks, it is impossible by this means 
to transport heavy materials such as are required for building bridges. 
This difficulty in some circumstances may be found insurmountable. 

A second peculiarity of a swamp is that the means for crossing it can
not be completely removed, like those of a river. Bridges can be broken 
off or so completely destroyed as to be made absolutely unusable, but the 
most that can be done with dykes is to cut them, which does not mean 
much. If there is a small river in the middle, the bridge across it can, of 
course, be removed, but the possibility of crossing will not thereby be so 
wholly put an end to as it is in the case of a large river. The consequence 
is that the existing dykes must always be occupied with a fairly strong 
force and strenuously defended if we want to derive any advantage at all 
from the morass. 

We are, therefore, on the one hand, obliged to adopt a local defense, 
while, on the other, such a defense is made easier by the difficulty of getting 

421 



422 DEFENSE 

across elsewhere. The result of these two peculiarities is that the defense of 
swamps must be more local and passive than that of rivers. 

It follows that we must be relatively stronger than in the direct defense 
of a river and, consequently, the line of defense cannot be made so long, 
especially in cultivated countries, where the number of ways across, even 
under the most favorable circumstances, is usually still very great. 

In this respect, therefore, swamps are inferior to great rivers, and it is a 
very important respect, for all local defense has in it something extremely 
insidious and dangerous. But such swamps and lowlands usually have a 
breadth with which that of the largest European rivers is not to be com
pared, and consequentlY: a post stationed for the defense of a passage is 
never in danger of being overpowered by the fire from the other side. The 
effect of its own fire is immensely increased by a quite narrow, long dyke, 
and the time required to pass such a defile, a mile or two long, is incom
parably greater than that needed to cross a bridge. Bearing all this in mind, 
we must admit that such lowlands and morasses, if the means of crossing 
them are not too numerous, are among the strongest lines of defense that 
can be found. 

An indirect defense, such as we have become acquainted with in the 
case of rivers and streams, in which obstacles of ground are made use of 
to bring on a great battle under advantageous circumstances, can be em
ployed equally well in the case of morasses. 

The third method of river defense by means of a position on the enemy's 
side would be much too hazardous because of the long time required for 
crossing. 

It is extremely dangerous to venture on the defense of such morasses, 
soft meadows, bogs and so forth, as are not absolutely impassable except 
on the dykes. A single possible crossing discovered by the enemy is enough 
to break the line of defense, a thing which, in case of a serious resistance, 
is always attended by great losses to the defender. 

B. !NUNDA TIONS 

We have still to consider inundations. Both as means of defense and as 
natural phenomena, they are unquestionably most like morasses. 

Certainly they are not common. Holland is perhaps the only country 
in which they constitute a phenomenon which makes them worth notice in 
connection with our subject. But it is precisely that country which obliges 
us, on account of the remarkable campaigns of 1672 and 1787 and of its 
important relation to Germany and France, to devote some consideration to 
this matter. 

The character of these Dutch inundations differs from that of ordinary 
swampy and impassable wet lowlands in the following respects: 

1. The soil itself is dry and consists either of dry meadows or of culti
vated fields. 
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2. For purposes of irrigation or of drainage, a number of small ditches 
of greater or less depth and breadth intersect the country in such a way 
that in certain districts they run in parallel directions. 

3· Larger canals, enclosed by dykes and intended for irrigation, drain
age and navigation, run through the country in all possible directions, and 
are such that they cannot be crossed without bridges. 

4· The level of the ground throughout the whole district subject to in· 
undations lies considerably below the level of the sea and consequently 
below that of the canals. · 

5· The consequence of this is that by cutting the dykes and closing and. 
opening the sluices the whole country can be laid under water, so that there 
are no dry roads except those on the tops of the higher dykes, all others 
being either entirely under water or at all events so soaked with water as 
to be no longer usable. Now though the inundation is only three or four 
feet deep, so that in case of need it could be waded through for short dis
tances, this is prevented by the small ditches mentioned in 2, which are 
not visible. It is only where these ditches have an appropriate direction, 
so that we can move between two of them without crossing one or the other, 
that the inundation ceases to be an obstacle to approach. It is easy to see 
that this can only be the case for short distances, and therefore can only 
be used for tactical purposes of a very special character. 

From all this we deduce: 
r. That the assailant is confined to a more or less small choice of ap~ 

proaches, which run along rather narrow dykes and usually in addition have 
on each side of them ditches filled with water, thus forming very long_ 
dangerous defiles. 

2. That every defensive means on such a dyke may easily be strength
ened to the point of being impregnable. 

3· That the defender, however, just because he is so hemmed in, must 
at each separate point confine himself to the most passive defense, and con
sequently must look entirely to passive resistance for his safety. 

4. That it is not a question of a single line of defense, shutting in the 
country like a simple barrier, but, as everywhere we have the same ob
stacle to approach to protect our flanks, we can continually form new 
posts, and in this way replace a lost section of the line of defense by a new 
one. We might say that the number of combinations here, like those on a 
chessboard, is infinite. 

5· But as this general condition of a country is only conceivable on the 
presupposition that it is highly cultivated and thickly inhabited, it follows 
of itself that the number of ways through, and consequently the number 
of the posts which block them, will be very large as compared with that 
in other strategical positions. From which it follows again as a consequence 
that such a line of defense must not be long. 

The principal line of defense in Holland runs from Naarden on the 
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Zuyder Zee, mostly behind the Vecht, to Gorkum on the Waal that is 
actually, to the Biesbosch, and is about forty miles long. For the defense of 
this line in 1672 and in 1787 a force of from 25,ooo to 3o,ooo men was em
ployed. If ~e could safely reckon on an invincible resistance, the results 
would certainly be very great, at all events for Holland, the province lying 
behind that line. In 1672 the line actually withstood a considerably supe
rior force commanded by great generals, Conde at the beginning and later 
Luxemburg, who could have attacked it with from 40,ooo to so,ooo men. 
Yet they would not attempt an assault but preferred to wait for the win
ter, which, however, was not severe enough. In 1787, on the other hand, 
the resistance offen~d on this line amounted to nothing. Even that which 
was made on a much shorter line between the Zuyder Zee and the sea 
of Haarlem, althoug'h somewhat more serious, was overcome by the Duke 
of Brunswick in one day, through the mere effect of a very skilful tactical 
disposition, well adapted to the locality, and this though the Prussian force 
actually engaged in the attack was little, if at all, superior in numbers to 
the troops guarding the lines. 

The different result in the two cases is to be attributed to the difference 
in the supreme command. In 1672 the Dutch were surprised by Louis XIV 
while everything was in a state of peace, in which, as is well known, there ex
isted very little military spirit so far as the land forces were concerned. For 
that reason the greater number of the fortresses were deficient in all 
articles of equipment, garrisoned only by weak bodies of hired troops, and 
defended by governors who were native-born incapables or treacherous 
foreigners. Thus all the Brandenburg fortresses on the Rhine garrisoned by 
the Dutch, as well as all their own places situated to the east of the line 
of defense above described, except Groningen, very soon fell into the hands 
of the French, and for the most part without any real defense. And in the 
conquest of this great number of fortresses consisted the activity of the 
French army, at that time ISo,ooo strong. 

But when, after the murder of the brothers De Witt, in August, 1672, the 
Prince of Orange came into power, bringing unity into the measures for 
defense, there was just enough time to close the above-mentioned defensive 
line. All measures now fitted so well together that neither Conde nor 
Luxemburg, who commanded the French forces left in Holland after the 
departure of the two armies under Turenne and Louis XIV, ventured to 
make any attack on the separate posts. 

In I787 the situation was quite different. It was not the government of 
the seven united provinces but really only the province of Holland that 
was to resist the invasion. Of the conquest of all the fortresses, which had 
been the principal object in I 6 7 2, there was, therefore, no question ; the 
defense was confined at once to the above-mentioned line. But the assailant 
this time, instead of I so,ooo men, had only 2 s,ooo and was no mighty sov
-ereign of a great adjoining country, but the deputed general of a distant 
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prince, himself fettered by many considerations. In Holland, as every
where else, the people were diyided into two parties, but in Holland the 
republican party was decideJily predominant and at the same time in a 
state of truly enthusiastic excitement. In these circumstances, the resistance 
in 1787 could certainly -have yielded at least as good a result as that of 
1672. But there was ,an _important differenc.e: in 1787 the unity of com
mand was lacking.AVbat in 1672 had been left' to the wiset skilful and 
energetic. guidanJ:e of the ~rince of Orange, .was entrusted in 1787 to a 
so-called Def«;nse Commission; which, although it 'ci>nsisted of 'four ener
getic men, >"'as not able to introduce enough ~'iiity Of measures irito the 
whole work and inspire individuals with ·enough confidence' to prevent tl:ie 
whole i11strument from becoming imperfect and inefficient in use. . 
. We have dwelt for a moment.oli this example to give more distinctness 
to the conception of this defensive measure and at the same time to show 
the difference in the effects produced, according as more or less unity and 
consistency prevail in the direction of the whole. ·· · 

Although the organization and kind of resistance of such a defensive line 
are a subject for tactics, still in reference to the defensive line, which is 
somewhat more closely related to strategy, we cannot omit to make an ob
servation to which the campaign of 17S7 gives occasion. We think, namely, 
that however passive the defense must naturally be at individual posts, 
still an offensive action from some one point of the line is not impossible 
and may produce good results if the enemy, as was the case in 1787, is 
not decidedly superior. For although. such an assault must be carried out 
on dykes, and on that account certainly will have no great freedom of 
movement 'or great impulsive force, nevertheless it is impossible for the 
assailant to occupy all the dykes and roads on which he is not himself 
advancing. For the defender, therefore, who knows the country and is in 
possession of the strong points, there should still. always be means in this 
way either of effecting a real flank attack against the columns of the as
sailant, or of cutting them off from their sources of supply. If, on the 
other hand, we consider in what a very constrained position the assailant 
is placed, how much more dependent he is on his communications than in 
almost any other conceivable case, we shall well understand that any as
sault by the defender which has but a remote possibility of success in its 
favor, must at once, as a demonstration, be extremely effective. We doubt 
very much if the prudent and cautious Duke of Brunswick would have 
ventured to approach Amsterdam if the Dutch had only made a single 
demonstration of that kind, from Utrecht, for instance. 
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DEFENSE OF FORESTS 

Above all things we must distinguish thick, impassable, virgin forestS 
from cultivated, extensive plantations which are partly quite open and 
partly intersected by many paths. 

The latter kind, whenever it is a question of a defensive line, are either 
to be left in the rear or else avoided altogether. The defender has more 
need than the assailant of an unimpeded view all round him, partly be
cause, as a rule, he is the weaker, partly because the natural advantages 
of his position cause him to develop his plans later than the assailant. If 
he chose to leave a wooded district before him, he would be fighting like 
a blind man against one who can see. If he should place hiniself in the mid
dle of the wood, both, of course, would be blind, but it is just this equality 
that would not answer the natural requirements of the defender. 

Such a wooded country cannot, therefore, be brought into any sort of 
favorable relation to the defender's engagements, unless he keeps it in the 
rear of him so as to conceal whatever is taking place behind him from the 
enemy, and at the same time to make use of it for covering and facilitating 
his retreat. · 

At present, however, we are speaking only of forests in level country, for 
where a decidedly mountainous character prevails, its influence on tactical 
and strategic measures becomes predominant, and o[ this we have already 
spoken elsewhere. 

But impassable forests, that is, such as can only be traversed on certain 
roads, afford, of course, advantages for an indirect defense, similar to those 
derived from mountains, for bringing on a battle under favorable circum
stances. Behind the forest the army can await the enemy in a more or less 
concentrated position in order to fall upon him the moment he debouches 
from the defiles. Such a forest resembles a mountain range more than it 
does a stream in its effects, for it affords, it is true, only a very long and 
difficult defile; but in regard to the retreat it is rather advantageous than 
dangerous. 

A direct defense of forests, however impassable they may be, is a very 
hazardous piece of work for even the thinnest chain of outposts. For en
tanglements are only imaginary barriers, and no forest is so impassable 
that it cannot be penetrated in a hundred places by small detachments. 
These, in the case of a chain of defensive posts, are comparable to the 
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first drops of water that ooze through a dyke, to be presently followed by 
a general burst. 

Much more important is the influence of great forests of every kind in 
connection with a national rising. They are undoubtedly the true element 
for such irregular forces . .If, therefore, the strategic plan of defense can 
be so arranged that the enemy's line of communication passes through great 
forests, by that means another mighty lever is brought into use in the work 
of defense. ' 



CHAPTER XXII 

THE CORDON 

The term cordon is used to denote every defensive arrangement which is 
intended directly to protect a whole district of country by a line of posts 
connected with one another. We say "directly," for several corps of a great 
army posted in line with each other might protect a large tract of country 
from incursion of the enemy without constituting a cordon. This protection, 
however, would not be direct, but through the effect of combinations and 
movements. 

It is evident that a defensive line, long enough to cover an extensive 
tract of country directly, can only have a very slight capacity for resistance. 
Even when very large bodies of troops occupy the lines, this would still 
be the case if similar bodies were acting against them. The object of a 
cordon can, therefore, only be to protect against a weak blow, whether 
that weakness lies in the will power behind it or in the man power with 
which it may be delivered. 

With this view the wall of China was built as a protection against Tar
tar raids. This is the intention of all lines and frontier defenses of the 
European states bordering on Asia and Turkey. Used in this way the cor
don system is neither absurd nor does it appear unpractical. Certainly it 
is not sufficient to stop all raids, but still they will become more difficult 
and consequently less frequent, and in circumstances such as prevail among 
the peoples of Asia, where the state of war is almost permanent, that is 
very important. Next to this class of cordons come the lines which in 
the wars of modem times have been formed between European states, 
such as the French lines on the Rhine and in the Netherlands. These were 
originally formed only with a view to protect a country against attacks 
made merely for .the purpose of levying contributions or living at the ex
pense of the enemy. They are, therefore, only intended to check minor 
operations, and consequently should be defended with small bodies of 
troops. But of course in the event of the enemy's main force taking its 
direction against these lines, the defender is forced to occupy them with 
his own main force, a course by no means productive of the best defensive 
arrangements. On account of this disadvantage, and because the protection 
against raids in a transient war is an object of very minor importance, for 
which through the existence of these lines we may easily be compelled to 
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incur an excessive expenditure of force, they have in our day come to be 
looked upon as a harmful expedient. The more fiercely the war rages, the 
more useless and dangerous does such a means become. 

Lastly, all very extended lines of outposts covering the quarters of an 
army and intended to offer a certain amount of resistance are to be re
garded as really cordons. 

This kind of resistance is chiefly designed for protection against raids 
and other small operations directed against the security of single quarters, 
and for this purpose it may be quite sufficient if favored by the ground. 
Against the advance of the main body of the enemy the resistance can 
only be relative, that is, intended to gain time. But this gain· in tim~ will 
not in most cases be very considerable and can therefore less be regarded 
as the object of the cordon of outposts. The assembling and advance of 
the enemy's army can never take place so unobservedly that the first in
formation the defender got of it would be through his outposts, and in 
such a case he would be very much to be pitied. . 

Consequently, in this case also, the cordon is only intended to resist the 
attack of a weak force, and the object, therefore, in this as. in the other 
two cases is not at variance with the means., · · 

But that the main force intended for the defense of a country against 
the main force of the enemy should disperse itself into a long series of de
fensive posts, that is to say, into a cordon, seems so absurd that we must 
try to discover the particular circumstances which lead to and accompany 
such a proceeding. · 

In mountainous country every position, although taken 'up \;Vith a view 
to a battle with all forces united, may and must necessarily be more ex
tended than it would be on level ground. It may be so, because the aid of 
the ground increases the capacity for: resistance; it must !;>~ so,; .b¢cause a 
wider basis of retreat is required, as we have already shaWl). in ¢e c:;haptc:r 
"Defense of Mountains." But suppose there is no near prospect of a battle, 
and that the enemy will probably remain in his position opposite to us for 
some time without undertaking anything unless tempted by some favor
able opportunity-the usual state of things in most wars formerly. In this 
case it is natural for us not to limit ourselves to the occupation of.only so 
much country as is absolutely necessary, but to remain masters of as. much 
ground right and left of us as the security of our own army permits, which 
will give us advantages. of many kinds, as we shall presently show in more 
detail. In open and accessible country by means of a war of movement this 
object can be attained to a greater extent than in mountains, the exten
sion and dispersion of our forces being in the former case less necessary to 
secure it. But it would also be much more dangerous because each part has 
less capacity for resistance. 

But in mountains, all possession of ground deJ?ends on its lgcal c:l!!(ense. 
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A threatened point cannot be so easily reached, and if the enemy has got 
there first, he cannot easily be driven out again by a superior force. In 
mountains, therefore, in such circumstances we shall always come to a form 
of disposition which though not actually a cordon, yet, as a series of de
fensive posts, comes very near it. From such a disposition, broken up into 
several posts, to the cordon, there is certainly a wide step, but nevertheless 
generals take it, often without themselves being aware of the fact, being 
drawn on from one stage to another. At the beginning the object of the 
dispersion of the forces is the covering and possession of the country; l<.ter 
on it becomes the security of the forces themselves. Every commander of 
a post calculates the advantages he would get from the occupation of this 
or that point of approach on the right or left side of his post, and so the 
whole passes imperceptibly from one degree of dispersion to another. 

A cordon war, therefore, carried on by the main body, if it occurs, is 
not to be considered as a form intentionally chosen, for the purpose of ar
resting every onset of the enemy forces, but as a situation into which the 
army has fallen in the pursuit of quite another object, which is the holding 
and covering of the country against an enemy who has no decisive opera
tion in view. Such a situation must always be a mistake, and the reasons 
which have gradually coaxed one small post after another out of the gen
eral must be called trivial in relation to the purpose of a main army. But 
this point of view at least shows the possibility of such an aberration. The 
fact that it is such an aberration, this failure to understand the enemy's 
and one's own position, is overlooked, and all that is spoken of is the faulty 
system. But this system is quietly approved when it has been pursued with 
advantage, or, at all events, without loss. Everyone praises the faultless 
campaigns of Prince Henry in the Seven Years' War, because the king 
has so pronounced them, although these campaigns afford the most glaring 
and incomprehensible examples of a chain of posts so extended that no 
other has a better claim to be called a cordon. We may completely justify 
the prince by saying that he knew his opponents, and was aware that he 
had no decisive operations to fear. As the object, moreover, of his disposi
tions was always to occupy as large a tract of country as possible, he went 
as far as the circumstances in any way would permit. If the prince had 
once come to grief in spinning such a cobweb and sustained a serious loss, 
it would have had to be said not that the prince pursued a faulty system, 
but that he had been mistaken in his methods and had applied them to a 
case to which they were not suited. 

We are trying in this way to explain how a so-called cordon system 
may arise with the principal force in a theater of war, and how it may 
even be a judicious and useful measure and no longer in that case seem 
an absurdity. At the same time we must acknowledge that there actually 
have been cases where generals or their staffs have overlooked the real 
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meaning of a cordon system and assumed its relative value to be a generaf 
one. They have believed that it was actually suited for a protection against 
any sort of hostile attack, which implies not a misapplication of the meas· 
ure, but a complete misunderstanding of it. We admit that one instance 
of this truly absurd belief seems to have been afforded by the Prussian and 
Austrian army during the defense of the Vosges in 1793 and 1794 .. . . ' . - ~ ' . -



CHAPTER. XXIII 

KEY OF THE COUNTRY 

There is no theoretical idea in the art of war which has played such a 
part in criticism as that which is here our subject. It is the show piece in all 
descriptions of battles and campaigns, the most frequent point of view in 
all military arguments, and one of those scraps of scientific form with which 
~ritics make a show of learning. And yet the conception embodied in it 
has never been established nor has it ever been clearly formulated. 

We shall try to ascertain its real meaning and see what value it will still 
have for practical action. 

We treat of it here because the defense of mountains and rivers, as well 
as the conceptions of fortified and entrenched camps, with which it is 
closely connected, had to take precedence. 

The indefinite, confused conception which is concealed behind this an
cient military metaphor has sometimes signified the most exposed part of 
a country, at other times the strongest. 

If there is a district without the possession of which no one dare venture 
to penetrate into an enemy's country, that may with propriety be called 
the key of that country. But this simple, but certainly not very fruitful, 
notion has not satisfied the theorists. They have amplified it and imagined 
under the term "key of the country" points which decide the possession of 
the country. 

When the Russians wanted to advance into the Crimean peninsula they 
were obliged to make themselves masters of the isthmus of Perekop and 
its lines, not so much to gain an entrance at all-for Lascy turned it twice, 
in 1737 and 1738-but so as to be able to establish themselves in the 
Crimea with tolerable security. That is very simple, but at the same time 
we do not gain much through the conception of a key point. But if it might 
be said: Whoever has possession of the district of Langres commands all 
France as far as Paris-that is to say, it only rests with himself to take 
possession of it-that is plainly a very different thing, something of much 
higher importance. According to the first kind of conception, the posses
sion of the country cannot be thought of without the possession of the 
point which is to be called the key, which is intelligible to mere common 
sense. But according to the second kind of conception, the point which is 
to be called the key cannot be imagined without the possession of the 

4J3 
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country following as a necessary consequence, which is' plainly something 
marvelous. Common sense is no longer sufficient to grasp this; the magic 
of occult science is required. This cabala actually originated in books 
published about fifty years ago, and reached its zenith at the end ·of the 
last century: Notwithstanding the. irresistible force, certainty and lucidity 
with which Bonaparte's conduct of war carried away men's convictions 
that cabala has nevertheless still succeeded in spinning out in ·books a thin 
thread of· tenacious existence. 

Setting .aside our conception of a key point, it is obvious that in every 
country there are points of commanding importance, points at which q~any 
roads meet, in which our subsistence can conveniently be obtained, and 
from which we can conveniently move in various directions--points, in 
short,· the possession of which satisfies many needs and affords many ad
vantages. Now if generals have wanted a word to denote such a point and 
have therefore, called it the key of the country, it would be a piece of 
pedantry to take offense at their doing so; the expression is, on the con
trary, in that case very applicable and acceptable. But to propose out of 
this mere flower of speech to produce a seed out of which a whole system 
with many branches, like a tree, is to be developed, is a challenge to com
mon sense to reduce the expression to its real value. 

For the practical but certainly very indefinite meaning which the con
ception of a key of the country has in the narratives of generals when 
they speak of their military enterprises, it was necessary to substitute one 
more definite and therefor.e more narrow. Among all its references the one 
chosen was "high ground." 

When a road traverses a mountain ridge, we thank heaven when we get 
to the top and now begin to descend. This feeling, so natural in the case of 
the individual traveler, is still more so in the case of an army. All difficul
ties seem to have been overcome, and so, indeed, in most cases they are. 
The descent is easy; we feel our superiority over anyone who would try 
to stop us; we see the whole country spread out before us; and we com
mand it in anticipation with our glance. Thus the highest point of a moun
tain pass has always been regarded as the decisive one, and so in most 
cases it really is, though by no means in all. In the historical narratives of 
generals, such points have therefore very frequently been called key points, 
again, no doubt, in a slightly different sense and for the most part with 
a more limited reference. This idea has been the. main starting point of 
the false theory of which Lloyd may perhaps be regarded as the founder, 
and on this account high points, from which several roads descend into 
the country to be entered, have been looked upon as key points of that 
country-points which command that country. It was natural that this 
view should combine with one closely related to ·it, namely, that of .a 
systematic defense of mountains, and that the matter should be pushed 
still further into the realm of illusion. For now a number of tactical ele-



434 DEFENSE 

ments, important in the defense of mountains, came into play as well, and 
thus the conception of the highest point of the road was soon abandoned 
and the highest point generally of the whole mountain system, that is, the 
point of the watershed was looked upon as the key of the country. 

Now just about that time, that is, in the latter half of the last century, 
more definite ideas on the forms given to the surface of the earth by the 
action of water became current. Thus natural science with this geological 
system lent a hand to the theory of war, and every barrier of practical 
truth was now broken through and every discussion of such subjects 
floated vaguely in the illusory system of a geological analogy. In conse
quence of this, at the end of the last century we heard, or rather we read, 
of nothing but the sources of the Rhine and the Danube. This nuisance, 
it is true, prevailed for the most part only in books, as in such cases it is 
only a small fraction of book wisdom that ever passes over into the real 
world, and all the less so, the more foolish the theory; but the theory of 
which we are speaking, unfortunately for Germany, has not remained with
out influence upon practice. We are, therefore, not tilting at windmills, and 
in proof of this we will quote two examples: first, the i:.nportant but scien
tific campaigns of the Prussian army in 1793 and 1794 in the Vosges, to 
which the books of Gravert and Massenbach serve as a theoretical key, and, 
second, the campaign of 1814, in which the Bohemian army of 2oo,ooo 
men allowed itself, as a result of this theory, to be led by the nose through 
Switzerland on to the so-called plateau of Langres. 

But a high point in a country from which all its waters flow is as a rule 
nothing more than a high point, and all that at the end of the eighteenth 
century and the beginning of the nineteenth was written about its influence 
on military events, in exaggeration and wrong application of an idea in 
itself true, is sheer imagination. If the Rhine and the Danube and all the 
six rivers of Germany chose to honor one mountain with their common 
source, that mountain would not on this account have a claim to any 
greater military value than as something on which to erect a trigonometrical 
landmark: For a signal tower it would be less useful, for a vedette, still less 
so, and for an army, of absolutely no use at all. 

To seek for a key position, therefore, in a so-called key district of a 
country, that is, where the different mountain ranges. branch out from a 
common point and the highest river sources lie, is a mere book idea, op
posed by Nature herself, who does not make the ridges and valleys so 
accessible from above as the hitherto so-called theory of terrain assumes, 
but distributes peaks and gorges as she pleases and not infrequently sur
rounds the lowest-lying sheets of water with the loftiest masses of moun
tain. If we question military history on the subject, we shall realize how 
little influence as a rule the leading geological features of a district have 
on the use made of it in war, and how greatly, on tl!e other hand, that little 
is outweighed by other local circumstances and other requirements, so that 
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the line of positions will often run quite close to one of those points and 
yet not be attracted by it. 

We have dwelt so long on this false idea only because a whole-very 
pretentious-system has been built upon it. We now leave it and return to 
our own view. 

We say then that if the expression, key position, is to represent in strat
egy an independent conception, it can only be that of a district without 
the possession of which we may not dare to force our way into a country. 
But if we choose to denote by the term every convenient entrance to a 
country, or every convenient central point in it, the term loses its specific 
meaning, that is, its value, and denotes something which must be found 
more or less anywhere. It then becomes merely a pleasing figure of speech. 

But positions such as the term conveys here to us are certainly very 
rarely to be found. In general the best key to a country lies in the enemy's 
army, and if the concept of ground is to predominate over that of military 
force, exceptionally favorable conditions must prevail. These, according to 
our opinion, may be recognized by two principal effects. In the first place, 
the force occupying a position, by the aid of the ground, is capable of a 
strong tactical resistance; in the second place, the position effectively 
threatens the enemy's line of communications sooner than he threatens 
ours. 



CHAPTER XXIV 

OPERATING AGAINST A FLANK 

We need hardly observe that we speak of the strategic flank, that is, of 
the side of the theater of war, and that the attack from one side in battle, 
or the tactical movement against a flank, must not be confounded with it. 
Even in cases in which the strategic operation against a flank, in its last 
stage, ends in the tactical operation, they can quite easily be kept separate, 
because the one.never follows necessarily out of the other. . 

These flanking· operations, and the flanking positions connected with 
them, belong also to the show pieces of theory, which are seldom met with 
in actual war. Not that the means itself is either ineffectual or illusory, but 
because both sides generally seek to guard themselves against its effects, 
and cases in which this would be impossible are rare. Now in these rare 
cases this means has often proved highly efficient, and for this reason, as 
well as on account of the constant watching against it which is required 
in war, it is important that it should be clearly explained in theory. Al
though the strategic operation against a flank can naturally be imagined, 
not only on the part of the defensive, but also on that of the offensive, 
still it has much more affinity with the first, and therefore finds its place 
among the defensive means. 

Before we enter into the subject, we must establish the simple principle, 
which must never be lost sight of afterward in its consideration, that troops 
which are to act against the rear or flank of the enemy cannot be em
ployed against his front, and that, therefore, whether it be in tactics or 
strategy, it is an entirely erroneous notion to consider that coming in the 
rear of the enemy is an advantage in itself. In itself, it is as yet nothing; 
but it will become something in connection with other things, and some
thing either advantageous or disadvantageous, according to the nature of 
these other things, with the examination of which we are now primarily 
concerned. 

First, in the action against the strategic flank, we must make a distinc
tion between its two objectives-between the action merely against the 
communications and that against the line of retreat, with which, at the 
same time, an action upon the communications may be combined. 

When Daun, in I 7 58, sent raiding parties to seize the convoys on their 
way to the siege of Olmtitz, he had plainly no intention of impeding the 
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king's retreat into Silesia; he rather wished to bring about that retreat, and 
would willingly have opened the way for him. 

In the campaign of 1812, the object of all raiding parties that were de
tached from the Russian main army in the months of September and 
October was ·only to interrupt the communications, not to stop the re
treat; but the latter was quite plainly the design of the Moldau army 
which, under Tschitschagof, advanced against the Beresina, as well as of 
the attack which General Wittgenstein was instructed to make on the 
French troops stationed on the Dwina. 

These examples are merely to make the ideas clear. 
The action against the lines of coft,mication is directed against the 

enemy's convoys, against small detachMflts following in rear of the army, 
against couriers and travelers, small depots of the enemy, etc.; therefore 
.against all the means which the enemy requires to keep his army in a vig
orous and healthy condition. Its object is, therefore, to w.eaken the condi
tion of the army in this way, and by this means to cause "it to retreat. 

The action against the enemy's line of retreat is to cut his army off from 
that line. It cannot effect this object unless the enemy really decides to 
retreat;· but it may certainly cause him to do so by threatening him, and, 
therefore, it may have the same effect as the action against the line of 
communication, by acting as a demonstration. But as we said before, none 
of these effects is to be expected from the ·mere turning movement, from 
the mere geometrical form given to the disposition of the troops; they only 
result from the conditions suitable to this purpose. 

In order to recognize these conditions more distinctly, we shall separate 
completely the two actions against the flank, and first consider that which 
is directed against the communications. ' 

Here we must first establish two principal conditions, one or the other 
of which must always be forthcoming. 

The first is that the forces used for this action against the communica
tions of the enemy must be so insignificant in number that their absence 
is hardly felt at the front. 

The second, that the enemy's army must be at the end of its advance, 
and therefore be unable to make further use of a fresh victory over our 
army, or to pursue us if we evade an engagement by moving out of the 
way. 

'!'his last case, which is by no means so uncommon as might be sup
posed, we shall not consider for the moment, but occupy ourselves with 
the· further prerequisites of the. first. 

The first of these is that the enemy's communications have a certain 
l!;!ngth, and can no longer be protected by a few good posts; the second 
point is that the situation of the line is such as exposes it to our action. 

This exposure of the line may arise in two ways: either by its direction, 
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if it is not perpendicular to the strategic front of the enemy's army1 or be
cause his lines of communication pass through our territory; if both of these 
circumstances are combined the line is so much the more exposed. Both 
relations require a closer examination. 

One would think that when it is a question of covering a line of com
munication 200 or 250 miles long, it would be of little consequence whether 
the position occupied by an army standing at the one end of this line is at 
an oblique angle or a right angle to it, since the breadth of this position is 
little more than a mere point in comparison to the line; and yet it is not so. 
When an enemy's army is posted at right angles to its communications, it 
is difficult, even with a considera~superiority, to interrupt the communi
cations by raiding parties sent ouf:'for the purpose. If we think only of the 
difficulty of covering absolutely a certain space, we should not believe this, 
but rather suppose, on the contrary, that it must be very difficult for an 
army to protect its rear (that is, the country behind it) against all expe
ditions which an enemy superior in numbers may undertake. It certainly 
would be, if we could survey everything in war as easily as if it were on 
paper. In that case the party covering the line, in its uncertainty as to the 
point where raiding parties will appear, would be, so to speak, blind, and 
only the raiders would see. But if we think of the uncertainty and incom
pleteness of all the intelligence we get in war, and know that both parties 
are constantly groping in the dark,· then we easily perceive that a raiding 
party sent round the enemy's flank to gain his rear is in the position of a 
man who has to contend with many in a dark room. In the end this man 
must fall; and it is just the same with the raiding parties which get around 
an army occupying a perpendicular position, and therefore find themselves 
near to the enemy, and completely separated from their own army. Not 
only is there danger of losing considerable forces in this way; but the in
strument itself is blunted at once. For the very first misfortune which 
befalls one such party will make all the others timid, and instead of bold 
assaults and insolent tricks, we shall only see constant running away. 

Through this difficulty, therefore, an army occupying a perpendicular 
position covers the nearest points on its line of communications for a dis
tance of two or three days' march, according to the strength of the army; 
but these nearest points are just those which are most in danger, as they 
are also the nearest to the army of the enemy. 

On the other hand, in the case of a decidedly oblique position, no such 
part of the line of communication is covered; the smallest pressure, the 
least dangerous attempt on the part of the enemy, leads at once to a vulner-
able point. , 

But now, what is it which determines the front of a position, if it is not 
just the direction perpendicular to the line of communication? The front 
of the enemy. But then, again, this may be equally well supposed to be 
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dependent on our front. Here a reciprocal action comes in, the origin of 
which we must find. 

e 

If we suppose the lines of communi~tion of the assailant, a b, r.o sit
uated with respect to those of the defender, c d, that the two lines form a 
considerable angle with each other, it is evident that if the defender wished 
to take up a position at e, where the two lines intersect, the assailant from 
b, by the mere geometrical relation, could compel him to form front oppo
site to him, and thus to expose his communications. The case would be 
reversed if the defender took up his position on this side of the point of 
junction, about d; then the assailant would have to make a front toward 
him, provided that his line of operations, which closely depends on geo
graphical conditions, cannot be arbitrarily changed, and moved, for in
stance, to the direction a d. From this it would follow that the defender 
has an advantage in this system of reciprocal action, because he only has 
to take up his position on this side of the intersection of the two lines. But 
very far from attaching great importance to this geometrical element,. we 
only traced our examination back to this point to make ourselves perfectly 
clear; and we are, on the contrary, convinced that local and individual re
lations in general have much more to do with determining the position of 
the defender; that, therefore, it is quite impossible to lay down in general 
which of two belligerents will be obliged to expose his communications 
most. 

If the lines of communication of both si<;les lie in one and the same direc
tion, then whichever of the two parties takes up an oblique position in re
spect to it will certainly compel his adversary to do the same. But then 
there is nothing gained geometrically by this, and both parties attain the 
same advantages and disadvantages. ·· 

We shall therefore confine our further consideration to the instance in 
which the line of communications is exposed only on one side. 

Now as far as the second disadvantageous relation of a line of communi
cation is concerned, that is to say, when it runs through an enemy's coun
try, it is clear in itself how much the line is exposed by that circumstance, 
if the inhabitants of the country have taken up arms. Consequently the 
affair must be looked at as if a force of the enemy were posted all along 
the line. This force, it is true, is in itself weak without solidity or intensive 
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strength, but we must also consider what the close contact and influence 
of such a hostile force may nevertheless effect through the number of points 
which offer thems~lves, one next to the other, on long lines of communica
tion. That requires no further explanation. But even if the enemy's sub
jects have not taken up arms, and even if there is no militia in the country, 
or other military preparations, indeed even if the people are very unwar
like in spirit, still the mere fact that the people are subjects of a hostile 
government is a noticeable disadvantage for the ~ommunications of the 
other side. The assistance which raiding parties enjoy merely through a 
better understanding with the people, through a knowledge of the country 
and its inhabitants, through good information, through the support of 
official functionaries, is, for them, of decisive value; and this assistance 
will be accorded to all such parties without any special effort on their part. 
In addition to this, within a certain distance there will never be lacking 
fortresses, rivers, mountains or other places of refuge, which ordinarily 
belong to the enemy, if they have not been formally taken possession of 
and occupied by our troops. 

Now in such a case, especially if accompanied by other favorable cir
cumstances, it is possible to act against the enemy's communications, al
though their direction is perpendicular to the position of that army; for 
the raiding parties do not then need to fall back always on their own army, 
because they will find sufficient protection by merely escaping into their 
own country. 

We have, therefore, now ascertained that 
I. a considerable length, 
2. an oblique direction, and · 
3· a hostile environment, 

are the principal circumstances under which the lines of communication 
of an army may be interrupted by relatively slight enemy forces. In order 
to make this interruption effective, a fourth condition is still required, 
which is a certain duration of time. Respecting this point, we refer to 
what ,has been said in Book V, Chapter IS. 

But these four conditions are only the principal points relating to the 
subject; a number of local and individual circumstances are attached to 
these, which are often a more decisive and important influence than the 
principal ones themselves. To recall only the most essential, we mention 
the character of the roads, the nature of the country through which they 
pass, the means of cover which can be afforded by rivers, mountains and 
morasses, the seasons and weather, the importance of particular convoys,, 
such as siege trains, the number of light troops, etc., etc. 

On all these circumstances, therefore, will depend the success with which 
a general can act on his opponent's communications; and by comparing the 
result of the whole of these circumstances on the one side with the result 
of the whole on the other, we obtain a just estimate of the relative advan-
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tages of the two systems of communication, on which will depend which of 
the two generals can outdo the other in this respect. 

What here seems so lengthy in the explanation is often decided in the 
concrete case at first sight; but nevertheless the instinct of a practical judg
ment is required and a person must have thought over all the cases 
analyzed ·here in order to realize the absurdity of those critical writers 
who think they have settled something by the mere words "turning" and 
"acting on a flank," without furnishing more detailed reasons. 

We now come to the second main condition, under which the strategic 
action against the enemy's flank may take place. 

If the enemy's army is hindered from advancing by any other cause than 
the resistance of our own, no matter what this cause may be, then our 
army should no longer hesitate to weaken itself by sending out considerable 
detachments; for if the enemy actually proposed to retaliate on us by an 
attack, all we need to do would be to decline the engagement. Such was the 
case with the chief Russian army at Moscow in 1812. But it is not at all 
necessary that everything should be of the same great dimensions and pro
portions as in that campaign to produce such a case. In the first Silesian 
wars Frederick the Great was each time in this situation, on the frontiers 
of Bohemia and Moravia and in i:he complex conditions of the generals 
and their armies, many causes of different kinds, particularly political ones, 
may be imagined, which make further advance an impossibility. 

Since in this case more considerable forces may be employed against the 
enemy's flank, the other conditions need not be quite so favorable: even 
the nature of our own communications in relation to those of the enemy 
need not be to our advantage, as an enemy who is not in a condition to 
make any particular use of our further retreat is not likely to use his right 
to retaliate, but on the contrary will be more concerned about the direct 
covering of his own line of retreat. 

Such a situation is therefore very well suited to obtain for us, by means 
less brilliant and effective than a victory but at the same time less dan
gerous, those results which it would be too great a risk to seek to obtain 
by a battle. 

As in such a case we feel little anxrety about exposing our own line of 
communications, by taking up a position on one or the other flank, and as 
the enemy by that means may always be compelled to form front at an 
oblique angle to his line of communications, therefore this one of the con
ditions above named will seldom be lacking. The more the rest of the con
ditions, as well as other favorable circumstances, co-operate, so much the 
more certain are we of success from the means now in question; but the 
less such favorable circumstances are present, the more will everything de
pend on superior skill in the plans adopted and on rapidity and precision 
in their execution. 

Here is the proper field for strategic maneuvers, such as are to be found 
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so frequently during the Seven Years' War, in the campaigns of 1760 and 1 

1762 in Silesia and Saxony. If, in many wars in which only a moderate 
amount of genuine energy is displayed, such strategic maneuvering very 
often appears, this is not because a commander on each occasion found 
himself at the end of his course, but because lack of resolution, of courage, 
of an enterprising spirit and a dread of responsibility have often taken the 
place of real impediments. For a case in point, we have only to call to mind 
Field-Marshal Daun. 

As a summary of the main results of our considerations, we may say 
that the action against a flank will be most effective 

r. in the defensive; 
2. toward the end of a campaign; 
3· preferably in a retreat into the heart of the country; and 
4. in connection with a general arming of the people. 
On t'!Ie mode of executing this action against communications, we have 

only a few words to say. 
The enterprises must be conducted by skilful irregulars, who, at the head 

of small bodies, by bold marches and attacks, fall upon the enemy's weak 
garrisons and convoys, and on small detachments on the march here and 
there, encourage national levies, and sometimes join with them in particu
lar undertakings. These parties must be more numerous than strong, and 
so organized that it may be possible to unite several of them for a greater 
undertaking without any obstacle from the vanity or caprice of the single 
leaders. 

\V e have still to speak of the action against the enemy's line of retreat. 
Here we must keep in view, above all things, the principle which we 

laid down at the very beginning: that forces which are to operate in the 
rear cannot be used in front; that, therefore, the action against the rear or 
flanks is not an increase of the forces in itself; it is only to be regarded 
as a more effective employment of them, increasing the degree of success 
in prospect, but also increasing the degree of risk. 

Every opposition offered with the sword which is not of a direct and 
simple nature has a tendency to raise the result at the cost of its certainty. 
An operation against the enemy's flank, whether with one concentrated 
force or with separate bodies converging from several quarters, belongs to 
this category. 

But now, if cutting off the enemy's retreat is not to be a mere demonstra
tion, but is seriously intended, the real solution is a decisive battle, or, at 
least, the conjunction of all the conditions for it, and in this very solution 
we find again the two elements mentioned above--the greater result and 
the greater danger. If a general, therefore, is to consider himself justified 
in adopting this method of action, his motives for it must be supplied by 
favorable conditions. 
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In this method of resistance we must distinguish the two forms we have 
mentioned before. The first is: if a general iri.tends to attack the enemy in 
rear with his whole force, either from a position taken up· on the flank for 
that purpose, or by an actual turning movement; the second is: if he 
divides his forces, and, by an enveloping position with one part threatens 
the enemy's rear, with the other part his front. 

The result is intensified in both cases alike: either there is a real inter
ception of the retreat, and as a result a great part of the enemy's army is 
taken prisoner or scattered, or there may be· a long and hasty retreat of 
the enemy's force to prevent this danger. 

But the intensified risk is different in the two cases. 
If we turn the enemy with our whole force, the danger lies in the ex

posure of the rear of our own army, and hence all depends again on the 
relation of the lines of retreat to each other, just as in the action against 
the lines of communications, in a similar case, it depended on the relation 
between those lines. 

The defender, if he is in his own country, is of course less restricted 
than the assailant, both as to his lines of retreat and of communication, and 
is accordingly in a better position to turn his adversary strategically; but 
this general relation is not of a sufficiently decisive character to be used 
as the foundation of an effective method. Therefore, nothing but the sum 
total of the circumstances in each individual case can decide. 

Only so much we may add: that favorable conditions are naturally more 
common in large areas than in small; more common, also, with independent 
states than with weak ones waiting for foreign aid, and whose armies there
fore must above all things have their attention centered on the point of 
junction with the auxiliary army. Lastly, they become most favorable for 
the defender toward the close of the campaign, when the impulsive force 
of the assailant is exhausted; very much, again, in the same manner as 
in the case of the lines of communication. 

Such a flank position as the Russians took up with so much advantage 
on the road from Moscow to Kaluga in x812, when Bonaparte's impulsive 
force was spent, would have brought them into great difficulties at the be
ginning of the campaign in the camp of Drissa, if they had not been wise 
enough to change their plan in good time. 

The other method of turning the enemy, and cutting off his retreat by 
dividing our force, entails the risk attending a division of our own forces 
while the enemy, having the advantage of the interior lines, retains his 
forces united, and therefore has the power of acting with very superior 
numbers against one of our divisions. This is a disadvantage which nothing 
can remove, and exposing ourselves to it can only be justified by one of 
three principal reasons: · 

I. The original division of the forces which makes such a method of 
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action necessary, if we do not want to expose ourselves to a great 
loss of time. 

2. A great physical and moral superiority, which justifies the adoption 
of a decisive method. 

3· The lack of impulsive force in the enemy as soon as he has arrived 
at the end of his advance. 

When, in 1757, Frederick the Great invaded Bohemia on converging 
lines, he certainly had not intended to combine an attack in front with 
one on the strategic rear; at all events, this was by no means his principal 
object, as we shall explain more fully elsewhere. But in any case, it is 
evident that there never could have been any question of a concentration 
of forces in Silesia or Saxony before the invasion, as he would thereby have 
sacrificed all the advantages of a surprise. 

When the Allies arranged their plan for the second part of the campaign 
of 1813, with their great physical superiority they could very well at that 
time entertain the idea of attacking Bonaparte's right flank on the Elbe 
with their main force, and of thus shifting the theater of war from the 
Oder to the Elbe. The fact that they fared so badly at Dresden is to be 
ascribed not to this general plan but to their faulty dispositions both 
strategic and tactical. They could have concentrated 22o,ooo men at Dres
den against Bonaparte's 13o,ooo, a proportion of numbers eminently favor
able to them (at Leipzig, at least, the proportion was as 285:157). It is 
true that Bonaparte had distributed his forces too evenly for the proper 
system of a defense on one line (in Silesia 70,000 against 90,ooo, in the 
Mark-Brandenburg-7o,ooo against no,ooo), but at all events it would 
have been difficult for him, without completely abandoning· Silesia, tQ 
assemble on the Elbe a force which could deal the principal army of the 
Allies the decisive blow. The Allies could also have easily ordered the army 
of Wrede to advance to the Maine, and thereby employed it to try to 
cut Bonaparte off from the road to Mayence. 

Lastly, in 1812, the Russians could direct their army of Moldavia upon 
Volhynia and Lithuania in order to move it forward afterward in the 
rear of the principal French army, because it was quite certain that Mo&
cow had to be the culminating point of the French line of operations. For 
any part of Russia beyond Moscow there was nothing to fear in that cam
paign; therefore the"Russian main army had no cause to consider itself too 
weak. 

This same scheme underlay the disposition of the forces suggested in the 
first defensive plan proposed by General Phul, according to which Bar
clay's army was to occupy the camp at Drissa, while Bagration's was to 
press forward in the rear of the main army. But what a difference of cir
cumstances in the two cases! In the first case, the French were three times 
as strong as the Russians; in the second, the Russians were decidedly 
superior. In the first, Bonaparte's main army has in it an impulsive force 
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which carries it to Moscow, four hundred miles beyond Drissa; in the 
second, it is unfit to make a day's march beyond Moscow; in the first plan, 
the line of retreat on the Niemen would not have exceeded x so miles; in the 
second it was 560. The same action against the enemy's retreat, therefore, 
which was so successful in the second case, would, in the first, have been the 
wildest folly. · 

Since IDe action against the enemy's line of retreat, if it is more than a 
demonstration, becomes an actual attack from the rear, there still remains. 
a good deal to be said on the subject, but it will come in more appropri
ately in the book on "The Attack"; we shall therefore discontinue our dis
cussion at this point and content ourselves with having indicated the condi~ 
tions under which this kind of reaction may take place. 

Usually the intention of causing the enemy to retreat by menacing his 
line of retreat is understood to imply a mere demonstration rather than the 
actual execution of the threat. If it were necessary that every effective 
demonstration should be founded on the complete feasibility of the real 
action, which at first sight seems a matter of course, it would coincide with 
the action in all respects. But this is not the case. On the contrary, in the 
chapter on demonstrations we shall see that these, of course, are connected 
with conditions which are somewhat different, and therefore we must refer 
our readers to that chapter (Book VII, Chapter 13). . 



CHAPTER XXV 

RETREAT INTO THE INTERIOR OF THE COUNTR"i 

We have regarded the voluntary retreat into the interior of the country 
as a special indirect form of defense through which the enemy is expected 
to be destroyed, not s:> much by the sword as by exhaustion from his own 
efforts. In this case, therefore, a great battle is either not supposed at all, 
or it is assumed to take place so late that the enemy's forces have previ
ously been considerably reduced. 

Every assailant in advancing diminishes his military force by the ad
vance. We shall consider this in greater detail in Book VII. Here we must 
assume that result as a fact, which we may the more readily do, as it is 
clearly shown by military history to take place in every campaign in which 
there has been a considerable advance. 

This weakening in the advance is increased if the enemy has not been 
beaten and withdraws of his own accord with his forces intact, offering a 
constant, steady resistance, and selling every step of ground at the cost of 
blood, so that the advance is a constant pushing forward and not a mere 
pursuit. 

On the other hand, the losses which the defender suffers on a retreat are 
much greater if this has been preceded by a defeat in battle than if he 
retreats voluntarily. For even if he were able to offer the pursuer the daily 
resistance which we expect on a voluntary retrf'at, his losses would be at 
least the same in that way, over and above which those sustained in the 
battle have still to be added. But what an unnatural supposition this would 
be! The best army in the world, if obliged to retreat far into the interior 
of the country after the loss of a battle, will suffer losses quite out of pro
portion; and if the enemy is considerably superior, as we suppose him to 
be in the case of which we are now speaking, if he pursues with great 
energy, as has almost always happened in modem wars, there will be the 
highest probability that a regular flight will take place by which the army 
will usually be completely annihilated. 

A regulated daily resistance, that is, one which each time only lasts as 
long as the equilibrium of the combat can be kept doubtful and in which 
we secure ourselves from defeat by giving up at the right moment the 
ground which bas been contested-such a combat will cost the assailant at 
least as many men as the defender. The loss which the latter by retreating 
must now and again unavoidably suffer in prisoners will be balanced by 
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the losses of the other under fire, as the assailant must always fight against 
the advantages of the ground. It is true that the retreating side loses en
tirely all those men who are badly wounded, but the assailant likewise suf
fers the loss of his wounded temporarily, since they usually remain in hos
pital for several months. 

The result will be that the two armies will wear each other away in 
nearly equal proporticns in these perpetual collisions. 

It is quite different in the pursuit of a beaten army. Here the troops lost 
in battle, the general disorganization, the broken courage and the anxiety 
about the retreat make such a resistance on the part of the retreating army 
very difficult, in many cases impossible; and the pursuer who, in the first 
case, advances extremely cautiously, even hesitatingly, like a blind man, 
always groping about, presses forward in the second case with the firm step 
of a victor, with the exuberance of one who has met with success, with 
the confidence of a demi-god, and the ·more daringly he presses forward 
so much the more he hastens things on in the direction which they have 
already taken, because here is the proper field for the moral forces which 
intensify and multiply themselves without being restricted to the rigid cal
culations and measmements of the physical world. 
. It is, therefore, very plain how different the relations of two armies will 
be, according as it is by the first or the second of the above ways that they 
arrive at. that point which may be regarded as the end of the assailant's 
advance. 

This is merely the result of the mutual destruction; to this must now be 
added the reductions which the advancing party suffers in yet other ways, 
and respecting which, as has been said, we refer to Book VII. On the 
other hand, we have to take into account the reinforcements which the 
retreating party receives in the great majority of cases,, by forces subse
quently joining him either in the form of help from abroad or through 
persistent efforts at home. 

Lastly, there is, in the means of subsistence, such a disproportion be
tween the retreating side and the advancing that the first not infrequently 
lives in affluence when the other perishes in want. 

The ar~y in retreat has the means of storing provisions everywhere, and 
it marches toward them, while the pursuer must have everything brought 
after him, which, as long as he is in motion, even with the shortest lines 
of communication, is difficult, and on that account begets scarcity from 
the very beginning. 

All that the country itself has to offer will first be used by the retreating 
army and will be mostly consumed. Nothing remains but wasted villages 
and cities, fields stripped of their crops and trampled down, empty wells 
and muddy brooks. . · 

The pursuing army, therefore, from the very first day, frequently has 
to contend with the most pressing wants. On taking the enemy's supplies 
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he cannot reckon at all. It is only through accident, or some unpardonable 
blunder on the part of the enemy, that here and there something falls into 
his hands. 

Thus there can be no doubt that in countries of considerable dimensions, 
and when there is not too great a difference in strength between the bellig
erent powers, a relation may be produced in this way between the military 
forces which promises the defender an infinitely greater chance for a final 
success in his favor than he would have had if there had been a great battle 
on the frontier. But not only does the probability .of gaining a victory be
come greater through this alteration in the proportion of power, but the 
prospects of great results from the victory are increased as well through 
the change of situation. What a difference between a battle lost close to the 
frontier of our country and one in the middle of the enemy's country! 
Indeed, the situation of the aS.sailant is often such at the end of his advance 
that even a battle gained may force him to retreat, because he neither has 
enough impulsive power left to complete and make use of the victory, nor 
is he in a condition to replace the forces he has lost. 

· There is, therefore, an immense difference between a decisive blow at 
the beginning of the attack and one at the end of it. 

To the great advantages of this method of defense are opposed two draw
backs. The first is the loss which the country suffers through the advance of 
the enemy; the other is the moral impression. 

To protect the country from loss can certainly never be looked upon as 
the object of the whole defense. That object is an advantageous peace. To 
obtain that as surely as possible is the endeavor, and for this no momentary 
sacrifice must be considered too great. At the same time, this loss, although 
it should not be the decisive factor, must still be carefully weighed, for it 
always affects our interests. 

This loss does not affect our military forces directly; it only acts upon 
them in a more or less roundabout way, while the retreat itself directly 
reinforces them. It is, therefore, difficult to compare the advantage and dis
advantage in this case; they are things of a different kind which have no 
common sphere of action. We must, therefore, content ourselves with say
ing that the loss is greater when we have to sacrifice fertile and well
populated provinces and large commercial cities; but it arrives at a maxi
mum when at the same time we lose war materials either ready for use or 
in course of production. . 

The second drawback is the moral impression. There are cases in which 
the commander must be above regarding such a thing, in which he must 
quietly follow his plans and expose himself to the disadvantages which a 
short-sighted despondency calls forth; but nevertheless, this impression is 
no phantom to be treated with contempt. It is not like a force which acts 
upon one single point, but like a force which, with the speed of lightning, 
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penetrates every fiber, and paralyzes all the powers which should be in 
full activity, both in the nation and in its army. There are indeed cases in 
which the cause of the retreat into the interior of the country is quickly 
understood by both nation and army, and trust; as well as hope, can even 
be increased by the step; but such cases are very rare. Usually, the people 
and the army will not even distinguish whether it is a voluntary movement 
or a precipitate retreat, and still less whether the plan is one wisely adopted, 

. with the prospect of assured advantages, or the result of fear of the enemy's 
sword. The people will have a mingled feeling of compassion and dissatis
faction when they see the fate of the provinces which were sacrificed; the 
army will easily lose confidence in its leader, or even in itself, and the con
stant engagement of the rear-guard during the retreat tends always to give 
new strength to its fears. These are consetzuences of the retreat about 
which we must never deceive ourselves. And it certainly ir-<:onsidered in 
itself-more natural, simpler, nobler and more in accordance with the 
moral being of a people to take up the challenge at once, so that the 
enemy may not cross the frontiers of a nation without :being opposed by its 
genius, which calls him to bloody account. 

These are the advantages and disadvantages of this kind of defense; 
now a few words on its conditions and the circumstances in their favor. 

A country of great extent, or, at all events, a long line of retreat, is the 
first and fundamental condition; for an advance of a few marches will 
naturally not weaken the enemy noticeably. Bonaparte's center, in the year 
1812, at Witebsk, was 2so,ooo strong, at Smolensk, 182,ooo, and it was 
only at Borodino that it had diminished to 13o,ooo, that is to say, had be
come equal in numbers to the Russian center. Borodino is 4SO miles from 
the frontier; but it was not until they came near Moscow that the Rus
sians reached that decided superiority in numbers, which of itself made the 
reversal so inevitable, that the French victory at Malo-Jaroslawitz could 
not essentially alter it again. 

No other European state has such dimensions as Russia, and in very 
few is a line of retreat soo miles long conceivable. But neither is a force 
such as that of the French in 1812 likely to appear under different circum
stances, still less such a superiority in numbers as existed at the beginning 
of the campaign, when the French army had more than double the num
bers of its adversary, and, furthermore, a decisive moral superiority. There
fore, what was here only effected at the end of the soo miles, may, perhaps, 
in other cases, be attained at the end of 2 so or I so miles. 

Among the circumstances which favor this mode of defense are: 
1. A country only little cultivated. 
2. A loyal and warlike people. 
3· The season of bad weather. 
All these things increase the difficulty for the enemy of maintaining his 
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army, render great convoys necessary, many ~etachments, harassing duties, 
cause the spread of sickness and make operations against the flanks easier 
for the defender. · 

·Lastly, we must yet speak of the absolute quantity of the military forces, 
which influences this method of defense. . ., . 

In itself .it is natural that, irrespective of the relation of the opposing 
forces to each other, a small force•is sooner exhausted than a larger, and, 
therefore, that its course cannot be so long, nor its theater of war so wide. 
There is, therefore, to a certain extent, a constant relation between the ab
solute size of an army and the space which that army can occupy. It is out 
of the question to try to express this relation by a figure, and furthermore, 
it will always be modified by other circumstances. It is sufficient for our 
purpose to say that these things fundamentally and essentially have this 
connection. We may be able to march upon Moscow with soo,ooo but not 
with so,ooo, even if the relation of the invader's army to that of the de
fender in point of numbers were much more favorable in the latter case. 

Now if we assume this relation of absolute strength to space to be the 
same in two different cases, it is certain that the effect of our retreat into 
the interior in weakening the enemy will increase with the masses. 

I. Subsistence and quartering of troops become more difficult for the 
enemy, since even if the space which an army covers increases in proportion 
to the size of the army, still the subsistence for the army will never be 
obtained from this space alone, and everything which has to be. brought 
after an army is subject to greater loss; nor is the whole space occupied 
ever used for quartering, but only a small part of it, and this does not 
increase in the same proportion as the masses. 

2. The advance becomes slower in proportion as the masses increase; 
consequently, the time is longer before the course of aggression has come 
to an end, and the sum ·total of the daily losses becomes greater. 

Three thousand men driving 2 ,ooo before them in an ordinary country 
will not allow them to retreat by short marches of five, ten or at most 
fifteen miles a day, and from time to time make a few days' halt. To reach 
them, to attack them and disperse them is the work of a few hours; but if 
we multiply these masses by Ioo, the case is altered. Operations for which 
a few hours sufficed in the first case require now perhaps a whole day, or 
even two. The contending forces can no longer remain together near one 
point; thereby, the diversity of movements and combinations increases, 
and, consequently, also the time required. But this places the assailant at 
a disadvantage, because, his difficulty with subsistence being greater, he is 
obliged to extend his force more than the pursued. Therefore, he is always 
in danger of being overpowered by the latter at some particular point, as 
the Russians tried to do at Witepsk . 
. 3· The greater the masses, the more severe are the exertions demanded 
from each individual for the daily duties required strategically and 
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tactically. A hundred thousand men who have to march to and from the 
point of assembly every day, who have n.ow to be halted and then set in . ' movement agam, now to be called to arms, then to cook a meal or receive 
their rations-roo,ooo men who must not enter camp until the necessary 
reports are delivered from all quarters--these men, as a rule, require for 
all these minor exertions connected with the actual march· twice as much 
time as so,ooo would require, but there are only twenty-four hours in the 
day for both. How much the time and fatigue of the march itself differs 
according to the size of the body of troops to be moved has been shown 
in Chapter roof the preceding book. Now, the retreating army, it is true, 
shares these fatigues with the advancing party, but they are much greater 
for the latter. · 

r, Because the mass of his troops is greater on account of the superiority 
whic!l we presuppose. 

2, Because the defender, by being always the party to yield ground, 
purchases by this sacrifice the right of the initiative, and, therefore, the 
right always to determine the action of his opponent. He forms his plan 
beforehand, ·and, in most cases, nothing interferes ·with it, but the ag
gressor, pn the other nand, can only make his plans after his adversary 
has taken up his position, which he has always first to find out. 

\Ve must, however, remind our readers that we are speaking of the pur
suit of an enemy who has not suffered a defeat, who has not even lost a 
battle. It is necessary to mention this, in order that we may not be sup
posed to contradict what was said in Book IV, Chapter 12. 

But this privilege of determining the action of the enemy makes a dif
ference in saving of time and strength, _as well as in respect of other
minor advantages, which, in the long ru!l, becomes very important. 

3, Because the retreating force, on the one hand, does all it can to make 
its own retreat easy, repairs roads and bridges, chooses the most convenient 
places for encampment, etc., and, on the other hand, it does just as much 
to throw impediments in the way of the pursuer. It destroys bridges, makes 
bad roads worse by the mere act of marching over them, deprives the 
enemy of the best places for encampment with the best water supply by 
occupying them himself, and so on. 

Lastly, we must still add, as a specially fa~orable circumstance, the war 
made by the people. This does not require further examination here, since 
we shall allot a special chapte1: to the subject (Book VI, Chapter 2,6). 

Hitherto we have been discussing the advantages which such a retreat 
ensures, the sacrifices which it requires and the conditions which must exist. 
We shall now say something concerning the mode of executing it. 

The first question which we have to propose to ourselves is with refer
ence to the direction of the retreat. 

It should be made into the interior of the country, therefore, if possible, 
toward a point where the enemy will be surrounded on both sides by our· 
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provinces. In that case he will be exposed to their influence, and we shall 
not be in danger of being driven out of the main mass of our territory, 
which might happen, if we chose a line too near the frontier, as it would 
have happened to the Russians in 1812, if they had proposed to retreat to 
fhe south instead of to the east. 

This is the condition which the object of the measure itself imposes. 
Which point in the country is best, how far the choice of that point will 
accord with the intention of covering the capital or any other important 
point directly, or drawing the enemy away from the direction of such im
portant places depends on circumstances. 

I.f the Russians, in 1812, had considered their retreat beforehand, and, 
therefore, made it completely in conformity with a regular plan, they 
might easily, from Smolensk, have taken the direction to Kaluga, which 
they ohly took on leaving Moscow. It is very possible that under these 
circumstances Moscow would have been entirely spared. 

That is to say, the French were about 13o,ooo strong at Borodino, and 
there is no reason for assuming that they would have been any stronger 
if this battle had been accepted by the Russians half way to Kaluga. Now, 
how many of these men could they have spared to detach against Moscow? 
Plainly, very few; but it is not with a few troops that an expedition can 
be sent a distance of 250 miles (the distance from Smolensk to Moscow) 
against such a place as Moscow. 

Let us suppose that Bonaparte at Smolensk, where after the engage
ment he was still 16o,ooo strong, had thought he could venture to send a 
part of his army against Moscow before engaging in a great battle, and 
had used 4o,ooo men for that purpose, leaving 12o,ooo to face the principal 
Russian army. In that case, these 12o,ooo men would not have been more 
than go,ooo in the battle of Borodino, that is, 4o,ooo fewer than the num
ber which actually fought there. The Russians, therefore, would have had a 
superiority of 3o,ooo men. Taking the course of the battle of Borodino as a 
standard, we may very well assume that with such a superiority they would 
have been victorious. At all ~vents, the relative strength would have been 
more favorable for the Russians than it was at Borodino. But the retreat of 
the Russians was not the result of a well-matured plan; they J;etreated as far 
as they did because each time they were on the point of accepting battle 
they did not consider themselves strong enough yet for the battle that 
should decide the campaign. All means of .subsistence and reinforcements 
had been despatched on the road from Moscow to Smolensk, and it could 
not occur to anyone in Smolensk to leave this road. Aside from that, how
ever, a victory between Smolensk and Kaluga would never have excused, in 
the eyes of the Russians, the offense of having left Moscow uncovered, and 
having exposed it to the possibility of being captured. 

Bonaparte, in t813, would have secured Paris with still greater cer
tainty from an attack if he had taken up a position at some distance in a 
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lateral direction, somewhere behind the canal of Burgundy, leaving in 
Paris only a few thousand regular troops, together with the city's large 
force of National Guards. The Allies would never have had the courage 
to march a corps of so,ooo or 6o,ooo against Paris while they knew that 
Bonaparte stood at Auxerre with Ioo,ooo men. If the situation were re
versed, no one would have advised an allied army in Bonaparte's situation 
to leave open the way to their own capital, if ke, Bonaparte, were their 
opponent. With such a preponderance he would not have hesitated a. 
moment to march on the capital. So different will be the result even under 
the same circumstances but with a different morale. 

As we shall return later to this subject when treating of the plan of a 
war, we shall now only add that, when such a lateral position is taken, the 
capital or place which by this means it is desired to keep out of the con
flict, must, in every case, be capable of making some resistance, so that 
it may not be occupied and laid under contribution by every raiding party. 

But we have still to consider another peculiarity in respect to such a 
line of retreat, that is, a sudden change of direction. After ·the Russians 
had kept the same direction as far as Moscow they left that direction, which 
would have taken them to Waladimir, went first farther in the direction of 
Riazan, and then branched off in that of Kaluga. If they had been obliged 
to continue their retreat they could easily have done so in .this new direc
tion, which would have led them to Kiev, therefore much nearer again t() 
the enemy's frontier. It is obvious that, even though at that time the French 
should still have preserved a iarge numerical superiority over the Russians, 
they could not have maintained their line of communication by way of 
Moscow. They would have been forced to give up not only Moscow but, 
in all probability, Smolensk also, that is, all the conquests obtained with 
so much toil, and to content themselves with a theater of war on this side 
of the Beresina. 

Now, no doubt, the Russian army would thus have gotten into the same 
difficulty to which it would have exposed itself by taking the direction of 
Kiev in the first place, namely,. that of being separated from the mass of 
its own territory; but this disadvantage would now have become almost 
illusory, for bow far different would have been the condition of the French 
army if it had marched straight upon Kiev without making the detour by 
Moscow! 

It is evident that such a sudden change of direction in a line of retreat, 
which is very practicable in the case of long distances, ensures remarkable 
advantages. · 

1. It makes it impossible for the enemy (the advancing force) to maintain his 
old line of communication; but the organization of a new one is always a difficult 
matter, and, furthermore, since the change is made gradually, he has more than 
once to find a new line. 
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2. Both parties in this manner approach the frontier again; the po~ition of 
the aggressor no longer covers his conquests, and he must in all probability give 
them up. Russia, with its enormous dimensions, is a country in which two armies 
can, in this way, really play tag with each other. 

But such a change in the line of retreat is also possible in smaller 
countries, when other conditions are favorable, a thing which can only be 
gathered from all the circumstances of each individual case. 

Once the direction in which the enemy is to be drawn into the country is 
determined, then it naturally follows that our principal army should take 
that direction, for otherwise the enemy with his own principal army would 
.not take it in his advance, and even if he did, we should not then be able 
to impose upon. him all the conditions above supposed. The only question 
remaining is whether we shall take this direction with our forces undivided, 
or whether considerable portions should spread out laterally and give the 
retreat a divergent form. 

To this we answer that this form in itself is to be rejected: 

I. Because it divides our forces, while their concentration on one point is pre
cisely one of the chief difficulties for the assailant. 

2. Because the enemy gets the advantage of operating on interior lines, be can 
remain more concentrated than we are and consequently can be so much the 
more superior at any one point. Now this superiority is certainly less to be 
dreaded when we are following a system which for the moment consi:ts of con
.stantly giving way; but the very condition of this giving way will always be to 
remain formidable to the enemy and not to allow him to beat us in detail, which 
might easily happen. A further condition of such a retreat is to bring our princi
pal force gradually to a superiority of numbers, in order, with this superiority, to 
be able to deal a decisive blow; which with our forces divided would remain un
certain. 

3· Because as a general rule a convergent action against the enemy is not ~uit
able for the weaker forces. 

4· Because many disadvantages of the weak points of the assailant disappear 
when the defender's army is divided into separate parts. 

The weakest features in a long advance on the part of the aggressor are: 
the length of the lines of communication and the exposure of the strategic 
flanks. By the divergent form of retreat, the assailant is compelled to let 
a portion of his force make front to the flank, and this portion, original}¥ 
intended only to neutralize our force immediately in his front, now effects 
to a certain extent something else in addition: that is, it covers a part of 
the lines of communication. 

For the mere strategic effect of the retreat, the divergent form is there
fore not favorable; but if it is to prepare subsequent action against the 
enemy's line of retreat, we must refer to what has been said about that 
in the last chapter. 
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There is only one object which can cause a divergent retreat: that is, 
when we can by that means protect provinces which otherwise the enemy 
would occupy. 

What tracts of country the. advancing foe will occupy right and left of 
his course can usually be discerned with fair probability by the point of 
assembly of his forces and the direction given to them and by the situa
tion of his provinces, fortresses, etc., with respect to ours. To place troops 
in those tracts which the enemy will in all probability leave unoccupied 
would be dangerous waste of our forces. But whether by any disposition of 
our forces we shall be able to hinder him from occupying tracts, which he 
will probably desire to occupy, is more difficul( to decide, and it is there
fore a point, the solution of which depends much on instinctive judgment. 

When the Russians retreated in 1812, they left 30,ooo men under Tor
massow in Volhynia, to oppose the Austrian force which was expected to 
invade that province. The size of the province, the numerous obstacles of 
ground which the country presents, the lack of superiority in the forces 
likely to attack them, justified the Russians in their expectations that they 
would be able to keep the upper hand in that quarter, or at least to main
tain themselves near their frontier. From this, very important advantages 
could result later, with which we shall not concern ourselves here; besides 
this, it was almost impossible for these troops to have joined the main 
army in time even if they had wished to. For these reasons, the determina
tion to leave the army in Volhynia to "carry on a separate war of its own 
there was right. If, on the other band, according to the plan· of campaign 
proposed by General Phul, only Barclay's army (8o,ooo men) was to retire 
to Drissa and Bagration's army (4o,ooo) was to remain on the right flank 
of the French, with a view to falling upon them in the rear subsequently, 
it is evident at once that this corps could not possibly have maintained 
itself in South Lithuania so near to the rear of the main French army, and 
would soon have been destroyed by their overwhelming masses. 

That fundamentally it is the defender's interest to ·give up as few 
provinces as possible to the assailant is intelligible enough, but this is 
always a secondary consideration; that the attack is also made the more: 
difficult the smaller, or rather the narrower, the theater of war to whic~ 
we can confine the enemy, is likewise obvious; but all this is subject to the 
condition that in so doing we have the probability of success in our favor, 
and that the main force will not be too much weakened thereby, for upon 
that force we must chiefly depend for the final decision, because distress 
suffered by the main body of the enemy is most likely to call forth his 
determination to retreat, and increases in the greatest degree the loss of 
physical and moral forces connected with it. 

The retreat into the interior of the country should therefore as a rule 
be made directly before the enemy, and as slowly as possible, with an 
army which has not suffered defeat and is undivided; and by its incessant 
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resistance it should force the enemy to a constant state of readiness -for 
battle, and to a ruinous expenditure of forces in tactical and strategical 
measures of precaution. 

When both sides have in this manner reached the end of the course of 
attack, the defender should then dispose his army in a position, if pos
sible, forming an oblique angle with the route of his opponent, and from 
now onward operate against the enemy's rear with all the means at his 
command. 

The campaign of 1812 in Russia shows all these measures on a great 
scale, and their effects, as it were, in a magnifying glass. Although it was 
not a voluntary retreat, we may nevertheless conveniently consider it from 
that point of view. If the Russians, with the experience they now have of 
the results thus produced, had to undertake the defense of their country 
over again, under exactly the same circumstances, they would do volun
tarily and systematically what in great part was done without a definite 
plan in 1812. But it would be a great mistake to suppose that there neither 
is nor can be any instance of the same mode of action where the dimen-
sions of the Russian empire are lacking.. · 

Wherever a strategic attack, without coming to the issue of a battle, 
founders merely on the difficulties encountered, and the aggressor is com
pelled to make a more or less disastrous retreat, the chief condition and 
the chief effect of this sort of resistance are found, whatever modifying 
circumstances may otherwise accompany it. Frederick the Great's cam
paign of 1742 in Moravia, of 1744 in Bohemia, the French campaign of 
1743 in Austria and Bohemia, the Duke of Brunswick's campaign of 1792 
in France and ,Massena's winter campaign of 181o-u in Portugal are 
examples of cases similar but much less imposing in scale and circum
stances. There are, besides, innumerable partial operations of this kind, 
the success of which, although not wholly, is still partly to be ascribed to 
the principle which we here uphold. These we do not bring forward be
cause it would necessitate an analysis of circumstances which would lead 
us into too wide a field. 

In Russia, and in the other cases cited, the crisis or turn of affairs took 
place without any successful battle having given the decision at the cul
minating point; but even when such an effect is not to be expected, it is 
always a matter of sufficient importance to bring about by this mode of 
defense, such a relation between the forces as makes the victory possible, 
and through that victory, as through a first blow, to cause a movement 
which usually goes on increasing in its disastrous effects according to the 
laws which govern falling bodies. 



CHAPTER XXVI 

ARMING THE NATION 

A people's war in civilized Europe is a phenomenon of the nineteenth 
century. It has its advocates and its opponents, the latter either consider
ing it in a political sense as a revolutionary means, a state of anarchy de
clared lawful, as dangerous to the social order at home as to the enemy; 
or on military grounds, believing that the result is not commensurate with 
the expenditure of force. The first point does not concern us here, for we 
are considering a people's war cmerely as a means of fighting, therefore, in 
its connection with the enemy; but with reference to the latter point, we 
must observe that a people's war in general is to be regarded as a conse
quence of the way in which in our day the elemental violence of war has 
burst its old artificial barriers; as an expansion and strengthening, there
fore, of the whole ferment which we call war. The requisition system, the 
enormous increase in the size of armies by means of that system and of 
universal conscription and the employment of militia-are all things which 
lie in the same direction, if we make the limited military system of former 
days our starting point; and the levee en masse, or arming of the people, 
lies also in the same direction. If the first named of . these new aids to 
war are the natural and necessary consequences of barriers thrown down, 
and if they have so enormously increased the power of those who first 
used them that the enemy was carried along in the current and obliged to 
adopt them likewise, such will also be the case with national wars. In the 
majority of cases the nation which makes judicious use of this means will 
gain a proportionate superiority over those who despise its use. If this is 
so, then the only quest-ion is whether this new intensification of the violence 
of war is, on the whole, salutary for humanity or otherwise, a question 
which would be about as easy to answer as the question of war itself. We 
leave both to the philosophers. But the opinion might be advanced that 
the resources which a people's war costs might be more profitably em
ployed, if used in providing other military means; no very deep investiga
tion, however, is necessary to be convinced that these forces are for the 
most part not at our disposal, and cannot be utilized at will. One essential 
part of them, that is, the moral element, is indeed only called into exist
ence by its employment in this kind of way. 

Therefore, we no longer ask: how much does the resistance which the 
whole nation in arms is capable of offering cost that nation? But: what 
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is the influence which such resistance can have? What are its conditions 
and how is it to be used? 

Naturally a resistance so widely distributed is not suited to great blows 
requiring concentrated action in time and space. Its action, like the process 
of evaporation in physical nature, depends on the extent of the surface 
exposed. The greater this is, the greater the contact with the enemy's 
army, and the more that army spreads out, so much the greater will be the 
effects of arming the nation. Like a slow, gradual fire, 1t destroys the 
foundation of the enemy's army. As it requires time to produce its effects, 
there is, while the hostile elements are working on each other, a state of 
tension which eithergradually subsides, if the people's war is extinguished 
at some points, and bums slowly down at others, or leads to a crisis, if the 
flames of this general conflagration engulf the enemy's army and compel 
it to evacuate the country before it is utterly destroyed. That this result 
should be produced by a people's war alone presupposes either a surface 
extent of the invaded state exceeding that of any country in Europe except 
Russia, or a disproportion between the strength of the invading army and 
the extent of the country, such as never occurs in reality. Therefore, to 
avoid following a phantom, we must imagine a people's war always in 
combination with a war carried on by a regular army, and both carried on 
according to a plan embracing the operations of the whole. 

The conditions under which alone the people's war can become effective 
are the following: 

r. That the war is carried on in the interior of the country. 
2. That it is not decided by a single catastrophe. 
3· That the theater of war embraces a considerable extent of country. 
4. That the national character supports the measures. 
S· That the country is of a broken and inaccessible nature, either from 

being mountainous, or by reason of woods and marshes, or from the 
peculiar mOde of cultivation in use. 

Whether the population is numerous or not is of little consequence, as 
there is less likelihood of a lack of men than of anything else. Whether the 
inhabitants are rich or poor is also a point not absolutely decisive; at least 
it should not be. But it must be admitted that a poor population accus
tomed to hard work and privation usually shows itself more vigorous and 
better suited to war. 

One peculiarity of country which greatly favors the action of a people's 
war is the scattered distribution of homesteads, such as we find in many 
parts of Germany. The country is thus more intersected and covered; the 
roads become worse, although more numerous; the quartering of troops 
is attended with endless difficulties, but especially that peculiarity repeats 
itself on a small scale, which a people's war possesses on a great one, 
namely, that the spirit of resistance exists everywhere, but is nowhere 
tangible. If the inhabitants live .together in villages, the most troublesome 
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have troops quartered upon them, or as a punishment they are plundered · 
their houses burnt, and so forth, a system which could not be carried out 
very easily with the peasant community of Westphalia. 

National levies and masses of armed peasants cannot and should not 
be employed against the main body of the enemy's army, or even against 
any consider~ble forces; they must not attempt to crunch the core; they 
must only mbble at the surface and the edges. They should rise in the 
provinces situated at the sides of the theater of war, and in which the 
assailant does not appear in force, in order to draw these provinces en
tirely from his influence. where there is as y~ no enemy, there is no 
lack of courage to oppose him, and the mass of the neighboring popula
tion is gradually kindled at this example. Thus the fire spreads as it does 
in heather, and reaches at last that stretch of ground on which the ag
gressor is based; it seizes his lines of communication and preys upon the 
vital thread by which his existence is supported. For even if we entertain 
no exaggerated ideas of the omnipotence of a people's war, even if we do 
not consider it an inexhaustible, unconquerable element, over which the 
mere force of an army has as little control as the human will has over the 
wind or the rain; in short, although our opinion is not founded on rhetorical 
pamphlets, still we must admit that we cannot drive armed peasants before 
us like a body of soldiers who keep together like a herd of cattle, and 
usually follow their noses. Armed peasants, on the contrary, when scat
tered, disperse in all directions, for which no elaborate plan is required. 
Thereby the march of every small body of troops in a mountainous, 
thickly wooded or otherwise very difficult country becomes very dangerous, 
for at any moment the march may become an engagement. If in point of 
fact no armed bodies have even been heard of for some time, yet the same 
peasants already driven off by the head of a column may at any hour make 
their appearance in its rear. If it is a question of destroying roads and 
blocking narrow defiles, the means which outposts or raiding parties of an 
army can apply to that purpose bear about the same relation to those 
furnished by a body of insurgent peasants as the movements of an auto
maton do to those of a human being. The enemy has no other means to 
oppose to the action of national levies except that of detaching numerous 
parties to furnish escorts for convoys, to occupy military stations, defiles, 
bridges, etc. In proportion as the first efforts of the national levies are 
smaii, so the detachments sent out by the enemy will be weak in numbers, 
because he is afraid to divide his forces much. It is on these weak bodies 
that the fire of the national war now kindles itself even more; the enemy 
is overpowered by numbers at some points, courage rises, the love of 
fighting gains strength and the intensity of this struggle increases until the 
culminating point approaches, which is to decide the issue. 

According to our idea of a people's war, it should, like a kind of nebu
lous vapory essence, nowhere condense into a solid body; otherwise the 
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enemy sends an adequate force against this core, crushes it and takes a 
great many prisoners; then courage sinks; everyone thinks the main ques
tion is decided, any further effort useless and the weapons fall from the 
people's hands. However, on the other hand, it is necessary that this mist 
should gather at some points into denser masses and form threatening 
clouds from which now and again a formidable flash of lightning may burst 
forth. These points are chiefly on the flanks of the enemy's theater of war, 
as we have said before. There, the national rising must be organized into 
larger and more ordered units, supported by a small force of regular troops, 
so as to give it the appearance of a regular force and to make it fi.t to ven
ture upon enterprises on a larger scale. Starting from these points the or
ganization of the people in arms must become more irregular in proportion 
as they are to be employed more in the direction of the rear of the enemy, 
where he is exposed to their hardest blows. Those better-organized masses 
are for the purpose of falling upon the larger garrisons which the enemy 
leaves behind him. Besides, they serve to create a feeling of uneasiness and 
dread, and increase the moral impression of the whole; without them the 
total effect would be lacking in force, and the whole condition of the enemy 
would not be made sufficiently uncomfortable. 

The easiest way for a general to produce this more effective form of a 
national rising is to support the movement by small detachments sent from 
the army. Without such a support of a few regular troops as an encourage-. 
ment, the inhabitants generally lack the impulse and the confidence to take 
up arms. The stronger the bodies are, detached for this purpose, the greater 
will be their power of attraction, the greater will be the avalanche which 
is to come hurtling down. But this has its limits, partly because it would 
be detrimental to split up the whole army for this secondary objective, to 
dissolve it, as it were, into a body of irregulars, and form with it an ex
tended and weak defensive line, by which proceeding we may be sure 
both regular army and national levies alike would become completely 
ruined; partly because experience seems to tell us that when there are too 
many regular troops in a district, the people's war loses in vigor and ef
fectiveness. The causes of this are, in the fi.rst place, that too many of the 
enemy's troops are thus drawn into the district; in the second place, that. 
the inhabitants then rely on their own regular troops; and, thirdly, that 
the presence of large bodies .of troops makes too great demands on the 
powers of the people in other ways, that is, in providing quarters, transport,. 
contributions, etc. 

Another means of preventing any too serious reaction on the part of the 
enemy against the people's war constitutes, at the same time, a leading 
principle in the method of using such levies; this is the rule, that with this 
great strategic means of defense, a tactical defense should seldom or never 
take place. The character of engagements fought by national levies is the 
same as that of all engagements of troops of an inferior quality-great 
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impetuosity and fiery ardor at the start, but little coolness or tenacity if 
the combat is prolonged. Further, it is a matter of little consequence 
whether a force of the national levy is defeated or dispersed, since that is 
what it is made for, but a body of this description must not be broken up· 
by too great losses in killed, wounded and prisoners; a defeat of that kind 
would soon cool their ardor. But both of these peculiarities are entirely 
opposed to the nature of a tactical defensive. In the defensive engag~
ment a persistent, slow, systematic action is required, and great risks must 
be run. A mere attempt, from which we can desist as soon as we please, 
can never lead to results in the defensive. If, therefore, the national levy is 
to take over the defense of any particular natural obstacle, things must 
never come to a first-rate, decisive defensive engagement; for however 
favorable the circumstances may be, the national levy will then . be de
feated. It may, and should, therefore, defend the approaches to mountains, 
the dykes of a swamp, the passages over a river, as long as possible; but 
when it is once broken, it should disperse, and continue its defense by un
expected attacks, rather than concentrate and allow itself to be. shut up in 
some narrow last refuge in a regular defensive position. However brave a 
nation may be, however warlike its habits, however intense its hatred of 
the enemy, however favorable the nature of the country, it is an undeniable 
fact that a people's war cannot be kept alive in an atmosphere too thick 
with danger. If, therefore, its combustible material is anywhere to be 
fanned into a considerable flame, it must be at remote points where it has 
air, and where it cannot be extinguished by one great blow .. 

These reflections are more a feelin&-out of the truth than an objective 
analysis, because the subject has as yet really been too little in evidence 
and has been too little treated by those who have long observed it with 
their own eyes. We have only to add that the strategic plan of defense can 
include the co-operation of a general levy in two different ways, either as 
a last resource after a lost battle or as a natural assistance before a de
cisive battle has been fought. The latter case supposes a retreat into the 
interior of the country and that indirect kind of action of which we have 
treated in Chapters 8 and 24 of this Book. Therefore, we need only say 
a few words here on the summoning of the national levy after a battle 
has been lost. 

No state should believe its fate, that is, its entire existence, to be de
pendent upon one battle, no matter how decisive it may be. If it is beaten, 
the calling forth of fresh forces and the natural weakening which every 
offensive undergoes in the long run may bring about a turn of fortune, or 
assistance may come from abroad. There is always still time to die; and 
just as it is a natural impulse for a drowning man to seize at a straw, so it 
is in the natural order of the moral world that a people tries the last means 
of deliverance when it sees itself thrown on the brink of an abyss. 

However small and weak a state may be in comparison with its enemy, if 
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it- foregoes a last supreme effort, we must say that there is no longer any 
soul left in it. This does not exclude the possibility of its saving itself from 
complete destruction by a peace fraught with sacrifice; but neither does 
such an intention do away with the usefulness of fresh measures for de~ 
fense; they will make peace neither more difficult nor worse, but easier and 
better. They are still more necessary if there is an expectation of assistance 
from those who are interested in maintaining our political existence. Any 
government, therefore, which, after the loss of a great battle thinks only 
of quickly permitting its people to enjoy the comforts of peace, and over
powered by. the feeling of disappointed hope, no longer feels in itself the 
courage and the desire to give the .spur to its every force, is guilty in any 
case through weakness of a gross inconsistency, and shows that it did not 
deserve the victory, and, perhaps, just on that account was utterly in
capable of gaining it. 

Therefore, however decisive the defeat experienced by a state may be, 
still by the retreat of the army into the interior, its fortresses and its na
tional levies must be brought into operation. In connection with this it is 
advantageous if the flanks of. the principal theater of war are limited by 
mountains or tracts of country which are otherwise very difficult. These 
now stand forth as bastions, whose strategic flanking fire the assailant has 
to endure. 

If the victorious enemy is engaged in siege works, if he has left strong 
garrisons behind him everywhere to secure his communications, or even 
detached troops to gain elbow room and keep the adjacent provinces in 
order, if be is already weakened by his various losses in man p:lwer and 
material of war, then the moment has arrived when the defensive army 
must again enter the lists, and by a well-directed blow make the assailant 
stagger in his disadvantageous position. 
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DEFENSE OF A THEATER OF WAR 

Having treated the most important defensive means, we might perhaps 
be contented to leave the manner in which these means are related to the 
plan of defense as a whole to be discussed in the last Book, which will be · 
devoted to the "Plan of a War"; for every secondary plan, either of attack 
or defense, originates from this and is determined by it in its leading fea
tures; and moreover in many cases the plan of the war itself is nothing 
more than the plan of the attack or defense of the principal theater of war. 
But in no case have we been able to begin with war as a whole, although 
in war, more than anywhere else, the parts are determined by the whole, 
imbued with and essentially altered by its character; instead, we have been 
obliged. to make ourselves thoroughly acquainted, in the first instance, 
.with each single subject as a separate part. Without this progress from 
the simple to the complex, a host of vague ideas would have overpowered 
us, and the reciprocal activities, of which there are so many in war, in 
;Particular would have constantly confused our conceptions. We shall, 
therefore, take one step more in our approach to the whole; that is, we 
shall consider the defense· of a theater of war in itself, and look for the 
thread by which the subj~ts treated connect themselves with it. 

The defensive, according to our conception, is nothing but the stronger 
jorm of combat. The preservation of our own forces and the destruction 
of those of the enemy-in a word, the victory-is the object of this com
bat, but at the same time not its ultimate object. 

That object is the preservation of our own political state and the over
throw of that of the enemy; or again, in one word, the intended peace, 
because only in that does this conflict adjust itself and end in a compre
hensive result. 

But just what is the enemy's political state in connection with war? 
Above all things, its military force is important, then its territory; but of 
course there are still many other things, which, through particular circum
stances, may obtain a predominant importance. To these belong, primarily, 
foreign and domestic political relations, which sometimes decide more than 
all the rest. But a:Ithough the military force and the territory of the enemy 
are not the state itself, nor do they exhaust all the connections which 
the state may have with the war, still these two things are always those 
which predominate, for the most part infinitely surpassing all other con-
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nections in importance. The military force is to protect the territory of the 
state, or to conquer that of an enemy; the territory on the other hand, 
constantly supports and renews the military force. The two, therefore, de
pend on each other, mutually support each other, are equally important 
to each other. But, nevertheless, there is a difference in their mutual rela
tions. If the military force is destroyed, that is, completely overthrown, 
rendered incapable of further resistance, the loss of the territory follows 
of itself; but on the other hand, the destruction of the military force by no 
means follows from the conquest of the country, because that force may 
of its own accord evacuate the territory, in order to conquer it the more 
easily afterwards. Indeed, not only does the complete defeat of its army de-

. cide the fate of a country, but even every considerable weakening of its 
military force leads regularly to a loss of territory. On the other hand, 
every considerable loss of territory does not cause a proportionate diminu
tion of military force; in the long run it will do so of course, but not 
always within the interval of time in which the decision of the war takes 
place. 

From this it follows that the preservation of our own military power, 
and the weakening or destruction of that of the enemy, takes precedence 
in importance over the possession of territory, and, therefore, is the fird 
object which a general should strive for. The possession of territory forces 
itself into prominence as an object only if that ·means (weakening or de
struction of the enemy's military force) bas not yet effected it. 
· If the whole of the enemy's military force were united in one army, and 
the whole war consisted of one engagement, the possession of the country 
would depend on the issue of that engagement; destruction of the enemy's 
military forces, conquest of his country and safety of our own would fol
low from that result, and, in a certain sense, be identical with it. Now the 
question is: what can induce the defender to deviate from this simplest 
form of the act of warfare and to distribute his power in ~pace? The an
swer is: the insufficiency of the victory which be might gain with all his 
forces united. Every victory has its sphere of influence. If this extends over 
the entire state of the enemy; consequently over the whole of his military 
force and his territory, that is, if all the parts are swept away at the same 
time in the movement which we have given to the core of his power, such 
a victory is all we require, and a division of our forces would not be justi
fied by sufficient grounds. But if there are portions of the enemy's military 
force, and of country belonging to either party, over which our victory 
would have no effect, we· must give particular attention to those parts; 
and as we cannot unite territory like a military force in one point, there
fore we must divide our forces for the purpose of attacking or defending 
those portions. 

It is only in small, well-developed states that it is possible and probable 
to have such a unity of military force, that all depends upon a victory over 
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that force. In the case of larger tracts of territory which border on our own 
for a great distance, or in the case of an alliance of such states as surround 
us on several sides, such a unity is practically impossible. Here, therefore, 
divisions of force must necessarily take place, giving occasion to different 
theaters of war. 

The sphere of influence of a victory will naturally depend on its magni
tude, and this in turn on the number of troops conquered. Therefore the 
blow which, if successful, will produce the greatest effect must be made 
against that part of the country where the greatest number of the enemy's 
forces are concentrated. The greater the number of our own forces which 
we use for this blow, the more certain we are of this success. This natural 
sequence of ideas leads us to an illustration from which we shall see this 
truth more clearly; it is the nature and effect of the center of gravity in 
mechanics. 

As the center of gravity is always situated where the greatest mass or' 
matter is concentrated, and as a blow given to the center of gravity of a 
body is the most effective; and, further, as the strongest blow is that struck 
with the center of gravity of the power used, so it is also in war. The armed 
forces of every belligerent, whether it is a single state or an alliance of 
states, have a certain unity and, by means of this, cohesion; but wherever 
there is cohesion, analogies drawn from the center of gravity are appli
cable. There are, therefore, in these armed forces certain centers of gravity, 
the movement and direction of which decide that of the other points, and 
these centers of gravity are situated where the greatest bodies of troops are 
assembled. But just as, in the world of inanimate matter, the action against 
the center of gravity has its measure and limits in the cohesion of the parts, 
so it is in war, and here as well as there the force exerted may easily be 
greater than the resistance requires, and then there is a blow in the air, 
a waste of force. 

What a difference there is between ·the cohesion of an army under one 
flag, led into battle under the personal command of one general, and that 
of an allied army extended over 2 so or soo miles, or even with its bases 
scatt~red in quite different directions! There we see cohesion in the strong
est degree, unity most complete; here unity is very far away, often only 
existing in the common political intention, and even there in a poor and 
insufficient degree, the cohesion of parts mostly very weak, often quite an 
illusion. 

Therefore, if on the one hand, the violence with which we wish to 
strike the blow demands the greatest concentration of force, then on the 
other band, we have to fear every excess as a real disadvantage, because 
it entails a waste of power, and that in tum a deficiency of power at othe~ 
points. 

To recognize these centra gravitatis in the enemy's military force, to 
discern their spheres of action is, therefore, one of the principal functions 
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of strategic judgment. We must" constantly ask ourselves what effect the 
advance or retreat of one part of the forces on either side will produce on 
the other parts. 

We do not by this lay claim in any way to the discovery of a new 
method; we have only sought to base the method of all generals and all 
~ges on ideas which should show more clearly how natural it is. 

How this conception of the center of gravity of the enemy's force affects 
the whole plan of war, we shall consider in the last Book, for that is 
the proper place for the subject, and we have only borrowed it from there 
to avoid leaving a gap in the sequence of ideas. In this examination we 
have seen the general conditions which determine a distribution of forces. 
They consist fundamentally of two interests which are in opposition t() 
each other; the one, the possession of territMy, strives t:l divide the forces; 
the other, the blow against the center of gravity of the enemy's military 
power, up to a certain point once more unites them. 

Thus it is that theaters of war or separate army regions originate. They 
are in fact such boundaries of the tract of country and of the forces dis
tributed on it that every decision given by the main force of such a region 
affects the whole directly_. and carries it along in its own direction. We say 
directly, because a decision on one theater of war must naturally also have 
a more or less indirect influence over those adjoining it. 

Although it is really quite natural, we must again remind our readers 
expressly that, here as well as everywhere else, our definitions are only 
concerned with the central points of certain groups of ideas, the limits of 
which we neither desire, nor are able, to define by sharp lines. 

We think, therefore, a theater of war, whether large or small, with its 
military force, of whatever size this may be, represents a unity which 
may be reduced to one center of gravity. At this center of gravity the de
cision must be made, and to be victor here means to defend the theater of 
war in the widest se~e. 



CHAPTER XXVIII 

DEFENSE OF A THEATER OF.WAR (Continued) 

Defense, however, consists of two different eleme~ts, namely, the decision 
and the awaiting. The combination of these two elements is to be the sub-
ject of this chapter. . . . 

First, we must observe that the state of awaiting is not, in point of fact,. 
the complete defense; it is, however, that province of defense in which it 
proceeds to its aim. As long as ·a military force has not abandoned the · 
portion of territory. entrusted to it, the tension of forces created by the 
attack on both sides continues, and this lasts until there is a decision. This 
decision can only be regarded as having actually taken place when either 
the assailant or defender has left the theater of war; 
· As long as an armed force maintains itself within its section of the 
country, its defense of that section continues, and in this sense the defense 
of the theater of war is identical with the defense in. the theater. Whether 
the enemy has for the time being obtained possession of much or little 
'of that section of country is not essential, for it is only lent to him until 
the decision. 

But this kind of conception by which we wish to settle the proper rela
tion of the state of awaiting to the whole is only correct when a decision 
is really to take place and is regarded by both parties as inevitable. For 
it is only by that decision that the centers of gravity of the respective 
forces and the theater of war determined through them become effective 
principles. Whenever the idea of a decision disappears, the centers of grav
ity are neutralized; indeed, in a certain sense, the whole of the armed 
forces become so too, and now the possession of territory, which forms the 
second principal component of the whole theater of war, comes forward as 
the direct object. In other words, the less a decisive blow is sought for by 
both sides in a war, and the more the war is merely a mutual observation, 
so much the more important becomes the possession of territory, so much 
the more the defensive seeks to cover everything directly, and the assailant 
to extend his forces in his advance. 

Now we cannot conceal from ourselves the fact that the majority of wars 
and campaigns approach much more to a state of observation than to a 
struggle for life or death, that is, a contest in which one at least of the com
batants seeks in every way to bring about a decision. Only the wars of the 
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nineteenth century have possessed this character to such a degree that a 
theory founded on this point of view can be made use of in relation to them. 
But as it is unlikely that all future wars will have this character, as we must 
rather assume that most of them will once more tend t() that of a state of 
observation, any theory to be of use in practical life must take this into 
account. Hence we shall first concern ourselves with the case in which the 
desire for a decision permeates and guides the whole, therefore with real, 
or, if we may use the expression, absolute war; then in another chapter we 
shall examine those modifications which arise through the approach, in a 
greater or less degree, to the state of observation. 

In the first case, therefore, whether the decision is sought by the assailant 
or by the defender, the defense of a theater of war will consist in the de
fender establishing himself in it in such a manner that he can offer the 
decision advantageously at any moment. This decision may be either a 
battle, or a series of great engagements, but it may also consist in the 
result of mere relations which arise from the position of the opposing forces, 
that is, in the result of possible. engagements.· · 

Even if the battle were not the most powerful, the most usual and most 
effective means to a decision, as we think we have shown on several pre
vious occasions that it is, still the mere fact of its being one of the means 
of reaching this solution would be sufficient to demand the greatest concen
tration of our forces which circumstances will at all permit. A great battle 
upon the theater of war is the blow of the one center of gravity against 
the other; the more forces can be assembled in the one or the other, the 
more certain and greater will be the effect. Therefore every separation of 
forces which is not called for by an object (which either cannot itself be 
attained by the successful issue of a battle or which itself is necessary to 
the successful issue of the battle) is objectionable. 

But the greatest concentration of the forces is not only a fundamental 
condition; it is also necessary that they should have such a position and be 
so situated that the battle may be fought under favorable circumstances. 

The different types of defense which we have become acquainted with in 
the chapter "Methods of Resistance" (Book VI, Chapter 8), are wholly in 
keeping with these fundamental conditions; there will therefore be no diffi
culty in connecting them with it, according to the requirements of each 
individual case. But there is one point which seems at first sight to involve 
a contradiction, and which, as one of the most important in the defense, is 
the more in need of explanation. It is the hitting upon the center of gravity 
of the enemy's force. 

If the defender ascertains in time the roads by which the enemy will 
advance, and upon which in particular the flower of his forces is without 
fail to be found, he may march against him on that road. This will be the 
most usual case, for although the defense precedes the attack in measures of 
a general nature, in the establishment of strong places, great arsenals and 
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in the peace arrangements of the army, and thus gives a line of direction to 
the assailant in his preparations, still, when the campaign really opens the 
defender, in relation to the aggressor, has the advantage peculiar t; the 
whole defense of playing the last hand. 

To advance with a considerable force into a foreign country demands 
extensive preparations, in the way of collecting provisions and supplies of 
articles of equipment of all kinds. The time required for this is enough to 
give the defender time to prepare accordingly, and we must not forget that 
the defensive generally requires less time, because in every state things are 
prepared rather for the defensive than the offensive. 

But although this may be perfectly true for the majority of cases, there 
is always a possibility that, in particular cases, the defensive may remain in 
uncertainty as to the principal line by which the enemy intends to advance; 
and this case is more likely to occur when the defense is based on measures 
which themselves take a good deal of time, as for example, the preparation 
of a strong position and so forth. Further, although the defender actually 
places himself on the aggressor's line of advance, then in every instance in 
which the aggressor is not offered an offensive ,battle he- can avoid the 
position which the .defender has taken up, merely by slightly altering hi& 
original line of attack, for in the cultivated parts of Europe we can never 
be so situated that there are not roads to the right or left by which any 
position may be avoided. Plainly, in such a case the defender could not 
wait for his enemy in a position, or at least could not wait there with the 
intention of giving battle. 

But before entering on the means remaining to the defensive in this 
case, we must inquire more particularly into the nature of such a case, and 
the probability of its occurrence. 

Naturally there are in every 'state, and also in every theater of war (of 
which alone we are at present speaking), objects and points upon which an 
attack is likely to be specially effective. About this we think it will be better 
to speak when we come to the attack. Here we shidl confine ourselves to ob
serving that, if the most advantageous object and point of attack becomes 
the motive for the direction of the assailant's blow, this motive also reacts 
on the defensive, and must be his guide in cases in which he knows nothing 
of the intentions of his adversary. If the assailant were not to take this 
direction favorable to him, he would forego part of his natural advantages. 
It is evident that, if the defender has taken up a position in that direction, 
the evading of his position, or passing it by, is not to be done for nothing; 
it costs a sacrifice. From this it follows that there is not on the side of the 
defender such a risk of missing the direction of his enemy; neither, on the 
other hand is it so easy for the assailant to pass his adversary by as appears 
at first sight, because there exists beforehand a very distinct, and in most 
cases preponderating, motive in favor of one or the other direction, and con
sequently the def_ender, although his preparations are bound to one place, 
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will not fail in most cases to come into contact with the main strength of 
the enemy's forces. In other words, if the defender has taken up the right 
position, he may be almost sure that the assailant will march to meet him. 

But by this we shall not and cannot deny the possibility that the de
fender with all these arrangements might on some occasion not meet with 
the assailant, and therefore the question arises, what he should do in that 
case, and how much of the advantages proper to his position still remain 
available to him. 

If we ask ourselves what- means still remain generally to the defender 
when the assailant passes by his position, they are the following: 

1. To divide his forces from the beginning, so as to be certain to find the 
assailant with one portion, and then to hurry to the support of that 
portion with the other. 

2. To take up a position with his force united, and in case the assailant 
passes him by, to push on rapidly in front of him by a lateral move
ment. In most cases there will not be time to make such a movement 
directly to a flank; it will, therefore, be necessary to take up the new 
position somewhat farther back. 

3· With his whole force to attack the enemy in flank. 
4· To operate against his communications. 
5· By a counterattack on his theater of war, t:> do exactly what the 

enemy has done to us in passing. us by. 

We mention this last measure here because it is possible to imagine a 
case in which it would be effective; but as it is in contradiction to the 
object of the defense, that is, the grounds on which that form has been 
chosen, it can only be regarded as an abnormal procedure, which can only 
be adopted because the enemy has made some great mistake, or because 
there are other peculiarities in a particular case. 
· Operating against the enemy's communications implies that our own are 
superior, which is indeed o.ne of the fundamental requirements of a good 
defensive position. But although on that ground this action may promise 
the defender a certain amount of advantage, still, in the defense of a 
theater of a war, it is seldom an operation suited to lead to a decision, which 
we have supposed to be the object of the campaign. 

The dimensions of a single theater of war are seldom so large that the 
assailant's lines of communications are exposed to much danger by their 
length, and even if they are, still the time which the assailant requires for 
the execution of his blow is usually too short for its progress to be arrested 
by the slow effects of the action against his communications. 

Therefore this means (that is, the action against the communications) 
will prove quite ineffective in most cases against an enemy determined upon 
a decision, and also in case the defender seeks this decision. 
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The object of the three other means which remain for the defender is a 
direct decision-a meeting of centers of gravity; they correspond better, 
therefore, to the task. But we shall at once say that we decidedly prefer 
the third to the other two, and without quite rejecting the latter, we hold 
the former to be in the majority of cases the true means of defense. 

In a position where our forces are divided, there is always a danger of 
getting involved in a war of posts, from which, if our adversary is resolute, 
under the best of circumstances, there can only follow a c~nsiderable 
relative defense, never a decision such as we desire. Even if by a correct 
instinct we have been able to avoid this error, nevertheless our attack will 
have been decidedly weakened by the temporarily divided opposition, and 
we can never be certain that the troops first advanced will not suffer dis
proportionate losses. To this has to be added the factthat the resistance of 
this corps, which usually ends in its falling back on the main body coming 
to its assistance, appears to the troops in the light of lost engagements, or 
unsuccessful plans, and in this manner noticeably weakens the moral forces. 

The second means, that of placing our army concentrated, in ont" 
position in front of the enemy, in whichever direction he may turn his 
march, involves th~ risk of our arriving too late and being caught between 
two measures. Besides, a defensive battle requires calm and consideration, 
a knowledge, indeed an intimate knowledge, of the country, and all that 
is not to be expected in a hasty oblique movement to a flank. Lastly, posi
tions suitable for a good defensive battlefield are too rare to reckon upon 
them at every point of every road. 

On the other hand, the third means, namely, to attack the enemy in 
flank, therefore to give battle with a changed front, is attended with great 
advantages. 

First, there is always in this case, as we know, an exposure of the lines 
of communication, here the lines of retreat, and in this respect the defender 
will have the advantage first of all through his general circumstances as 
defender, and next and chiefly through the strategic properties we have 
claimed for his position. 

Second-and this is the main thing-every assailant who attempts to 
pass his opponent by is caught between two tendencies which are entirely 
opposed to one another. His first desire is to advance to obtain the object of 
his attack; but the possibility of being attacked in flank at any moment 
creates a desire to deliver a blow in that direction at any moment, and 
furthermore a blow with his united forces. These two tendencies contradict 
each other and engender such a confusion in his own conditions, such a 
difficulty i~ taking measures to suit every possibility, that strategically 
there can hardly be a more abominable position. If the assailant knew with 
certainty the moment when he would be attacked, he might prepare with 
skill and ability; but in his uncertainty on this point, and pressed by the 
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necessity of advancing, it is almost certain that if the battle ensues, it finds 
him with preparations hurriedly made and utterly inadequate, in a situ
ation therefore certainly not advantageous. 

If then there are favorable moments for the defender to deliver an offen
sive battle, they are to be found most surely at such a moment as this. If we 
consider, further, that the knowledge of the country and choice of ground 
are on the side of the defender, that, moreover, be can prepare his move
ments, and can time them, no one can doubt that be possesses even in such 
a situation still a decided superiority, strategically, over his adversary. 

We think, therefore, that a defender occupying a well-chosen position, 
with his forces united, may quietly wait for the enemy to pass him by. 
Should the enemy not attack him in his position, and if an operation 
against the enemy's communications does not suit the circumstances, there 

· still remains for the defender an excellent means of bringing about a de
cision by resorting to a flank attack. 

If cases of this kind are almost entirely lacking in military history, the 
. reason is, partly, that the defender bas seldom bad the courage to remain 
in such a position, but bas either divided his forces or rashly thrown him
self in front of his enemy by a march in a lateral or an oblique direction, or 
that no assailant dares pass by the defender under such circumstances, and 
that for this reason his movement usually comes to a stand-still. 

The defender is in this case compelled to resort to an offensive battle. 
The further advantages of awaiting the enemy, of a strong position, of good 
entrenchments, etc., he must give up; in most cases the situation in which 
he finds the advancing enemy will not quite make up for these advantages, 
for it is just to evade their influence that the assailant bas put himself in 
this situation; but it always offers him a certain compensation, and theory 
is therefore not in the position of seeing a quantity disappear suddenly from 
lhe calculation and the pro and contra ~utually cancel each other, as so 
often happens when critical historians introduce a little bit of theory. 

It must not, in fact, be supposed that we are now dealing with logical 
subtleties; on the contrary, the more this subject is practically considered, 
the more it appears as an idea embracing the entire system of defense, 
everywhere dominating and regulating it. 

It is only by the determination on the part of the defender to assail his 
opponent with all his force, the moment he passes by him, that he can safely 
a\(oid the two pitfalls, so close to which he is led by the defensive' form, 
namely, a division of his forces and a hasty march to a flank. In both he 
accepts the law of the assailant; in both he resorts to measures of a very 
critical nature, and with a most dangerous degree of haste; and wherever a 
resolute adversary, thirsting for victory and a decision, has encountered 
such a system of defense, he has shattered it. But when the defender ·has 
assembled his forces at the right point to fight a united action, if he is 
determined with this force, if it comes to the worst, to attack his enemy in 
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flank, he is and remains in the right, and he is supported by all the advan
tages which the defense can offer in his situation.• His action will then bear 
the stamp of good preparation, coolness, certainty, unity and simplicity. 

At this juncture, we cannot avoid mentioning a great historical event, 
which has a close analogy with the ideas here developed; we do so to antici
pate its being used in a wrong application. When the Prussian army, in 
October, x8o6, was waiting in Thuringia for the French under Bonaparte; 
the former was posted between the two main roads on which the latter 
could advance, that is, the road to Berlin by Erfurt, and that by Hof and 
Leipzig. The original intention of breaking into Franconia straight through 
the Thuringian Forest, and afterward, when that plan was abandoned, the 
uncertainty as to which of the roads the French would choose for their 
advance, caused the occupation of this intermediate position. As such it was 
bound to lead to the measure of a hasty lateral movement. 

This was, in fact, the intention in case the enemy had marched by 
Erfurt, for the roads in that direction were perfectly accessible; on the 
other band, the idea of a lateral movement in the direction of the road by 
Hof could not be entertained, partly because the army was two or three 
days' march away from that road, partly because the deep valley of the 
Saale lay in between; nor had this ever been the intention of the Duke of 
Brunswick, so that there was no kind of preparation made for carrying it 
into effect. But it was always contemplated by: Prince Hohenlohe, that is, 
by Colonel Massenbach, who exerted all his influence to draw the duke 
into his plan. Still less could the idea be entertained of leaving the position 
which bad been taken on the left bank of the Saale to proceed to an offen
sive battle against Bonaparte on his advance, that is, to such an attack in 
flank as we have been considering. For if the Saale was ~ obstacle to inter
cepting the enemy at the last moment it would have been a still greater 
obstacle to assuming the offensive at a moment when the enemy would be 
in possession of the opposite side of the river, at least partially. The duke, 
therefore, decided to wait behind the Saale to see what would happen, that 
is to say, if we can call anything a decision which emanated from this many
beaded headquarters, and in this time of confusion and utter indecision. 

Whatever may have been the truth about this waiting, the resulting situa
tion of the army was this: 

x. That the enemy might be attacked if he crossed the Saale to march 
against the Prussian army. 

2. That if he di,d not march against that army, operations might be 
begun against his communications, or 

3· If it should be found practicable and advisable, he might still be 
intercepted near Leipzig by a rapid flank march. 

In the first case, the Prussian army possessed a great strategic and 
tactical superiority because of the deep valley of the Saale. In the second, 
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the purely strategic advantage was just as great, for the enemy had only. 
a very narrow base between our position and the neutral territory of 
Bohemia, while ours was extremely broad; even in the third case, our army; 
covered by the Saale, was still in no disadvantageous situation. All these 
three measures, in spite of the confusion and lack of any clear perception 
at headquarters, were really discussed; but of course we cannot wonder 
that, although a right idea may have been entertained, it was necessarily, 
bound to fail in the execution by the complete indecision and the confusion 
everywhere prevailing. 

In the two first cases, the position on the left bank of the Saale was 
regarded as a. real flank position, and as such it had undoubtedly very great 
qualities; but, ofcourse, against a very superior enemy, against a Bona
parte, a flank position with an army that is not very sure of its success, is a 
very bold measure. · 

After long indecision, the duke on the 13th adopted the last of the three 
plans specified, but it was too late. Bonaparte had already begun to cross 
the Saale, and the battles' of Jena and Auerstiidt were inevitable. The duke, 
through his indecision, had fallen between two stools; he quitted his first 
position too late for a lateral movement, and ,too soon for a battle suited to 
the object. Nevertheless, the natural strength of this position proved itself 
so far that the duke could have destroyed the right wing of the enemy's 
army at Auerstiidt, while Prince Hohenlohe, by a bloody rearguard action, 
would have still been able to back out of the snare; but at Auerstiidt they 
did not venture to realize the victory, which was quite certain,· and at Jena 
they thought they might reckon upon one which was quite impossible. 

In any case, Bonaparte felt the strategic importance of the position on 
the Saale so much, that he did not venture to pass it by, but decided to 
cross the Saale in sight of the enemy. 

By what we have now said we think we have sufficiently specified the 
relations between defense and attack in the case of decisive action, and 
shown the threads to which, according to their situation and connection, 
the different subjects of plans of defense attach themselves. To go through 
the different arrangements in greater detail cannot be our intention, for it 
would lead us into a boundless field of particular cases. If a general has 
laid down a definite point for his direction, he will see how far it agrees with 
the geographical, statistical and political circumstances and the material 
and personal conditions of his own army and that of the enemy, and how 
far these things must modify his plan in one way or another in execution. 

But in order to go more definitely here into the gradations of defense 
specified in the chapter on "Methods of Resistance," and examine them 
again more closely, we shall here state what strikes us as being, generally 
speaking, important with regard to them. 

I. Reasons for marching against the enemy with a view to an offensive 
battle may be as follows: 
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· a) If we know that the assailant i~ advancing with his. forces very :much 
divided and we, therefore, even though very weak, have sfill the prospect of 
a victory. · 

· But such· an advance on the part of the assailant is in itself very im
probable, and consequently unless we know of it on certain information this 
plan is inadmissible; for to reckon upon it and to rest. all our hop:s on 
it, on a mere supposition and without sufficient motive, usually leads to a 
disadvantageous situation. Things do not in such a case turn out as we 
ex?ected them to do; we have to give up the offensive battle, and, not 
bemg prepared beforehand for a defensive one, are obliged to begin with 
a forced retreat and to leave almost everything to chance. 

This is more or less what happened in the defense conducted by the army 
under Dona against the Russians in the campaign of 17 59, which under 
General Wedel ended in the disastrous battle of Ztillichau. , 

This measure settles matters so quickly that planmakers are only too 
ready to propose it, without troubling to ask whether the presuppositions on 
which it rests are well founded. 

b) If we are generally strong enough for a battle, and 
c) if an awkward, irresolute adversary specially invites attack. 
In this case the effect of surprise may be worth more than any assistance 

furnished by the ground through a good position. It is the truest essence of 
good generalship thus to bring into play. the power of the moral forces, but 
theory can never insist strongly enough and often enough that there must 
be an objective foundation for these presuppositions. Without such a 
foundation in fact, to be always talking of surprises and the superiority of 
an unusual kind of attack, and to found thereon plans, opinions and 
criticisms, is a wholly inadmissible and unwarranted method of proceed-
ing. . 

d) If the nature of our army makes it specially suitable for the offensive. 
· It was certainly no baseless or false idea if Frederick the Great believed 

'that in his mobile, courageous army, full of confidence in him, obedient by 
habit, trained to precision, animated and elevated by pride, and well prac
·ticed in his oblique attack, he possessed an instrument which, in his firm 
and daring hand, was more suited to attack than to defense .. All these 
qualities were lacking in his opponents, and it was just in this respect that 
he had the most decisive superiority. To make use of this was worth more 
to him in most cases than the assistance of entrenchments and natural 
obstacles. But such a superiority will always be rare. A well-trained army, 
thoroughly practiced in great movements is only a part of it. If Frederick 
the Great maintained that the Prussian army was particularly adapted for 
attack-and if this has been incessantly repeated since his time-still we 
must not attach too much weight to such an assertion. In most cases in 
war we feel more exhilarated, more courageous, when acting offensively 
than defensively, but this is a feeling that all troops have in common, and 
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. there is hardly an amiy of which its generals and leaders have not expressed 
the same opinion. We should not, therefore, carelessly rely upon the sem
blance of a superiority and neglect real advantages for that. 

A very natural and weighty reason for resorting to an offensive battle 
may be the composition of the army as regards the three arms, that is to 

. say, a numerous cavalry and little artillery. 
We continue our enumeration of reasons. 
e) When we can nowhere find a good position. 
/) When we must hasten with the decision. 
g) Lastly, the combined influence of several or all of these reasons. 
2. The waiting for the enemy in a locality in which we ourselves intend 

then io attack him (Minden, 1759) most naturally proceeds from 
a) there b~ing no such disproportion of force to our disadvantage as to 

make it necessary to seek a strong and strengthened position; 
b) the finding of a terrain particularly suitable for_ the purpose. The 

properties which determine this belong to tactics; we shall only observe 
here that they must consist chiefly in an easy approach on the side of the 
defender and in all kinds of obstacles on the side of the enemy. 

3· A position will be taken up with the express intention of actually 
awaiting in it the attack of the enemy: 

a) If the disproportion of strength compels us to seek cover from natural 
obstacles or behind entrenchments. 

b) If the country affords a specially good position of the kind. 
The two modes of resistance (2) and (3) will come more into considera

tion according as we do not seek the decision itself but content ourselves 
with the negative result and can expect our opponent to hesitate, be ir
resolute and finally get stuck with his plans. 

4· An entrenched, unassailable position only fulfils its purpose: 
a) If it is situated at a specially important strategic point. 
The characteristic of such a position consists in the fact that we cannot 

possibly be overpowered in it. The enemy is, therefore, obliged to try every 
other means, that is, to pursue his object regardless of the position, or 
blockade it and reduce it by starvation. If it is impossible for him to do 
this, the strategic qualities of this position must be very great. 

b) If we have reason to expect aid from abroad. 
Such was the case with the Saxon army in its position at Pima. Whatever 

may have been said against this measure after its ill success, still it re
mains certain that I 7 ,ooo Saxons could never have neutralized 4o,ooo Prus
sians in any other way. If the Austrian army made no better use of the su
periority it gained at Lowositz, that only proves how bad was their whole 
method of making war and their whole military organization. There can be 
no doubt that if the Saxons, instead of going into the camp at Pirna, had 
retired into Bohemia, Frederick the Great would have driven both Austrians 

·and Saxons beyond Prague and taken that place in the same campaign. 
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Whoever does not admit the value of this advantage but continues to think 
only of the capture of the whole Saxon army is really incapable of making 
any calculation of such matters, and without calculation no certain result 
is possible. 

But as the cases a and b very rarely occur, the entrenched camp is a 
measure which requires to be very well considered and which is very seldom 
successfully employed. The hope of impressing the enemy by such a camp 
and crippling thereby his whole activity is attended with too great danger, 
the danger, that is, of being obliged to fight without the possibility of re
treat. When Frederick the Great gained his object in this way at Bunzel
.witz, we must admire the correct judgment he formed of his adversary, 
but we must certainly also lay more stress than is in other cases permissible 
on the means which he would have found at the last moment to clear a 
way for himself with the ruins of his army, and also on the independence 
enjoyed by a king. 

S· If there happens to be a fortress or several fortresses near the frontier, 
the great question arises whether the defender is to seek his decision before 
or behind them. The latter recommends itself 

a) by the superiority of the enemy in ~umbers, which forces us to break 
his strength before we come to grips with it; · 

b) by those fortresses being near, so that the sacrifice of country is not 
greater than we are compelled to make; · 

c) by the fitness of the fortresses for defense .. 
One of the principal purposes of fortresses undoubtedly is, or ought to be, 

to break the enemy's strength in its advance and seriously to weaken that 
part of his forces from which we are demanding the decision. If we so 
seldom see this use made of fortresses, the reason is that a case in which 
the decision is sought by one of the two parties is so rare. But it is only 
with this case that we are here dealing. We, therefore, look upon it as a 
principle equally simple and important in all cases in which the defender 
has one or more fortresses near him, that he should keep them before him 
and give the decisive battle behind them. We admit that a battle lost behind 
our fortresses will force us to retreat somewhat farther into the interior of 
the country than one lost in front of them, tactical ,results being in both 
cases the same, although the causes of this difference are based rather on 
imagination than on material things. Neither do we forget that a battle may 
be fought in front of the fortresses in a well-chosen position, whilst behind 
them the battle in many cases must be an offensive one, particularly if the 
enemy is laying siege to a fortress which is in danger of being lost. But 
what are these fine shades compared with the advantage of finding the 
enemy weaker in the decisive battle by a quarter or a third of his strength, 
or, if several fortresses are concerned, even perhaps by a half? 

We think therefore in all cases of an inevitable decision, whether sought , , . 
by the offensive or the defensive, and when the latter IS not tolerably sure 
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of a victory, or if the nature of the country does not offer some most 
decisive reason for giving battle in a position farther forward-in all these 
cases, we say, when a fortress is near at hand and capable of resistance, 
the defender should by all means withdraw from the very beginning behind 
it and let the decision take place on this side of it and, consequently, with 
its co-operation. If he takes up his position so near the fortre~3 tha,t the 
assailant can ,neither form the siege nor blockade the place without first 
driving him off, he furthermore forces the assailant to attack him in his 
position. To us, therefore, of all defensive measures in a critical situation 
none appears so simple and effective as the choice of a good position near 
to and behind a strong fortress. 

It would, of course, be quite another question if the fortress lay far 
back, for then it would be necessary to abandon a considerable part of our 
theater of war, a sacrifice which, as we know, is only made if urgent cir
cumstances demand it. In such a case this measure is more like a retirement 
into the interior of the country. 

Another condition is the fitness of the place for resistance. It is well 
known that there are fortified places, especially larger ones, which should 
not be brought into any contact with the enemy's army because they are 
not equal to resisting a vigorous attack by a considerable body of troops. 
In that case, our position would have to be at all events so close behind as 
to be able to support the garrison. 

6. Lastly, the retirement into the interior of the country is only a proper 
expedient in the following circumstances: 

a) when owing to the physical and moral relation in which we stand to· 
the enemy, the idea of a successful resistance on the frontier cannot be 
entertained; · 

b) when it is a principal object to gain time; · 
c) when the condition of the country is favorable to such a measure, a 

subject with which we have already dealt in Chapter 25. 
We thus close the chapter on the defense of a theater of war if a decision 

is sought by one side or the other, and is therefore inevitable. But we must, 
of course, remember that events in war do not present themselves in such 
a pure abstract form, and that, therefore, if our propositions and argu
ments are applied in reasoning to actual war, we must keep Chapter 30 in 
mind and think of the general being faced in most cases by two courses and 
urged more to the one or the other according to circumstances. 



CHAPTER XXIX 

DEFENSE OF A THEATER OF WAR (Continued) 

SUCCESSIVE RESISTANCE 

We have proved in Chapters 12 and 13 of Book III that in strategy a 
successive resistance is unnatural, and .that all forces available should be 
used simultaneously. . 

As regards all movable forces, this requires no further demonstration; 
but if we consider the seat of war itself, with its fortresses, its natural ob
stacles of ground, and even the mere extent of its surface, as also one of 
our forces, this is immovable and we can, therefore, only bring it gradually 

. into play, or we must at once retire so far that all parts which are to come 
into operation are in our front. Everything which the country occupied by 
the enemy can contribute to weaken him, then comes into operation. The 
assailant must at leas~ !:>lockade the defender's fortresses; he must make his. 
occupation of the country secure with garrisons and other posts; he must 
make long marches; he must fetch everything he needs from long distances, 
and so forth. All these effects come into operation against the assailant 
whether he advances before the decision or after it, but in the former case· 
they will be somewhat stronger than in the latter, From all this it follows. 
that if the defender wishes to postpone the decision, he certainly has there
by the means to bring into play all these immovable forces together. 

On the other hand, it is clear that this postponing of the decision has no. 
influence upon the sphere of influence of a victory gained by the assailant. 
In treating of the attack we shall examine in greater detail the sphere of 
influence; here we shall only observe that. it reaches to the exhaustion of 
,the superiority (the product, that is to say, of the moral and physical 
factors). But this superiority exhausts itself, in the first place, by the em
ployment of forces to secure the theater of war, and, in the second place, 
by losses in engagements. The weakness produced by these two things 
cannot be essentially altered whether the engagements take place at the 
beginning or at the end, near the frontier or in the interior. We believe, 
for example, that a victory gained by Bonaparte over the Russians at 
Vilna, in 1812, would have carried him just as far as that of Borodino--
assuming it had been equally great-and that a victory at Moscow would 
not have carried him any farther either; Moscow was in any 'Case the limit 
of this sphere of victory. Indeed, it cannot be doubted for a moment that 
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a decisive battle on the frontier (for other reasons) would have resulted in 
a far greater victory, and then perhaps in a wider sphere of influence for 
that victory as well. From this point of view, therefore, the postponement 
of the decision makes no difference for the defender. 

In the chapter on "Methods of Resistance" we have already become 
acquainted with that postponement of the decision which may be regarded 
as the extreme form, under the name of retreat into the interior of the 
country and as a special kind of resistance in which the object is rather 
that the assailant should wear himself out than that he should be destroyed 
by the sword on the field of battle. But it is only when such an intention 
predominates that the postponement of the decision can be looked upon as 
a special kind of resistance, for otherwise it is clear that an infinite num
ber of gradations may be conceived in this method and that these may be 
combined with every means of defense. We, therefore, look upon the 
greater or less co-operation of the theater of war, not as a special kind of 
resistance, but only as an introduction at our pleasure of the immovable 
means of resistance, according as the circumstances and the situation re
quire it. 

But now, if a defender does not think he requires any assistance from 
these immovable forces for his decision, or if the sacrifice in other ways 
which the use of them involves is too great for him, they are kept in re
serve for the future and form, so to speak, gradual reinforcements. These 
perhaps ensure the possibility of keeping the movable forces strong enough 
to be able to follow up the first favorable decision with a second, and 
perhaps with yet a third. In other words, a successive use of forces will in 
this way become .possible. 

If the defender has lost a battle on the frontier, which is not exactly a 
complete defeat, we may very well imagine that, by placing himself behind 
his nearest fortress, he may be at once in a position to fight a second battle. 
Indeed, if he is only dealing with an adversary who has not much resolu
tion, perhaps some considerable obstacle of ground is in itself enough to 
stop him. 

There is, therefore, in strategy's use of the theater of war, as in every
thing else, a proper management of resources. The less we can make suffice, 
the better, but we must be sure it does suffice, and here, as in" commerce, 
there is naturally something else to be thought of besides mere niggardli
ness. 

In order, however, to prevent a great misconception, we must draw at
tention to the fact that the thing we are here considering is not at all what 
after a lost battle we can still do or undertake in the matter of defense, but 
merely how much success we can expect beforehand from this second kind 
of resistance and how highly, therefore, we can estimate it in our plan. 
Here there is hardly more than one point that the defender has to look to, 
namely, his opponent and his opponent's character and situation. An op-
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ponent of weak character, lacking in self-confidence, destitute of noble am
bition or in a very cramped situation will content himself, in case of success, 
with a moderate advantage, and at every fresh decision which the defender 
ventures to offer him will timidly hold back. In this case the defender may 
count upon gradually making successful use of the means of resistance 
afforded by his theater of war, in constantly fresh, though in themselves 
minor, acts of decision, in which the prospect is continually revived for 
him of a final decision in his favor. 

But who does not feel that we are here on the way to campaigns without 
d~cision, which are much more the field of a successive application of 
force. Of these we shall speak in the next chapter. 



CHAPTER XXX 

DEFENSE OF A THEATER OF WAR WHEN NO DECISION IS 
SOUGHT 

Whether and how far there can be a war in which neither party is the as-
ailant, and in which neither, therefore, bas a positive aim, we shall con

.;ider more closely in the last Book. Here it is not necessary for us to oc
cupy ourselves with this contradiction, because on a single theater of war· 
we can easily suppose reasons for such a defensive on both sides in ac
cordance with the relations which these parts bear to the whole. 

But not merely have single campaigns taken place without the focus of 
a necessary decision, as history shows us, there were very many in which 
there was certainly no lack of an assailant, and therefore none of a positive 
will on one side. That will, however, was so weak that instead of striving 
to attain its object at any cost and forcing the necessary decision, it con
tented itself with such advantages as arose, so to speak, spontaneously out 
of the circumstances. Or the assailant pursued no self-selected aim at all, 
but made it depend on circumstances, in the meanwhile gathering such 
fruits as from time to time presented themselves. 

Such an offensive, which departs from the strict logical necessity of an 
advance against its object and saunters through the campaign almost like 
an idler, looking out right and left for a cheap bargain, differs very little 
from the defense itself, which also allows the general to pick up such bar
gains. Nevertheless, we shall postpone the more detailed, philosophical con
sideration of this way of conducting a war to Book VII, "The Attack." Here 
we shall confine ourselves to the conclusion that in such a campaign neither 
by the assailant nor the defender can everything be related to the decision, 
and that, therefore, this decision ceases to be the keystone to which all the 
lines of the strategic arch converge. Campaign~ of this kind (as the military 
history of all times and lands teaches us) are not only numerous, but form 
so overwhelming a majority that the others only appear as exceptions. 
Even if this proportion should change in the future, yet it is certain that 
there will always be many such campaigns, and that in dealing with the 
defense of a theater of war, we must therefore take them into considera
tion. We shall try to specify the qualities which characterize them. Real 
war will in most cases fall between the two tendencies, lying nearer now 
to the one, now to the other, and consequently we can only see the practical 
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effect of these qualities in the modification they ·produce in the absolute 
form of war by their reciprocal action. We have already, in Chapter 3 of 
this Book, said that the state of awaiting is one of the greatest advantages 
which the defensive bas over the offensive; as a general rule it is seldom 
in life, and least of all in war, that everything happens which, according to 
the circumstances, should have happened. The imperfection of human in- . 
sight, the fear of evil results, the accidents that befall our plan of action· 
when put into execution bring it about that of all the plans of action 
dictated by the circumstances there are always very many that never get 
executed. In war, where the imperfection of our knowledge, the danger of 
catastrophe, the number of accidents are incomparably greater than in any 
other human activity, the number of failings short, if we wish to call them 
so, must, on that account, be also necessarily much greater. This is the rich 
field in which the defense gathers fruits which have grown for it spon
taneously. If we add to this experience the independent importance of the 
possession of the surface of the ground in war, then that principle derived 
from experience, which has become a proverb, beati sunt possidentes (for
tunate are those in possession), holds good no less in war. than in peace. 
It is this principle that here takes the place of the decision, which in every 
war directed to mutual destruction is the focus of the whole affair. It is ex
traordinarily fruitful, not, certainly, in actions called for.tll by it, but in 
motives for inaction and for the sort of action that takes. place in the in
terest of inaction. When no decision can be sought or expected, there .is 
no reason for giving up anything, for that could only be done to gain ad
vantages thereby for the decision. The consequence is that the defender's 
object is to keep everything, or as much as he can (as much, that is, as 
be can cover), and the assailant's to take possession of all he can. (that is, 
to extend his occupation as far as possible), without a 'decision. We have 
only, in this place, to deal with the defender. · 

Wherever tbei defender is not present with his military forces, the as
sailant can take possession, and then the advantage of the state of awaiting 
is on his side· hence the endeavor to cover the country everywhere directly, 
and to take the chance of the assailant attacking the troops posted for this 
purpose. 

Before we now deal in greater detail with the characteristics of the de- , 
fense we must borrow from Book VII, "The Attack," those objects which 
the assailant usually aims at when a decision (by battle) is not seriously 
sought. They are as follows: 

1. The seizure of a considerable tract of territory, as far as that can be 
done without a decisive engagement. 

2. The capture of an important magazine under the same condition. 
3· The capture of a fortress not covered. No doubt a siege is more or 

less a great operation, often demanding great efforts; but it is a~ under
taking which involves nothing, in the nature of a catastrophe. If 1t comes 
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to the worst, the siege can be raised without any considerable positive loss 
being thereby sustained. -

4· Lastly, a successful engagement of some importance, but in which 
there is not much risked, and consequently not much to be gained, an 
engagemen~ which takes place not as the climax, rich in results, of an en
tire strategic scheme, but on its own account for the sake of trophies or 
the honor of the army. For such an object, of course, the engagement is 
not fought at all costs; we either wait for the chance of a favorable op
portunity or seek to bring one about by skill. 

These four objects of attack give rise to the following efforts on the part 
of the defense: 

I. To cover the fortresses by keeping them behind us. 
2. To cover the country by extending the troops over it. 
3. Where the extension is not sufficient, to throw the army rapidly in 

front of the enemy by a flank march. 
4. To guard against engaging at a disadvantage. 
It is clear that the object of the first three measures is to force on the 

enemy the initiative, and to derive the utmost advantage from the state of 
awaiting, and this object is so natural that it would be great folly to de
spise it prima facie. It must necessarily be the more likely to be adopted the 
less a decision is to be expected, and it is the ruling principle in all such 
campaigns, though superficially, in small, indecisive actions, a tolerably 
lively play of activity may take place. 

Hannibal as well as Fabius, and Frederick the Great as well as Daun, 
have done homage to this principle whenever they did not either seek or 
expect a decision. The fourth effort serves as a corrective to the three 
others: it is their conditio sine qua non. 

We shall now discuss these four objects more in detail. 
At first sight it appears somewhat preposterous to protect a fortress 

from the enemy's attack by placing an army in front of it. Such a meas
ure looks like a sort of pleonasm, as fortifications are built for the express 
purpose of themselves resisting a hostile attack. Yet it is a measure which 
we see resorted to thousands and thousands of times. But thus it is with 
the conduct of war: the most ordinary things often seem to be the most 
incomprehensible. Who would presume on the ground of this apparent in
consistency to pronounce these thousands and thousands of instances to 
be just so many blunders? The constant recurrence of this measure shows 
that there must be some deep-lying reason for it. This reason, however, is 
none other than that pointed out above, emanating from moral sluggish
ness and inactivity. 

If the defender places himself before his fortress, the enemy cannot at
tack it unless he first beats the army in front of it. But a battle is a decision, 
and if that is not the enemy's object, there will be no battle, and the de
fender will remain in possession of his fortress without striking a blow. 
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Consequently, whenever we do not believe the enemy intends to seek a de
cision, we must venture on the chance of his not making up his mind to 
do so, especially as in most cases we still have the power to retire behind 
the fortress the moment that the enemy, contrary to our expectation, ad
vances to the attack. The position before the fortress thus becomes free 
from risk, and the probability of maintaining the status quo without any 
sacrifice is then not even attended with a risk later on. 

If the defender places himself behind the fortress, he offers the assailant 
an object exactly suited to his situation. If lhe fortress is not of great 
strength and if the assailant is not quite unprepared, he will begin the 
siege. In order that this may not end in the fall of the place, the defender 
must march to its relief. The positive action, the initiative, is thus now laid 
on him, and his opponent who with his siege is to be regarded as advancing 
toward his object is in possession. Experience teaches that this is always 
the turn that the matter takes, and that is also quite natural. A siege, 
as we have said before, is not necessarily linked with a catastrophe. Even 
a general devoid of enterprise and energy, who would never have made up 
his mind to a battle, will proceed to undertake a siege with perhaps noth
ing but field artillery when he can approach a fortress without risk. At the 
worst, he can abandon his undertaking without any positive loss. There is 
still to be considered the risk to which mast fortresses are more or less ex
posed, of being taken by storm or in some other irregular manner, and 
this circumstance should certainly not be overlooked by the defender in his 
calculation of probabilities. , 

In weighing the different chances, it seems natural that the defender con
siders the advantage of fighting under favorable circumstances inferior to 
that of very probably not being obliged to fight at all. And so it. seems to 
us that the practice of placing .our army in the field before our fortress is 
very natural and easily understood. Frederick the Great almost always fol
lowed it, as, for instance, at Glogau against the Russians, and at Schweid
nitz, Neisse and Dresden against the Austrians. This measure, however, 
brought misfortune on the Duke of Bevern at Breslau; behind Breslau he 
could not have been attacked; the superiority of the Austrians in the king's 
absence was bound to cease soon on his approach, and by taking up a posi
tion behind Breslau the Duke could have avoided a battle until Frederick's 
arrival. No doubt he would have preferred this course, but it would have 
exposed that important city and its great stores to a bombardment, and 
for this the king, whose judgment in such cases was anything but niild, 
would have taken him very severely to task. An attempt made by the duke 
to protect Breslau, by taking up an entrenched position before it, cannot 
after all be regarded with disapproval, for it was very possible that Prince 
Charles of Lorraine, contented with the capture of Schweidnitz and threat
ened by the approach of the king, would have let himself be prevented 
thereby from advancing farther. The best thing would have been not to 
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let matters come to a battle, but to retire through Breslau the moment 
the Austrians advanced to the attack. In this way he would have gotten all 
the advantages of a state of awaiting without paying for them with a great 
risk. 

If we have here explained and justified on higher and conclusive grounds 
the defender's taking up a position before his fortresses, we have still to 
observe that there exists in addition a subordinate ground, which, how
ever, though more obvious, is not in itself alone sufficient, because it is not 
conclusive. We refer to the use which the army commonly makes of the 
nearest fortress as a depot of provisions and munitions. This is so con
venient and offers so many advantages that a general will not easily make 
up his mind to draw his supplies from more distant fortresses or to store 
them in open cities. But if a fortress is the magazine of an army the posi
tion before it is in many cases a matter of absolute necessity and in most 
cases is very natural. It is, however, easy to see that this obvious reason, 
which can easily be overvalued by people who are not as a rule much in
terested in reasons less obvious, neither suffices to explain all the cases that 
occur, nor is it important enough in its relations for the supreme decision 
to be entrusted to it. 

The capture of one or more fortresses without risking a battle is such a 
very natural object of all attacks which do not aim at a great decision that 
the defender makes the frustration of them his chief task, Thus it is that 
on theaters of war which contain many fortresses, we see that almost all 
movements are pivoted on these, the assailant seeking to approach one of 
them unexpectedly and employing various feints for the purpose, while the 
defender tries by well-prepared movements quickly to get before him 
again. This is the general character of almost all campaigns in the Nether
lands from Louis XIV to Marshal Saxe~ 

So much for the covering of fortresses. 
The covering of a country by an extended disposition of the military 

forces is only conceivable in combination with considerable obstacles of 
ground. The great and small posts which must be formed for the purpose 
can only by means of strong positions acquire a certain capacity for re
sistance; and as the natural conditions are seldom found sufficient, the art 
of entrenchment comes to our aid. We must, however, observe that the 
power of resistance which is thus obtained at any point, is always only 
relative (see the chapter "On the Significance of the Engagement," Book 
IV, Chapter 5) and can never be regarded as absolute. It may, of course, 
happen that such a post resists all attacks, and that thus in a single in
stance an absolute result occurs; but from the great number of posts, any 
single one, in comparison with the whole, still appears but weak and ex
posed to the possible attack of a greatly superior force, and consequently 
it would be unreasonable to make our whole safety depend on the resistance 
of any single post. With such an extended disposition, therefore, we can 



DEFENSE OF A THEATER OF WAR 

only count upon a comparatively long resistance, and not upon a real vic~ 
tory. This value of single posts is, however, sufficient for the object and m-' 
tention of the whole. In campaigns in which no great decision, no impetuous 
advance toward the subjugation of the whole force, is to be feared, en~ 
gagements in which a post is involved, even though they end in the loss 
of the post, are less dangerous. There is seldom any further result in con~ 
nection with them except just the loss of this post and a few trophies. The 
victory has no further influence upon the state of affairs; it breaks down' 
no foundation that will bring down with it a mass of ruins. In the worst 
case, that is, if the whole defensive system has been disorganized by the 
loss of single posts, the defender will always have time to concentrate his 
corps and with his united strength offer the decision which the assailant, 
according to our supposition, does not desire. It usually happens, therefore_, 
that with this concentration of strength the act is closed and the further 
advance of the assailant stopped. A bit of ground, a few men and cannon 
are all that the defender loses and all that the assailant gains, but enough 
to satisfy him. · 

To such a risk, we say, in the event of things going wrong the defende~; 
may very well expose himself, if he has, on the other hand, the possibility 
or rather the probability, in his favor, that the 'assailant from timidity or 
prudence will halt before his posts without attacking them. Only with re~ 
gard to this we must not lose sight of the fact that we are now supposing 
an assailant who has no wish to venture a great stroke. A, moderate or 
strong post will very well serve to'stop such an adversary, for although he 
can undoubtedly make himself master of it, still he asks himself what price 
he will have to pay for it, and whether this price is not too high for what 
use, in his position, he can make of the victory. 

In this way we may see how the powerful relative resistance which the 
defender can obtain from an extended disposition, consisting of ·a number 
of posts in juxtaposition with one another, may constitute a satisfactory , 
result in the balance sheet of his whole campaign. In order to direct at 
once to the right point the glance which the reader, with his mind's eye, 
will here cast upon military history, we must observe that these extended 
positions appear more frequently in the latter half of a campaign, because 
by that time the defender has become thoroughly acquainted with his ad
versary, and with his intentions and conditions; and the small quantity of 
the spirit of enterprise with which the assailant st_!lrted is usually exhausted. 

In this defensive in an extended position, by which the country, the 
supplies and the fortresses are covered, all great natural obstacles, such as 
rivers streams mountains, woods and morasses, must naturally play a 

' ' . h. great part and acquire a predominant influence. Concermng t e1r use, we 
refer the ;eader to what we ·have already said about it. 

It is through this predominating importance of the topographical ele~ 
ment that the knowledge and activity which are looked upon as the spe-
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cialty of the General Staff are particularly required. Now as the General 
Staff is usually that part of the army which writes and publishes most, it 
follows that these parts of campaigns are recorded more fully in history; 
and, furthermore, from this there arises a not unnatural tendency to 
systematize them, and out of the historical solution of one case to construct 
general solutions for all succeeding cases. But this is a futile, and, therefore, 
a mistaken endeavor. Even in this more passive kind of war, which is more 
closely connected with locality, each case is different and must be differ
ently dealt with. The ablest memoirs of a critical character respecting 
these subjects are therefore only suited to make us fa."lliliar with them, but 
never to serve as instructions for action. 
, However necessary and estimable the activity of the General Staff may 
be; which, following the common view, we have distinguished as most 
peculiarly its own, we must still raise a warning voice against the usurpa
tions which often spring from it to the prejudice of the whole. The author
ity acquired by those leading members of it who are strongest in this 
branch of the service often gives them a sort of general dominion over 
people's minds, beginning with the general himself, and from this arises a 
habit of thinking which leads to onesidedness. At last the general sees 
nothing but mountains and passes, and that which should be a measure 
of free choice guided by circumstances becomes a mannerism, a second 
nature. 

Thus in 1793 and 1794, Colonel Grawert of the Prussian army, who 
was the animating spirit of the General Staff of the day and well known 
as great on motmtains and passes, led two generals of the most opposite 
personal characteristics, the Duke of Brunswick and General Mollendorf, 
into exactly the same ways of carrying on war. 

That a defensive line parallel to the course of a formidable natural 
obstacle may lead to a cordon war is evident. It would, in most cases, 
necessarily lead to that if really the whole extent of the theater of war 
could be directly covered in that manner. But most theaters of war have 
sach an extent that the normal tactical extension of the troops destined for 
their defense would be far too ·thin. Since, however, the assailant, by his 
own dispositions and other circumstances, is confined to certain principal 
directions and roads, and any great deviation from these, even if he is 
only opposed to a very inactive defender, would be attended with great 
embarrassment and disadvantage, generally all the defender has to do is 
to cover the country for a certain number of miles or marches right and 
left of these principal lines of direction. To effect this covering, we may 
again be contented with defensive posts on the principal roads and means 
of approach, and merely watch the country in between by small posts of 
observation. The consequence of this is, of course, that the assailant may 
pass a column between two of these posts and thus make his intended at
tack upon one of these two posts from several quarters at once. Now 
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these posts are in some measure arranged to meet this, partly by their hav· 
ing supports for their flanks, partly by the formation of flank defens~ 
(called crochets)' partly by their being able to receive assistance from a 
reserve posted in the rear, or by some troops detached from adjoining posts~ 
In this_ manner the number of posts is reduced still more and the result.is 
that an army engaged in a defense of this kind usually is divided. into 
four or five principal posts. . 

For important points of approach, beyond a certain distance, and yei 
in some measure threatened, special centers are established which, in' a 
certain sense, form small theaters of-war within the principal one. In this 
manner the Austrians, during the Seven Years' War, generally placed the 
main body of their army in four or five posts in the mountains of Lowe\" 
Silesia; while a small, more or less independent, detachment organized 
for itself a similar system of defense in Upper Silesia. .: 

Now the further such a defensive system diverges from direct cover: 
ing, the more it must seek the assistance of mobility (active defense) and 
even of offensive means. Certain bodies are regarded as reserves;'besides 
which, one post hastens to send to the help of another all the troops it ea~ 
spare. This assistance may be rendered either by actually hastening up 
from the rear to reinforce and re-establish the passive defense, or by at;
tacking the enemy in flank, or even by threatening his line of retreat. If 
the assailant threatens the flank of a post not by an attack, but only ~y ~ 
position through which be tries to act upon the communications of ~ 
post, either the troops which have been advanced for this purpose must b~ 
actually attacked, ·or the way of reprisal must be resorted to by !in ati 
tempt to act upon the communications of the enemy. 1 

We see then that however passive in character the defense may be 
fundamentally, it must still include many active means and can in :rp.aity 
ways be organized to meet the complex conditions. Usually those defenses 
are reckoned the best which make the most use of active and even of
fensive means, but this depends very much on the nature of the ground_, 
the composition of the forces, and even on the talent of the general. We 
are also liable, in general, to expect altogether too much from mobility 
and other auxiliary means of an active nature and to place altogether too 
little confidence in the local defensive power of a formidable natural ob
stacle. We think we have thus sufficiently explained what we understand 
by an extended line of defense, and we now tum to the third auxiliary 
means, the placing ourselves in front of the enemy by a rapid march to a 
fi~ . 

This means necessarily belongs to the set-up of that kind of defense of 
a country which we are now considering. In the first place, even with the 
most extended positions, the defender often cannot occupy all . the ap;
proaches to his country which are threatened. Secondly, he must m many 
cases be ready to betake himself with the main strength of his forces _t~ 

' 
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those posts against which that of the enemy's forces is meant to be thrown, 
as otherwise those posts would be too easily overpowered. Lastly, a gen
eral who does not like to have his forces condemned to passive resistance 
in an extended position must, as a rule, seek all the more to attain his 
object, the protection of the country, by rapid movements, well planned 
and well directed. The greater the spaces he leaves exposed, the greater 
must be his mastery in movement in order everywhere to interpose at the 
right moment. 

The natural consequence of striving to do this is that everywhere posi
tions are sought out, which in such a case are occupied and which offer 
enough advantages to banish from our adversary's mind the idea of attack
ing any of them from the moment that our own army or even only a part 
of it has reached it. As these positions continually recur and everything 
depends on their being reached at the right moment, they are, so to speak, 
lhe keynotes of the whole of this way of caiTying on war, which on that 
account has sometimes been called a wm- oj posts. , 

Just as an extended position and the relative resistance it offers in a 
war without a great decisiqn do not present the dangers originally inherent 
in them, so to throw ourselves in front of the enemy by a flank march is 
not so hazardous as it would be in a moment of great decisions. With a de
termined adversary, able and willing to deal heavy blows and not afraid 

. therefore of a considerable expenditure of forces, to propose at the last_ 
moment in great haste to thrust an army in front of him would be going 
half way to meet a most decisive defeat, for against a ruthless blow de
livered with full force such a running and stumbling into a position would 
be futile. But against an adversary who instead of going to work with his 
whole fist does so only with the tips of his fingers, who is incapable of 
laking advantage of a great result, or rather of the preparation for it, who 
omy seeks a trifling advantage at small expense-against such an adver
sary, this kind of resistance can certainly be employed with success. 

A natural consequence of this is that this means is generally more in 
evidence in the latter half of a campaign than at its opening. 

Here also the General Staff has an opportunity of displaying its topo
graphical knowledge in framing a system of connected measures with ref
erence to the choice and preparation of positions and the roads leading to 
them. 

When, finally, the whole object of the one side is to gain a certain point, 
and that of the other is to prevent it, both sides are often obliged to make 
their movements each under the eyes of the other; for this reason these 
movements must be made with a degree of precaution and precision not 
.otherwise required. Formerly, when the main army was not divided into 
independent divisions and even on the march was regarded as an indivisible 
whole, this precaution and precision was attended with many formalities 
and a great expenditure of tactical skill. On such occasions, certainly, 
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single brigades had to burry forward from the line of battle to secure cer
tain points and play an independent part until the army co~ld arrive; but 
these. we~e, and continued to be, anomalous proceedings; and in genera!, 
the aun m the order of march was always to move the ann.y about. as a 
whole with its formation undisturbed and to avoid such exceptional 
proceedings as much as possible. Nowadays, when the parts of the main 
army are again divided into independent bodies and these bodies may ven
ture to enter into an engagement even with the whole of the enemy's army, 
provided the others are near enough to carry it on and finish it-nowadays_ 
such a flank march even under the eyes of the enemy offers less difficulty. 
What formerly could only be effected by the actual mechanism of the order 
of march can now be effected by starting single divisions at an earlier hour, 
by hastening the march of others and by greater freedom in the employ
ment of the whole. 

By the means of defense just considered, the assailant is to be prevented 
from taking a fortress, from occupying any important tract of country or· 
from capturing a magazine. He will be so prevented if everywhere engage
ments are offered him in which be finds either too small probability of 
success, too great danger of a reaction in case of failure or, in general,· an 
expenditure of force too great for his object and his situation. 

If now the defender succeeds in this triumph of his skill and contrivance., 
and the assailant, wherever be. turns his eyes, sees himself deprived ey· 
judicious precautions of all prospect of realizing his modest wishes, the of.i 
fensive principle often seeks an escape in the mere satisfaction of military' 
honor. The winning of any sort of important engagement gives to the arms 
of the victor the semblance of a superiority, satisfies the vanity of the gen
eral, the court, the army and the people, and therewith to some extent the 
expectations which naturally are associated with every attack. 

A successful engagement of some importance merely for the sake of the 
victory and the trophies is thus the assailant's last hope. Let no one sup
pose that we are here involving ourselves in a contradiction, for by our own 
hypothesis, which still covers us, the sound measures of the defender have 
deprived the assailant of all prospect of achieving one of those other ob
jects by means of a successful engagement. Such a prospect would depend 
on two conditions; namely, advantageous conditions in the engagement 
and, next, that the success should also actually lead to the attainment of 
one of those objects. . 

The first condition can very well exist without the second, and there
fore separate detachments and posts of the defender's will much more fre
quently find themselves in danger of being involved in disadvantageous 
engagements if the assailant is merely aiming at the honor of the battlefield 
than if he couples with it the condition that it should bring further ad
vantages as well. 

If we place ourselves entirely in Daun's position and mental attitude, 
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we can understand that be could venture on the surprise of Hochk.irch 
wi'thout inconsistency, provided he was aiming at nothing but winning the 
trophies of the day. But a victory rich in results, which would have com
pelled the king to abandon to him Dresden and Neisse, was quite another 
task, on which he had no wish to venture. 

Let no one think that these are trifling or quite idle distinctions; on the 
contrary, we have here to do with one of the deepest-rooted, fundamental 
characteristics of war. The significance of an engagement is the soul of it 
for strategy, and we cannot too often repeat that in strategy all leading 
events invariably proceed from the final intention of the two parties, as 
from the final conclusion of the whole train of thought. This is why there 
can be such a difference strategically between one battle and another that 
they can no longer be regarded as at all the same means. · 

Now a fruitless victory of the assailant's can scarcely be regarded as do
ing any essential damage to the defense. But still, the defender will not 
willingly concede even this advantage to his adversary, especially as one 
never knows what may still happen to be involved in it. So it is necessary 
that he should keep incessant watch on the situation of his important corps 
and posts. Here, no doubt, very much depends on the judicious arrange
ments made by the corps commanders, though these may also be involved 
in inevitable catastrophes by injudicious instructions from the general. 
Who is not reminded here of Fouque's corps at Landshut and of Fink's at 
Maxen? 
\ In both cases Frederick the Great had reckoned too much on the effect 

of traditional ideas. He could not possibly think that in the position of 
Landshut ro,ooo men could successfully engage 3o,ooo, or that Fink could 
resist overwhelmingly superior numbers pouring upon him from all sides. 
But he thought the strength of the position of Landshut would be accepted, 
like a bill of exchange, as heretofore, and that Daun would see in the dem
onstration against his flank sufficient reason to exchange his uncomfortable 
position in Saxony for the more comfortable one in Bohemia. There he 
misjudged Laudon and here for once Daun, and in that lies the error of 
these measures. 
· But apart from such errors, into which even generals may fall who are 
not so proud, daring and obstinate as Frederick the Great may perhaps in 
some of his proceedings be reproached with being, there always, with re
gard to the subject we are now considering, lies a great difficulty in the fact 
that the general cannot always expect all he desires from the sagacity, 
good will, courage and firmness of character of his corps commanders. H~ 
cannot, therefore, leave all to their judgment; he must on many points 
give them orders by which their course of action, being restricted, may 
easily fail to suit the circumstances of the moment. This is an unavoidable 
drawback. Without an imperious, commanding will, the influence of which 
penetrates the whole army, war cannot be well conducted, and whoever in-
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sisted on following the practice of always expecting the best from his 
subordinates would for that very reason be quite unfit to be a good com
mander of an army. 

The conditions of every single corps and post must, therefore, be always 
kept clearly in view to prevent any of them being involved in a catastrophe. 

The aim of all these four efforts is to preserve the status quo. The more 
fortunate and successful they are, the longer will the war linger at the same 
point; but the longer the war continues at one point, the more serious be
comes the problem of subsistence. 

The place of requisitions and contributions from the country is taken 
from the very beginning, or at all events very soon, by a system of sub
sistence from magazines; that of local vehicles, collected for each occasiou, 
more or less by the formation of a permanent transport service, composed 
of local vehicles or of such as belong to the army itself. In short, there 
arises an approach to that regular system of feeding troops from magazines* 
which.we have already treated in Book V, Chapter 14, "Subsistence." 

At the same time, it is not this' which exercises a great influence on ~ 
mode of conducting war, for as this mode, by its object and character, ~ 
tied down to a limited space, the question of subsistence may very well have 
a part in determining its course-and will indeed do so for the greater part 
-but without changing the character of the whole war. On the othe~: 
band, the action of each side on the other's line of. communications gain!% 
a much greater importance for two reasons. First, through the lack in such 
campaigns of more important and conclusive measures, the generals must 
turn their energies to feebler ones of this sort; and second, because there 
is in this case no lack of the time required to wait for the effect of this 
means. The security of his own line of communication will therefore ap; 
pear to the defender specially important, for though, it is true, its interrup; 
tion cannot be an object of the enemy's attack, yet it might force the de
fender to retreat and to give up other objects. 

All measures for the protection of the area of the theater of war itself 
must naturally also have the effect of covering the lines of communicatioa 
Their security therefore is in part provided for in that way, and we have 
only to observe that it is a principal condition in choosing a position. 

A special means of security co~sists in small or fairly considerable bodies 
of troops escorting the separate convoys. For one thing, the most extended 
positions are not always sufficient to secure the lines of communication; 
for another, such an escort becomes particularly necessary when the gen
eral has wanted to avoid a very extended disposition. Consequently we 
find in Tempelhoff's History of the Seven Years' War instances without 
end in which Frederick the Great caused his bread and flour wagons to 
be escorted by single regiments of infantry or cavalry, sometimes even 
by whole brigades. On the side of the Austrians, we nowhere find mention 
of the same thing, which certainly may be partly due to the fact that they 
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bad no such circumstantial historian on their side, but partly also because 
they always took up much more extended positions. 

Having mentioned the four efforts which form the basis of a defensive 
that does not aim at a decision, and which are fundamentally free from all 
offensive elements, we must now say something of the offensive means 
with which they may become more or less mixed up, or, so to speak, 
flavored. These offensive means are chiefly: 

r. Operating against the enemy's communications, under which we 
likewise include enterprises against his places of supply. 

2. Diversions and raids within the enemy's territory. 
3· Attacks on the enemy's detachments and posts and even upon his 

main body, under favorable circumstances, or even merely the threat of 
.such attacks. 

The first of these means is incessantly in action in all campaigns of this 
kind, but, so to speak, very quietly without actually making an appearance. 
Every suitable position for the defender derives a great part of its efficacy 
_(rom the disquietude which it causes the assailant with regard to his com
munications; and as the question of subsistence in such a war becomes, as 
we have observed, one· of vital importance, affecting the assailant just as 
much as the defender, a great part of the strategic web is determined by 

'this apprehension of possible offensive action proceeding from the enemy's 
positions, as we shall again note in dealing with the attack. 

Not only this general influence, proceeding from the choice of positions, 
which, like pressure in mechanics, acts invisibly, but also an actual offen
sive advance with part of the forces against the enemy's line of commu
. nication, comes within the compass of such a defensive. But if it is to be 
done advantageously, the situation of the lines of communication, the na
ture of the country or the peculiar quality of the troops must always be 
.specially suitable for the purpose. 

Incursions into the enemy's country which have as their object reprisals 
or the levying of contributions for the sake of profit cannot properly be re
garded as defensive means. On the contrary, they are true offensive means, 
but are usually combined with the object of what is really a diversion. This 
has· for its object the weakening of the enemy force opposing us and may 
be regarded as a true defensive means. But as it may be used just as well 
in the attack and is in itself actual attack, we think it more suitable to 
leave its further examination for the next Book. Accordingly, we shall only 
list it here in order to render a full account of the arsenal of small offensive 
means belonging to the defender of a theater of war. For the present we 
merely add that in extent and importance it may reach such a point as to 
give the whole war the appearance and, along with that, the honor, of the 
offensive. Of this nature are Frederick the Great's enterprises in Poland, 
Bohemia and Franconia before the opening of the campaign of I759· His 
campaign itself is plainly a pure defense, but these incursions into the 
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enemy's territo~y have given it the character of an offensive, which per-
haps has a special value on account of the moral weight it carries. · 

An attack on one of the enemy's detachments or on his main army must 
always be kept in view as a necessary complement of the whole defense 
whene~er the assailant takes the matter too easily, and on that account 
lays himself very open to attack at particular points. Under this tacit con, 
clition the whole action takes place. But here also the defender, in the 
same way as in operating against the communications of the enemy, may 
go a step further into the province of the offensive, lind, like his adversary, 
make lying in wait for a favorable stroke an object of his efforts. In order 
to expect some result in this field, he must either be decidedly superior in 
strength to his adversary-which certainly in general is contrary to the 
nature of the defensive but still can happen-<lr he must possess the 
method and the talent of keeping his forces more concentrated, and make 
up by activity and mobility for what, on the other hand, he must sacrifice 
in such a case. 

The former was Daun's case in the Seven ,Years' War, the latter the 
case of Frederick the Great. We hardly ever see Daun's offensive make its 
appearance except when Frederick the Great invited it by excessive bold
ness and a display of contempt for him (Hochkirch, Maxen, Landshut). 
On the other hand, we see Frederick the Great' almost constantly on the 
move in order to beat one or other of Daun's corps with his main body. He 
seldom succeeded; at least the results were never great, because Daun, in 
addition to his great superiority in numbers, had also a rare degree of pru
dence and caution; but we must not suppose that, on this account, the 
king's attempts were altogether. fruitless. In these attempts lay rather a 
very effectual resistance, for the carefulness and exertion imposed upon his 
adversary in order to avoid fighting at a disadvantage neutralized those 
forces which otherwise would have aided in advancing the attack. Let us 
only call to mind the campaign of 1760 in Silesia, where Daun and the 
Russians, out of sheer apprehension of being attacked and beaten by the 
king, now here and now there, could not succeed in advancing one step. 

We believe we have now gone through all the subjects which form the 
predominant ideas, the principal aims and therefore the mainstay of the 
whole action in the defense of a theater of war if no decision is intended; 
Our chief object in putting them side by side has been merely to provide 
a general view of how the whole strategic action hangs together; the in
dividual measures by which they are realized in practice--marches, posi
tions, and so forth-we have hitherto considered in detail. 

If we now cast another glance at the whole of the subject as we here 
conceive it, the idea must strike us that with such a weak offensive prin
ciple, with so little desire for a decision on either side, with so little positive 
motive, with so many subjective counteracting influences which stop us 
and hold us back, the essential difference between attack and defense must 
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more and more tend to disappear. At the opening of a campaign, no doubt, 
one party will enter the other's theater of war and thereby his action will 
assume the form of attack. But it may very well be and frequently happens 
that he must soon enough employ all his forces to defend his own country 
on the enemy's ground. Thus both' really stand opposite each .other in a 
state of mutual observation, both of them intent on losing nothing, both 
also perhaps equally intent on making some positive gain. Indeed it may 
happen, as with Frederick the Great, that the real defender aims even 
higher in that way than his adversary. 

Now the more the assailant gives up the attitude of advance, and the 
less the defender is threatened by him and confined by the urgent need of 
security to a strict defensive, so much the more there arises an equality of 
circumstances, in which the energies of each party are directed to winning 
an advantage from its adversary and protecting itself against any dis
advantage, therefore to a true strategic maneuvering. And indeed this is 
more or less the character of all campaigns when conditions or political in
tentions do not allow of any great decision. 

In the following Book we have allotted a chapter specially to the sub
ject of strategic maneuvers; but as this equipoised play of forces has fre
quently acquired in theory a false importance, we find ourselves obliged 
here, while treating of the defense, to examine it more in detail, for it is 
more particularly in the defensive that this false importance has been 
given to it. 

We call it an equipoised play of forces because when there is no move
ment of the whole there is a state of equipoise. Where no great object 
impels, there is no movement of the whole; therefore, in such a case, how
ever unequal the two parties may be, they are still to be regarded as in 
equipoise. From this state of equipoise now come forth the particular mo
tives to actions on a minor scale and for more trifling objects. They can 
here develop because they are no longer kept down by the pressure of a 
great decision and a great danger. What can be lost or won at all consists 
of smaller counters, and the whole action is broken up into smaller opera
tions. With these smaller operations at this slighter cost there now arises 
between the two generals a contest of skill. But as in war, chance and, 
consequently, luck, ca:q_ ~ever be quite denied entrance, this contest will 
never cease to be a gamble. Meanwhile two other questions here arise, 
namely, whether in this maneuvering, chance will- not have a smaller 
share in the decision than when everything is concentrated into a single 
great act, and whether calculating intelligence will not have a greater. The 
latter of these two questions we must answer in the affirmative. The more 
intricate the whole becomes and the oftener time and space--the former 
at single moments, the latter at single points-come into consideration, 
so much the greater obviously becomes the field of calculation and conse-
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quently the dominance of reasoning intelligence. What the reasoning in
telligence gains is partly taken from chance, but not necessarily altogether 
so, and therefore we are not obliged to give an affirmative answer to the 
first question as well. For we must not forget that a reasonina intelligence 
• h 1:> 
IS not t e only mental quality of a general. Courage, force, resolution, pres-
ence of mind and so forth are qualities which will again count for more 
when everything depends on a single great decision. They will, therefore, 
count for somewhat less in an equipoised play of forces, and the pre
dominating importance of clever calculation increases not merely at th~ 
expense of chance but also at the expense of these qualities. On the other 
hand, these same brilliant qualities in the moment of a great decision may 
rob chance of a great part of its dominance, and therefore, so to speak, 
bind fast what calculating cleverness in this case had to let go free. We see 
by this that here a conflict takes place between several forces, and that we 
cannot positively assert that there is a greater field left open to chance 
in the case of a great decision than there is in the total result when that 
equipoised play of forces takes place. If, therefore, we see in this play of 
forces .more particularly a contest of mutual skill, that must be taken to 
refer only to clever calculation and not to the sum total of military genius. 

Now it is just from this aspect of strategic maneuvering that the whole 
has been given that false ·importance of which we have spoken above. In 
the first place, this skill has been assumed to constitute the whole of a 
general's mental endowment; but this is a great mistake, for, as we have 
said, it is not to be denied that in moments of great decisions his other 
qualities, mental and moral, can make him master of the force of events. 
If this mastery proceeds more from the impulse of great emotions and of 
those flashes of genius which come into being almost unconsciously and 
not therefore as the conclusion of a long train of thought, it has none the 
less on that account full right of citizenship in the art of war, for that art 
is neither a mere act of intelligence nor are the activities of the intelligence 
the highest that have part in it. Further, it has been believed that every 
ineffectual activity in a campaign must be due to that sort of skill on the 
part of one or even of both of the two generals, while nevertheless its usual 
and chief reason was always to be found in the general circumstances 
which made of war such a gamble. · 

As most wars between civilized states have had for their object rather 
the observation of the enemy than his destruction, the majority of cam
paigns must naturally have assumed the character of strategic maneuver
ing. Those of them which had no famous general to show have attracted 
no attention; but where there was a great general on wh<;>m all eyes were 
fixed or even two opposed to each other, like Turenne and Montecuculi, 
ther; the seal of' perfection bas been stamped upon this whole art of 
maneuvering through the names of those generals. A further consequence 
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was that this game was looked upon as the acme of art, the manifestation 
of its high perfection, and consequently also as the source at which 'the 
art of war must chiefly be studied. 

This view was universal in the, world of theory before the Wars of the 
French Revolution. But these wars suddenly opened to view a wholly dif
ferent world of military phenomena, which at first somewhat rough and 
wild, but afterwards systematized under Bonaparte into a method on a 
grand scale, produced results which roused the astonishment of young and 
old. Old models were abandoned and it was thought that all this was the 
result of new discoveries, magnificent ideas, and so forth, but also, of 
course, of the changes in the state of society. It was now thought that the 
old methods were of no further use whatever and would never be seen 
again. But in such revolutions in opinions, parties always arise and in this 
case also the old views have found their champions, who look upon the 
new phenomena as rude blows of brute force, a general decadence of the 
art, and who cherish the belief that it is precisely the equipoised, fruitless, 
nugatory war game which must be the goal of perfection. There lies at 
the bottom of this last view such a want of logic and philosophy that we 
can· only term it a desperate confusion of ideas. But at the same time, 
the opposite opinion, that nothing like the past will ever appear again, is 
very rash. Of the new phenomena in the field of war very few indeed are 
to be ascribed to new discoveries or new tendencies of thought. Most of 
them are due to new social conditions and circumstances. But these must 
not be taken as a norm, either, belonging as they do just to the crisis of a 
process of fermentation, and we cannot doubt that a great part of the 
earlier conditions of war will once more reappear. This is not the place to 
enter further into these matters; it is enough for us that by directing atten
tion to the position which this equipoised play of forces occupies in the 
conduct of war as a whole, we have shown with regard to its significance 
and its internal connection with other matters that it is always the product 
of limitations imposed by circumstances on both parties and a very atten
uated form of war's essential violence. In this play, one general may show· 
himself more skilful than his opponent, and consequently, if he is a match 
for him in forces, may also gain many advantages over him; or if he is the 
weaker, he may maintain the equipoise with him by his superior ability; 
but it is manifestly absurd to look here for the highest honor and glory of 
a general. Such a campaign is, on the contrary, always an infallible sign 
that neither of the generals has any great military talent, or that he who 
has talent is prevented by circumstances from venturing on a great deci
'sion. But where this is the case, the opportunity of winning the highest 
military glory no longer exists. 

We have so far spoken of the general character of strategic maneuvering; 
we must now proceed to a special influence which it has on the conduct of 
war, the fact, namely, that it frequently leads the military forces away 
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from the principal roads and places irito out-of-the-way or, at all events 
unimportant districts. Where trifling interests, which exist for a moment 
and then disappear, are paramount, the great features of a country have 
less influence on the conduct of the war. We therefore find that forces are 
often sent off to points at which, having regard to the great and simple re
quirements of the war, we should never expect to find .them, and conse
quently the details of the war's course are here much more subject to 
change and variation than they are in wars that seek a great decision. Let 
us only look at the l~st five campaigns·of the Seven Years' War. In spite 
of the relations in general remaining unchanged, each of these campaigns 
took a different form, and, on close examination, no single measure ever ap
pears twice. And yet in these campaigns the offensive principle manifests 
itself on the side of the Allied armies much more decidedly than in most 
other earlier wars. 

In this chapter on the defense of a theater of war if no great decision 
is in view, we have only shown the tendencies which the action will have, 
together with their connection, their relations to one another, and, their 
nature; the particular measures involved in it have been described in de
tail earlier in this work. Now the question arises whether for these differ
ent tendencies no general comprehensive principles, rules or methods can 
be given. To this we reply that if we keep to history, we are decidedly not 
led to any deductions of the kind through constantly recurring forms; and 
at the same time for a whole subject of so manifold and' variable a charac
ter, we could hardly admit any theoretical rule, e~cept one founded on 
experience. A war with great decisions is not only much simpler but also 
much more natural; it is freer from inconsistencies, more objective, more 
governed by a law of inherent necessity. Hence reason can prescribe forms 
and laws for it. But for a war without a decision, this appears to us to be 
far more difficult. Even the two fundamental principles of the theory of 
war on a large scale developed only in our own time, the breadth of the base 
by Biilow, and the position on interior lines by Jomini, if applied to the 
defense of a theater of war have actually in no instance shown themselves 
absolute and effective. But this is just where as mere forms they should 
prove most effective, because forms must become more and more effective 
and acquire more and more preponderance over the other factors in the 
product, the more the action extends in time and space. Nevertheless we 
find that they are nothing but particular aspects of the subject and cer
tainly anything but decisive advantages. That the particular <;haracter of 
the means and circumstances must have a great influence, defying all gen
eral principles, is very obvious. What Daun did by the extension and pru
dent choice of positions, the king did by keeping his main force always 
concentrated, always hugging the enemy close, and constantly ready to 
act on the spur of the moment. Both methods proceeded not only from 
the nature of the armies but also from the circumstances in which they 
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were placed. To act on the spur of the moment is much easier for a king 
than it is for a general responsible to higher authority. We shall here once 
more call special attention to the fact that the critic has no right to re
gard the different manners and methods that may arise as different de
grees of perfection, treating one as inferior to another. They exist side by 
side and it must be left to the judgment to appraise their use in each par
ticular case.-

To enumerate the different manners which may arise from the particu
lar character of the army, the country or the situation is, of course, not our 
intention here. We have already pointed out the general influence of these 
things. 

We acknowledge, therefore, that in this chapter we are unable to give 
any principles, rules or methods, because history offers us nothing of the 
kind. On the contrary, at almost every single moment we stumble upon 
peculiarities which are very frequently quite inexplicable and often even 
startle us with their oddity. But it is not on that account unprofitable to 
study history in connection with this subject also. Where there is no sys
tem, no contrivance for finding truth, still a truth is there, and this truth 
will usually be discovered only by a practiced judgment and the instinct 
that comes of long experience. Even if history does not here furnish any 
formula, we may be certain that here as everywhere else it will give us 
exercise for the judgment. 

We shall only set up one comprehensive general principle, or rather we 
shall repeat and put more vividly before the eye, in the form of a separate 
principle, the natural presupposition of all that has now been said. 

All the means here enumerated have only a relative value; they are 
under the legal ban of a certain disability on both sides; over this region 
a higher law prevails, and in that a totally different world of phenomena 
exists. The general must never forget this; he must never move in 
imaginary security within the narrow sphere as if in something absolute; 
never look upon the means which he employs here as the necessary and 
the only means, and never still adhere to them even when he himself is 
trembling at their insufficiency. 

From the point· of view which we have here taken up, such an error 
may appear to be almost impossible; but it is not impossible in the real 
world, because there things do not appear in such sharp contrast. 

We must again remind our readers that, for the sake of giving clear
ness, distinctness and force to our ideas, we have taken as the subject of 
our treatment the complete antithesis of the extremes of each side, but 
that the concrete case in war generally lies between these two extremes 
and is only influenced by either of these extremes, according to the de
gree in which it approaches one or the other. 

Therefore, quite commonly everything depends on the general making 
up his mind above all as to whether his adversary has the inclination 
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and the means of outbidding him by the use of some greater and more 
decisive measure. As soon as he has reason to apprehend this he must 
give up the small measures intended to ward off small disadvan~ages. The 
course which in that case remains to him is to put himself by a voluntary 
sacrifice in a better position to be equal to a greater decision. In other 
words, the first requisite is that the general should apply the right stand~ 
ard in laying out his work. 

In order to give these ideas still more distinctness by the aid of actual 
life, we shall briefly review some cases in which in our opinion a wrong 
standard was used, that is, in which one of the generals in his calcula~ 
tions very much underestimated the decisive action intended by his ad~ 
versary. We begin with the opening of the campaign of 1757, in which the 
Austrians showed by the disposition of their forces that they had not 
counted upon so thorough an offensive as that adopted by Frederick the 
Great. Even the lingering of Piccolomini's corps on the Silesian frontier, 
while Duke Charles of Lorraine was in danger of having to surrender with 
his whole army, is such a case of complete misconception of the situation. 

In I 7 58, the French were not only completely deceived as to the ef~ 
fects of the convention of Kloster Seeven (a fact, of course, with which 
w~ have nothing to do here), but two months afterward they were also 
entirely mistaken in their judgment of what their opponent might under~ 
take, which, very shortly after, cost them the country between the Weser 
and the Rhine. That Frederick the Great in 1759, at Maxen, and in 176o, 
at Landshut misjudged his enemies in not supposing them capable of such 
decisive measures has been mentioned before. 

But in all history we can hardly find a greater error in the standard 
adopted than that in 1792. It was then imagined possible to turn the 
tide in a national war by a moderate~sized auxiliary army, which brought 
down on those who attempted it the enormous weight of the whole French 
people, at that time completely unhinged by political fanaticism. We 
only call this error a great one because it has proved so since, and not 
because it would have been easy to avoid. As far as regards the conduct 
of the war itself, it cannot be denied that the foundation of all the dis
astrous years which followed was laid in the campaign of 1794. On the 
side of the Allies il'l that campaign. itself, the powerful nature of the 
enemy's attack was quite misunderstood, by opposing to it a miserable sys~ 
tern of extended positions and strategic maneuvers; and further, in the 
political differences between Prussia and Austria and the foolish abandon~ 
ment of Belgium and the Netherlands, we may also see how little pre~ 
sentiment the cabinets of the day had of the force of the torrent which 
had just broken loose. In 1796, the separate acts of resistance offered at 
Montenotte, Lodi, and so on, show sufficiently how little the _Austrians 
understood what it meant to be confronted with a Bonaparte. 

In x8oo it was not by the direct effect of the surprise, but by the 
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false view which Melas took of the possible consequences of this sur- , 
prise, that his catastrophe was brought about. 

Ulm, in x8os, was the last knot of a loose network of scientific but 
extr~mely feeble strategic schemes, ·good enough to stop a Daun or a 
Lascy but not a Bonaparte, the Emperor of the Revolution.-

The indecision and confusion of the Prussians in 1 8o6 proceeded from 
antiquated, petty, impracticable views and, measures being mixed up 
with some lucid ideas and a true feeling of the immense importance of 
the moment. If there had been a clear consciousness and a complete ap
preciation of the situation of the country, how could they have left 
3o,ooo rnen in Prussia and entertained the idea of forming a special 
theater of war in Westphalia and of gaining any results from a trivial 
offensive such as that for which Ruebel's and the Weimar corps were in
tended? How could they have still gone on talking of danger to maga
zines and loss of this or that piece of territory in the last moments left 
for deliberation? 

Even in 1812, in that grandest of all campaigns, there was no want at 
first of unsound tendencies proceeding from the use of an erroneous 
standard. In the headquarters at Vilna there was a party of men of high 
repute who insisted on a battle on the frontier in order that no hostile foot 
should tread on Russian ground with impunity. That this battle on the 
frontier might be lost, nay, that it would. be lost, these men probably ad
mitted;· for, although they did not know that there would be 30o,ooo 
French to meet 8o,ooo Russians, still they knew that a considerable su
periority on the part of the enemy had to be assumed. The chief error 
consisted in the value which they ascribed to this battle; they thought it 
would be a lost battle like many others, whereas it may almost certainly 
be asserted that this supreme decision on the frontier would have pro
duced a very different series of events from those following other battles. · 
Even the camp at Drissa was a measure at the root of which there lay a 
completely erroneous standard with regard to the enemy. If the Russian 
army had intended to remain here they were bound to be completely 
isolated and cut off from every quarter, and then the French army would 
not have been at a loss for means to compel the Russians to lay down 
their arms. The designer of that camp never thought of power and will 
on such a scale as that. 

But even Bonaparte sometimes used a false standard. After the armis
tice of 1813 he believed he could hold in check the subordinate armies of 
the Allies under Bliicher and the Crown Prince of Sweden by forces which, 
although not able to offer any effectual resistance, might still give a 
cautious opponent sufficient cause to refuse to risk anything, as had so 
often been seen in earlier wars. He did not take enough account of the 
reaction of a deep-rooted hatred and sense of pressing danger such as 
animated Bliicher and Billow. 
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In general he underestimated the enterprfsing spirit ·of old Bliicher. 
At Leipzig BlUcher alone wrested from him the victory; at Laon Bliicher 
might have entirely ruined him, and if he did not do so, the cause lay in 
circumstances completely out of Bonaparte's calculation. Finally, at Wa
terloo, the penalty of this mistake reached him like a thunderbolt. 



BOOK VII 

THE, ATTACK 



CHAPTER 1 1 

THE ATTACK IN RELATION TO THE DEFENSE 

If two ideas form an exact logical antithesis, that is to say, if the one 
is the complement of the other, then, fundamentally, each one is implied 
in the other. Even when the limited power of our mind is_insufficient to 
apprehend both at once, and by the mere antithesis to recognize the 
totality of the one in that of the other as well, still, at all events, the one 
will always throw on the other a strong ·and, in many parts, sufficient 
light. Thus we think the first chapters on the defense throw a sufficient 
light on all the points of the attack which they touch upon. But it will 
not be so throughout in respect of every point. It has never been possible 
to exhaust all aspects of the subject, and it is, therefore, natural that 
where the antithesis does not lie so immediately in the root of the con
ception as in the first chapters, all that can be said about the attack does 
not follow immediately from what bas been said of the defense. A change 

, in our point of view brings us nearer to the subject, and it is, therefore, 
natural, from this nearer point of view to bring under~observation what 
we overlooked from the more distant. What we perceive here will thus be 
the complement of the set of ideas we bad there collected, and it will not 
unfrequently happen that what is said of the attack will throw new light 
on the defense as well. Thus in treating of the attack we shall, for the 
most part, have the same subjects before us which we had in treating of 
the defense. But it would be contrary to our own view and to the nature 
of the facts to do as is done in most textbooks of fortification and ignore 
or upset all that we have found of positive value in the defense, by prov
ing that against every means of defense there is an infallible means of 
attack. The defense has its strong points and its weak ones; the first are 
not unsurmountable, yet they cost a disproportionate price, and that must 
remain true from whatever point of view we look at it, or. we get in
volved in· a contradiction. Further, it is not our intention exhaustively to 
review the reciprocal action of the various means. Each means of defense 
suggests a means of attack, but this is often so evident that there is no 
necessity to pass over from the standpoint of the defense to that of the 
attack in order to become aware of it; the one follows from the other of 
itself. Our intention in each subject is to set forth the special character
istics of the attack in so far as they are not directly implied by the de
fense, and this mode of treatment must necessarily lead us also to many 
chapters to which there are none corresponding in the defense. 

1 Book VII, "The Attack," is a rough draft only.-Ed. 
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CHAPTER II 

NATURE OF THE STRATEGIC ATTACK 

We have seen that the defensive in war generally-therefore, also the 
strategic defensive-is no absolute state of waiting and warding off, there
fore no completely passive state, but that it is a relative state and con
sequently permeated more or less with offensive elements. In the same 
way the offensive is no homogeneous whole, but incessantly mingled with 
the defensive. But there. is this difference between the two: that a defen
sive,· without a return blow, cannot be conceived; that this return blow 
is a necessary constituent of the defensive, while in the attack, the blow 
or act of attack is in itself one complete conception. The defense in itself 

·is not necessarily a part of the attack; but time and space, to which it 
is bound, introduce the defense into it as a necessary evil. For in the first 
place, the attack cannot be continued uninterruptedly up to its conclu
sion; it must have stages of rest, and in these stages, when its action is 
neutralized, the state of defense intervenes of itself. In the second place, 
the space which a military force, in its advance, leaves behind it, and 
which is essential to its existence, cannot always be covered by the attack 
itself, but must be specially protected. 

The act of attack in war, but particularly in strategy, is therefore a 
perpetual alternating and combining of attack and defense; but the latter 
is not to be regarded as an effective preparation for attack, as a means by 
which its force is heightened; that is to say, not as an active principle, 
but purely as a necessary evil; as the retarding weight produced by the 
sheer weight of the mass; as its original sin, its seed of-mortality. We say 
a retarding weight, because if the defense does not contribute to strengthen 
the attack, it must tend to diminish its effect by the very loss of time 
which it represents. But noV!, may not this defensive element, which is 
contained in every attack, have even a positively disadvantageous effect 
upon it? If we say to ourselves that the attack is the weaker, the defense 
the stronger form of war, it seems to follow that the latter cannot have a 
positively disadvantageous effect upon the former; for as long as we ~till 
have enough forces for the weaker form, we should have more than enough 
for the stronger. In' general-that is as regards the main point-this is 
true, and how this works out in detail we shall set forth more precisely 
in Chapter 22, "The Culminating Point of Victory." But we must not 
forget that the superiority of strategic defense is partly founded on the 
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very fact that the attack itself cannot be without an admixture of de
fense, and indeed of defense of a much weaker kind. The admixture of 
defense with which the attack is encumbered consists of its worst ele
ments. With respect to these, ~hat which holds good of the whole in a 
general sense can no longer be maintained, and therefore we can under
stand that these elements of the defensive may even positively become 
a weakening influence for the attack. It is just in these moments of weak 
defensive in the attack that the effective energy of the offensive princip1e 
in the defense should come into action. During the twelve hours' rest 
which usually succeeds a day's work, what a difference there is between 
the situation of the defender in his chosen, well-known and prepared posi
tion, and that of the assailant, occupying a bivouac into which-like a 
blind man-he has groped his way; or during a longer period of rest, 
which may be required to obtain provisions and await reinforcements, etc., 
when the defender is close to his fortresses and supplies, while the situa
tion of the assailant, on the other hand, is like that of a bird on a bough. 
Every attack must end with a defense. What the nature of this will be 
depends on circumstances; these may be very favorable if the enemy's 
forces !ire destroyed, but they may also be very difficult, if that is not the 
case. Although this defensive does not belong to the attack itself, yet 
its nature must react upon the attack and help to determine its value. 

The result of this examination is that in every attack regard must be 
had to the defensive, which is a necessary component of it, in order to 
be able to get a clear view of the drawbacks to which it is subject and 
to be prepared for them. 

On the other hand, in another ·respect, the attack is always in itself 
completely one and the same. But the defensive has its gradations ac
cording to the degree in which the fundamental principle of awaiting the 
enemy is being made exhaustive use of. This produces forms which differ 
essentially from one another, as has been developed in the chapter on 
methods of resistance. 

As the attack has only one active principle, the. defensive element it 
contains being only a· dead weight, hanging upon it, it does not present 
the same variety as does the defense. An immense difference is certainly 
found in the energy of the attack, and in the rapidity and force of the 
blow, but only a difference of degree and not of kind. We mi~ht well think 
that the assailant also might on occasion choose the defensiVe form, the 
better to attain his end; that he might, for instance, occupy a strong 
position in order to be attacked there. But such instances are BO rare that 
we do not think it necessary to dwell upon them in our classification of 
principles and facts, which is always based upon practice. In the attack 
no such gradations are found as the methods of resistance present. 

Lastly, the means of attack, as a rule, consist only of the armed _forche; 
to this we must, of course, add the fortresses, for if these are m t e 
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vicinity of the enemy's theater of war, they have a noticeable influence 
on the attaCk. But this influence gradually diminishes as the attack pro
gresses, and it is obvious that, in the attack, our own fortresses can never 
play such an important part as in the defense, in which they often become 
the principal factor. The assistance of the people may be supposed to be 
in co-operation with the attack in those cases in which the inhabitants are 
more attached to the assailant than to their own army. Finally, the assail
ant may also have allies, but these are then only the result of special or 
accidental circumstances, not an assistance proceeding from the nature of 
attack. If, therefore, in the case of the defense, we have included fortresses, 
popular insurrections and allies among the means of resistance available, 
we cannot do the same in the case of the attack. In defense they are 
essential elements; in attack they only appear rarely and then for the 
most part accidentally. · 



CHAPTER III 

ON, THE OBJECTS OF THE STRATEGIC ATTACK 

The overthrow of the enemy is the aim in war, destruction of the 
enemy's military force the means,· both in attack and defense. By the 
destruction of the enemy's forces the defensive is led on to the offensive; 
the offensive, to the conquest of territory. Territory ,is, therefore, the 
object of the attack; but that need not be a whole country; it may be con
fined to a part-a province, a strip of 'country or' a fortress: All these 
things may have a sufficient value as political counters in settling the 
terms of peace, whether they are retained or exchanged. 
- The object of the strategic attac~ is, therefor_e, conceivable in' an in
finite number of gradations, from the conquest of ·the whole country 
down ·to that of the most insignificant spot. As soon as this object is 
attained and the attack ceases, the defensive begins. We could, therefore, 
represent to ourselves the strategic' attack as' a distinctly' limited unit. 
But it is not so if we consider the matter practically, that is, in accordance 
with actual phenomena. Practically the elements of the attack, that is, 
its intentions and measures, often end in defense as vaguely as the' plims 
of the defense .end in attack. It is seldom, or at all events not always, that , 
the general lays down positively for himself what be wishes to conquer; 
he leaves that dependent on the course of events. Hi!~ attack often leads 
him further than he bad intended; after a more or less short' rest, he 
often gets new strength, without our having occasion to make out of this 
two entirely separate stages of action. At another time he is brought to 
a standstill sooner than be had expected, without, however, giving up his 
intentions and changing to a real defensive. We see, therefore, that if the 
successful defense may change imperceptibly into the offensive, an attack 
may, on the other hand, change into a defense. These gradations must 
be kept in view in order to avoid making a wrong application of what 
we have to say of the attack in general. · 
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CHAPTER IV 

DECREASING FORCE OF THE ATTACK 

This is one of the principal subjects of strategy; on its right evaluation 
in the -individual case depends our being able to judgs correctly what we 
are able to do. 

The decrease of absolute power arises: 

I. Through the object of the attack, the occupation of the enemy's 
country; this generally begins only after the first decision, but the 
attack does not cease with the first decision. 

2. Through the necessity imposed on the attacking armies to occUpy 
the country in their rear in order to be able to secure their lines of 
communication and sUbsistence. 

3· Through losses in action, and through sickness. 
4· Distance of the various sources of supplies and reinforcements. 
s. Sieges and blockades of fortresses. 
6. Relaxation of efforts. 
7. Secession of allies. 

But against these grounds for the attack growing weaker must also be 
set some which may strengthen it. It is clear, however, that only the 
balancing of ·these different elements determines the general result. Thus, 
for instance, the weakening of the attack may be in part completely com
pensated or more than- compensated by the weakening of the defense. This 
last is seldom the case; we only have to be careful to bring into the com
parison not all the forces in the field but only those at. the point of contact 
or facing one another at decisive points. Different examples: the French 
in Austria and Prussia, and in Russia; the Allies in France; the French 
in Spain. 

512 



CHAPTER V 

CULMINATING POINT OF THE ATTACK 

. The success of the attack is the result of a present superiority of force, 
it being understood that the moral as well as the physical forces are in
cluded. In the preceding chapter we have shown that the force of the 
attack gradually exhausts itself; possibly at the same time the superiority 
may increase, but in the great majority of cases it diminishes. The assail
ant purchases advantages to be turned to account in the subsequent nego
tiations for peace; but he has to pay cash for them on the spot with his 
forces. If he maintains this daily diminishing preponderance in favor of 
the attack till peace is concluded, his end is attained. There are ·strategic 
attacks which have led to an immediate peace, but such instances are very 
rare; the majority, on the contrary, lead only to a point at which the 
forces remaining are just sufficient to maintain a defensive and to wait for 
peace. Beyond this point comes the turn of the tide, the counterstroke. 
The violence of such a counterstroke is usually much greater than the 
force of the original blow. This we call the culminating point of the at
tack. As the object of the attack is to get possession of the enemy's 
territory, it follows that the advance must continue till the superiority is 
exhausted; this, therefore, pushes us to our goal and may easily lead us 
beyond it. If we reflect on the number of elements which have to be taken 
into account· in comparing the forces operating, we can understand how 
hard it is in many cases to make out which of the two sides has the 
superiority. Often all hangs on the silken thread, of imagination. 

Thus everything depends on a delicate instinctive judgment that in
tuitively recognizes the culminating moment. Here we come upon a seem
ing contradiction. The defense being stronger than the attack, we should 
thus suppose that the latter can never lead us too far, for so· long as the 
weaker form remains strong enough, we are all the more so for the 
stronger.1 

1 Here follows in the manuscript the words: "Development of this subject after 
Book III, in the section about the culminating point of victory." 

Under this title is now found in an envelope inscribed, "Separate Essays as Ma
terials," a section which appears to be a draft of the chapter here indicated and which 
has been printed at the end of Book VII. 
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CHAPTER VI 

DESTRUCTION OF THE ENEMY'S Mll.ITARY FORCES 

The destruction of the enemy's military forces is the means to the 
end. What is meant by this and what is the price it costs? The different 
points of view possible with regard to the subject are: 

I. Only to destroy as much as the object of the attack demands. 
2. Or as much as is at all possible. 
3· The sparing of our own forces in the process as the principal point 

of view. 
4· This, again, can go so far that only when ~ favorable opportunity 

offers does the attack make any attempt at the destruction of the 
enemy's forces. How this can also be the case with the object of the 
attack bas already been. mentioned in Chapter 3· 

The only means of destroying the enemy's forces is the engagement but, 
of course, in two ways: I. directly; 2. indirectly, through a combination 
of engagements. If, therefore, the battle is the chief means, it is not the 
only one. The capture of a fortress or of a portion of territory is in itself 
a destruction of the enemy's forces, and it may lead to a still greater 
destruction and thus become also an indirect means. 

The occupation of an undefended strip of territory, therefore, apart 
from the value which it had as a direct attainment of the object, may 
also count as a destruction of the enemy's forces as well. Maneuvering 
the enemy out of a district occupied by him is something not very dif
ferent and can, therefore, only be regarded from the same point of view, 
and not as a real success of arms. The value of these means is for the 
most part rated too high; they seldom have the value of a battle; besides 
which, it is always to be feared that the disadvantageous position to 
which they lead will be overlooked. They are seductive through the low 
price they cost. 

We must always consider means of this description as small invest
ments, which only lead to small profits and are suited only for more 
limited circumstances and weaker motives. Then they are obviously better 
than battles without a purpose. Victories the results of which cannot be 
realized to the full.t 

• This is the heading of a paragraph never written. These chapters must be regarded 
merely as notes to be subsequently expanded.-Ed. 
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CHAPTER VII 

THE OFFENSIVE BATTLE 

What we have said about the defensive battle throws great light upon 
the offensive also. -

We there had in view the battle in which the defense is most strongly 
pronounced, in order that we might convey a more vivid impression of 
its nature. But only very few are of that kind; most battles are de~i
rencontres in which the defensive character to a great extent disappears·. 
It is otherwise with the offensive battle; it preserves its character under 
all circumstances and may keep up that character the more boldly when 
the defender has departed from his own. For this reason, in the battle 
which, is not definitely defensive and in the real rencontres there always 
remains something of the difference in the character of the battle, both 
on the one side and the other. The chief characteristic of the offensive 
battle is the maneuver to outflank or envelop, and therefore to gain the 
initiative as well. 

The engagement in lines formed to outflank has obviously in itself 
great advantages; this is, however,-a subject of tactics. The attack can~ot 
give up these advantages because the defense has a means of counter
acting them, for it cannot itself employ this means inasmuch as it is too 
closely connected with the other circumstances of the defense. In order 
successfully to outflank the outflanking enemy, it is necessary to have a 
well-chosen and well-prepared position. But what is much more important 
is that all the advantages which the defensive possesses cannot actually be 
employed. Most defenses are poor makeshifts; the greater number of de
fenders find themselves in a very harassing and critical position, in which, 
expecting the worst, they meet the attack half way. The consequence of 
this is that battles formed with outflanking lines, or even with an oblique 
front, which should properly result from an advantageous situation of the 
lines of communication, are commonly the result of a moral and physical 
preponderance (Marengo, Austerlitz, Jena). Besides, in the first battle 
fought, the base of the assailant, if not superior to that of the defender, 
is yet very wide on account of the proximity of the frontier; he can, 
therefore, afford to take some risk. The flank attack, that is, the battle 
with oblique front, is, by the way, generally more effective than the out
flanking form~ It is an erroneous idea that an outflanking strategic ad-
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vance from the very beginning must be connected with it, as at Prague. 
That strategic measure has seldom anything in common with it, and is 
very hazardo\IS. We shall speak further of this in the chapter, "Attack 
on a Theater of War." As it is the object of the commander in a defensive 
battle to delay the decision as long as possible and gain time, because a 
defensive battle undecided at sunset is commonly one gained, so it is the 
object of the commander in an offensive battle to hasten the decision; 
but, on the other hand, there is a great risk in too much haste, because it 
leads to a waste of forces. One characteristic of the offensive battle is the 
uncertainty, in most cases, as to the position of the enemy; it is an actual 
groping about among things that are unknown (Austerlitz, Wagram, 
Hohenlinden, Jena, Katzbach). The more this is the case, the more is 
concentration of forces required and the more is enveloping to be pre
ferred to outflanking. That the chief fruits of victory are only gathered 
in the pursuit, we have already learned in Book IV, Chapter 12. The 
pursuit is naturally more an integral part of the whole action in the 
offensive, than in the defensive, battle. 



CHAPTER VIII 

CROSSING OF RIVERS 

I. A large river which crosses the direction of the attack is always very 
embarrassing for the assailant; for when he has crossed it, he is g~nerally 
limited to one point of passage, and therefore unless he wants to remain 
close to the river, he becomes very much hampered in his movements. 
If, moreover, he intends to bring on a decisive engagement after crossing 
or may expect the enemy to do so, he exposes himself to great dangers; 
therefore without a decided superiority, both moral and physical, a gen
eral will not place himself in such a position. 

2. The difficulty caused by the mere fact of the assailant having .a 
river in his rear makes it possible actually to defend it much oftener than 
would otherwise be the case. If we suppose that this defense is not consid
ered the only means of salvation but is so planned that even if it fails, 
still a stand can be made near the river, then the assailant iri his calcula
tions must add to the resistance which he may experience 'through the 
defense of the river all the advantages for the defender mentioned in I. 

The effect of the two together is that attacking generals usually show 
great respect to a defended river. 

3· But in the preceding Book we have seen that under certain condi
tions the real defense of a river promises very good results. If we refer 
to experience, we must allow that such results follow in reality much more 
frequently than theory promises. In theory we take account only of the 
actual circumstances, as we find them, while in the execution all cir
cumstances commonly appear to the assailant more difficult than they 
actually are, and so become a stronger brake upon his action. 

Now if it is a question of an attack which does not aim at an important 
decision and is not delivered with determined energy, we may be sure 
that in carrying it out a multitude of little obstacles and accidents, quite 
impossible for theory to take account of, will show themselves to the 
disadvantage of the assailant, because he is the acting party and thus 
is the first to come into conflict with them. Let us think how often the 
rivers of Lombardy, in themselves inconsiderable, have been successfully 
defended! If, on the other hand, in military history defenses of rivers also 
occur. which have not produced the results expected of them, the reason 
lies in the wholly exaggerated effect which at times has been required of 
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such operations1 an effect not based in the least on their tactical char
acter but merely on their effectiveness as known from experience, which 
people insisted on exaggerating beyond all due limits. • 

4· It is only when the defender commits the mistake of resting his 
whole salvation upon the defense of a river and exposes himself to the 
risk, if it is forced, of falling into great difficulties and a sort of catas
trophe-it is only then that the defense of a river can be looked upon as 
a form of resistance favorable to the attack, for it is certainly easier to 
force the passage of a defended river than to win an ordinary battle. 

S· It follows .naturally from what has been just said that the defense 
of a river may become of great value if no great decision is sought; but 
where this is to be expected from the superior numbers or the energy of 
the enemy, then this operation if wrongly undertaken may be of positive 
value to the assailant. 

6. There are very few river lines of defense which cannot be turned 
either in respect 'of the whole line of defense or of one particular point 
of it. Therefore an assailant superior in numbers and out for serious 
blows always bas the means of making a, demonstration at one point and 
.crossing· at another, and then by his superiority in numbers and by re
lentlessly pushing forward, of making good . the first untoward circum
stances he may have met with in the engagement; for he can achieve this 
by means of his superiority in numbers. An actual tactical forcing of the 
passage of a defended river-by one of the enemy's principal posts being 
dislodged by superior fire and superior valor-rarely or never occurs. The 
expression forcing a passage is always to be understood only in a strategic 
sense, in so far as the assailant by his passage at an undefended, or 
only slightly defended, point within the line of defense braves all the 
disadvantages which, according to the intention of the defender, should 
accrue to him from his crossing. But the worst an assailant can do is 
attempt the real passage at several points, unless they lie very close to
gether and make a joint blow possible. For as the defender must neces
sarily have his forces separated, the assailant throws away his natural 
advantage by dividing his own forces. In this way Bellegarde lost the 
battle on the Mincio in 1814, where by cha.I)ce both armies passed at the 
same time at different points, and the Austrians were more divided than 
the French. 

1· If the defender remains on this side of the river, it necessarily fol
lows that there are two ways to gain a strategic advantage over him: 
either to pass at some point regardless of him, and thus outbid him in the 
use of the same means, or to give battle. In the first case the conditions of 
the base and of the lines of communication should be the chief deciding 
factors, but we often, certainly, see that special arrangements influence 
the decision more than do the general conditions. Ability to select better 

'outposts and make better dispositions, better discipline, quicker march-
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ing-things like these can contend successfully against general circum
stances. As regards the second alternative, it presupposes on the part of 
the assailant the means, the conditions and the resolution to fight a battle; 
but when these are presupposed, the cj.efender will not be likely to venture, 
upon this mode of defending a river. 

8. As a final result we must therefore' assert that though the passage 
of a river in itself rarely presents great difficulties, yet in all cases not 
concerned with a great decision, so many apprehensions of the conse- -
quences, immediate and more remote, are bound up with it that certainly 
in many cases the assailant can be brought to a standstill thereby. So 
that he either leaves the defender on this side of the river, or, at most, 
passes, but then remains close to the river. For it rarely happens that 
two armies remain for any length of time, facing each other on opposite 
sides of the river. · 

But in cases also of a great decision, a river is an important object; it 
always weakens and upsets the offensive, and the most fortunate thing in 
such a case is if the defender is- induced by this to look upon the river 
as a tactical barrier and to make the defense of that barrier the· center
piece of his resistance, so that the assailant obtains. the advantage of 
striking the decisive blow in a very easy manner. This blow, it is true, will 
never in the· first moment be a complete overthrow of the enemy, but 
it will consist of several advantagem,1s engagements, and these will bring 
about very bad general conditions on the side of the enemy, ·as happened 
to the Austrians on. the Lower Rhine in 1796. 



CHAPTER IX 

ATTACK OF DEFENSIVE POSITIONS 

In the Book on defense it has been sufficiently explained how far de
fensive positions compel the assailant either to attack them or to give 
up his advance. Only those which can effect this are useful for our object 
and suited to wear out or neutralize the forces of the assailant, either 
wholly or in part. With regard to these the attack can do nothing against 
them; that is to say, there is no means at its disposal to counterbalance 
the advantage they give. But not all defensive positions are actually of 
this kind. If the assailant sees that he can pursue his object without 
attacking them, to attack them would be an error. If he cannot pursue his 
object, the question arises whether he cannot maneuver the enemy out of 
his position by threatening his flank. It is only if such means are in
effectual that a commander determines on the attack of a good position, 
and then- an attack from the side usually offers somewhat less difficulty. 
The choice of which side to attack is decided by the situation and direc
tion of the lines of retreat open to each party, so as to threaten those of 
the enemy and to cover our own. Between these two objects a conflict 
may arise, in which case the former is naturally entitled to the prefer
ence, as it is itself of an offensive nature, and thus in keeping with the 
attack, while the other is of a defensive nature. But it is certain and 
must be regarded as a truth of the first importance that to attack a war
seasoned enemy in a good position is a dangerous thing. No doubt in
stances are not wanting of such battles, and of successful ones too, as 
Torgau and Wagram. (We do not say Dresden because we may not call 
the enemy there "war-seasoned.") But on the whole the danger to the 
defender is very slight and disappears when we consider the infinity of 
cases in which we see the most resolute commanders making their bow to 
such positions. 

We must not, however, confuse the subject now before us with ordinary 
battles. Most battles are real rencontres in which one party, it is true, 
stands its ground but not in a prepared position. 
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ATTACK OF ENTRENCHED CAMPS 

It was for a time the fashion to speak slightingly of entrenchments and 
their effects. The cordon-like lines of the French frontier, which had often 
been forced; the entrenched camp at Breslau in which the Duke of 
Bevern was defeated, the battle. of Torgau and several other cases led to 
this opinion of their value. The victories of Frederick the Great, won by 
rapid movement and the use of the offensive, had cast a reflection upon 
all defense, all stationary engagements and more particularly on all en
trenchments, which still further increased this contempt. Certainly when 
a few thousand men are to defend several miles of country or when en
trenchments are nothing more than reversed communication trenches, 
they are worth nothing, and the confidence placed in them thus creates 
a dangerous gap. But is it not inconsistent, or rather, nonsensical, to ex
tend' this contempt, in the spirit of a common braggart, to the idea of 
entrenchment itself (as Tempelhoff does)? What would be the point of 
having entrenchments at all if they were useless for strengthening the 
defense? No, not only reason but experience in hundreds and thousands 
of cases shows that a well-designed, well-manned and well-defended en
trenchment is as a rule to be regarded as an impregnable point, and is 
also so regarded by the assailant. Starting from this point of the efficiency 
of a single entrenchment, we argue that there can be no doubt as to the 
attack of an entrenched camp being a most difficult operation, and one 
in which in most cases it will be impossible for the assailant to succeed. 

It is natural that an entrenched camp should be weakly manned; but 
with good natural obstacles and well-made entrenchments, it can be 
defended against a great numerical superiority. Frederick the Great con
sidered the attack on the camp of Pima as impracticable, although he had 
at his command double the force of the garrison; and although it has 
since been here and there asserted that it would have been quite pos
sible to take it. The only proof in favor of this assertion is founded on the 
very bad condition of the Saxon troops, an argument whic)l certainly 
proves nothing against the efficacy of entrenchments. But it is a question 
whether those who have since contended not onli for the feasibility, but 
also for the facility, of the attack would have made up their minds to it 
at the moment when it was to be carried out. 

We think, therefore, that the attack of an entrenched camp is not at 
52I 



THE ATTACK 

all one of the usual means for the offensive ~o adopt. It is only if the 
entrenchments have been thrown up in haste and not completed, much 
less strengthened with obstacles to prevent their being approached, or 
when, as is often the case, the whole camp is altogether only an outline 
of what it should be, a half-finished ruin, that an attack on it can be 
advisable and even become a way to gain an easy victory over the 
enemy._· 



CHAPTER XI 

ATTACK OF A MOUNTAIN RANGE 

From the fifteenth and following chapters of Book VI may be deduced 
sufficiently the general strategic relations of a mountain range, both as 
regards defense and even attack. We have there also endeavored to ex
plain the part which a mountain range plays as a line of defense, properly 
so called, and from that naturally follows how it is to be looked upon in 
this significance from the side of the assailant. There remains, therefore, 
little for us to say here on this important subject. Our main conclusion 
there was that the defense must take an entirely different point of view 
in the case of a subordinate engagement from that which it takes in the 
case of a main battle. In the former, the attack of a mountain can only 
be regarded as a necessary evil, because it ha.S all the conditions against 
it; in the latter, however, the advantages are on the side of the attack. 

An attack, therefore, armed with the forces and the resolution for a 
battle, will meet the enemy on the mountains and certainly will reap 
advantage by so doing. . 

But we must here once more repeat that it will be difficult to obtain 
respect for this conclusion, because it runs counter to appearances, and 
is also, at first sight, contrary to the experience of war. It has been ob
served in most cases hitherto that an army pressing forward to the attack 
(whether seeking a decisive battle or not) reckoned it a rare piece of 
good fortune if the enemy had not occupied. the intervening mountains,, 
and that it then hastened to forestall him. No one will find this fore
stalling of the enemy inconsistent with the interests of the assailant; in 
our view, too, this is quite admissible, only we must here distinguish more 
carefully between the circumstances.· . 

An army advancing against the enemy to bring him to a decisive battle, 
if it has to traverse an unoccupied mountain range, will naturally have 
to apprehend that just those passes of which it wishes to avail itself may 
at the last moment be blocked by the enemy. In that case the assailant 
would no longer have the same advantages which t.he occupation by the 
enemy of an ordinary mountain position had offered him. The enemy is 
no longer unduly extended, no longer in ignorance of the route which his 
assailant is taking; the assailant has not been able to choose his route with 
reference to the enemy's position, and therefore this battle in the moun
tains no longer has for him all the advantages of which _we have spoken 
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in Book VI. Under such circumstances the defender might be found in an 
impregnable position. According to this, the defender would after all have 
the means at his command of making an advantageous use of the moun
tains for his decisive battle. This would indeed be possible; but if we 
consider the difficulties the defender would have in establishing himself 
at the last moment in a good position in the mountains, especially if he 
had hitherto left them entirely unoccupied, we may well consider this 
means of defense entirely inadmissible, and the case which the assailant 
had to fear extremely im_probable. But extremely improbable though the 
case may be, yet it is natural to fear it., for in war it often happens that 
an anxiety is very natural and yet tolerably superfluous. 

But another measu_re which the assailant has here to fear is the pro
visional defense of the mountains by an advance guard or ~ chain of 
outposts. This means will also seldom accord with the interests of the 
defender, but the assailant is not well able to distinguish whether this will 
be the case or not, and so he fears the worst. 

Further, our view by no means excludes the possibility of a position 
becoming quite unassailable on account of the mountainous character of 
the terrain. There are such positions which are not necessarily in the 
mountains (Pima, Schmottseifen, Meissen, Feldkirch), and just because 
they are not in the mountains, they are the more suited for defense. We 
may, however, very well conceive that such positions may also be found 
in mountains themselves, where the defender can avoid the usual disad
vantages of mountain positions as, for instance, on high plateaux. Yet 
they are extremely rare, and here we could only keep in view the majority 
of cases. 

How little mountains are suited for decisive defensive battles, we see 
clearly from military history, for great generals have always preferred 
a position in the. plains if they wanted to fight such a battle. Throughout 
the whole range of military history there are no examples of decisive 
engagements in the mountains except in the Revolutionary Wars, in which 
obviously a false application and analogy led to the use of mountain posi
tions even in cases in which a decisive battle had to be reckoned upon 
(1793 and 1794 in the Vosges, and 1795, 1796 and 1797 in Italy). Melas 
has been generally blamed for not having occupied the Alpine passes in 
x8oo; but such criticisms are those of first impressions, of mere childish 
judging by appearances, we might say. Bonaparte, in Melas's position, 
would no more have occupied them than Melas did. 

The dispositions for the attack of mountain positions are mostly of a 
tactical nature; but we think it necessary to indicate here the first out
lines for those parts, that is to say, that lie next to strategy and are co-
incident with it. . 

I. In the mountains we cannot, as in other districts, leave the road 
and make out of one colum two or three if the exigency of the moment 
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requires the troops to be divided, but for the most part we move slowly 
in long defiles. The advance, therefore, must generally be made on several 
roads or, rather, upon a somewhat wider front. 

2. Against a mountain defense line of wide extent, the attack natu
rally is made with concentrated forces; to outflank the whole cannot in 
such a case be thought of, and if an important victory is the result sought, 
it must be attained by bursting through the enemy's lines and forcing 
the wings apart, rather than by outflanking the force and so cutting it 
off. A rapid continuous advance upon the enemy's main line of retreat is 
there the natural endeavor of the assailant. 

3· But if the enemy is to be attacked in a more or less concentrated 
formation in the mountains, enveloping movements are a very essential 
part of the attack, for frontal thrusts will fall on the defense where it is 
strongest. But the enveloping movements must again aim rather at an 
actual cutting off than at a tactical assault on the flank or rear. Mountain 
positions are capable of a prolonged resistance even in rear if forces are 
not wanting, and the quickest result is invariably to be expected from 
the apprehension excited in the enemy of losing his line of retreat. This 
apprehension arises sooner in the mountains and operates more strongly, 
because if it comes to the worst, it is not so easy to cut one's way out 
with cold steel. A mere demonstration is here no adequate means; it 
would at most maneuver the enemy out of his position, but would not 
ensure any special result. The aim must therefore be actually to cut him 
off. 



CHAPTER XII 

ATTACK ON CORDON LINES 

II a supreme decision is to lie in their defense or attack, they give the 
assailant a real advantage, for their excessive length is still more opposed 
to all the requirements of a decisive battle than is the direct defense of a 
river or a mountain range. Eugene's lines at Denain in 1712 may be in-· 
stanced here, for the loss of them was fully equivalent to a lost battle. 
Villars would hardly have gained such a victory over Eugene in a con
centrated position. If the offensive side does not: possess the means re
qUired for a decisive battle, then even cordon lines are treated wi!]t re
spect, that is, if they are occupied by the enemy's main army; for in
stance, those of Stollhofen, held by Louis of Baden in I 703, were re
spected ·even by Villars. But· if they are only held by a secondary force, 
then it is merely a question of the strength of the detachment which we 
can spare for their attack. The resistance in such cases is seldom great, 
but at the same time the result of the victory is seldom worth much. 

The circumvallation lines of a besieger have a peculiar character, of 
which we shall speak in the chapter on the attack of a theater of war. 

All cordonlike positions, as for instance, strengthened lines of outposts, 
etc., etc., have always the characteristic of being easily broken thr<?ugh; 
but if they are not forced with a view to going farther and bringing about 
a decision, they yield for the most part only a feeble result, not worth the 
trouble that has been spent upon it. 



CHAPTER XIII 

MANEUVERING 

I. We have already touched upon this subject in Chapter 30 of Book 
VI. It is one which concerns the defense and theattack alike; neverthe
less, it certainly always has in it more of the nature of the offensive than 
of the defensive. We shall therefore examine it here more closely .. 

2. Maneuvering is opposed not to the ca~;rying out of the attack by 
force and by means of great engagements, but to every such 'carrying out 
as proceeds directly from the offensive means, even if it is an operation 
against the enemy's communications or line of retreat, a diversion, etc. 

3· If we adhere to the ordinary use of the word, there is in the con
ception of maneuvering an effi:-::~cy called, forth, so to speak, out of noth
ing, that is to say, out of a state of equilibrium, only by the mistakes 
which the enemy is lured into committing. It is like the first moves in a 
game of chess. It is a play of evenly balanced forces in order to produce 
a favorable opportunity for success, and then to use this success as a 
superiority over the enemy. 

4· The interests which in this connection must be considered partly as 
the object, partly as the basis, of action, are chiefly: 

a) The subsistence which we are seeking to cut off from the enemy 
or to restrict. 

b) The junction with other detachments. 
c) The threatening of other communications with the interior of the 

country or with other armies or detachments. ' 
d) Threatening the retreat. ' 
e) Attack of special paints with superior forces. 
These five interests can find a lodgment in the most minute details of 

a particular situation and these thereby become the object round which 
everything for a time revolves. A bridge, a road or an entrenchment then 
plays the principal part. It is easy to show in each case that it is only 
the relation which any such object bears to one of the above interests 
which gives it importance. 

f) The result of a successful maneuver is then for the assailant, or 
rather for the active party (which certainly can also be the defender), a 
piece of land, a magazine, etc. 

g) In the strategic maneuver two antitheses appear, which look like 
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different maneuvers and have sometimes served for the derivation of false 
maxims and rules. But all four of their members are in reality necessary 
constituents of the matter and are to be regarded as such. The first an
tithesis is between the outflanking of the enemy and the operating on 
interior lines; the second, between the concentration of forces and the 
spreading of them out in a number of posts. 

h) As regards the first antithesis, we certainly cannot say that one of 
its members deserves a general preference over the other. For one thing, 
it is natural that one kind of effort calls out the other kind as its natural 
counterpoise, its proper antidote; for another, outflanking is in keeping 
with the attack while remaining on the inner lines is in keeping with the 
defense,· and therefore the former will for the most part suit the assailant 
and the latter the defender. That form will maintain the upper hand 
which is the best handled. . 

i) The members of the other antithesis can just as little be classed the 
one above the other. The stronger force can afford to spread itself over 
several posts and by that means will in many respects obtain for itself a 
convenient strategic position and liberty of action and spare the energies 
of the troops. The weaker, on the other hand, must keep itself more con
centrated, and seek by rapidity of movement to counteract the disadvan
tage that would otherwise be created for him thereby. This greater mo
bility assumes a higher degree of skill in marching. The weaker must, 
therefore, put a greater strain on his physical and moral forces-a final 
result which we must naturally meet everywhere if we have always been 
consistent, and which, therefore, may to a certain extent be regarded as 
the logical test of our reasoning. The campaigns of Frederick the Great 
against Daun in 1759 and 1760, against Laudon in 1761, and Montecu
culi's against Turenne in 1673 and 1675 have always been regarded as 
the most skilful movements of this kind, and from them we have chiefly 
derived our views. 

k) Just as the four members of the two antitheses above supposed 
must not be abused by being made the foundation of false maxims and 
rules, so we must also enter a warning against attaching to other general 
conditions, such as base, terrain, etc., an importance and a decisive in
fluence which they do not in reality possess. The smaller the interests at 
stake, so much the more important become the details of time and place, 
so much the more does what is general and great retire into the back
ground, as having, so to speak, no place in small calculations. Looked at 
from a general point of view, is there to be found a more absurd situa
tion than that of Turenne in 1675, when he stood with his back to the 
Rhine, his army extended in a line fifteen miles long and with his bridge 
of retreat-at the extremity of his right wing? But nevertheless his meas
ures attained their object, and it is not without reason that they are 
acknowl~dged to show a high degr~ of skill and intelligence. We can, 
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however; only understand this success and this skill when we look more 
closely into details and judge of them according to the value which they 
were bound to have in this particular case. -

We are convinced that there are no rules of any kind for strategic 
maneuvering; that no method, no general principle can determine the 
mode of action; but that superiqr energy, precision, order, obedience, in· · 
trepidity in .the most special and trifling circumstances can find the means 
to create for themselves signal advantages, and that thus victory i.u thiot 
competition will chiefly depend on these qualities. 



CHAPTER XIV 

ATTACK OF MORASSES, INUNDATIONS, WOODS 

Morasses, that is, impassable meadows intersected only by a few dykes, 
present special difficulties to the tactical attack, as we have stated in 
treating of the defense. Their breadth hardly ever admits of the enemy 
being driven from the opposite bank by artillery and of the construction 
of a roadway across. The strategic consequence is that one tries to avoid 
and go round them. Where the level of cultivation is so high, as in many 
low countries, that the means of passing are innumerable, the resistance 
of the defender is still strong enough relatively, but it is proportionately 

. weakened for an absolute decision, and therefore wholly unsuitable for it. 
On the other hand, if the low land (as in Holland) is aided by an inunda
tion, the resistance it offers may increase till it becomes absolute and 
every attack upon it will end in failure. This was shown in Holland in 
1672, when, after·the conquest and occupation of all the fortresses out
side the inundation line, so,ooo French troops were still left over but 
nevertheless--first under Conde and then under Luxemburg-were not 
able to force the inundation line, though perhaps not more than 2o,ooo 
men were defending it. The campaign of the Prussians in 1787 under the 
Duke of Brunswick against the Dutch ended, it is true, in quite an op
posite result, the inundation lines being forced with almost no superiority 
in numbers and very trifling loss. The reason of this, however, must be 
sought in the dissensions among the defenders due to political animosities 
and in a want of unity in the command. And, nevertheless, nothing is more 
certain than that the success of the campaign-the advance through the 
last line of inundation up to the walls of Amsterdam-rested on so fine a 
point that no general deduction can possibly be drawn from it. This 
point was the unguarded Sea of Haarlem. By means of this the duke 
turned the line of defense and got in rear of the post of Amselvoen. If 
the Dutch had had an armed vessel or two on this sea, the duke would 
never have got to Amsterdam, for he was at the end of his tether. What 
influence that might have had on the conclusion of peace does not con
cern us here, but it is certain that a forcing of the last line of inundation 
would have been out of the question. 

The 'winter is, no doubt, the natural enemy of this means of defense, 
as the French have shown in 1794 and 1795, but it must be a severe 
winter. 
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Woods that are scarcely passable we have also included among the 
means which afford the defense powerful assistance. If they are of no 
great depth, the assailant may force his way through by several roads 
running near one another, and thus reach better ground. The tactical 
strength of single points will not be great because a wood can never be 
considered so absolutely impassable as a river or a morass. But when, 
as in Russia and Poland, a very large tract of country is nearly every
where covered with forest, and the assailant has not the power of getting 
beyond it, his situation will b~ a very difficult one. We have only to 
think of the many difficulties of supply with which he has to contend and 
how little he can do in the obscurity of the forest to make his ubiquitous 
adversary feel his superiority in numbers. Certainly this is one of the 
worst situations in which the offensive can be placed. 



CHAPTER XV 

ATTACK ON A THEATER OF WAR WHEN A DECISION 
IS SOUGHT 

Most of the subjects have already been touched upon in Book VI, and 
by their mere reflection, throw sufficient light on the attack. 

In any case, the conception of a closed theater of war has a nearer 
relation to the defense than to the attack. Many of the leading points, 
the object of attack, the sphere of action of victory, etc., have been al
ready treated of in this Book, and that which is most decisive and essen
tial in the nature of the attack cannot be explained until we get to the 
"Plan of a War." Still there remains a good deal to say here, and we 
shall again begin with the kind of campaign in which a great decision is 
intended. 

I. The first aim of the attack is a victory. To all the advantages which 
the defender finds in the nature of his situation the assailant can only 
oppose superior numbers, and perhaps, in addition, the slight advantage 
which the feeling of being the offensive and advancing side gives an army. 
The importance of this feeling, however, is generally overrated, for it 
does not last long and will not hold out against real difficulties. Of course, 
we assume that the defender acts just as faultlessly and judiciously as the 
assailant. Our object in this remark is to rule out those vague ideas of 
sudden attack and surprise, which in the attack are commonly thought 
to be rich sources of victory, and which yet in reality do not occur except 
in special circumstances. The problems of the real strategic surprise we 
have already dealt with elsewhere. If, then, the attack is inferior in 
physical power, it must have a superiority in morale in order to make 
up for the disadvantages of the offensive form. When this alsa is lacking, 
there are no good grounds for the attack and it will not succeed. 

2. As prudence should be the guardian genius of the defender, so bold
ness and confidence should animate the assailant. We do not mean that 
the opposite qualities in each case may be altogether wanting, but that the 
qualities named have a greater affinity in the one case with the defense, in 
the other with the attack. All these qualities are after all only necessary be
cause action in war is no mere mathematical calculation, but an activity 
carried on in the dark, or at best, in a feeble twilight, in which we must 
trust ourselves to that leader who is best suited to carry out the aim we have 
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in view. The weaker the defender shows himself morally, the bolder the 
assailant should become. 

3· For victory it is necessary that there should be a meeting between 
the enemy's principal force and our own. This is less doubtful as regards 
the attack than in regard to the defense, for the assailant seeks out the 
defender in his position. But we have maintained (in treating of the de. 
fensive) that the assailant should not seek the defender out if the latter 
has placed himself in a wrong position, because he may be sure that th<1 
defender will seek him out and he will then have the advantage of find. 
ing the defender unprepared. Here all depends on which road and direc. 
tion has the greatest importance. This is a point which we did not ex. 
amine in treating of the defense, reserving it for the present chapter. Wtt 
shall therefore say what is necessary about it here. 

4· We have already pointed out those objects to which the attack can 
be more immediately directed, and which, therefore, are the objects to be 
attained by victory. Now if these are within the theater of war which is 
attacked, and within the probable sphere of victory, the road to them is 
the natural direction of the blow to be struck. But we must not forget 
that the object of (he attack does not generally acquire its importance till 
after the victory, and that therefore the victory must always be thought 
of in -connection with it. Consequently the chief point for the assailant 
is not so much merely to attain his object; it is rather to gain it as a 
conqueror. The direction of the blow must therefore be not so much on 
the object itself as on the road the enemy's army bas to take to reach 
it. This road is the immediate object of attack. To meet the enemy be
fore he has reached this object, to cut him off from it, and in that posi· 
tion to beat him-the victory this gives is victory raised to a higher 
power. If, for example, the enemy's capital is the object of the attack, 
and the defender bas not placed him:SClf between it and the assailantr 
the latter would be wrong in marching direct upon the capital. He doe~ 
better to make for the line connecting the defender's army with the capi· 
tal and to seek there the 'victory which is to place the capital in his 
hands. 

If there is no great object within the assailant's sphere of victory, the 
enemy's line of communication with the next great object is the point of 
paramount importance. The question then for every assailant to ask him
self is: If I am successful in the battle, what am I to do with the victory? 
The object to be gained which this indicates to him is then the natural 
mark at which to direct his blow. If the defender has placed himself in 
that direction, he has done right and nothing further remains but for the 
assailant to seek him there. If his position is too strong, the assailant 
must try to pass it by, thus making a· virtue of necessity. But if the de
fender has not placed himself on this right spot, the assailant chooses this 
direction and as soon as he draws level with the defender, if the latter ' . 
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bas not meanwhile made a lateral movement, turns in the direction of the 
defender's line of communications with that major object in order to seek 
out the enemy's army there. If the latter were to remain quite stationary, 
the assailant would have to wheel round upon it and attack it from the 
rear. 
. Of all the roads among which the assailant has a choice, the great 
commercial roads. are always the best and the most natural to choose. In 
places, certainly, where these make too sharp a bend, the straighter roads, 
even if smaller, must be chosen, for a line of retreat which deviates much 
from the straight line is always subject to grave danger. , 

s~ When the assailant sets out with a view to a great decision, be has 
no reason whatever for dividing his forces, and if,. notwithstanding this, 
he does so, it must usually be regarded as an error proceeding from lack 
of clear views. He should, therefore, only advance with his columns in 
such a width of front as to admit of them all going into action together. 
If the enerry himself has divided his forces, so much the better for the 
assailant, o11ly in that case, no doubt, small demonstrations may be made. 
These are, so to speak, strategic sham attacks and their intention is to 
preserve the advantages gained. The division of the forces, if done for 
this purpose, would then be justifiable. 

Such division into several columns, as in any case is necessary, must be 
made use of to effect the dispositions required for the outflanking form 
of the tactical attack, for this form is natural to the attack and must not 
be disregarded without good reason. But it must remain only of a tactical 
nature, for a strategic outflanking while a great blow is being delivered 
is a complete waste of force. It can only be excused when the assailant is 
so strong that there .can be no doubt at all about the result. 

6. But the attack also demands prudence, for the assailant has also a 
1ear, and communications which must be protected. This protection must 
be provided as far as possible by the manner in which the army advances, 
that is, eo ipso, by the army itself. If a force must be specially detailed 
for this duty and therefore a division of the forces is required, this natu
rally cannot but weaken the force of the blow itself. As a large army is 
always in the habit of advancing with a front of at .least a day's march 
in breadth, the covering of the lines of retreat and communications, if they 
do not deviate too much from the perpendicular, is in most cases accom
plished by the front of the army. 

Dangers of this description, to which the assailant is exposed, must be 
measured chiefly by the situation and character of the adversary. When 
everything lies under the pressure of an imminent great decision, there 
is little room' for the defender to engage in undertakings of this kind, and 
the assailant has, therefore, in ordinary circumstances not much to fear. 
But when the advance is over, when the assailant himself is gradually 
.changing into the defensive, then the covering of the rear becomes more 



ATTACK O.N A THEATER OF WAR 535. 

and more necessary, more and more a thing of the first importance. For 
the rear of the assailant being naturally weaker than that of the de
fender, the latter, long before he passes over to . the real offensive, and 
even at the time he is still yielding ground, may have begun ·to operate 
against the communications of the assailant. ' . 



CHAPTER XVI 

ATTACK ON A THEATER OF WAR WHEN A DECISION 
IS NOT SOUGHT 

r. Even if there is neither ~e will nor the power sufficient for a great 
decision, there may still exist the decided intention of a strategic attack, 
but it is directed upon some secondary object. If the attack succeeds, 
with the attainment of this object the whole comes into a state of rest 
and equilibrium. If, to some extent, difficulties present themselves, the 
general progress of the attack comes to a standstill before this. Then 
in its place begins a mere occasional offensive or strategic maneuvering. 
This is the character of most campaigns. 

2. The objects which may be made the aim of an offensive of this 
kind are: 

a) A piece of territory. Gain in means of subsistence, perhaps contri
butions, sparing our own territory, equivalents in negotiations for peace-
such are the advantages to be derived from this object. Sometimes also 
the idea of military honor is associated with it, as constantly occurs in the 
campaigns of the French marshals under Louis XIV. It makes a very 
important difference whether a piece of territory can be kept or not. In 
general, the first is the case only when the territory is on the border of 
our own theater of war and forms a natural complement to it. Only such 
pieces come into consideration as an equivalent in negotiating a peace, 
others are usually taken possession of for the duration of a campaign 
and are to be evacuated in the winter. 

b) One of the enemy's principal magazines. If it is not one of con
siderable importance, it can hardly be looked upon as the object of an 
offensive determining a whole campaign. It certainly in itself is a loss to 
the defender and a gain to the assailant; its main advantage, however, 
for the latter is that the loss may compel the defender to retire a little 
and give up a piece of territory which he would otherwise have kept. The 
capture of the magazine' is therefore in reality more a means, and is only 
spoken of here as an object, because it becomes the immediate definite 
aim of action. 

c) The capture of a fortress. We have made the siege of fortresses the 
subject of a separate chapter, to which we refer our readers. For the 
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reasons there explained we can understand how fortresses always consti
tute the best and most desirable objects in those offensive wars and cam
paigns in which the intention cannot be the complete overthrow of the 
enemy or the conquest of a considerable part of his territory. This ex
plains why in the wars in the Low Countries, where fortresses are so 
abundant, everything always turned on the possession of one or another 
of them-so much so that gradual conquest of the whole province does 
not even appear as the leading feature of the campaign. On the contrary, 
each fortress was looked upon as. a separate entity, which would have a 
value in itself, and more attention was paid to the convenience and 
facility with which it could be attacked than to the value of the place itself. 

At the same time the siege of a place of some importance is always 
a formidable undertaking, because it involves great expenditure of money, 
and in wars in which the, whole issue is not always at stake, this must 
be very car~fully considered. Such a siege, therefore, must here be in
cluded among the important objects of a strategic attack. The less im
portant the place or the less in earnest we are with the siege of it, and 
the less the preparation for it and the more everything is done casually, 
so much the smaller the strategic object becomes, and so much more an 
affair for feeble forces and motives. The whole thing then often sinks 
into a mere sham fight, to carry off the campaign with honor, because 
as assailant one does want to do something. 

d) A successful engagement, encounter or even battle, for the sake of 
trophies, or merely for military honor, and even at times for the mere am
bition of the commander-that such things do occur no one could doubt 
who knew anything at all of military history, In the campaigns of the 
French during the reign of Louis XIV, most of the offensive battles were 
of this kind. But what is more necessary for us to observe is that these 
things are not without objective importance, not a mere pastime of vanity. 
They have a very definite influence on the peace and thus lead fairly 
directly to the end in view. Military honor, the moral superiority of the 
army and its commander are things the influence of which, although in
visible, never ceases to affect the whole course of the war. 

The aim of such an engagement, of course, presupposes: 
aa) That there is a fair prospect of victory. 
bb) That in the event of the engagement being lost, too much is not 

being staked on the issue. 
Such a battle, fought in confined circumstances and with a limited 

object, must naturally not be confused with victories which mere moral 
weakness has failed to turn to account. 

3) With the exception of the last of these objects (d), they may all be 
attained without any considerable engagement and are usually so obtained 
by the assailant. Now the means which the assailant has at his command 
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without resorting to a decisive engagement are derived from all the interests 
which the defender has to protect in his theater of war. They consist in 
threatening his. lines of communication with points of supply, like maga
zines, fertile provinces, watercourses, etc., or with another corps, or with 
strong points like bridges, passes, etc.; in the occ_upation of strong posi
tions from which the defender cannot drive us out again and which are so 
situated as to embarrass him; in the occupation of important cities, fertile 
lands and disturbed districts which could be seduced into rebellion; in the 
threatening of weaker allies, etc., etc. By actually cutting the said commu
nications, and that in such a way that the defender cannot re-establish them 
without considerable sacrifice, and by setting himself to occupy the said 
points, the assailant forces the defender to take up another position more 
to the rear or to a flank, in order to cover those objectives even at the 
sacrifice of less important ones. Thus a strip of territory is left open, a 
magazine or a fortress is exposed, the one to conquest, the others to in
vestment. In the process, engagements, greater or less, may occur, but 
they are not then sought and treated as ends but as a necessary evil, and 
can never exceed a certain degree of magnitude and importance. 

4) The operation of the defense on the communication lines of the 
offensive is a sprt of resistance which in wars aiming at a great decision 
can only occur if the lines of operation become very long. In wars, on the 
contrary, which do not aim at a great decision this kind of resistance is 
more natural. In such a case the enemy's lines of communication will, of 
course, rarely be very long; but then neither is it here so much a question of 
inflicting great losses of this kind on the enemy. A mere impeding and 
cutting short his means of subsistence are often effective, and what the 
lines want in length is made up for in some degree by the length of time 
which can be spent in this kind of contest with the enemy. For this reason 
the covering of his strategic flanks becomes an important object for the 
assailant. If, therefore, a contest or rivalry of this description takes place 
between the assailant and the defender, the assailant must seek to com
pensate by his numbers for his natural disadvantages. If he still retains 
power and resolution enough occasionally to venture a decisive stroke 
against one of the enemy's detachments, or against his main army itself, 
the danger which he thus holds over the head of his opponent is his best 
·means of covering himself. 

5) In conclusion we must notice another great advantage which in wars 
of this kind the assailant certainly has over the defender, which is that of 
being better able to judge of the intentions and means of his adversary 
than the latter can of his. It is much more difficult to discover in what 
degree an assailant is enterprising and bold than to decide whether the 
defender is meditating some great stroke. Viewed practically, there usually 
lies already in the choice of the defensive form of war a kind of guaranty 
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that nothing positive is intended; besides this; the preparations for a great 
counterstroke differ much more from the ordinary preparations for defense 
than the preparations for an attack differ according as its intentions are 
more or less important. Finally, the defender'is obliged to take his measures 
sooner than is the assailant, ~ho thu~ 1;1~ ;_the advantage of playing the 
last hand. · 



CHAPTER XVII 

ATTACK OF FORTRESSES 

We cannot here, of course, concern ourselves with the attack on for
tresses from the point of view of the military engineer who constructs 
them. We shall deal with it, first, in relation to the strategic object with 
which it is connected, second, in relation to the choice among several for
tresses, and, third, in relation to the way in which a siege should be 
covered. 

That the loss of a fortress weakens the defense, especially when it bas 
formed an essential part of that defense; that many conveniences accrue to 
the assailant from gaining possession of one, inasmuch as be can use it for 
magazines and depots and by means of it can cover strips of territory, 
quarters, etc.; that if his offensive should finally have to be changed into 
a defense, it can afford the strongest support for this defense-all these 
relations that fortresses bear to the theater of war as the war proceeds can 
be sufficiently apprehended from what bas been said about fortresses in 
Book VI, "Defense," the reflection from which throws all the light re
quired on the attack. 

In relation to the taking of strong places, too, there is a great difference 
between campaigns which aim at a great decision and others. In the first, a 
conquest of this kind is always to be regarded as a necessary evil. As long 
as there is yet a decision to be made we undertake no sieges but such as 
are positively unavoidable. Only when the decision bas already taken place, 
when the crisis and the tension of forces have for some time subsided, 
and when, therefore, a state of rest bas begun, should the capture of strong 
places be undertaken. It then serves to consolidate the conquests made, and 
it can then usually be carried out, if not without effort and expenditure of 
force, yet still without danger. In the crisis itself the siege of a fortress 
heightens the intensity of the crisis to the prejudice of the offensive. It is 
evident that nothing so much weakens the force of the offensive, and 
therefore there is nothing so certain to rob it, for some time of its pre
ponderance. But there are cases in which the capture of this or that fortress 
is quite unavoidable, if the offensive is to be continued, and in such a case 
a siege is to be considered as an intensive advance of the attack. The less 
bas previously been decided, the greater then becomes the crisis. All that 
now remains for consideration on this subject belongs to the Book on "Plan 
of a War." 
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In campaigns with a limited object, a fortress is generally not the means 
but itself the object; ~t is regarded as a small independent conquest, and 
as such has the folloWing advantages over every other: 

I. That a fortress is a small, distinctly defined conquest, which does not 
demand a major expenditure of force and which therefore gives no cause 
to fear a reaction. 

2. That in negotiating for peace, its value in exchange i::an be turned to 
such good account. 

3· That a siege is an intensive advance of the attack, or at least seems 
so, without constantly diminishing our forces as does every other advance 
of the attack; 

4· That the siege is an enterprise without a catastrophe. 
The result of these things is that the capture of one or more of. the 

enemts strong places is -very frequently the object of those strategic 
attacks which cannot aim at any greater object. 

The grounds for deciding the choice of the fortress to be besieged, in 
case this may be at all doubtful, are: 

a) That it is one which can be easily kept, therefore stands high in 
value as an exchange in case of negotiations for peace. 

b) That the means of taking it are available. Small means are only 
sufficient to take small places; but it is better to take a small one than to 
fail before a large one. 

c) The strength of its defenses, which obviously are not always in 
proportion to the importance of the place. Nothing would be more foolish 
than to waste forces before a very strong place of little importance, if a 
place of less strength may be made the object of attack. 

d) The strength of the armament and, therefore, of the garrison as 
well. If a fortress is weakly armed and insufficiently garrisoned, its capture 
must naturally be easier; but here we must observe that the strength of the 
garrison and armament are at the same time to be reckoned among those 
things which help to make up the importance of the place, because garrison 
and armaments are directly parts of the enemy's military strength, which 
cannot be said in the same measure of works of fortification. The conquest 
of a fortress with a strong garrison can, therefore, much more readily re
pay the sacrifice it costs than one with very strong works. 

e) The facility of moving the siege-train. Most sieges fail for want of 
means, and the means are generally wanting from the difficulty of trans
port. Eugene's siege of Landreci in 1712 and Frederick the Great's siege 
of Olmiitz in I 7 58 are the most remarkable examples. 

f) Finally, there remains the facility of covering the siege, a point still 
to be considered. 

There are two essentially different ways by which a siege may be 
covered: by entrenching the besieging force, that is, by a line of circum
vallation, and by what are called lines of observation. The first of these 
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methods has gone quite Ol]t of fashion, although evidently one important 
point speaks in its favor, namely, that by this method the force of the 
assailant does not at all suffer by division that weakening which is so gener
ally found a great disadvantage at sieges. But we grant there is still a 
weakening in another way, to a very considerable degree, because: 

I) The position round the fortress, as a rule, requires too great an 
extent for the strength of the army. 

2) The garrison, the strength of which, added to that of the relieving 
army, would only make up the force originally opposed to us, under these 
circumstances is to be looked upon as an enemy's corps in the middle of 
our camp, which, protected by its walls, is invulnerable, or at least not to be 
overpowered. Hereby its power is greatly increased. 
· 3) The defense of a line of circumvallation admits of nothing but the 
most absolute defensive, because the circular position, facing outwards, is 
the weakest and most disadvantageous of all possible orders of battle, and 
is particularly unfavorable to any advantageous sorties. There is, there
fore, no alternative but to defend ourselves to the utmost in our entrench
ments. That these circumstances may entail a much greater weakening of 
the defense than the diminution of the army by one-third of its strength, 
which perhaps would occur iri an army of observation, is easily understood. 
If now we think of the general preference which has existed since the time 
of Frederick the Great for the offensive, as it is called (but which in reality 
is not always so), for movements and maneuvering, and the aversion to 
entrenchments, we shall not be surprised at lines of circumvallation having 
gone out of fashion. But this weakening of the tactical resistance is by no 
means their only disadvantage, and we have only mentioned the prejudices 
which would force themselves into the judgment on the lines of circum
vallation, together with that disadvantage because they are nearly akin to 
each other. A line of circumvallation really only covers that portion of the 
theater of war which it actually encloses; all the rest is more or less 
abandoned to the enemy unless special detachments are detailed to cover 
it, which, however, would entail the very division of our forces that we 
want to avoid. Thus the besieging army will always be in anxiety and 
embarrassment on account of the convoys it requires. The covering of 
these by lines of circumvallation is not to be thought of if the army and 
the siege supplies required are considerable and the enemy is in the field in 
strong force. Such covering is only possible under such conditions as are 
found in the Netherlands, where a whole system of fortresses lying close to 
one another and connected by intermediate lines covers all the rest of the 
theater of war and considerably shortens the transport lines. In the time of 
Louis XIV the conception of a theater of war had not yet been a.Ssociated 
with the position of a military force. In the Thirty Years' War particularly, 
the armies moved here and there 'sporadically, before this or that fortress 
in the neighborhood of which there happened to be no enemy force, and 
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besieged it as long as the siege equipment they had brought with them 
lasted, and till a hostile army approached to relieve the place. At that time 
lines of circumvallation had their justification in the nature of the circum
stances. 

In future it is not likely that they will often be used again except when 
the enemy in the field is very weak, and when the conception of the theater 
of war is to some extent replaced by that of the siege. Only then will it be 
natural to keep all the forces concentrated on the siege itself, as a siege by 
that means unquestionably gains in energy in a high degree . 

. The lines of circumvallation in the reign of Louis XIV, at Cambray and 
Valenciennes, were of little use when the former were stormed by Turenne, 
opposed to Conde, and the latter by Conde, opposed to Turenne. But we 
must not overlook the endless number of cases in which they were respected, 
even when there existed in the place the most urgent need for relief and 
the commander on the defensive was a man of great enterprise, as in 1708, 
when Villars did not venture to attack the Allies in their lines at Lille. 
Frederick the Great also at Olmiitz in 1758 and at Dresden in 1760, al
though he had no regular lines of circumvallation, had a system which, 
essentially, amounted to the same thing: he used the same army both for 
the siege and for covering it. The remoteness of the Austrian army induced 
him to adopt this plan at Olmiitz, but the loss of his convoy at Domstiidtel 
made him repent it .. At Dresden in q6o the motives which led him to this 
mode of proceeding were his contempt for the imperial army and his desire 
to take Dresden as soon as possible. 

Lastly, it is a disadvantage of lines of circumvallation that in case of a 
reverse it is more difficult to save the siege artillery. But if the defeat bas 
been sustained at a distance of one or more days' march from the place 
besieged, the siege can be raised before the enemy arrives, and the heavy 
transport may probably get the start of a day's march. 

In taking up a position for an army of observation, an important ques
tion to be considered is the distance at which it should be stationed from 
the besieged place. This question will in most cases be decided by the 
nature of the terrain or by the position of other armies or corps with which 
the besiegers want to remain in communication. In other respects, it is easy 
to see that, with a greater distance, the siege is better covered, but that by 
a smaller distance, not exceeding a few miles, the two armies are better 
able to afford each other mutual support. 



CHAPTER XVIII 

ATTACK OF CONVOYS 

The attack and defense of a convoy form a subject of tactics. We should, 
therefore, have nothing to say about it here, if it were not necessary first 
to demonstrate generally, so to speak, its possibility, which can only be 
done by reference to strategic principles and circumstances. We should 
have had to speak of it in this connection before when treating of the 
defense, had it not been that the little which can be said about it was 
applicable to the attack and the defense, and the former in this matter 
played the chief part. 

A moderate convoy of three or four hundred wagons, let the load be 
what it may, takes up a couple of miles; a large convoy may be several 

. miles in length. Now how is it possible to expect that the few troops 
usually allotted to a convoy will suffice for its defense? If to this difficulty 
we add the unwieldy nature of this mass, which can only advance at the 
slowest pace and which, besides, is always liable to be thrown into disorder, 
and, lastly, that every part of a convoy must be equally protected, be
cause the moment that one part is attacked by the enemy, the whole is 
brought to a stop and thrown into a state of confusion, we may well ask: 
How can the covering and defense of such a train be possible at all? Or, 
in other words, why are not all transport trains taken when they are 
attacked and why are not all attacked which require an escort, or, which 
is the same thing, all that come within reach of the enemy? It is plain that 
all tactical expedients, such as Tempelhoff's most impracticable scheme of 
shortening the train by a process of continuous stopping and starting, and 
the much better plan of Scharnhorst's, of breaking up the convoy into 
several columns, only afford feeble remedies for a radical disease. 

The explanation consists in this; that by far the greater number of 
transport trains derive more security from the strategic situation in general 
than any other parts exposed to the attacks of the enemy, and this gives 
their limited means of defense a very much increased efficacy. Convoys 
generally move more or less in the rear of their own army, or, at least, at a. 
great distance from that of the enemy. The consequence is that only weak 
detachments can be sent to attack them, and these are obliged to cover 
themselves by strong reserves. Added to this, the very unwieldiness of the 
vehicles used makes it very difficult to carry them off; the assailant must, 
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therefore, usually content himself with cutting the traces, driving off the 
horses, blowing up the powderwagons, etc., by which the whole is certainly 
detained and thrown into disorder, but not completely lost. By all this we 
perceive still more clearly that the security of such trains lies more in these 
general circumstances than in the defensive power of its escort. If now, to 
all this we add the defense by the escort, which, though it cannot, certainly, 
protect its convoy directly by striking resolutely at the enemy, is still able, 
to derange the plan of his attack, it finally appears that the attack of a 
convoy, instead of being easy and sure of success, is fairly difficult and, in. 
its results, uncertain. 

But there still remains a very important point, which is the danger of 
the enemy's army or one of its corps taking revenge on.the assailant and 
punishing him ultimately for the undertaking by defeating him. The appre
hension of this causes the abandonment of many such undertakings, with
out the reason coming to light; so that the safety of the convoy is attributed 
to the escort, and people wonder how a pitiful arrangement, such as an 
escort, should meet with such respect. In order to realize the ttuth of this 
observation we have only to think of the famous retreat which Frederick 
the Great made through Bohemia after the siege of Olmiitz ip. I758, when 
half of his army was broken up into a column of companies to cover a 
convoy of 4,ooo carriages. What prevented Daun from falling on this 
monstrosity? The fear that Frederick would throw himself upon him with 
the other half of his army and involve him in a battle which Daun did not 
desire. What prevented Laudon, who was constantly at the side of that 
convoy, from falling upon it at Zischbowitz sooner and more boldly than 
he did? The fear that he would get a rap over the knuckles. Fifty miles 
from his· main army and completely separated from it by the Prussian 
army, he thought himself in danger of a serious defeat if the king, who 
was in no way interfered with by Daun, should march against him with the 
bulk of his forces. 

It is only if the strategic situation of an army involves it in the un
natural necessity of receiving its convoys quite from the flank or even 
quite from the front that these convoys are really in great . danger and 
become an advantageous object of attack for the enemy, if his position 

, allows him to detach troops for that purpose. The same campaign of 1758 
affords an instance of the most complete success of an undertaking of this 
description in the capture of the convoy at Domstadtel. The road to Neisse 
lay on the left flank of the Prussian position, and the king's forces were so 
neutralized by the siege and by the troops watching Daun that the irregu
lars had no reason whatever to be anxious on their own account and were 
able to make their attack completely at their ease. 1 

When Eugene besieged Landreci in I 7 I 2, he drew his supplies for the 
siege from Bouchain via Denain; therefore, actually from the front of 
the strategic position. It is well known what means he used to overcome 
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the difficulty of protecting his convoys in these circUmstances and in what 
embarrassments he involved himself, ending in a complete reversal of the 
situation. 

The conclusion we draw, therefore, is that however easy an attack on a 
convoy may appear in its technical aspect, still it has not so much in its 
favor on strategic grounds but only promises important results in the 
exceptional instances where the lines of communication are very much 
exposed. 



CHAPTER XIX 

ATTACK ON THE ENEMY'S ARMY IN ITS QUARTERS 

We have not treated this subject in the defense because a line oJ 
quarters is not to be regarded as a defensive means but as a mere con. 
dition of the army, and one which implies little readiness for battle. In 
respect to this readiness for battle we therefore did not go beyond what W4J 

had to say about this condition of an army in Book V, Chapter 13. 
But here, in considering the attack, we have to think of an enemy's 

army in quarters as a special object; for, in the first place such an attack 
is of a very peculiar kind in itself, and, in the next place, it may be con
sidered as a strategic means of particular efficacy. Here we have before us, 
therefore, not the question of an onslaught on a single enemy billet or a 
small corps dispersed amongst a few villages, as the arrangements for that 
are entirely of a tactical nature. Here it is the question of an attack on a 
large army, distributed in quarters more or less extensive--an attack of 
which the object is not merely to surprise a single billet but to prevent the 
assembly of the army. 

The attack on an enemy's army in quarters is, therefore, the surprise of 
an army not assembled. If tliis surprise is to be regarded as successful, 
then the enemy's army must be prevented from reaching its appointed 
place of assembly, and therefore be compelled to choose another, more in 
the rear. As this change of the point of assembly to the rear in a state of 
such emergency can seldom be effected in less than a day's march, but will 
generally require several days, the loss of ground which this causes is by 
no means insignificant. This is the first advantage gained by the assailant. 

But now this surprise in respect of circumstances in general can certainly 
at the beginning be at the same time a surprise of certain single quarters, 
only certainly not of all and not of very many, because this would pre
suppose a spreading and scattering of the attacking army which would 
never be advisable. Therefore only the most advanced quarters, only those 
which lie in the direction of the attacking columns, can be surprised, and 
even this will seldom be quite successful with many of them, as large forces 
cannot easily approach unobserved. However, this element of the attack is 
by no means to be overlooked, and we reckon the success which may be 
thus obtained as the second advantage of such a surprise. 

A third advantage consists in the partial engagements forced upon the 
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enemy in which his losses may be considerable. A great body of troops 
does not assemble by single battalions at the general assembly point. They 
usually first form by brigades, divisions or corps, and these bodies cannot 
then rush at full speed to the rendezvous, but if an enemy column comes 
iilto collision with them they have to accept the engagement. Now it is 
certainly conceivable that they may come off victorious in it, in the event 
of the attacking column not having been strong enough, but even in the 
victory they lose time, and generally, as is easy to understand, in such 
circumstances, when all are trying to get to a point that lies to the rear, 
a corps can make no particular use of its victory. On the other hand, they 
may be beaten, and that is in itself more probable because they have no 
time to organize a good resistance. We may, therefore, very well suppose 
that in a well-planned and executed surprise attack, the assailant through 
these partial engagements will pick up substantial trophies, which will 
then be a leading feature in the general success. · 

Lastly, the fourth advantage, and the keystone of the whole, is a cer
tain momentary disorganization and discouragement on the side of the 
enemy, which, when the force is at last assembled, seldom allows of its 
being immediately brought into action, and generally obliges the party 
attacked to abandon still more ground and, as a rule, to make a change in 
his intended operations. 

Such are the characteristic good results of a successful surprise of the 
enemy in quarters, that is, of one in which he has been prevented from 
assembling his army without loss at the point fixed in his plan. But natu
rally, the success will have very many gradations, and the results will in 
one case be very considerable, and in another hardly worth mentioning. 
But even when, through the complete success of the enterprise, these re
sults are considerable, they will still seldom yield the success yielded by 
victory in a decisive battle. In the first place, the trophies are seldom as 
great, and, second, the moral effect cannot be estimated so highly. 

This general result must always be kept in view, so that we may not 
promise ourselves more from an enterprise of this kind than it can give. 
Many consider it to be the non plus ultra of offensive activity, but it is not 
,so by any means, as we may see by this analysis, as well as from military 
history. 

One of the most brilliant surprises in history is that made by the Duke 
of Lorraine in I 643 on the quarters of the French under General Ranzau, 
at Duttlingen. The corps was x6,ooo strong and it lost the commanding 
general and 7 ,ooo men. It was an absolute rout. The complete lack of 
outposts was responsible for this result. 

The surprise of Turenne at Mergentheim (Mariendal, as the French call 
it) in 1644 is in like manner to be regarded as equal to a defeat in Its 
effects, for he lost 3,ooo men out of 8,ooo, principally owing to his having 
been led into making an untimely stand after he had got his men assembled. 



ATTACK ON THE ENEMY'S ARMY 549 

Such effects we can seldom reckon upon. It was rather the result of an ill
judged encounter than of the actual surprise, for Turenne might easily 
have avoided the engagement and-effected a union somewhere else with 
those of his troops in the more distant quarters. 

A third famous surprise is that which Turenne made on the Allies under 
the Great Elector, the Imperial General Bournonville and the Duke of 
Lorraine, in Alsace in 1674. The trophies-were very small and the loss of 
the Allies did not exceed 2,ooo or 3,ooo men, which with a force of so,ooo 
could not be decisive. Nevertheless, they thought that they could not ven
ture to offer any further resistance in Alsace, and retired across the Rhine. 
This strategic result was all that Turenne wanted, but it is not in the 
actual surprise that we must seek the reason. Turenne surprised the plans 
of his opponent rather than his troops. The want of unanimity among the 
allied generals and the proximity of the Rhine did the rest. This event 
altogether deserves a closer examination, as it is generally interpreted in 
a wrong way. 

In 1741 Neiperg surprised Frederick in his quarters. The only-result 
was that the king was obliged to fight the battle of Mollwitz before he had 
collected all his forces and with a changed front. 

In 1745, Frederick the Great surprised the Duke of Lorraine in his 
quarters in Lusatia. The chief success came about through the real sur
prise of one of the most important quarters, that of Hennersdorf, by which 
the Austrians suffered a loss of 2 ,ooo men. The general result-was that the 
Duke of Lorraine retreated to Bohemia by Upper Lusatia, which, however, 
did not prevent his returning into Saxony by the left bank of the Elbe, so 
that without the battle of Kesselsdorf there would have. been no important 
success. 

In 1 7 58 Duke Ferdinand surprised the French quarters. The immediate 
result was that the French lost some thousands of men and were obliged 
to take up their position behind the Aller. The moral effect may have had 
some influence on the subsequent evacuation of the whole of Westphalia. · 

If from these different examples we seek for a contlusion as to the effi
cacy of this kind of attack, only the first two can be considered equal to 
a battle gained. But the forces engaged were only small, and the want of 
outposts in the warfare of those days was a circumstance greatly in favor, 
of surprises. Although the four other cases must be reckoned completely 
successful operations, they obviously, in their results, cannot be considered 
as equal to battles gained. The general result could not have taken place in 
any of them except with an adversary weak in will and character, and 
therefore, in the case of 1741, it did not take place at all. 

In x8o6 the Prussian army contemplated surprising the French in this 
manner in· Franconia. The case promised well for a satisfactory result. 
Bonaparte was not present; the French corps were in widely extended 
quarters; and under these circumstances the Prussians, acting with great 
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resolution and activity, might very well have ·reckoned on driving the 
French back across the Rhine with more or less loss. But this was all. If 
they had reckoned upon more, upon following up, for instance, their ad
vantages beyond the Rhine, or of gaining such a moral preponderance that 
the French would not again have ventured to appear on the right bank of the 
river in the same campaign, such an expectation would have had no suffi
cient grounds. 

In the beginning of August, 1812, the Russians from Smolensk meant to 
fall upon the quarters of the French when Napoleon halted his army in 
the neighborhood of Witebsk. But they lost courage while carrying out 
the operation, and it was fortunate for them that they did, for the French 
commander with his center was not only more than twice as strong nu
merically as they were but also the most resolute leader that ever lived. 
Further the loss of a few miles of ground could have decided nothing, and 
there was absolutely no natural obstacle near enough for them to pursue 
their success up to it and thereby to some extent make it secure. Lastly, 
the war of 1812 was not in any way a campaign of the kind which drags 
languidly to its conclusion, but the serious plan of an assailant who had 
made up his mind utterly to overthrow his opponent. The trifling advan
tages to be expected from a surprise of the enemy in his quarters seem out 
of all proportion to the task to be performed. They could not justify the 
hope of making up by their means for the great inequality of forces and 
circumstances. But this attempt serves to show how a confused idea of 
the effect of this means may lead to an entirely wrong application of it. 

,What has been said on the subject hitherto, analyzes it as a strategic 
means. But its execution also is, naturally, not purely tactical, but in part 
belongs again to strategy, in so far, that is, as such an attack is usually 
made on a front of considerable width, and the army which carries it out 
can, and generally will, come into action before it is concentrated, so that 
the whole is an agglomeration of separate engagements. We must, there
fore, now add a word or two on the most natural organization of such an 
attack. 

The first condition is: 
x. To attack the front of the enemy's quarters in a certain width of 

front. That is the only means by which we can really surprise several 
quarters, cut off others and create generally that disorganization in the 
enemy's army which is intended. The number of the columns and the inter
vals between them must depend on circumstances. 

2. The direction of the different columns must converge upon one point, 
where it is intended that they should unite, for the enemy ends, more or 
less, with a concentration of his force, and therefore we must do the same. 
The point should, if possible, be the enemy's point of assembly or lie on 
his line of retreat, best, of course, where that line is cut by a natural 
obstacle. 
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3· The separate columns when they come in contact with the enemy's 
forces must attack them with great determination, with boldness and dash, 
for they have the general circumstances in their favor, and in such a case 
daring is always in its right place. From this it follows that the commanders 
of the separate columns must be allowed great freedom and full discretion. 

4· The tactical plan of attack against those of the enemy's troops that 
are the first to offer resistance must always be directed to turn a flank. 
The greatest result is always to be expected by separating the several 
corps and cutting them off. 1 

S· Each of the columns must be composed of portions of the three 
arms, and must not be too weak in cavalry. It may even sometimes b~ 
well to divide among them the whole of the reserve cavalry, for it would be 
a great ~istake to suppose that, as such, this could play, any great part in 
an enterprise of this sort. The first village, the smallest bridge, the most 
insignificant thicket would bring it to a halt. . , 

6. Although in a surprise the assailant should naturally not send his 
advance guard very far in front, that principle only applies to the first 
approach. If the fight has begun in the enemy's line of quarters and thus 
all that was to be expected from actual surprise has been gained, the 
columns must then push on as advance guards of all arms as far as po~ible, 
for they may greatly increase the confusion on the side of the enemy by . 
their more rapid movement. It is only by this means that it becomes possible . 
to carry off here and there baggage and artillery, and the stragglers who 
usually follow quarters that are being suddenly broken up. These advance 
guards must also become the chief instruments in turning and cutting off 
the enemy. . . -

7· Finally the retreat in case of ill success must be thought of and a 
rallying point be assigned beforehand. 



CHAPTE~ XX 

DIVERSION 

According to the ordinary use of language, by the term diversion is under
stood such an attack on the enemy's country as draws off forces from the 
principal point. It is only when this is the chief intention, and not the 
gaining of the object attacked on the occasion, that it is an enterprise of a 
special character; otherwise it is only an ordinary attack. 

Naturally the diversion must at the same time always have an object of 
attack, for it is only the value of this object that will induce the enemy to 
send troops. Besides, in case the operation does not succeed as a diversion, 
$uch objects are a compensation for the forces expended on it . 

. These objects of attack may be fortresses, or important magazines, or 
rich and large cities, especially capital cities, contributions of all kinds, and, 

·'lastly, assistance to be offered to discontented subjects of the enemy. 
'- It is easy to conceive that diversions may be useful, but they certainly 
·are not so always; on the contrary, they are frequently even injurious. The 
Chief condition is that they should draw off from the principal theater of 
war more of the enemy's troops than we employ on the diversion; for if 
they only succeed in drawing off just the same number, then their efficacy 
as diversions, properly so called, ceases, and the undertaking becomes a 
subordinate attack. Even where a secondary attack is arranged because, on 
account of circumstances, we have a good chance of attaining with small 
forces a disproportionately great result, as, for instance, to make an easy 
capture of an important fortress, that must no longer be called diversion. 
When a state is resisting another, and is at the same time attacked by a 
third state, such an event is commonly also called a diversion; but such 
an attack differs in nothing from an ordinary attack except in its direction. 
There is, therefore, no reason for giving it a particular name, for in theory 

· one should designate by special terms only iuch things as also have a 
special meaning. 

But if small forces are to attract large ones, special circumstances must 
obviously be the cause, and, therefore, for the object of a diversion it is 
not sufficient merely to detach some troops to a point not hitherto touched. 

If the assailant with a small detachment of r,ooo men overruns one of 
his enemy's provinces, not belonging to the main theater of war, in order 
to levy contributions, etc., it is of course to be expected that the enemy 
cannot stop this by detaching r,ooo men, but if he means to protect the 
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province from invaders, he must, of course, send out a larger force. But it 
must be asked: cannot a defender, instead of protecting his own prov4lce, 
restore the balance by sending a similar detachment to plunder a province in 
our country? Therefore, if an advantage is to be obtained by an aggressor 
in this way, it must first be ascertained that there is more to be gotten· or.· 
to be threatened in the defender's provinces than in his own. If this is tlle 
case, then no doubt a weak diversion will occupy more _enemy forces trum · 
our own so employed amount to. On the other hand, this advantage natu
rally diminishes as the masses increase, for so,ooo men can defend a pro
vince of moderate extent not only against equal, but even against somewhat 
superior numbers. The advantage of large diversions is, therefore, very 
doubtful, and the greater they become, the more decisive the other circum
stances must be which favor a diversion if any good at all is to come of it. 

• Now these favorable circumstances may be: . . 
a) Forces which the assailant can make available for a diversion without 

weakening his main attack. . 
b) Points belonging to the defender. which are of vital importance to 

him and can be threatened by a diversion. 
c) Discontented subjects of the defender. . . . 
d) A rich province which can supply a considerable means for war. 
If such a diversion is to be undertaken, which, when tested by these dif-

ferent considerations, promises results, it will be found that an opportunity 
for it is not frequent. 

But now comes another important point. Every diversion briDgs war into 
a district into which it would not otherwise have penetrated; for that reason 
it will always c·an forth some enemy forces which would otherwise have 
remained idle. It will do this in an extremely perceptible manner if the 
enemy is prepared for war by means of an organized militia and national 
armament. It is quite natural and amply shown by experience that if a 
district is suddenly threatened by a detachment of the enemy, and nothing 
has been prepared beforehand for its defense, all the most capable officials 
in the district call up all conceivable extraordinary means and set them in 
motion, in order to ward off the impending danger. Thus, new powers of 
resistance spring up, such as border upon a people's war, and may easilJ 
excite one. 

This is a point which should be kept well in view in every diversion, in 
order that we may not dig our own graves. _· 

The expeditions to North Holland in 1799, and to Walcheren in I8og, 
regarded as diversions, are only to be justified in that there was no other 
way of employing the English troops'; but there is no doubt that the total 
means of resistance used by the French was thereby increased, and every 
landing in France itself would have had just the same effect. To threaten 
the French coast certainly offers great advantages, because by that means 
an important body of troops becomes neutralized in watching the coast, but 
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a landing with a large force can never be justifiable unless we can count 
on the assistance of a province against its government. 

The less a great decision is intended in war the more will diversions be 
. permissible, but of course so much the smaller also will be the gain to be 
derived from them. They are only a means of setting the stagnant masses 
in motion. 

EXECUTION 

r. A diversion may include in itself a real attack; then'the execution has 
no special character except boldneSs and expedition. 

z. It may also have the intention of appearing more than it really is, 
being in fact, a demonstration as well. What particular means are to 
be employed in such a case can only be specified by a subtle mind, 
which is well acquainted with the character of the populace and with 
the existing state of circumstances. Naturally, there must be a great 
dispersion of forces on such occasions. 

· l· If the forces employed are quite considerable, and if the retreat is 
restricted to certain points, a reserve on which the whole rallies is an 
essential condition. 



CHAPTER XXI 

INVASION 

Almost all that we have to say on this subject consists in an explanation
of the term. We find the expression very frequently used by modern authors, 
and they even pretend to denote by it something particular. Guerre d'in-, 
vasion occurs constantly among French authors. They use it as a term fort 
every attack which enters deep into the enemy's country, and would like~ 
at all events, to use it as the antithesis to a regulation attack, that is, .to
one which only nibbles at the frontier. But this is a very unphilosophical 
confusion of language. Whether an attack is to be confined to the frontier 
or carried into the heart of the country, whether it is to make the seizure· of. 
the enemy's strong places the chief object or to seek out the core of the 
enemy's power, and pursue it unremittingly, is the result of circumstances, 
and does not depend on a fashion. In some cases, to push forward may be 
more regular, and at the same time more prudent, than to stay on the, 
frontier, but in most cases it is nothing else than just the fortunate resull! 
of a vigorous attack, and consequently does not differ from it in any 
respect. 
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. ' 

ON THE CULMINATING POINT OF VICTORY t 

The conqueror in a war is not ~ways in a condition to defeat his adver
·sary completely. Often, in fact mostly, there is a culminating point of 
victory. Experience shows this sufficiently; but as the subject is one es-. 
pecially important for the theory of war, and the foundation of almost all 
plans of campaign, while, at the same time, there hovers on its surface as 
with iridescent colors a flicker of. apparent contradictions, we wish to 
examine it more c,Iosely and concern ourselves with its inherent causes. 

Victory, as a rule, arises from a preponderance of the sum of all physical 
and moral powers; undoubtedly it increases this preponderance, or it would 
not be sought for and purchased at a great price. Victory itself does so 
unhesitatingly; so too do its consequences, but not to the final end
generally only up to a certain point. This point may be very near at band, 
and is sometimes so near that all the results of a victorious battle can be 
confined to an increase of moral superiority. How this comes about we 
have now to examine . 
. · :In the progress of action in war, the military force is incessantly meeting 
with elements which increase it, and others which decrease it. Hence it is 
a question of the preponderance of one or the other. As every diminution of 
power on one side is to be regarded as an increase on the side of the enemy, 
it follows, of course, that this double current, this ebb and flow, takes place 
alike whether troops are advancing or retiring. 
· It is only necessary to find out the principal cause of this alteration, in 
the one case, to have determined the other along with it. 

In advancing, the most important causes of the increase of strength on 
the part of the assailant, are: 

1) The loss which the enemy's military force suffers, because his loss is 
usually greater than that of the assailant. 

2) The loss which the enemy suffers in the 'Way of material military 
resources, such as magazines, depots, bridges, etc., and which the 
assailant does not share with him at all. 

3) That from the moment the assailant enters the enemy's territory, 
there is a loss of provinces to the defense, consequently of the sources· 
of new military force. 

----
1 Compare Chapters 4 and 5· 
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4) That the advancing army gains a portion of those resources, in other 
words, gains the advantage of living at 'the expense of the enemy. 

5) The loss of internal organization and of the regular working .of all its 
parts on the side of the enemy. 

6) That the allies of the enemy abandon him, and others join the con
queror. 

7) Lastly, the discouragement of the enemy who lets the weapons to 
some extent drop out of his hands. 

The causes of decrease of strength in ari advancing jlrmy, are: 

I) That it is compelled to lay siege to the enemy's fortresses, to block-. 
ade them or observe them; or that the enemy, , who did the same 
before the victory, in his retreat draws in these troops to the main 
body. 

2) That from the 'moment the assailant enters the enemy's territory, 
the nature of the theater of war is changed; it becomes hostile; we 
must occupy it, for it belongs to us only in so far as we occupy it and 
yet it everywhere presents difficulties to the whole machine which 
must necessarily tend to weaken its effects. 

3) That we are moving farther away from our resources, while the 
enemy is drawing nearer to his; this causes a delay in the replacement 
of expended forces. 

· 4) That the danger which threatens the state rouses other powers to its 
protection. 

5) Lastly, the greater efforts of the adversary, in consequence of the 
increased danger; on the other hand, a relaxation of effort on the 
side of the winning state. 

All these advantages and disadvantages can exist together, meet each 
other, so to speak, and pursue their way in opposite directions. Only the last . 
ones meet as real opposites, cannot pass each other and, therefore, mutually 
exclude each other. This alone shows how infinitely different the effect of 
a victory may be according as it stuns the vanquished or stimulates him to 
greater exertions. 

We shall now try with a few remarks to characterize each of these points 
separately. 

I) The loss of the enemy's forces when defeated may be at the greatest in 
the first moment of defeat, and then daily diminish in amount untir 
it arrives at a point where it balances ours; but it also may grow 
every day in geometrical progression. The difference of situations and 
conditions determines this. We can only say that, in general, with 
a good army the first will be the case, with a bad army the second; 
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next to the spirit of the troops, the spirit of the government is here the 
most important thing. It is very important in war to distinguish 
between the two cases, in order not to stop just at the point where 
we should really begin, and vice v~rsa. 

:z) The loss which the enemy sustains in the way of natural resources 
may increase and decrease in just the same manner, and this will 
depend on the accidental position and nature . of the depots. This 
subject, however, in the present day, cannot be compared in im
portance with the others. 

3) The third advantage must necessarily increase as the army advances; 
indeed, it may be said that it does not come into consideration until 
an army has penetrated deep into the enemy's country; that is to 
say, until a third or fourth of his country has been left behind. More
over, the intrinsic value which a province has in connection with 
the war also comes into consideration. 

In the same way the· fourth advantage must increase with the advance. 
, But with respect to these two last, it is also to be observed that their 
influence on the military forces actually engaged in the struggle is seldom 
felt immediately; they only work slowly and in a roundabout way. There
fore we should not bend the bow too much on their account, that is to say, 
not place ourselves in too dangerous a position. 
. The fifth advantage, again, only comes into consideration when we have 
made a considerable advance, and when by the form of the enemy's 
country some provinces can be separated from the principal mass, as these, 
like limbs compressed by ligatures, then usually soon die off. 

As to 6 and 7, it is at least probable that they increase with the advance; 
furthermore, we shall return to them later. 
. Let us now pass on to the causes of weakness. 

1) The besieging, attacking and blockading of fortresses will generally 
increase as the army advances. This weakening influence alone acts so 
powerfully on the immediate condition of the military forces that it may 
easily counterbalance all the advantages gained. No doubt, in modem 
times, a system has been introduced of attacking fortresses with a small 
number of troops or of watching them with a still smaller number; and 
also the enemy must keep garrisons in them. Nevertheless, they remain a 
great element of security. The garrisons usually consist half of men who 
have taken no part in the war previously. Before those places which are 
situated near the line of communication, it is necessary for the assailant 
to leave a force at least double the strength of the garrison; and if it is 
desirable to lay formal siege to one single considerable place, or starve it 
out, a small army is required for the purpose. 

2) The second cause, the establishment of a theater of war in the 
enemy's country, increases necessarily with the advance, and has a still 
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greater effect on the permanent state of the military forces though not 
on their condition at the moment. ' 

We can only regard as our theater' of war as much of the enemy's 
country as we occupy; that is to say, where we have left either small de
tachments in the open field or here and there garrisons in the most impor
tant cities or stations along the roads, etc. Now, however small the garrisons 
may be which we leave behind, they still weaken the military force con
siderably. But this is the smallest evil. 

Every army bas strategic flanks, that is, the country which borders both 
sides of its lines of communications; because, however, the army of the 
enemy likewise has such flanks, the weakness of these parts is not percep
tible. But that can only be the case as long as we are in our own country; 
as soon as we find ourselves in the enemy's country, the weakness of these 
parts is felt very much, because the smallest operation proiJ!ises some 
result when directed against a very long line only feebly covered or not at 
all; and these attacks may be made from any direction in an enemy's 
country. 

The farther we advance, the longer these flanks become, and the danger 
arising from them grows in geometrical progression, for not only are they 
difficult to cover, but the spirit of enterprise is also first roused in the enemy 
chiefly by long insecure lines of comqmnication, and the consequences 
which their loss may entail in case of a retreat are extremely serious. 

All this helps to impose a fresh burden upon an advancing army at 
every step of its progress; so that if it has not started out with an extra
ordinary superiority, it will gradually feel itself more and more cramped 
in its plans, more and more weakened in its power of attack, and at last 
in a state of uncertainty and anxiety as to its situation. 

3) The third cause, the distance from the source from which the inces
santly diminishing military force must also be incessantly reinforced in
creases with the advance. A conquering army is like the light of a lamp in 
this respect; the more the oil which feeds it sinks in the reservoir and 
recedes from the center of light, the smaller the light becomes, until at 
length it is quite extinguished. 

The wealth of the conquered provinces may, of course, diminish this 
evil very much, but can never entirely remove it, because there are always 
a number of things which we must procure from our own country-men 
in particular, because the supplies furnished by the enemy's .country are, 
in most cases, neither so promptly nor so surely f~rthcommg as those 
furnished by our own; because the means of meetmg any unexpected 
necessity cannot be so quickly procured; because misunderstandings and 
mistakes of all kinds cannot so soon be discovered and remedied. 

If a prince does not lead his army in person, as became the custom in 
the last wars if be is not anywhere near it, then another and very great 
inconvenienc~ arises in the loss of time occasioned by communications back-
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wards and forwards; for the fullest powers conferred on a commander of 
an army are never sufficient to meet every case in the wide expanse of his 
activity. ' 

4) The change in political alliances. If these changes, produced by a 
victory, should be such as are disadvantageous to the conqueror, they wlll 
probably be so in a direct relation to his progress, just as is the case if 
they are of an advantageous nature. Everything depends here on the exist-' 
ing political alliances, interests, customs and tendencies, on princes, min
isters, favorites, mistresses, etc. In general we can only say that when a 
great state which has smaller allies is conquered, these usually secede very 
soon from their alliance, so that the victor, in this respect, becomes stronger 
with every blow; but if the conquered state is small, protectors arise much 
sooner when its existence is threatened, and others, who have helped to 
shake its stability, will turn round to prevent its complete downfall. 

5) The increased resistance which is called forth on the part of the 
army. At one time, terror-stricken and stupefied, the enemy lets the weapons 
fall from his hands; at another an enthusiastic paroxysm seizes him, every
one hastens to arms, and the resistance after the first defeat is much stronger 
than it was before. The character of the people and of the government, the 
nature of the country and its political alliances, are here the data from 
which the probable effect must be conjectured. 

How infinitely different these two last points alone render the plans 
which may and should be made in war in the one case and the other! While 
in the one through scrupulousness and so-called methodical procedure we 
trifle away our best chance of success, in the other through rashness we 
fall head and ears into destruction. 

In addition, we must mention the slackness which frequently appears in 
the victor in his own country when the danger is removed; while, on the 
contrary renewed efforts would be necessary in order to follow up the 
victory. If we cast a general glance on these different and antagonistic 
principles, the deduction doubtless is that the following up of the victory, 
the onward march in a war of aggression, -in the majority of cases, dimin
ishes the preponderance with which the assailant set out, or which has 
been gained by the victory. 

Here the question must necessarily strike us: If this is so, what is it then 
that impels the conqueror to pursue his course of victory, to continue the 
offensive? And can tl>is really still be called following up the victory? 
Would it not be better to stop where as yet there is hardly any diminution 
of the preponderance gained? 

To this we must naturally answer: the preponderance of military forces 
is only the means, not the end. The end is either to overthrow the enemy 
or at least to take from him a part of his lands, in order thereby to place 
ourselves in a position_ to make the advantages gained count in the conclu
sion of peace. Even if our aim is to overthrow the enemy completely, we 
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must put up with the fact that, perhaps, every step we advance, reduces 
our preponderance. It does not, however, necessarily follow from this that 
it must be nil before the fall of the enemy. The fall of the enemy may take 
place before that, and if it is to be obtained by the last minimum of pre. 
ponderance, it would be a mistake not to use it for that purpose. 

The preponderance which we have or acquire in war is, therefore, only · 
the means, not the object, and it must bestaked to gain the latter. But it 
is necessary to know how far it will reach, in order not to go beyond that 
point and, instead of fresh advantages, to reap disgrace. 

It is not necessary to adduce special examples from experience in order 
to prove that this is the way in which the strategic preponderance exhausts 
itself in the strategic attack; it is rather the multitude of instances which 
has forced us to investigate the causes of it. It is only since the appearance 
of Bonaparte that we have known campaigns between civilized nations in 
which the preponderance has led without interruption to the fall of the 
enemy. Before his time, every campaign ended with the victorious army 
seeking to win a point where it could simply maintain itself in a state of 
equilibrium. At this point, the movement of victocy stopped, if, indeed, a 
retreat did not become necessary. Now this culminating point of victory 
will also appear in the future1 in all wars in which the overthrow of the 
enemy cannot be the military object of the war; and the majority of wars 
will still be of this kind. The natural goal of every single plan of campaign 
is the point at which the offensive changes into the defensive. 

To go beyond this goal is more than simply a useless expenditure of 
power, yielding no further result; it is a ruinous one which causes reactions,· 
and these reactions; according to universal experience, have always dis
proportionate effects. This last fact is so common, and appears so natural 
and easy to understand, that we need not enter circumstantially into the 
causes. Lack of organization in the conquered land and the violent revulsion 
of feeling that results when a serious loss takes the place of the looked-for 
new success are the chief causes in every case. The moral forces, courage 
on the one side rising often to bravado, and extreme depression on the 
other, now generally begin to come into very active play. The losses on the 
retreat are increased thereby, and the hitherto successful party thanks 
heaven if he escapes with only the surrender of all his gains, without losing 
some of his own territory. 

We must now clear up an apparent contradiction. 
One would, of course, think that as long as the progress in the att?£k. 

continues, there must still be a preponderance, and that as the defensive, 
which will begin at the end of the victorious advance, is a stronger form 
of war than the offensive, therefore, there is so much the less danger of the 
victor becoming unexpectedly the weaker party. But nevertheless this dan
ger does exist, and keeping history in view, we must admit that the great
est danger of a reverse often does not arrive until the moment when the 
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offensive ceases and passes into the defensive. We shall try to find the cause 
of this. 

The superiority which we have attributed to the defensive form of war 
consists: 

I) In the use of ground. 
2) In the possession of a prepared theater of war. 
3) In the support of the people. 
4) In the advantage of awaiting the enemy. 

It is evident that these advantages cannot always be forthcoming and 
active in a like degree; that, consequently, one defense is not always like 
another; and therefore, also, that the defense will not always have this 
same superiority over the offensive. This must be particularly the case in a 
defensive, which begins after the exhaustion of an offensive, and has its 
theater of war usually situated at the apex of an offensive triangle thrust far 
forward. Of the four advantages named above, this defensive retains only 
the first unaltered-the use of the ground. The second generally disappears 
altogether, the third becomes negative, and the fourth is very greatly weak
ened. A word or two more, by way of explanation, with regard to the last 
point only. 

Under the influence of an imagined equilibrium whole campaigns often 
pass without any result, because the side which should assume the ini
tiative is wanting in the necessary resolution. It is just in this, as we con
ceive, that the advantage of the state of awaiting lies. But if this equilib
rium is disturbed by an offensive act, if the enemy's interests are damaged, 
and his will stirred to action, then the probability of his remaining in a 
state of indolent irresolution is greatly diminished. A defense, which is 
organized on conquered territory, has a much more challenging character 
than one upon our own soil; the offensive principle is engrafted on it, so 
to speak, and its nature is thereby weakened. The peace which Daun 
granted Frederick II in Silesia and Saxony, he would never have permitted 
him in Bohemia. 

Thus it is clear that the defensive, which is interwoven with an offensive 
undertaking, is weakened in all its chief advantages, and, therefore, will no 
longer have the superiority which originally is due to it. 

As no defensive campaign is composed of purely defensive elements, so 
likewise no offensive campaign is made up entirely of offensive elements; 
because, besides the short intervals in every campaign, in which both sides 
are on the defensive, every attack which does not lead to a peace must 
necessarily end in a defensive. 

In this manner it is the defensive itself which contributes to the weaken
ing of the offensive. This is so far from being an idle subtlety, that on the 
contrary, we consider it the chief disadvantage of the attack that we are 
afterwards reduced through it to a very disadvantageous defensive. 
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And this explains how the difference which originally exists between the 
strength of the offensive and defensive forms in war is gradually reduced. 
We shall now further show how it may completely disappear, and the ad
vantage for a short time may change into the reverse. 

If we may be allowed to make use of a concept from nature to explain 
our point, we will be able to express ourselves more briefly. It is the time 
which every force in tl;te material world requires to produce its effect. A 
force, which if applied slowly and by degrees would be sufficient to bring 
to rest a body in motion, will be overcome by it if time is lacking. This law 
of the material world is a striking image of many of the phenomena in our 
inner life. If we are once roused to a certain trend of thought, not every 
motive, sufficient in itself, is capable of changing or stopping that current 
of thought. Time, tranquillity and durable impressions on our consciousness 
are required. So it is also in war. When once the mind has taken a decided 
trend toward an object or is, on the other hand, turned back toward a har
bor of refuge, it may easily happen that the motives which compel one man · 
to stop and which challenge another to dare are not felt at once in their 
full force; and as the progress of action in the meantime continues, they 
are carried along by the stream of movement beyond the limits of equilib
rium, beyond the culminating point, without being aware of it. Indeed, it 
may even happen that, in spite of the exhaustion of force, the assailant, · 
supported by the moral forces which chiefly lie in the offensive, finds it less 
difficult to advance than to stop, like a horse drawing a load uphill. By 
this, we believe, we have now shown, without inconsistency, how the as
sailant may pass that point which, at the moment of stopping and assum
ing the defensive, still promises him good results, that is, equilibrium. 
Rightly, to determine this point is, therefore, important in framing a plan 
of campaign, both for the assailant, that he may not undertake what is 
beyond his powers and, so to speak, incur debts, and for the defender, that 
he may perceive and profit by this error if committed by the assailant. 

If now we look back at all the points which the commander should bear 
in mind in making his decision, and remind ourselves that he can only 
estimate the tendency and value of the most important of them through the 
consideration of many other near and distant circumstances, that he must 
to a certain extent guess them,--guess whether the enemy's army, after the 
first blow, will show a stronger core and a steadily increasing solidity, or, 
like a Bologna phial, will crumble into dust as soon as the surface is in
jured-guess the extent of weakness and paralysis which the drying up of 
certain sources, the interruption of certain communications will produce 
on the military condition of the enemy-guess whether the enemy, from 
the burning pain of the blow which has been dealt him, will collapse power
less, or whether, like a wounded bull, he will be roused to a state of fury 
-lastly, guess whether othe~ powers will be terrified or enraged and what 
political alliances will be dissolved or formed. When we say that in all this, 
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and much more, he must hit the mark every time with an instinctive judg
ment, as the rifleman hits the bull's-eye, it must be admitted that such a 
feat of the human mind is no trifle. A thousand by-paths running this way 
and that, present themselves to the judgment; and whatever the number, 
the confusion and complexity of objects leave undone is completed by the 
sense of danger and responsibility. 

Thus it happens that the great majority of generals prefer to remain far 
short of the goal rather than to approach· too close; and thus it happens 
that a fine courage and great spirit of enterprise often go beyond it, and 
therefore fail to attain their object. Only he who does great things with 
small means has successfully reached the goal. 



BOOK VIII 

PLAN OF A WAR 



' CHAPTER 11 

INTRODUCTION 

In the chapter on the essence and object of war, we have sketched, in 
a certain sense, its general conception, and pointed out its relations to sur
rounding things, in order to start out with a sound fundamental idea. We 
hinted at the manifold difficulties which the mind encounters in the consid
eration of this subject, while we postponed the closer examination of them 
and stopped at the conclusion that the overthrow of the enemy, conse
quently the destruction of his military forces, is the chief object of the 
whole act of war. This put us in a position to show in the following chapter 
that the means which the act of war employs is the engagement alone. In 
this manner we think we have obtained for the time being a correct point 
of view. 

We then went separately through all the principal relations and forms' 
which appear in military action, but are extraneous to the engagement, in 
order that we might determine their value more distinctly, partly through 
the nature of the thing, partly from the experience which military history 
affords. We did this, furthermore, in order to purify them from those vague~ 
ambiguous ideas which are generally mixed up with them, and also to 
bring forth in them the real object of the act of war-the destruction of 
the enemy's military forc~as the primary object. We now, return to war 
as a whole, inasmuch as we propose to speak of the plan of war and of 
campaigns, and that obliges us to revert to the ideas in Book I. 

In these chapters, which are to deal with the problem as a whole, is 
contained the very essence of strategy, in its most comprehensive and im
portant features. We enter this innermost part of its domain, where all 
other threads meet, not without some diffidence. 

Indeed this diffidence is amply justified. 
On the one hand, we see how extremely simple the operations of war 

appear. We hear and read how the greatest generals speak of it in the 
plainest and simplest manner, how on their lips the regulating and manag
ing of this ponderous machine, with its hundred thousand parts, seems 
just as if it were only a question of their own persons, so that the whole 
tremendous act of war is individualized into a kind of duel. We find the 
motives of their action explained now by a few simple ideas, now by the 
impulse of some emotion. We see the easy, sure, we might almost say, in-

• Book VIII, "Plan of a War," is a rough draft only.-Ed. 
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different manner in which they treat the subject. And now see, on the other 
band,' the immense number of circumstances which present themselves for 
consideration to the investigating mind; the long, often indefinite distances 
into which the threads of the subject spin out and the number of combina
tions which lie before tis. If we reflect that it is the duty of theory to em
brace all this systematically, that is, with clearness and comprehensiveness, 
and always to trace the action back to the necessity of a sufficient cause, 
then there comes upon us an overpowering dread of being dragged down 
to a pedantic dogmatism, to crawl about in the lower regions of clumsy 
conceptions, where we shall never meet the great general, with his easy 
coup d'oeil. If the result of an effort at theory is to be of this kind, it 
would have been as well, or rather, it would have been better, not to have 
made the attempt at all. It could only bring down on theory the contempt 
of genius, and would soon be forgotten. And on the other band, this easy 
coup d'oeil of the general, this simple way of thinking, this personification 
of the whole action of war, is so absolutely the very essence of every sound 
conduct of war, that in no other than this broad way is it possible to con· 
ceive that freedom of the mind which is indispensable if the mind is to 
dominate events, and not to be over-powered by them. 

With some fear we proceed again; we can only do so by pursuing the 
way which we have prescribed for ourselves from the beginning. Theory 
serves to throw a clear light. on the mass of objects, that the mind may the 
more easily find its bearings; theory serves to pull up the weeds which 
error has sown everywhere; it is to show the relations of things to each 
other and separate the important from the trifling. Where ideas resolve 
themselves spontaneously into such a core of truth as is called principle, 
when they of themselves keep such a line as forms a rule, theory shall in· 
dicate this. 

What the mind brings away with it from this wandering among the fun· 
damental ideas of things, the rays of light that are quickened in it, that is 
the assistance which theory affords it. Theory can give no formulas with 
which to solve problems; it cannot confine the mind's course to the narrow 
line of necessity by principles set up on both sides. It gives the mind a 
glance into the mass of objects and their relations, and then dismisses it 
again into the higher regions of action, there to act according to the meas
ure of its natural gifts, with the combined energy of the whole of those 
forces, and to grasp the true and the right, as one single clear idea, which, 
dt'iven forth under the united pressure of all these forces, would seem to be 
rather a product of feeling than of thought. 



CHAPTER II 

ABSOLUTE AND REAL WAR 

The plan of war comprehends the whole military operation; through it 
the operation becol!les a single ~ct, which must have one final definitive 
object, in which all particular objects have been merged. No war is begun, 
or at least, no war should be begun, if people acted wisely, without first 
finding an answer to the question: what is to be attained by and in war? 
The first is the final object; the other is the intermediate aim. By this domi
nant idea the whole course of the war is prescribed, the extent of the means 
and the measure of energy are determined; its influence manifests itself 
down to the smallest details of action. 

We said in the first chapter that the overthrow of the enemy is the 
natural aim of the act of war, and that if we would keep within the 
strictly philosophical limits of the conception, there can fundamentally be 
no other. · ' 

As this idea must apply to both the belligerent parties, it would follow 
that there can be no suspension in the military act, and a suspension can
not take place until one or the other of the parties concerned is actually · 
overthrown. 

In the chapter on the suspension of action in warfare, we have shown 
how the abstract principle of hostility, applied to its agent, i.e., man, and to 
all circumstances out of which war is made up, is subject to delays and 
limitations from causes which are inherent in the apparatus of war. 

But this modification is not nearly sufficient to carry us from the orig
inal conception of war to the concrete form in which it almost everywhere 
appears. Most wars appear only as mutual anger, under the influence of 
which each side takes up arms to protect itself and put fear into its adver
sary, and--occasionally-to strike a blow. They are, therefore, not like~ 
two mutually destructive elements brought into collision, but like tensions 
of two elements still apart which discharge themselves in small separate 
shocks. 

But what is now the non-conducting medium which hinders the complete 
discharge? Why is the philosophical conception not fulfilled? That medium 
consists in the great number of interests, forces and circumstances in the 
existence of the state which are affected by the war. Through their infinite 
windings the logical conclusion cannot be traced out as it would be on the 
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simple thread of one or two inferences. In these windings it is caught fast, 
and man, who in great things as well as in small, usually acts more on par
ticular prevailing ideas and emotions than according to strictly logical con
clusions, is hardly conscious of his confusion, onesidedness and inconsist
ency. 

But even if the intelligence from which war originates could have gone 
through all these circumstances, without for a moment losing sight of its 
aim, still all other intelligences in the state which are concerned would not 
be able to do the same. Thus an opposition would arise, and consequently 
a force would become necessary, capable of overcoming the inertia of the 
whole mass-a force which will mostly be inadequate to the task. 

This inconsistency is found on one or the other of ·the two sides, or it 
may be on both sides, and becomes the cause of the war being something 
quite different from what it should be, according to the conception of it-a 
half-hearted affair, a thing without inner cohesion. 

This is how we find it almost everywhere, and we might doubt whether 
our notion of its absolute nature had any reality, if we had not seen real 
warfare make its appearance in thil\absolute completeness right in our own 
times. After a short introduction performed by the French Revolution, the 
ruthless Bonaparte quickly brought it to this point. Under him war was car
ried on without slackening for a moment until the enemy was laid low, and 
the counterstrokes followed almost with as little remission. Is it not natural 
and necessary that this phenomena should lead us back, to the original con
ception of war with all its rigorous deductions? 

Shall we now rest satisfied with this and judge all wars accordingly, how
ever much they may differ from it-and deduce therefrom all the require
ments of theory? 

We must decide upon this point, for we can say nothing intelligent on 
the plan of war until we have made up our minds whether war is to 
be only of this kind, or whether it may be of yet another kind. 

If we give an affirmative answer to the first question, then our theory 
will, in all respects, come nearer to logical necessity; it will be a clearer 
and more settled thing. But what are we to say then of all wars from 
Alexander and certain campaigns of the Romans down to Bonaparte? We 
would have to reject them in a lump, and yet we could not, perhaps, do so 
without being ashamed of our presumption. But the worst of it is tnat we 
must say to ourselves that in the next ten years there may perhaps be a 
war of that same kind again, in spite of our theory, and that this theory, 
with its rigorous logic, is still quite powerless against the force of circum
stances. We must, therefore, be prepared to construe war as it is to be, not 
from pure conception, but by allowing room for everything of a foreign 
nature which is involved in it and attaches itself to it-all the natural in
ertia and friction of its parts, the whole of the inconsistency, the vagueness 
and timidity of the human mind; we shall have to admit that war, and 
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the form which we give it, proceeds from ideas, emotions and circumstances 
prevailing for the moment; indeed, if we would be perfectly candid we 
must admit that this has even been the case where it has taken its abso
lute character, that is, under Bonaparte. 

If we must do so, if we must grant that war originates and takes its 
form not from a final adjustment of all the innumerable relations which it 
affects, but from some among them which happen to predominate, then 
it follows, as a matter of course, that it rests upon a play of possibilities, 
probabilities, good fortune and bad, in which rigorous logical deduction 
often gets altogether lost, and in which it is in general an unhelpful,_in
convenient instrument for the brain to work with. Then it also follows that 
war may be a thing which is sometimes war in a greater, sometimes in a 
lesser, degree. 

All this, theory must admit, but it is its duty to give the foremost place 
to the absolute form of war, and to use that form as a general point of 
direction, that he who wishes to learn something from theory may accustom 
himself never to lose sight of it, to regard it as the fundamental standard 
of all his hopes and fears, in order to approach it where he can or where 
he must. 

That a leading idea, which lies at the root of our thoughts and actions, 
gives them a certain tone and character, even when the immediate reasons 
for a decision come from totally different regions, is just as certain as that 
the painter can give this or that tone to his picture by the colors which 
he uses for his ground. 

Theory is indebted to the last wars for being able to do this effectually 
now. Without these warning examples of the destructive force of the un
restrained element, it would have talked itself hoarse to no purpose; no 
one would have believed possible what all have now lived to see realized. 

Would Prussia have ventured .to invade France in the year 1798 with 
7o,ooo men, if she had foreseen that the reaction in case of failure would 
be so strong as to overthrow the old balance of power in Europe? 

Would Prussia in 1806 have made war upon France with J;oo,ooo men, 
if she had considered that the first pistol shot would be a spark to fire the 
mine which was to blow her into the air? 



CHAPTER III 

A. INTERDEPENDENCE OF THE PARTS IN WAR 

According as we have in view the absolute form of war, or one of the 
real forms deviating more or less from it, so likewise two different notions 
of its result will arise. . 

In the absolute form, where everything is the effect of necessary causes, 
one thing swiftly affects another; there is, if we may use the expression, no 
neutral space; there is--on account of the manifold reciprocal effects 
which war contains in itself/ on account of the connection in which, 
strictly speaking, the whole series of engagements2 follow one after an
other, on account of the culminating point which every victory has, beyond 
which the period of losses and defeats begins3-on account of all these 
natural circumstances of war there is, I say, only one result, namely, the 
final result. Until it takes place nothing is decided, nothing won, nothing 
lost. Here we must constantly say: the end crowns the work. In this con
ception, therefore, war is an indivisible whole, the parts of which (the indi
vidual results) have no value except in their relation to this whole. The 
conquest of Moscow, and of half Russia in x812, was of no value to Bona
parte unless it procured for him the peace which he had in view. But it was 
only a part of his plan of campaign; to complete that plan, one part was still 
lacking, the destruction of the Russian army. If we suppose this added to 
the other success, then the peace was as certain as is possible with things of 
this kind. This second part Bonaparte could no longer attain because he had 
failed to do so earlier, and so the whole of the first part was not only use
less, but fatal to him. 

To this view of the connection of results in war, which may be regarded 
as extreme, stands opposed another extreme, according to which war is 
composed of single independent results, in which, as with different rounds 
in a game, the preceding result has no influence on those following; here, 
therefore, everything depends only on the sum total of the results, and we 
can set aside each separate result like a counter in a game. 

Just as the first kind of conception derives its truth from the nature of 
the thing, so we find that of the second in history. There are cases without 

1 Book I, Chapter 1. 
1 Book I, Chapter 2. 

• Book VII, Chapter 5 ("Culminating Point of the Attack"). 
. 5?2 
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number in which it has been possible to gain a small moderate advantage 
without any very onerous condition being attached to it. The more the 
e.lement of war is modified, the more common these cases become; but as 
httle as the first of the views was ever completely realized in any war, just 
as little is there any war in which the last is true in all respects, and the 
first can be dispensed with. 

If we keep to the first of these two views, we must perceive the necessity 
of every war being looked upon as a whole from the very outset, and that 
at the very first step forward, the commander should have the end in view 
to which every line must converge. 

If we admjt the second view, subordinate advantages may be pursued 
for their own sake, and the rest left to subsequent events. 

As neither of these views is entirely without result, theory cannot, there
fore, dispense with either. But it makes this difference in the use of them: 
it requires the first to be laid as a fundamental idea at the root of every
thing, and the latter is only to be used as a modification justified by .circum
stances. 

When Frederick the Great in· the years 1742, 1744, 1757 and 1758 
thrust out from Silesia and Saxony a fresh offensive point into the Aus
trian Empire, which he knew very well could not lead to a new and per
manent conquest like that of Silesia and Saxony, he had in view not the 
overthrow of the Austrian Empire, but a subordinate object, riamely, to 
gain time and strength, and he could pursue that subordinate object with
out being afraid that he should risk his whole existence.1 But if Prussia in 
1806, and Austria in 1805 and 1809, proposed to themselves a still more 
moderate object, that of driving the French over the Rhine, they would not 
have acted in a reasonable manner if they had not first carefully reviewed 
the whole series of events which, either in the case of sticcess or of there
verse, would probably follow the first step and lead up to peace. This was 
quite indispensable, in order that they might determine not only how far 
on their side they could pursue victory without danger, but also how and 
where they would be able to check the course of victory on the side of the 
enemy. 

1 Had Frederick the Great gained the battle of Kollin, and consequently captured 
the chief Austrian army with its two field marshals in Prague, it would have been such 
a tremendous blow that he might then have entertained the idea of marching to Vienna 
to shake the Austrian monarchy, and gain a peace directly. This, in those times, un
paralleled success, which would have been quite like what we have seen in our day, 
only still more wonderful and brilliant-being a contest between a little David and a 
great Goliath-might very probably have taken place after the gain of this one battle; 
but that does not contradict the assertion made above, for it only refers to what the 
king originally intended with his offensive. The surrounding and capture of the enemy's 
army was an event which was beyond all calculation, and which the king never thought 
of, at least not until the Austrians laid themselves open to it by the awkward position 
in which they placed themselves at Prague. 
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An attentive consideration of history shows wherein the difference of 
the two cases consists. At the time of the Silesian Wars in the eighteenth 
century, war was still a mere cabinet affair, in which the people participated 
only as a blind instrument; at the beginning of the nineteenth century the 

' peoples on each side weighed in the scale. The commanders opposed to 
Frederick the Great were men who acted on commission, and just on that 
account men in whom caution was a predominant characteristic; the op
ponent of the Austrians and Prussians was, to put it bluntly, the God of 
War himself. 

Did not these different circumstances necessarily give rise to quite dif
ferent views? Did they not necessarily in the years x8o5, x8o6 and 1809 
point to the uttermost disaster as a very close possibility, nay, even a 
great probability, and consequently should they not have led to widely 
differe~t plans and measures from those that merely aimed at the conquest 
of a couple of fortresses or a paltry province? 

They did not do so to the extent necessary, although both Austria and 
Prussia, at the time of their armament, felt that storms were brewing in the 
politieal atmosphere. It was impossible, because at that time those circum
stances had not yet been so clearly exposed by history. It is just those 
very campaigns of x8o5, x8o6, x8og, and the following ones, which have 
made it easier for us to form a conception of modem absolute war in its 
smashing energy. 

Theory demands, therefore; that at the beginning of every war its char
acter and main outline shall be defined according to what the political con
ditions and relations lead us to anticipate as probable. The more nearly, 
according to this probability, its character approaches the form of absolute 
war, the more its outlines embrace the mass of the belligerent states and 
'draw them into the vortex-so much the more closely its events will be con
nected and so much the more necessary it will also be not to take the first 
step without thinking what may be the last. 

B. OF THE MAGNITUDE OF THE MILITARY OBJECT AND 
THE EFFORTS TO BE MADE 

The compulsio1;1 which we must use toward our enemy will be regulated 
by the magnitude of our own and his political demands. In so far as these 
are mutually known they would give the measure of the efforts on each 
side; but they are not always quite so evident, and this may be a first 
reason for a difference in the means used by each. 

The situation and conditions of the states are not like each other; this 
may become a second cause. 

The strength of will, the character and capacities of the governments 
are just as little alike; this is a third cause. 

These three elements cause an uncertainty in the calculation of the re
sistance to be expected, consequently an uncertainty as to the means to be 
employed and as to the aim we may set before ourselves. 
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As in war insufficient efforts may result not only in lack of success, but 
in positive loss; therefore, the two sides respectively seek to outdo each 
other, which produces a reciprocal action. 

This might lead to the utmost aim of effort, if it were possible to define 
such a point. But then regard for the magnitude of the political demands 
would be lost, the means would lose all relation to the end, and in most 
cases this intention for an extreme effort would be wrecked by the opposing 
weight of circumstances inherent in itself. 

In this manner, he who undertakes war is brought back again into a mid
dle course, in which he acts to a certain extent upon the principle of em
ploying only such forces, and having only such a war aim in mind, as are 
just sufficient for the attainment of his political object. To make this prin
ciple practicable he must renounce every absolute necessity of a result, and 
exclude remote contingencies from the calculation. 

Here the activity of the intellect leaves the province of strict science, of 
logic and mathematics, and becomes, in the wider sense of the term, ·art, 
that is, the skill to pick out, by instinctive judgment, from an infinite multi
tude of objects and circumstances the most important and decisive. This 
instinctive judgment consists unquestionably more or less in some. intui
tive comparison of things and relations by which the remote and unimpor
tant are more quickly eliminated, and the more immediate and important 
are sooner discovered than they could be by strictly logical deduction. 

In order to ascertain what amount of means we have to call up for the 
war, we must consider the political object both on our own side and on 
that of the enemy; we must consider the power and conditions of the 
enemy's state, as well as of our own; we must consider the character of the 
enemy's government and of his people, and the capacities of both. These 
same factors must be considered on our own side; we must take into ac
count the political connections of other states and the effect which the war 
will produce on those states. That the determination of these diverse cir-. 
cumstances and their diverse connections is an immense problem, that it is 
a true flash of genius which, confronted with them, quickly picks out the 
right course, while it would be quite impossible to become master of their 
complexity by mere academic study, is easily understood. . 

In this sense Bonaparte was quite right when he said that it would be a 
problem in algebra before which even a Newton might stand aghast. 

If the diversity and magnitude of the circumstances and the uncertainty 
as to the right measure increase in a high degree the difficulty of obtaining 
a favorable result, we must not overlook the fact that although the incom
parable importance of the matter does not increase the complexity and 
difficulty of the problem, it does nevertheless increase the merit of its solu
tion. In ordinary men freedom and activity of mind are reduced, not in
creased, by the sense of danger and responsibility; but where these things 
give wings to strengthen the judgment, there undoubtedly must be unusual 
greatness of mind. 
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First of all, therefore, we must admit that the judgment on an approach
ing war, on the aim which it may have, and on the means which are re
quired, can only be formed after a general survey of all the circumstances, 
among which the most characteristic features of the moment must thus 
be included; next, that this decision, like all in military life, can never be 
purely objective, but must be determined by the mental and moral qualities 
of princes, statesmen and generals, whether they are united in the person of 
one man or not. 

The subject becomes general and better suited to an abstract treatment 
if we look at the general relations imposed upon states by their time and 
circumstances. We must here allow ourselves a passing glance at history. 

Half-civilized Tartars, republics of ancient times, feudal lords and com
mercial cities of the Middle Ages, kings of the eighteenth century, and, 
lastly, princes and people of the nineteenth century, all carry on war in 
their own ways, carry it on differently, with different means and with 
different aims. 

The Tartar hordes sought new abodes. They marched out as a whole 
nation with their wives and children; they were, therefore, greater· than any 
other army in point of numbers, and their aim was to make the enemy 
submit or to expel him altogether. By these means they would have soon 
overthrown everything before them, if a high degree of civilization could 
have been made compatible with such a condition. 

The old republics, with the exception of Rome, were of small extent; 
still smaller were their armies, for they excluded the great mass, the popu
lace. There were too many of them and they lay too close together not to 
find an obstacle to great enterprises in the natural equilibrium into which 
small separate parts always settle according to a quite general law of 
nature; therefore their wars were confined to devastating the open country 
and taking single cities, in order to secure for themselves by means of these 
things a certain degree of influence for the future. 

Rome alone is an exception to this, but not until the later period of her 
history. For a long time, by means of small bands, she carried on the 
usual warfare with her neighbors for booty and alliances. She became great 
more through the alliances which she formed, and through which neighbor
ing peoples by degrees amalgamated with her into one whole, than through 
actual conquests. It was only after having spread in this manner all over 
Southern Italy that she began to advance as a realfy conquering power. 
Carthage felt, Spain and Gaul were conquered, Greece subdued, and Rome's 
dominion extended to Egypt and Asia. At this period her military forces 
were immense, without her efforts being equally so. These forces were 
kept up by her riches; she no longer resembles the ancient republics, nor 
her own former self. She stands alone. 

Just as distinctive in their way were the wars of Alexander. With a small 
army, but one distinguished for its perfect organization, he overthrew the 
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rotten structures of the Asiatic states. Restlessly and ruthlessly, he pene
trated the wide Asiatic continent and pushed on as far as India. No repub
lic could have done this. Only a king, who, so to speak, was his own con-
dottiere, could have done it quickly. 

The great and small monarchies of the Middle Ages carried on their 
wars ~ith feudal levies. Everything was restricted to a short period of 
time; whatever could not be done in that time had to be regarded as im
practicable. The feudal force itself consisted of an organization of vassal
dam; the bond which held it together was partly legal obligation, partly 
voluntary alliance; the whole formed a real confederation. The armament 
and tactics were based on the right of might, on single combat, and there
fore little suited to large bodies. In fact, at no period has state union been 
so lax and the individual citizen so independent. All this influenced the 
character of the wars at that period in the most distinct manner. They were 
carried out with comparative haste; there was little time spent idly in the 
field, but the object was generally only punishing, not subduing, the enemy. 
They carried off his cattle, burned his ca.stles and then went home again. 

The great commercial towns and small republics introduced the con
dottieri. That was an expensive, and therefore, in point of numbers a very 
limited military force; in point of intensive strength, it was of still less 
value; of extreme· energy and effort in the field it showed so little that its 
combats became for the most part only sham fights. In a word, hatred and 
enmity no longer roused a state to personal activity, but had become an 
article of its trade. War had lost a great part of its danger, altered com
pletely its nature, and nothing that can be deduced from this nature was ap
plicable to it. 

The feudal system condensed itself by degrees into a. definite territorial 
sovereignty; the ties binding the state together became closer; personal 
obligations were transformed into material ones, money gradually became 
the substitute in most cases, and the feudal levies were turned into armies 
of mercenaries. The condottieri formed the connecting link in the change, 
and were, therefore, for a time, the instrument of the more powerful states; 
but this had not lasted long when the soldier, hired for a limited term, was 
turned into a standing mercenary, and the military force of states now be
came the standing army, supported by the public treasury. 

Naturally the slow advance to this stage brought about many different 
combinations of all the three kinds of military force. Under Henry IV we 
find the feudal contingents, condottieri and standing army all employed to
gether. The condottieri prolonged their existence up to the period of the 
Thirty Years' War; indeed there are some slight traces of them even in the 
eighteenth century. 

The other relations of the states of Europe at these different periods 
were quite as peculiar as their military forces. Fundamentally, this con
tinent had split up into a mass of petty states, partly republics in a state 
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<>f internal dissension, partly small monarchies in which the power of the 
government was very limited and insecure. Such a state could not be con
sidered a real unity; it was rather an agglomeration of loosely connected 
forces. Neither, therefore, could such a state be considered an intelligence, 
acting in accordance with simple logical rules. 

It is from this point of view that we must look at the foreign politics 
and wars of the Middle Ages. Let us only think of the continual expeditions 
<>f the German emperors to Italy for five centuries, without any substantial 
conquest of that country resulting from them, or even having been intended. 
It is easy to look upon this as a blunder repeated over and over again
as a false view which had its root in the nature of the times, but it is more 
logical to regard it as the consequence of a hundred important causes which 
we can at any rate partially understand, but which it is impossible for us 
-to realize as vividly as those people could who were brought into actual 
conflict with them. As long as the great states which have risen out of 
this chaos required time to consolidate and organize themselves, their whole 
power and energy are directed solely to that point; their foreign wars are 
few, and those that took place bear the stamp of an immature political 
union. 

The wars between France and England are the first that appear, and 
yet at that time France is not to be considered as really a monarchy, but 
as an agglomeration of dukedoms and countships; England, although bear
ing more the semblance of a unity, still fought with the feudal organization, 
and was hampered by many domestic troubles. 

Under Louis XI, France made its greatest step toward internal unity; 
under Charles VIII it appeared in Italy as a power bent on conquest; and 
under Louis XIV it had brought its political state and its standing army 
to the highest perfection. 

Spain was united under Ferdinand the Catholic; through accidental 
marriage connections, the great Spanish monarchy under Charles V sud
denly arose, composed of Spain, Burgundy, Germany and Italy united. 
What this colossus lacked in the way of unity and internal political cohe
sion, it made up for in money, and its standing army came first into collision 
with the standing army of France. The great Spanish colossus on the 
abdication of Charles V fell into two pieces, Spain and Austria. The latter, 
strengthened by the acquisition of Bohemia and Hungary, now appears on 
the scene as a great power, towing the German Confederation like a tender 
behind her. 

The end of the seventeenth century, the time of Louis XIV, is to be 
regarded as the point in history at which the standing military power, such 
as it existed in the eighteenth century, reached its height. That military 
power was based on recruiting and money. States had organized themselves 
into complete unities; and the governments, by commuting the personal 
obligations of their subjects into taxes, had concentrated their whole power 
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in their treasuries. Through the rapid progress in social improvements, and' 
a constantly developing system of government, this power had become very 
great in comparison to what it had been. France appeared in the field with 
a standing army of 2oo,ooo men or more, and the other powers in propor
tion. 

The other relations of states had likewise altered. Europe was divided 
among a dozen kingdoms and a few republics; it was now conceivable that 
two of these powers might fight with each other without ten times as many 
others being involved, as would certainly have been the case formerly. 
The possible combinations in political relations were still extremely various, 
but they could be surveyed and determined from time to time according to 
probability. 

Internal relations had almost everywhere been simplified into a plain 
monarchical form; the rights and influence of privileged estates had grad
ually died out, and the cabinet had become a complete unity, representing 
the state in all its external .relations. The time had therefore come when a 
suitable instrument and an independent will could give war a form in ac
cordance with its theoretical conception. 

And at this epoch appeared three new Alexanders--Gustavus Adolphus, 
Charles XII and Frederick the Great-whose aim was, by means of small 
but highly perfected armies, to raise little states to the rank of great mon
archies, and to throw down everything in their way. Had they only had 
to deal with Asiatic states they would have more closely resembled Alex
ander in the parts they acted. In any case, we may look,upon them as the 
precursors of Bonaparte in respect to what may be risked in war. 

But what war gained on the one side in force and consistency was lost 
again on the other side. 

Armies' were supported out of the treasury, which the sovereign re· 
garded partly as his private purse, or at least as a resource belonging to the 
government, and not to the people. Relations with other states, except for 
a few commercial matters, mostly concerned only the interests of the treas
ury or of the government, not those of the people; at least ideas tended 
everywhere in that direction. The cabinets, therefore, looked upon them
selves as the owners and administrators of large estates, which they were 
continually seeking to increase without the tenants on these estates being 
particularly interested in this improvement. The people, whO in the Tartar 
invasions were everything in war, who in the old republics and in the 
1\Iiddle Ages (if we properly restrict the idea to those actually possessing 
the rights of citizens) were of great consequence, in the eighteenth century 
were absolutely nothing directly, only retaining an indirect influence on the 
war, through their general virtues and faults. 

In this manner, in proportion as the government separated itself from 
the people and regarded itself as the state, war became exclusively a busi
ness of the government, which it carried on by means of the money in its 
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coffers and the idle vagabonds,it could pick up in its own and neighboring 
countries. The consequence of this was that the means which the govern
ment could command had fairly well-defined limits which could be mutually 
estimated, both as to their extent and duration; this robbed war of its most 
dangerous feature, namely, the effort toward the extreme and the obscure 
series of possibilities connected therewith. 

The financial means, the contents of the treasury and the state of credit 
of the enemy were approximately known as well as the size of his army. 
Any large increase at the outbreak of a war was not feasible. Inasmuch as 
the limits of the enemy's powers were thus recognized, a state felt fairly 
secure against complete subjugation, and as the state was conscious at the 
same time of the limits of its own means, it saw itself restricted to a mod
erate aim. Protected from an extreme, there wa~ no necessity to venture 
on an extreme. Necessity no longer giving an impulse in that direction, that 
impulse could only now be given by courage and ambition. But these found 
a powerful counterpoise in the circumstances of the state. Even kings in 
command were obliged to use the instrument of war with caution. If the 
army was disbanded, no new one could be obtained, and apart from the 
army there was nothing. This imposed as a necessity great prudence in all 
undertakings. It was only when a decided advantage seemed to present it
self that they made use of the costly instrument; to bring about such an 
opportunity was the general's master stroke; but until it was brought 
about, everything floated, so to speak, in an absolute vacuum; there was 
no reason for action, and all forces, that is, all motives, seemed to rest. The 
original motive of the aggressor faded away in prudence and circumspec
tion. 

Thus war became essentially a regular game in which time and chance 
shuffled the cards; but in its significance, it was only diplomacy somewhat 
intensified, a more forceful way of negotiating, in which battles and sieges 
were the diplomatic notes. To obtain some moderate advantage in order 
to make use of it in negotiations for peace was the aim even of the most 
ambitious. 

This restricted, shriveled-up form of war proceeded, as we have said, 
from the narrow basis on which it rested. But that distinguished generals 
and kings, like Gustavus Adolphus, Charles XII and Frederick the Great, 
at the head of armies no less distinguished, could not emerge more prom
inently frop1 the mass of things in general-that even these men were 
obliged to be content to remain at the general level of moderate achieve
ment is to be attributed to the balance of power in Europe. Now that states 
had become greater, and their centers farther apart from each other, that 
which had formerly in the multitude of small states been done through di
rect and perfectly natural interests--proximity, contact, family connec
tions, personal friendship--to prevent any one single state from becoming 
~ uddenly great was now effected by a higher cultivation of the art of 
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diplomacy. Political interests, attractions and repulsions had developed 
into a very refined SY,stem, so that no cannon shot could be fired in Europe 
without all the cabinets having an interest in it .. 

A new Alexander, therefore, in addition to his good sword, had to wield 
also a good pen, and yet he never went very far with his conquests. 

But although Louis XIV intended to overthrow the balance of power in 
Europe, and at the end of the seventeenth century had already got to such 
a point as to trouble himself little about the general feeling of animosity, 
he carried on war in the traditional manner, for while his army was cer
tainly that of the greatest and richest monarch in Europe, it was just like 
the others in its nature. 

Plundering and devasting the enemy's country, which play such an im
portant part with Tartars, with ancient nations and even in the Middle 
Ages, were no longer in accordance with the spirit of the age. They were 
justly looked upon as unnecessary barbarity, which might easily induce 
reprisals, and which did more injury to the enemy's subjects than the 
enemy's government, producing, therefore, no effect and only serving in
definitely to retard the progress of national civilization. War, therefore, 
confined itself more and more, both as regards means and end, to the army 
itself. The army, with its fortresses and some prepared positions, con
stituted a state in a state, within which the element of war slowly con
sumed itself. All Europe rejoiced at its taking this direction, and held it to 
be the necessary consequence of the spirit of progress. Although there was 
an error in this, inasmuch as the progress of the human mind can never 
lead to what is absurd, can never make five out of twice two, as we have 
already said and shall have to repeat again, still on the whole this change 
had an effect beneficial to the people; only it is not to be denied that it 
had a tendency to make war still more an affair of the government, and to 
separate it still more from the interests of the people. The plan of war on 
the part of the state assuming the offensive in those times consisted gen
erally in the conquest of one or another of the enemy's provinces; the plan 
of the defender was to prevent this. The particular plan of campaign was to 
take one or another of the enemy's fortresses, or to prevent one of our own 
from being taken. It was only when a battle became unavoidable for this 
purpose that it was sought for and fought. Whoever fought a battle without 
this unavoidable necessity, from mere innate desire of gaining a victory, 
was reckoned a daring general. Generally the campaign was over with one 
siege, or, if it was a very active one, with two sieges, and winter quarters, 
which were regarded as a necessity. During these the bad organization of 
the one party could never be taken advantage of by the other, and the mu
tual contacts of the two parties almost entirely ceased. They formed a 
distinct limit to the activity which was to take place in a campaign. 

If the forces opposed were too much on a par, or if the aggressor was 
decidedly the weaker of the two, then neither battle nor siege took place, 



PLAN OF A WAR 

and the whole of the operations of the campaign pivoted on the mainte
nance of certain positions and magazines, and the regular devastation of 
particular districts of country. ' 

As long as war was universally conducted in this manner, and the nat
ural limits of its force were so close and obvious, no one found anything 
contradictory in it. All was considered to be in the finest order; and criti
cism, which in the eighteenth century began to turn its attention to the 
art of war, directed itself to details without troubling itself much about 
beginning or end, Thus there was eminence and perfection of every kind, 
and even Field-Marshal Daun-who is chiefly responsible for Frederick 
the Great having completely attained his object, and for Maria Theresa 
having completely failed in hers-could still pass for a great general. Only 
now and again did a penetrating judgment make its appearance, that is, did 
sound common sense recognize that with superior numbers ·something posi
tive must be attained or else war was being badly conducted, whatever art 
might be displayed. 

Thus matters stood when the French Revolution broke out; Austria and 
Prussia t'ried their diplomatic art of war; this soon proved insufficient. 
While, according to the usual way of seeing things, all hopes were placed 
on a very limited military force, in 1793 such a force as no one had had 
any conception of made its appearance. War had again suddenly become an 
affair of the people, and that of a people numbering thirty millions, every 
one of whom regarded himself as a citizen of the state. Without entering 
here into the details of circumstances, by which this great phenomenon 
was attended, we shall confine ourselves to the results which interest us at 
present. By this participation of the people in war, instead of a cabinet and 
an army, a whole nation with its natural weight entered the scale. Hence
forward, the means available--the efforts which might be called forth
_bad no longer any definite limits; the energy with which the war itself could 
be conducted had no longer any counterpoise, and consequently the danger 
for the adversary had risen to the extreme. 

If the whole war of the Revolution ran its course without all this making 
itself felt in its full force and becoming quite evident; if the generals of the 
Revolution did not advance irresistibly up to the final aim and lay in ruins 
the monarchies of Europe; if the German armies now and again had the 
opportunity of resisting with success and checking the torrent of victory
the cause really lay in that technical imperfection with which the French 
had to contend, which showed itself first among the-common soldiers, then 
in the generals, lastly, at the time of the Directory, in the government 
itself. 

After everything had been perfected by the hand of Bonaparte, this mili
tary power, based on the strength of the whole nation, marched shattering 
over Europe with such confidence and certainty that wherever it only 
encountered the old-fashioned armies the result was never even for a 
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moment doubtful. A reaction, however, awoke in due time. In Spain, thf' 
war became of itself an affair of the people. In Austria, in the year 1809,, 
the government made extraordinary efforts, by means of reserves and 
Landwehr, which came nearer to the end in view, and surpassed anything 
that this state had hitherto conceived possible. In Russia, in 1812, the ex
ample of Spain and Austria was taken as a model. The enormous dimensions 
of that empire, on the one hand, allowed the preparations, although too 
long deferred, still to produce an effect; and, on the other hand, intensified 
the effect produced. The result was brilliant. In Germany, it was Prussia 
who pulled herself together first, made the war a national cause, and with
out either money or credit, and with a population reduced by one~half, 
took the field with an army twice as strong as that of 18o6. The rest of 
Germany sooner or later followed the example of Prussia, and Austria, al
though less energetic than in 1809, still came forward with unusual 
strength. Thus it was that Germany·and Russia, in the years 1813 and 
1814, including all who took an active part or were killed in these two 
campaigns, appeared against France with about a million men. 

Under these circumstances, the energy also thrown into the conduct of 
the war was quite different; and, although not quite on a par with that of 
the French, although at some points timidity still prevailed, the course of 
the campaigns, upon the whole, may be said to have been in the new, not 
in the old, style. In eight months the theater of war was removed from 
the Oder to the Seine. Proud Paris had to bow its head for the first time; 
and the redoubtable Bonaparte lay fettered on the ground. 

Since the time of Bonaparte, war, through being first on one side, then 
on the other, again an affair of the whole nation, has assumed quite a new 
nature, or rather it has approached much nearer to its real nature, to its 
absolute perfection. The means then called forth had no visible limit, the 
limit lost itself in the energy and enthusiasm of the governments and 
their subjects. By the extent of the means and the wide field of possible 
results, as well as by the powerful excitement of feeling, energy in the con
duct of war was immensely increased; the object of its action was the 
overthrow of the foe; and not until the enemy lay powerless on the ground 
was it supposed to be possible to stop and to come to any understanding 
with respect to the mutual objects of the contest. 

Thus, tbe primitive violence of war, freed from all conventional restric
tions, broke loose with all its natural force. The cause was the participation 
of the people in this great affair of state, and this participation arose partly 
from the effects of the French Revolution on the internal affairs of coun
tries, partly from the threatening attitude of the French toward all nations. 

Now, whether this will always be the case, whether all future wars in 
Europe will be carried on with the whole power of the states, and, conse
quently, take place only on account of great interests closely affecting the 
people, or whether a separation of the government from the people will 
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gradually arise again, would be a difficult point to settle; least of all shall 
we tak~ it upon ourselves to settle it. But everyone will agree with us, that 
bounds, which only existed in the non-consciousness, so to speak, of what is 
possible, when once thrown down, are not easily built up again; and that, 
at least, whenever great interests are in question, mutual hostility will dis
charge itself in the same manner as it has done in our time. , 

We here bring our historical survey to a close, for it was not our design 
hastily to assign to every age some principles of the conduct of war, but 
only to show how each age has had its own peculiar forms of war, its own 
restrictive conditions and its own prejudices. Each, therefore, would also 
keep its own theory of war, even if everywhere, in early times as well as 
in later, there had been an inclination to work it out on philosophical prin
ciples. The events in each age must, therefore, be judged with due regard 
to the peculiarities of the time, and only he who, less by an anxious study of 
minute details than by a shrewd glance at the main features, can place him
self in each particular age is able to understand and appreciate its generals. 

But this conduct of war, conditioned by the peculiar relations of states 
and of military power, must nevertheless always contain in itself something 
more general, or rather something quite general, with which theory is above 
all concerned. 

The period just elapsed, in which war reached its absolute strength, con
tains most of what is universally valid and necessary. But it is just as im
probable that wars henceforth will all have this grand character- as that 
the wide barriers which have been opened to them will ever be completely 
closed again. Therefore, by a theory which only dwells upon this absolute 
war, all cases in which external influences alter the nature of war would 
be excluded or condemned as errors. This cannot be the object of theory, 
which ought to be the science of war, not under ideal, but under real, cir
cumstances. Theory, therefore, while casting a searching, discriminating 
and classifying glance at objects, should always have in view the diversity 
of causes from which war may proceed, and will, therefore, so trace out the 
great features of war as to leave room for the needs of the age and the 
moment. ' 

Accordingly, we must say that the object which everyone who under
takes war proposes to himself and the means which he calls forth are de
termined entirely according to the particular details of his position. On that 
very account they will also partake of the character of the age and of its 
general circumstances. Lastly, they are always subject to the general con
clusions which must be deduced from the nature of war. 



CHAPTER IV 

AIM OF WAR MORE PRECISELY DEFINED 

OVERTHROW OF THE ENEMY 

The aim of war according to its conception is always supposed to beth<. 
overthrow of the enemy; this is the fundamental idea from which we set 
out. · 

Now, what is this overthrow? It does not always necessarily imply the 
complete conquest of the enemy's country. If the Germans had reached 
Paris in 1792, there-in all human probability-the war with the Revolu
tionary party would' have been brought to an end temporarily. It was not 
even necessary to beat their armies beforehand, for those armies were not 
yet to be looked upon as the only effective power. On the other hand, in 
1814, the Allies would not have gained everything by taking Paris if Bona
parte had still remained at the head of a considerable army; but since his 
army had beeri for the most part annihilated, the capture of Paris decided 
everything,both in the years 1814 and x815. If Bonaparte in the year 1812, 
either before or after taking Moscow, had been able to destroy the Russian 
army of 12o,ooo on the Kaluga road completely, as he did the Austrian in 
I 8os, and the Prussian army in I8o6, .the possession of that capital would 
most probably have brought about a peace, although an enormous tract of 
land still remained to be conquered. In the year 1805 it was the battle of 
Austerlitz that was decisive; and,· therefore; the previous possession of 
Vienna and two-thirds of the Austrian states was not sufficient to gain a 
peace. On the other hand, however, even after that battle, the fact that all 
Hungary was still untouched was not of sufficient weight to prevent the 
conclusion of peace. The defeat of the Russian army was the last blow re
quired; the Emperor Alexander had no other army near at hand, and, there
fore, peace was the indubitable consequence of victory. If the Russian army 
had been on the Danube along with the Austrian in x8os, and had shared 
in its defeat, then probably the conquest of Vienna would not have been 
necessary at all and peace would have been concluded in Linz. 

In other cases the complete conquest of a country does not suffice, as 
in the year I 807, in Prussia, when the blow against the Russian auxiliary 
army, in the doubtful battle of Eylau, had not been decisive enough, and 
the undoubted victory of Friedland had to turn the scale, as the victory 
at Austerlitz had done a year before. 

sss 



sB6 PLAN OF A WAR 

We see that here, too, the result cannot be determined from general 
causes; the individual causes, which no one knows who is not on the spot, 
and many of a moral nature which are never heard of, even the smallest 
features and accidents, 'Yhich only appear in history as anecdotes, are 
often decisive. All that theory can say here is that the main point is to 
keep the predominant conditions of both parties in view. Out of them a 
certain center of gravity, a center of power and movement, will form itself, 
upon which everything depends; and against this center of gravity of the 
enemy the concentrated blow of all the forces must be directed. 

The little always depends on the great, the unimportant on the impor
tant, and the accidental on the essential. This must guide our view. 
· Alexander had his center of gravity in his army, so had Gustavus Adol
phus, Charles XII and Frederick the Great, and the career of any one of 
them would soon have been brought to an end by the destruction of his 
fighting force. In states torn by internal dissensions, this center generally 
lies in the capital; in small states dependent on greater ones, it lies gen
erally in the army of these allies; in a confederacy, it lies in the unity of in
terests; in a national insurrection, in the person of the chief leader and in 
public opinion; against these points the blow must be directed. If the 
enemy hereby loses his balance, no time must be allowed for him to re
cover it. The blow must be persistently repeated in the same direction, or, 
in other words, the conqueror must always direct his blows upon the whole, 
but not against a part of the enemy. It is not by conquering one of the 
enemy's provinces, with ease and with superior numbers, and preferring the 
more secure possession of this unimportant conquest to great results, but 
by seeking out constantly the nucleus of hostile power, and staking the 
whole thing in order to gain the whole, that we can actually strike the 
enemy to the ground. 

But whatever may be the central point of the enemy's power against 
which we are to direct our operations, still the conquest and destruction of 
his t.rm is ·the surest beginning, and in all cases the most essential. 

Hence we think that, according to the majority of experiences, the fol
lowing circumstances chiefly bring about the overthrow of the enemy: 

1. Dispersion of his army if it forms, in some degree, an effective power. 
2. Capture of the enemy's capital, if it is not merely the center of the 

state powers, but also the seat of political bodies and parties. 
3· An effective blow against the principal ally, if he is in himself more 

powerful than the enemy. 
Hitherto, we have always thought of the enemy in war as a unity, which 

was permissible for considerations of a very general nature. But having 
said that the subjugation of the enemy lies in the overcoming of his re
sistance, concentrated in the center of gravity, we must lay aside this sup
position and discuss the case in which we have to deal with more than one 
opponent. 
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If two or more states combine against a third, this constitutes, politically 
speaking, only one war. However, this political union also has its degrees. 

The question is whether each state in the coalition possesses an independ
ent interest in, and an independent force with which to prosecute, the war, 
or whether there is one among them on whose interests and forces the others 
lean for support. The more the latter is the case, the easier it is to regard 
the different enemies as one alone, and the more readily we can simplify our 
principal enterprise to one great blow; and as long as this is in any way 
possible, it is the most thorough and complete means of success. 

We would, therefore, establish it as a principle that if we can defeat all 
our enemies by defeating one of them, the defeat of that one must be the 
aim of the war, because in that one our blow strike's the common center of 
gravity of the whole war. ' 

There are very few cases in which this kind of conception is not per
missible, and where this reduction of several centers of gravity to one can
not be made. But if this cannot be done, then indeed there is no alternative 
but to look upon the war as two or more separate wars, each of which has 
its own aim. As this case presupposes the independence of several enemies, 
consequently the great superiority of all together, the overthrow of the 
enemy will be entirely out of the question. 

We now turn more particularly to the question: When is such an aim 
possible and advisable? 

In the first place, our military forces must be sufficient: 
I. To gain a decisive victory over those of the enemy. 
2. To make the expenditure of force which is necessary, when we follow 

up the victory to the point where the establishment Of an equilibrium is n<' 
longer conceivable. 

Next, we must feel sure that our political situation is such that this re
sult will not excite against us new enemies, who may at once compel us to 
turn away from the first enemy. 

France, in the year x8o6, was able to conquer Prussia completely, al
though in doing so it brought down upon itself the whole military power 
of Russia, because it was in a condition to defend itself against the Rus- · 
sians in Prussia. 

France was able to do the same in Spain in 1808 with respect to Eng
land, but not with respect to Austria. It had to weaken itself considerably 
in Spain in x8og, and would have been forced to give up the contest in that 
country altogether if it had not already had toogreat a superiority, both 
physically and morally, over Austria. 

These three instances must therefore be carefully studied, so that we 
may not lose in the last the cause which we have won in the former ones, 
and then be condemned in costs. · 

In estimating the strength of forces, and that which may be effected by 
them, the idea very often suggests itself to look upon time, by analogy 
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with dynamics, as a factor of the forces, and to assume accordingly that 
half the efforts, or half the number of forces, would accomplish in two 
years what could only be effected in one year by the whole force united. 
This view, which lies at the bottom o.f military plans, sometimes clearly, 
sometimes less plainly, is completely wrong. 

A military operation, like everything else on earth, requires its time; 
as a matter of course we cannot walk from Vilna to Moscow in eight days; 
but there is no trace to be found in war of any reciprocal action between 
time and force, such as takes place in dynamics. 

Time is necessary to both belligerents, and the only question is: Which 
of the two, judging by_his position, has most reason to expect special ad
vantages from time first? This, however, the peculiarities of the one case 
being weighed against those of the other is, obviously, the vanquished; of 
course not according to dynamic, but according to psychological, laws. 
Envy, jealousy, anxiety and maybe even sometimes magnanimity are the 
natural mediators for the unfortunate. On the one hand they create friends 
for him, and on the other hand weaken and dissolve the coalition among his 
enemies. Therefore, by delay something advantageous is more likely to hap
pen for the conquered than for the conqueror. Further, we must recollect 
that to make right use of a first victory, as we have already shown, a great 
expenditure of force is necessary. This expenditure is not merely to be 
made, but it must be maintained, like a big household; the forces which 
have been sufficient to give us possession of an enemy province are not 
always sufficient to meet this additional outlay; gradually the strain on 
our resources becomes greater, until at last they become insufficient. Thus 
time of itself may bring about a change. 

Could the contributions which Bonaparte levied from the Russians and 
Poles, in money and in other ways, in 1812, have procured the hundreds 
of thousands of men that he would have had to send to Moscow in order 
to retain his position there? 

But if the conquered provinces are sufficiently important, if there are 
in them points which are essential to the well-being of those parts which are 
not conquered, so that the evil, like a cancer, eats onward of itself, then it 
is possible that the conqueror, although nothing further is done, may gain 
more than he loses. Now in this case, if no help comes from without, time 
may complete the work thus begun; what still remains unconquered will, 
perhaps, fall of itself. Thus time may also become a factor of his forces, 
but this can only take place if a return blow from the conquered is no 
longer possible, a change of fortune in his favor no longer conceivable, 
when, therefore, this factor of his forces is no longer of any value to the 
conqueror, for he has accomplished the chief object, the danger of the crisis 
is· past, in short, the enemy has already been overthrown. 

Our object in the above reasoning has been to show clearly that no con-
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quest can be finished too soon, that spreading it over a greater space of 
time than is absolutely necessary for its completion, instead of facilitating 
it, makes it more difficult. If this assertion is true, then it is also true that 
if we are at all strong enough to effect a certain conquest, we must also be 
strong enough to do it at one stretch without intermediate stations. Of 
course we do not mean by this the insignificant halts to concentrate thrt 
forces, and to make one or another arrangement. 

By this view, which makes the character of a speedy and irresistible de, 
cision essential to offensive war, we think we have completely set aside all 
grounds for that theory which, in place of the unrestrained and continued 
following up of victory, would substitute a slow, and what is called method
ical, system as being more sure and prudent. But even for those who have 
readily followed us thus far, our assertion has, after all, so much the ap
pearance of a paradox-is at first sight so much opposed and offensive to 
an opinion which, as an old prejudice, has taken such deep root and has 
been repeated a thousand times in books-that we consider it advisable 
to examine more closely the apparent reasons which are against us. 

Of course, it is easier to reach an object near us than one at a distance, 
but when the near one does not suit our purpose it does not follow that a 
pause, a resting-point, will enable us to get over the second half of the 
road more easily. A short jump is easier than a long one, but no one on that 
account, wishing to cross a wide ditch, would first jump into the middle 
of it. 

If we look more closely at what underlies the conception of a so-called 
methodical offensive war, we shall find that it is generally the following 
things: . 

I. Conquest of those fortresses belonging to the enemy which we meet. 
2. Accumulation of necessary supplies. 
3· Fortifying important points, as magazines, bridges, positions, etc. 
4· The resting of troops in winter and rest quarters. 
s. Waiting for the reinforcements of the ensuing year. 
If for the attainment of all these objects we make a formal halt in the 

course of the offensive action, a resting point in the movement, it is sup
posed that we gain a new base of operation and renewed strength, as if our 
own state were following up in the rear of the army, and as if the latter 
with every new campaign acquired renewed vigor. 

All these praiseworthy motives may make the offensive war more com
fortable, but they do not make its results more certain, and are mostly only 
pretenses to cover certain counteracting forces in the temperament of the 
commander and in the indecision of the cabinet. We shall try to roll them 
up from the left flank. 

I. Waiting for reinforcements is just as much, and we may very well 
say, even more on the side of the enemy and in his favor. Besides, it is 
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natural that a state can muster pretty well as many military forces in one 
year as in two; for all the actual increase of military force in the second 
year is but trifling in relation to the whole. 

2. The enemy rests at the same time that·we do. 
3· The fortification of cities and positions is not the work of the army, 

and therefore no ground for a delay. 
4· In the present system of subsisting armies, magazines are more neces

sary when the troops are in quarters than when they are advancing. As 
long as we advance with success, we continually come into possession of 
some of the enemy's provision depots, which assist us when the country 
itself is poor. 

5· The capture of the enemy's fortresses cannot be regarded as a suspen
sion of the attack; it is an intensified progress, and therefore the seeming 
suspension which is caused thereby is not properly a case such as we are 
speaking of; it is neither a suspension nor a mitigation of force. But whether 
a regular siege, blockade or a mere observation of one or the other is 
most to the purpose is a question which can only be decided according to 
particular circumstances. We can only say this in general: that the answer 
to this question must be entirely decided by the further question, whether 
by mere blockading and further advance we would not be taking too great 
a risk. Where this is not the case, and when there is still ample room to 
extend our forces, it is better to postpone the formal siege till the end of 
the whole offensive movement. We must, therefore, take care not to be led' 
astray by the idea of immediately making secure that which is conquered, 
and in doing so neglect something more important. 

No doubt it seems as if, by further advance, we at once risk again what 
has been already won. Our opinion is, therefore, that no pause, no resting 
point, no intermediate stations are in accordance with the nature of offen
sive war, and that when they are unavoidable, they are to be regarded as 
an evil which makes the result not more certain, but, on the contrary, more 
uncertain; and further, that, keeping strictly to the general truth, if from 
weakness or any cause we have been obliged to stop, a second attempt at 
the object we have in view is, as a rule, impossible; but if such a second 
attempt is possible, then the stoppage was unnecessary, and that when an 
object at the very beginning is beyond our strength, it will always remain 
so. 

We say that this appears to be the general truth, by which we only wish 
to eliminate the idea that time of itself can do something for the advantage 
of the assailant. But as the political relations may change from year to 
year, on that account alone many cases may happen which are exceptions 
to this gE"neral truth. 

It may appear, perhaps, as if we had lost our general point of view, and 
had nothing in sight except offensive war; but this is not at all the case. 
Certainly, he who can make the complete overthrow of the enemy his ob-
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ject will not be easily reduced to take 'refuge in the defensive, the immedi
ate object of which is only the preservation of possessions. But we must 
maintain throughout that a defensive without any positive principle is to 
be regarded as a self-contradiction in strategy as well' as in tactics, and 
therefore we always come back to the fact that every defensive, according 
to its strength, will seek to change to the attack as soon as it has ex
hausted the advantages of the defensive. However great, therefore, or how
ever small the defense may be, we must also include in it, if possible, the 
overthrow of the enemy as an object which this attack may have, and which 
is to be considered as the proper object of the defensive. We say that there 
may be cases in which the assailant, notwithstanding that he has in view 
such a great object, may still prefer at first to make use of the defensive 
form. That this idea is not unsupported by facts is easily shown by the 
campaign of 1812. The Emperor Alexander in engaging in the war did not 
perhaps think of destroying his enemy completely, as was done afterward~ 
But would such an idea have been impossible? And would it not still have 
been very natural that the Russians began the war on. the defensive? · 



CHAPTER V 

AIM OF WAR MORE PRECISELY DEFINED (Continued) 

LIMITED AIM 

In the preceding chapter we have said that by the expression "overthrow 
of the enemy" we understand the real absolute aim of the act Qf war. Now 
we shall consider what remains to be done when the conditions under which 
this aim might be attained do not exist. 

These conditions presuppose a great physical or moral superiority, or 
a great spirit of enterprise, a predilection for great risks. Now where all 
this is not forthcoming, the aim in the act of war can only be of two kinds; 
either the conquest of some small or moderate portion of the enemy's coun
try or the defense of our own until better times. This last is the usual case 
in defensive war. 

Whether the one or the other of these aims is right in a given case can 
always be settled by calling to mind the expression used in reference to .the 
last. The waiting till more favorable times implies that we have reason to 
expect such times hereafter, and this waiting, that is, defensive war, is al
ways based on this prospect; on the other hand, offensive war, that is, 
taking advantage of the present moment, is always imperative when the 
future holds out a better prospect, not to ourselves, but to our adversary. 

The third case, which is probably the most common, is when neither 
party has anything definite to expect from the future, when therefore it 
furnishes no motive for decision. In this case offensive war is plainly im
perative for him who is politically the aggressor, that is, who has the posi
tive motive, for he has taken up arms with that object, and every moment 
of time which is lost without any good reason is so much lost time for him. 

We have here decided for offensive or defensive war on grounds which 
have nothing to do with the relative strength of the belligerents, and yet 
it might appear much more natural to make the choice of the offensive or 
defensive depend chiefly on the relative strength. However, our opinion is 
that just in so doing we should go astray. The logical correctness of our 
simple argument no one will dispute; we shall now see whether it leads to 
absurdity in concrete cases. 

Let us suppose a small state which is involved in a conflict with a very 
superior power, but foresees that with each year its position will become 
worse. If it cannot avoid war, must it not make use of the time when its 
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situation is not yet so bad? It must, therefore, attack, not because the 
attack in itself ensures any advantages-it will rather increase the disparity 
of forces still more-but because such a state is under the necessity of 
either bringing the matter to a final issue before the worst time arrives or 
of gaining at least in the meantime some advantages on which it may here
after maintain itself. This theory cannot appear absurd. But if this small 
state were quite certain that the enemy will advance against it, then, cer
tainly, it can and may make use of the defensive against its enemy to pro
cure a first advantage. There is then, at any rate, no danger of losing time. 

Further, if we suppose a small state to be engaged in war with a greater, 
and the future to have no influence whatever on their decisions, still, if the 
small state is politically the assailant, we must demand of it also that it 
should advance toward its object. 

If it has had the audacity to propose to itself the positive object against 
a more powerful opponent, then it must also act, that is, attack the foe, ii 
the latter does not save it the trouble. Waiting would be an absurdity; un
less at the moment of execution it has altered its political decision, a case 
which very frequently occurs, and contributes hot a little to giving to war~ 
an indefinite character, a fact of which the philosopher does not know what 
to make. , 

Our consideration of ,the limited aim leads us to offensive war with such 
an aim, and to defensive war. We wish to qiscuss both in special chapters, 
but we must first turn our attention in another direction., 

Hitherto we have deduced the modification of the aim of war solely from 
intrinsic reasons. The nature of the political intention we have only taken 
into consideration, in so far as it is or is not directed at something positive. 
Everything else in the political intention is fundamentally something ex~ 
traneous to war; but in Book I, Chapter 2, "End and Means in War," we 
have already admitted that the nature of the political object, the extent 
of our own or the enemy's demand, and our whole political relation have 
in reality a most decisive influence on the conduct of the war, and we shall 
therefore devote the following chapter to that subject especially. 



CHAPTER VI 

A. INFLUENCE OF THE POLITICAL OBJECT ON 
THE MILITARY AIM 

We never find that a state joining in the cause of another state takes it 
as seriously as its own. An auxiliary army of moderate strength is sent 
ahead; if it is not successful, then the ally looks upon the affair as in a 
manner ended, and tries to get out of it on the cheapest terms possible. 

In European politics it is an established thing for states to pledge them
selves to mutual assistance by an offensive and defensive alliance. Not to 
such an extent that one shares in the interests and quarrels of the other, 
but only so far as to promise each other beforehand the assistance of a 
fixed, generally very moderate, contingent of troops without regard to the 
object of the war or the extent of efforts made by the foe. In a treaty of 
alliance of this kind the ally does not look upon himself as engaged with 
the enemy in a war, properly speaking, which would necessarily have to 
begin with a declaration of war and end with a peace treaty. Still, this idea 
is nowhere fixed with any distinctness, and usage varies. 

The thing would have a kind of consistency and the theory of war would 
have less difficulty· in regard to it, if this promised contingent of ten, 
twenty or thirty thousand men were handed over entirely to the state en
gaged in war, so that it might be used as required; it might then be re
garded as a hired force. But the usual practice is widely different. Usually 
the auxiliary force has its own commander, who depends only on his gov
ernment, which prescribes to him an object such as best suits the half
hearted measures it has in view. 

But even if two states really go to war with a third, they do not always 
both look in like measure upon this common enemy as one that they must 
destroy or be destroyed by him. The affair is often settled like a commer
cial transaction; each, according to the amount of risk he incurs or the ad
vantage to be expected, takes a share in the concern to the extent of 
3o,ooo or 4o,ooo men, and acts as if he could riot lose more than the 
amount of his investment. 

Not only is this the point of view taken when a state comes to the 
assistance of another in a cause which is rather foreign to it; but even 
when both have a common and great interest at stake, nothing can be done 
without diplomatic support, and the contracting parties usually only agree 
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to furnish a small stipulated contingent, in order to employ the rest of their 
military forces on the special ends to which policy might happen to lead 
them. 

This way of regarding wars entered into because of alliances was very 
prevalent, and was forced to give way to the natural point of view only in 
very modern times, when the extremest danger drove men's minds into 
natural pathways (as against Bonaparte) and when boundless power com
pelled them to it (as under Bonaparte). It was a' half-hearted thing, an 
anomaly, for war and peace are ideas which fundamenta)ly can have no 
gradations. Nevertheless, it was no mere diplomatic tradition which reason 
could disregard, but deeply rooted in the natural limitation and weakness 
of human nature. , 

Lastly, even in wars carried on without allies, the political cause of a 
war has a great influence on the method in which it is conducted. 
. If we wish from the enemy only a small sacrifice, we are satisfied with 

winning by means of the war only a small equivalent, and we expect to 
attain that by moderate efforts. The enemy reasons in very much the same 
way. Now if one or the other finds that he has deceived himself in his 
calculation-that, in place of being slightly superior to his enemy, as he 
supposed, he is, if anything, somewhat weaker, still, at that moment, money 

. and all other means, as well as sufficient moral impulse for great exertions, 
are very often deficient. In such a case he manages as best he can, and 
hopes for favorable events from the future, although he has not the slight
est foundation for such hope, and the war in the meantime drags itself 
feebly along, like a body worn out with sickness. 

Thus it comes to pass that the reciprocal action, the effort to outbid, 
the violence and irresistibleness of war are lost in the stagnation of weak 
motives, and that both parties move with a certain kind of security in very 
reduced spheres. -

If this influence of the political object on war is once permitted, as it 
must be, there is no longer any limit, and we must put up with descending 
to such warfare as consists in a mere threatening of the enemy and in 
negotiating. 

It is evident that the theory of war, if it is to be and remain a philosoph
ical study, finds itself in difficulty here. All that is inherent in the concept 
of what is essential to war seems to flee from it, and theory is in danger 
of being left without any point of support. But the natural solution soon 
appears. According as a modifying principle gains influence over the act of 
war, or rather, the weaker the motives of action become, so much the more 
action turns into passive resistance, so much the less occurs, and the less 

·it requires guiding principles. All military art then changes into mere pru
dence, the principal object of which will be to prevent the wavering balance 
from suddenly turning to our disadvantage, and the half-hearted war from 
turning into a real one. 
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B. WAR AS AN INSTRUMENT OF POLICY 

Up to this point we have had to consider, now from this side, now from 
that, the state of antagonism in which the nature of war stands with rela
tion to the other interests of men individually and· in a social group, in 
order not to neglect any of the opposing elements-an antagonism which 
is founded in our own nature, and which, therefore, no philosophy can 
unravel. We shall now look for that unity to which, in practical life, these 
antagonistic elements attach themselves by partly neutralizing each other. 
We would have brought forward this unity at the very beginning if it had 
not been necessary to emphasize these very contradictions, and also to look 
at the different elements separately. Now this unity is the conception that 
war is only a part of political intercourse, therefore by n~ means an inde
pendent thing in itself. 

We know, of course, that war is only caused through the political inter
course of governments and nations; but in general it is supposed that such 
intercourse is broken off by war, and that a totally different state of things 
ensues, subject to no laws but its own. 

We maintain, on the contrary, that war is nothing but a continuation of 
political intercourse with an admixture of other means. We say "with an 
admixture of other means," in order thereby to maintain at the same time 
that this political intercourse does not cease through the war itself, is not 
changed into something quite different, but that, in its essence, it continues 
to exist, whatever may be the means which it uses, and that the main lines 
along which the events of the war proceed and to which they are bound are 
only the general features of policy which run on all through the war until 
peace takes place. And how can we conceive it to be otherwise? Does the 
cessation of diplomatic notes stop the political relations between different 
nations and governments? Is not war merely another kind of writing and 
language for their thought? It has, to be sure, its own grammar, but not 
its own logic. , 

Accordingly, war can never be separated from political intercourse, and 
'if, in the consideration of the matter, this occurs anywhere, all the threads 
of the different relations are, in a certain sense, broken, and we have before 
us a senseless thing without an object. 

This way of looking at the matter would be indispensable even if war 
were entirely war, entirely the unbridled elemen~ of hostility. All the cir
cumstances. on which it rests, and which determine its leading features, 
viz., our own power, the enemy's power, allies on both sides, the character
istics of the people and the governments respectively, etc., as enumerated 
in Book I, Chapter 1-are they not of a political nature, and are they 
not so intimately connected with the whole political intercourse that it is 
impossible to separate them from it? But this view is doubly indispensable 
if we reflect that real w.ar is no such consistent effort tending to the last 
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extreme, as it should be according to abstract theory, but a half-hearted 
thing, a contradiction in itself; that, as such, it cannot follow its own laws; 
but must be looked upon as part of another whole-and this whole is policy. 

Policy in making use of war avoids all those rigorous conclusions which 
proceed from its nature; it troubles itself little about final possibilities, con
fining its attention to immediate probabilities. If there ensues much uncer
tainty in the whole transaction because of this, if war thereby becomes a 
sort of game, the policy of each cabinet cherishes the confident belief that 
in this game it will surpass its opponent in skill and discernment. 

Thus policy makes out of the all-overpowering element of war a mere 
instrument, out of the fearsome battle-sword, which should be lifted with 
both hands and the whole power of the body to strike once and not more, 
a light, handy dagger, which is even sometimes nothing more than a rapier, 
which it uses in turn for thrusts, feints and parries. 

Thus the contradictions in which man, naturally timid, becomes in
volved by war may be solved, if we choose to accept this as a solution. 

If war belongs to policy, it will naturally take on its character. If policy 
is grand and powerful, so also will be war, and this may be carried to the 
height at which war attains its absolute form. 

In this way of conceiving it, therefore, we need not lose sight of the 
absolute form of war, rather its imagemust constantly hover in the back
ground. 

Only through this way of conceiving it does war once more become a 
unity; only thus can we regard all wars as things of one kind; and only 
thus can judgment obtain the true and exact basis and point of view from 
which great plans are to be made and judged. 

It is true the political element does not penetrate deeply into the details 
of war. Vedettes are not planted, patrols are not sent round on political 
considerations. But its influence is all the more decisive in regard to the 
plan of a whole war, or campaign, and often even for a battle. 

For this reason we were in no hurry to establish this view at the begin
ning. While engaged with particulars, it would have given us little help, 
and, rather would have distracted our attention to a certain extent; in the 
plan of a war or campaign it is indispensable. 

There is, on the whole, nothing more important in life than to find out 
exactly the point of view from which things must be regarded and judged, 
and then to keep to it, for we can only apprehend the mass of events in 
their unity from one standpoint, and it is only the keeping to one point 
of view that can save us from inconsistency. 

If, therefore, in drawing up a plan of war, it is not permissible to have 
two or three points of view, from which things might be regarded, now with 
a soldier's eye, now with an administrator's, now with a politician's, and 
so on, then the next question is whether policy_ is necessarily paramount 
and everything else subordinate to it. 
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It is assumed that policy unites and reconciles within itself all the in
terests of internal administration and also those of humanity and of what
ever else the philosophical mind might bring up, for it is nothing in itself 
but a mere representative of all these interests toward other states. That 
policy may take a wrong direction, and prefer to promote ambitious ends, 
private interests or the vanity of rulers, does not concern us here, for under 
no circumstances can the art of war be considered as its tutor, and we can 
only regard policy here as the representative of all the interests of the 
whole community. 

The only question, therefore, is whether in forming plans for a war the 
political point of view should give way to the purely military (if such a 
point of view were conceivable), that is to say, should disappear altogether, 
or subordinate itself to it, or whether the political must remain the ruling 
point of view and the military be subordinated to it. 

That the political point of view should end completely when war begins 
would only be conceivable if wars were struggles of life or death, from pure 
hatred. As wars are in reality, they are, as we said before, only the mani
festations of policy itself. The subordination of the political point of view 
to the military would be unreasonable, for policy has created the war; pol
icy is the intelligent faculty, war only the instrument, and not the reverse. 
The subordination of the military point of view to the political is, there
fore, the only thing which is possible. 

If we reflect on the nature of real war, and call to mind what has been 
'said in the third chapter of this book, that every war should be understood 
according to the probability of its character and its leading features as they 
are to be deduced from the political forces and conditions, and that often
indeed we may safely affirm, in our days almost always-war is to be re
garded as an organic whole, from which the single members cannot be 
separated, in which therefore every individual activity flows into the whole 
and also has its origin in the idea of this whole, then it becomes perfectly 
certain and clear that the highest standpoint for the conduct of war, from 
which its leading features proceed, can be.no other than that policy. 

From this point of view our plans come out as from a mold; our compre
hension and judgment become easier and more natural, our convictions 
gain in force, motives are more satisfactory and history more intelligible. 

At all events from this point of view there no longer exists a natural con
tlict between the military and political interests, and where it does appear, 
it is to be regarded merely as imperfect knowledge. That policy makes de
mands on war which it cannot fulfill would be contrary to the presupposi
tion that it knows the instrument which it is going to use, contrary there
fore to a presupposition that is natural and quite indispensable. But if 
policy judges correctly of the course of military events, it is entirely its 
.l.ffair to determine what events and what direction of events correspond to 
1 be aim of the war. 
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In a word, the art of war in its highest point of view becomes policy, but, 
of course, a policy which. fights battles instead of writing notes. 

According to this view, it is an unpermissible and even harmful distinc
tion, according to which a great military event or the plan for such an event 
should admit a purely military judgment; indeed, it is an unreasonable 
procedure·to consult professional soldiers on the plan of war, that they 
may give a purely military opinion, as is frequently done by cabinets; but 
still more absurd is the demand of theorists that a statement of the avail
able means of war should be laid before the general, that he may draw 
up a purely military plan for the war or for the campaign in accordance 
with them. General experience also teaches us that in spite of the great 
diversity and development of the present system of war, still the main out
lines of a war have always been determined by the cabinet, that is, if we 
would use technical language, by a purely political and not a military or
gan. 

This is perfectly naturaL None of the principal plans which are neces
sary for a war can be made without insight into the political conditions, and 
when people speak, as they often do, of the harmful influence of policy on 
the conduct of the war, they really say something very different from 
what they intend. It is not this influence, but the policy itself, which should 
be found fault with. If the policy is right, that is, if it achieves its end, it 
can only affect the war favorably-in the sense of that policy. Where this 
influence deviates from the end, the cause is to be sought only in a mis
taken policy. 

It is only when policy promises itself a wrong effect from certain military 
means and measures, an effect opposed to their nature, that it can exer
cise a harmful effect on war by the course it prescribes. Just as a person in 
a language which he has not entirely mastered sometimes says what he 
does not intend, so policy will often order things which do not correspond 
to its own intentions. 

This has very often happened and shows that a certain knowledge of 
military affairs is essential to the management of political intercourse. 

But before going further, we must guard ourselves against a wrong in
terpretation, which readily suggests itself. We are far from holding the 
opinion that a war minister, buried in official papers, a learned engineer or 
even a soldier who has been well tried in the field would, any of them, 
necessarily make the best minister of state in a country where the sover·· 
eign does not act for himself. In other words, we do not mean to say that 
this acquaintance with military affairs is the principal qualification for a 
minister of state; a remarkable, superior mind and strength of character-· 
these are the principal qualifications which he must possess; a knowledge 
of war may be supplied in one way or another. France was never worse ad
vised in its military and political affairs than by the two brothers Belleisle 
and the Duke of Choiseul, although all three were good soldiers. 
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If war is to correspond entirely with the intentions of policy, and policy. 
is to accommodate itself to the means available for war, in a case in which 
the statesman and the soldier are not combined in one person, there is only 
one satisfactory alternative left, which is to make the commander-in-chief 
a member of the cabinet, that he may take part in its councils and deci
sions on important occasions. But then, again, this is only possible when 
the cabinet, that is, the government itself, is near the theater of war, so 
that things can be settled without noticeable waste of time. 

This is what the Emperor of Austria did in I8o9, and the allied sover
eigns in I8I3, I8I4, IBIS, and the arrangement proved perfectly satis
factory. 

The influence in the cabinet of any military man except the commander
in-chief is extremely dangerous; it very seldom leads to sound vigorous 
action. The example of France in I793, 1794 and 1795, when Carnot, while 
residing in Paris, managed the conduct of the war, is thoroughly objec
tionable, because a system of terror is not at the command of any but a 
revolutionary government. 

We shall now conclude with some reflections derived from history. 
In the last decade of the past century, when that remarkable change 

in the art of war in Europe took place by which the best armies saw a 
part of their method of war become ineffective, and military successes oc
curred on a scale of· which no one had up to then had any conception, it 
certainly seemed that all wrong calculations were to be laid to the charge 
of the art of war. It was plain that, while confined by habit within a nar
row circle of conceptions, Europe had been surprised by possibilities which 
lay outside of this circle, but, certainly, not outside of the nature of things. 

Those observers who took the most comprehensive view ascribed the 
circumstance to the general influence which policy had exercised for c~n
turies on the art of war, to its very great disadvantage, and as a result of 
which it had sunk into a half-hearted affair, often into mere sham-fighting. 
They were right as to the fact, but wrong in regarding it as an avoidable 
condition arising by chance. 

Others thought that everything was to be explained by the momentary 
influence of the particular policy of Austria, Prussia, England, etc. 

But is it true that the real surprise by which men's minds were seized 
was due to something in the conduct of war, and not rather to something 
in policy itself? That is: did the misfortune proceed from the influence 
of policy on the war or from an intrinsically wrong policy? 

The tremendous effects of the French Revolution abroad were evidently 
brought about much less through new methods and views introduced by 
the French in the conduct of war than through the change in statecraft and 
civil administration, in the character of government, in the condition of the 
people, and so forth. That other governments took a mistaken view of all 
these things, that they endeavored, with their ordinary means, to hold 
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their own against forces of a novel kind and overwhelming strength-all 
that was a blunder of policy. 

Would it have been possible to perceive and correct these errors from 
the standpoint of a purely military conception of war? Impossible. For if 
there had been a philosophical 'strategist, who merely from the nature of 
the hostile elements had foreseen all the consequences, and prophesied re
mote possibilities, still it would have been quite impossible for such a 
wholly theoretical argument to produce the least result. 

Only it policy had risen to a just appreciation of the forces which had 
been awakened in France, and of the new relations in the political state 
of Europe, could it have foreseen the consequences which were bound to 
follow in respect to the great features of war, and only in this way could 
it be led to a correct view of the extent of the means required, and the, 
best use to make of them. 

We may, therefore, say that the twenty years' victories of the Revolu
tion are chiefly to be ascribed to the faulty policy of the governments by 
which it was opposed. 

It is true that these faults were first displayed in the war, and the events 
of war completely disappointed the expectations which policy entertained. 
But this did not take place because policy neglected to consult its military 
advisers. The art of war in which the politician of the day could believe, 
namely, that derived from the reality of that time, that which belonged 
to the policy of the day, that familiar instrument which had been hitherto 
used-that art of war, I say, was naturally involved in the same error as 
policy, and therefore could not teach it better. It is true that war itself 
has undergone important alterations, both in its nature and forms, which 
have brought it nearer to its absolute form; but these changes were not 
brought about by the French government having, so to speak, freed itself 
from the leading-strings of policy; they arose from an altered policy which· 
proceeded from the French Revolution not only in France but in the rest 
of Europe as well. This policy had called forth other means and other 
forces by which it became possible to conduct war with a degree of energy 
which could not have been thought of before. 

Also the actual changes in the art of war are a consequence of alterations 
in policy, and, far from being an argument for the possible separation of 
the two, they are, on the contrary, very strong evidence of the intimacy 
of their connection. 

Therefore, once more: war is an instrument of policy; it must necessarily 
bear the character of policy; it must measure with-policy's measure. The 
conduct of war, in its great outlines, is, therefore, policy itself, which takes 
up the sword in place of the pen, but does not on that account cease to 
think according to its own laws. 



CHAPTER VII 

LIMITED AIM-OFFENSIVE WAR 

Even if the complete overthrow of the enemy cannot be the aim, there 
may still be one which is directly positive, and this positive aim can be 
nothing else than the conques( of a part of the enemy's country. 

The use of such a conquest is that we weaken the enemy's national 
forces and consequently his military forces, while we increase our own; 
that we therefore carry on the war, to a certain extent, at his expense; 
further, that in negotiations for peace the possession of the enemy's 
provinces may be regarded as net gain, because we can either keep them 
or exchange them for other advantages. 

This view of a conquest of the enemy's provinces is very natural, and 
would be open to no objection if it were not that the state of defense, 
which must follow the offensive, might often cause uneasiness. 

In_ the chapter "Culminating Point of the Attack" (Book VII, Chapter 
S), we have sufficiently explained the manner in which such an offensive 
weakens the military forces, and that it may be followed by a situation 
which causes apprehension of dangerous consequences. 

The weakening of our military force by the conquest of a portion of the 
enemy's territory has its degrees, and these depend chiefly on the geograph
ical position of this portion of territory. The more it is an annex of our 
own country, being contiguous or within it, and the more it lies in the 
direction of our principal forces, by so much the less will it weaken our 
military force. In the Seven Years' War Saxony was a natural complement 
of the Prussian theater of war, and Frederick the Great's army, instead 
of being weakened, was strengthened by the possession of that province, 
because it lies nearer to Silesia than to the Mark, and yet at the same time 
covers the latter. 

Even in, 1740 and 1741, after Frederick the Great had once conquered 
Silesia, it did not weaken his military forces, because, owing to its form 
and situation, as well as the contour of its frontier line, it offered only a 
narrow point to the Austrians, as long as they were not masters of Saxony, 
and, besides that, this small point of contact lay in the line which the 
attacks on both sides had to take. 

If, on the other hand, the conquered territory is a strip running between 
hostile provinces and has an eccentric position and unfavorable configura-
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tion of ground, the weakening increases so visibly that a victorious battle 
beco~es not only much easier for the enemy, but it may even become 
unnecessary. 

The Austrians have always been obliged to evacuate Provence without a 
battle when they have made attempts on it from Italy. In 1774 the French 
were glad enough to get out of Bohemia without having lost a battle. In 
I 7 sB Frederick the Great could not hold his position in Bohemia and 
Moravia with the same force with which he had obtained such brilliant 
successes in Silesia and Saxony in 1757· Examples of armies not being able 
to keep possession of conquered territory, merely because their military 
force was being so much weakened thereby, are common occurrences, and 
it is therefore not worth the trouble to cite any more of them. 

Therefore, the question whether we should aim at such an object de
pends on whether we can expect to hold possession of the conquest or 
whether a temporary occupation (invasion, diversion) would repay the ex
penditure of force required, especially on whether we have not to appre
hend such a vigorous counterstroke as would completely upset our equi
librium. In the chapter "Culminating Point of the Attack," we have treated 
the manifold consideration due to this question in each particular case. 

There is just one point which we must yet add. 
An offensive of this kind will not always compensate us for what we 

lose upon other points. While we are engaged in making a partial conquest, 
the enemy may be doing the same at other points, and if our enterprise 
is not of superior importance then it will not compel the enemy to give 
up his. It is, therefore, a question for serious consideration whether we do 
not lose more on the one side than we gain on the other. 

Even if we suppose two provinces (one on each side) to be of equal 
value, we shall always lose more by the one which the enemy takes from 
us than we can gain by the one we take; because a number of our resources, 
as faux jrais, so to speak, become ineffective. But since the same thing 
occurs on the enemy's side also, one would suppose that in reality there 
is no reason to attach more importance to the maintenance of what is our 
own than to the conquest. And yet it is so. The retaining possession of our 
own country is always a matter which concerns us more deeply, and the 
suffering inflicted on our own state cannot be outweighed, nor, so to speak, 
neutralized by what we gain in return, except when the latter promises 
considerable profits, that is, if it is much greater. 

The consequence of all this is that such a strategic attack, with only a 
moderate aim, is much less able to free itself from the defense of other 
points which it does not directly cover than one which is directed against 
the center of gravity of the enemy's state. Consequently, in such an attack, 
the concentration of forces in time and space cannot be carried out to 
the same extent. In order that it may take place, at least in respect of time, 
it becomes necessary for the advance to be made offensively from every 
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suitable point at the same time, and therefore this attack loses the other 
advantage of being able to make shift with a much smaller force by acting 
on the defensive at particular points. In this way the effect of aiming at 
such a minor object is to bring all things more to one level; the whole act 
of the war can no longer be concentrated into one principal action which 
can be conducted according to main points of view; it is more dispersed; 
the friction becomes everywhere greater, and there is everywhere more 
room for chance. 

This is the natural tendency of the thing. The commander is dragged 
down by it, finds himself more and more powerless. The more he is con
scious of his own powers, and the more internal and external resources he 
has, the more he will seek to free himself from this tendency in order to 
give to some one point a preponderant importance, even if that should 
only be possible through greater daring. 



CHAPTER VIII 

LIMITED AIM-DEFENSE 

The ultimate aim of a defensive war can never be an absolute negation, 
as we have observed before. Even for the weakest there must be some• 
thing by means of which he can hurt his opponent and threaten him. 

We could, no doubt, say that this object can consist in exhausting our 
opponent, for since he has a positive object, every one of his undertakings 
which fails, even if it has no other result than the loss of the force em
ployed, still may be considered fundamentally a retrograde step, while the 
loss which the defensive suffers was not in vain, because his object was 
keeping possession, and that he has achieved. This would be tantamount to 
saying that the defender h~ts his positive object, in merely keeping posses
sion. Such reasoning might be valid, if it were a fact that the offensive 
must tire and give up after a certain number of vain attempts. But just 
this necessity is lacking. If we look at the actual exhaustion of forces, the 
defender is at a disadvantage. The attack weakens, but only in the sense 
that there may be a turning point; where this is no more to be thought of, 
the weakening is certainly greater on the defensive side than on the offen
sive, for, in the first place, he is the weaker, and, therefore, if the losses on 
both sides are equal, relatively he loses more than the other, and, in the · 
second place, he is generally deprived of a portion of territory and of his 
resources. From this we cannot deduce any reason for our opponent to 
relax his efforts and we can only conclude that if the assailant repeats his 
blows, while the defensive does nothing but ward them off, the latter can
not by any counteraction meet the danger that, sooner or later, one of the 
attacks may succeed. 

Although actually the exhaustion, or rather the tiring out of the stronger, 
has often brought about a peace, that is to be attributed to the half
heartedness with which war is usually conducted, and cannot be regarded 
philosophically as the general and ultimate aim of any defensive war what
ever. There is, therefore, no alternative but that the defense should find 
its aim in the conception of awaiting the enemy, which is, moreover, its real 
character. This conception includes an alteration of circumstances, an im
provement of the situation, which, therefore, when it cannot possibly be 
brought about by internal means, that is, by the defensive itself, can only 
be expected from without. Now, this improvement from without can be 
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nothing else than a change in political relations; either new alliances spring 
up in favor of the defender or old ones directed against him collapse. 

This is, therefore, the aim of the defender, in case his weakness does not 
permit him to think of any important counterstroke. But this is not the 
nature of every defensive according to the concept of it which we have 
given. According to that concept, it is the stronger form of war, and be
cause of that strength it can also be employed when a more or less strong 
counterstroke is intended. 

These two cases must be kept distinct from the very first, as they have 
an influence on the defense. 

In the first case, the defender tries to keep possession of his own country 
as long as possible, because in that way he gains most time, and gaining 
time is lie only way to· his aim. The positive aim which he can in most 
cases attain, and which shall give him the opportunity of carrying out his 
intentions in the negotiations for peace, he cannot yet include in his plan 
of war. In this state of strategic passivity, the advantages which the de
fender can gain at certain points consist in merely repelling separate at
tacks; the preponderance gained at those points he carries over to others, 
for he is usually hard-pressed at all points. If he has no opportunity_ of 
doing this, then there often only remains for him the small advantage that 
the enemy willle~ve him alone for a time. 

If the defender is not altogether too weak, small offensive operations di
rected less toward permanent possession than toward a temporary advan
tage to cover losses, which may be sustained later, invasions, diversions or 
enterprises against a single fortress, may have a place in this defensive 
system without altering its aim or essence. 

But in the second case, where the defensive has already conceived a 
positive intention, it assumes also a more positive character, and indeed 
so much the more, the greater the counterstroke that is warranted by cir
cumstances. In other words, the more the defense has been adopted volun
tarily, in order to make the first blow sure, the bolder may be the snares 
which the defender sets for his opponent. The boldest, and if it succeeds, 
the most effective, is the retreat into the interior of the country, and this 
means is then at the same time the one which differs most widely from 
the other system. 

Let us think only of the difference between the position in which Fred
erick the Great found himself in the Seven Years' War and that of Russia 
in !812. 

When the war began, Frederick, because of his readiness for battle, had 
a kind of superiority; this gave him the advantage of being able to make 
himself master of Saxony, which was, by the way, such a natural comple
ment to his theater of war that the possession of it did not diminish but 
increased his military forces. 
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At the opening of the campaign of 1757, the king endeavored to proceed 
with his strategic attack, which seemed not impossible as long as the-Rus
sians and French had not yet reached the theater of war in Silesia, the 
Mark and Saxony. But the attack failed, and Frederick was thrown back 
on the defensive for the rest of the campaign, was obliged to evacuate 
Bohemia and to rescue his own theater from the enemy, in which he only 
succeeded by turning with one and the same army first upon the French, 
and then upon the Austrians. This advantage he owed entirely to the de
fensive. 

In the year 1758, when his enemies had drawn round him in a closer 
circle, and his forces were dwindling down to a very unequal proportion, 
he wanted to try an offensive on a small scale in Moravia. His plan was 
to take Olmiitz before his enemies were prepared, not with the hope of 
keeping possession o£- it or of making it a base for further advance, but 
to use it as an outwork, a counter-approach against the Austrians, who 
would be obliged to devote the rest of the present campaign, and perhaps 
even a second, to recovering it. This attack also failed. Frederick now gave 
up the thought of a real offensive, because he saw that it only increased the 
disproportion of his forces. A compact position in the heart of his own 
provinces in Saxony and Silesia, the use of short lines, tliat he might be 
able rapidly to increase his forces at any point which might ·be menaced, a 
battle when unavoidable, small invasions when opportunity offered, and 
along with this a patient state of awaiting, a saving of his means for better 
times, became now his general plan. Gradually the execution of it became 
more and more passive. Since he saw that even the victories cost him too 
much, he tried to manage at still less expense; everything depended on 
gaining time and on keeping what he had; he became more and more 
averse to yielding any ground, and did not hesitate to adopt a veritable 
cordon system. The positions of Prince Henry in Saxony, as well as those 
of the king in the Silesian mountains, deserve this designation. In his let
ters to the Marquis d'Argens we see the impatience with which he looks 
forward to winter quarters and how glad he is of being able to take them 
up again without having suffered any serious loss. 

Whoever would blame Frederick for this, and see in it a sign of fallen 
spirit, would, we think, pass judgment without much reflection. 

If the entrenched camp at Bunzelwitz, the positions taken up by Prince 
Henry in Saxony, and by the king in the Silesian mountains no longer 
appear to us as measures on which a general can place his last hope, be
cause a Bonaparte would soon have thrust his sword through such tactical 
cobwebs, we must not forget that times hav~· changed, that war has be
come a totally different thing, quickened by different powers and that, there
fore, positions could be effective at that time, which are effective no longer~ 
and that the character of the opponent also deserves attention. Against the 



6o8 PLAN OF A WAR 

imperial army, against Daun and Butterlin, the use of means which Fred
erick would have despised, if used against himself, could be the highest 
wisdom. 

The result justified this view. By quietly awaiting the enemy Fred~ 
erick attained his aim and evaded difficulties in collision with which his 
forces would have been destroyed. 

The relation in point of numbers between the Russian and French armies 
opposed to each other at the opening of the campaign in 1812 was still 
much more unfavorable to the former than that between Frederick and 
his enemies in the Seven Years' War. But the Russians had the prospect 
of strengthening themselves considerably in the course of the campaign. 
All Europe was in secret hostility to Bonaparte, his power had been 
screwed up to the last pitch, a consuming war occupied him in Spain, and 
the vast extent of Russia permitted the weakening of the enemy's military 
powers to be carried to the last extremity in a retreat five hundred miles 
long. Under these splendid circumstances a tremendous counterstroke was 
not only to be expected, if the French enterprise failed (and how could it 
succeed if the Russian Emperor would not make peace, or his subjects did 
not rise in insurrection against him?), but this counterstroke could also 
bring about the complete destruction of the enemy. The most profound 
sagacity could, therefore, not have devised a better plan of war than that 
which the Russians followed unintentionally. 

That this was not the opinion of the time, and that such a view would 
then have been looked upon as preposterous, is no reason for our now 
denying it to be the right one. If we are to learn from history, we must look 
upon things which have actually happened as also possible in the future, 
and everyone who can claim the right to an opinion in such matters will 
admit that the series of great events which followed the march upon Mos
cow is not a series of accidents. If it had been possible for the Russians 
to put up some scanty defense of their frontier, it is probable that in such 
a case the _power of the French would still have given way, and they. 
would have suffered a reverse of fortune; but the reverse would certainly 
not have been so violent and so decisive. By sufferings and sacrifices (which 
certainly for any other country would have been greater, and for most 
countries, impossible) Russia purchased this enormous ildvantage. 

Thus a great positive sucesss can never be obtained except through 
positive measures, planned not with a view to merely awaiting the enemy, 
but with a view to a decision. In short, even on the defensive, there is no 
great gain to be won except by a great stake. 



CHAPTER IX 

PLAN OF WAR WHEN THE DESTRUCTION 
OF THE ENEMY IS THE AIM 

Having characterized in detail the different aims to which war may be 
directed, we shall go through the organization of the whole war for each 
of the three separate gradations corresponding to these aims. 

In conformity with all that has been said on the subject up to now, 
two fundamental principles will comprehend the whole plan of war and 
serve as a guide for everything else. 

The first is: to trace the weight of the enemy's power back to as few 
centers of gravity as possible, to one if it can be done; again, to confine the 
attack against these centers of gravity to as few principal undertakings as 
possible, to one if possible; lastly, to keep all secondary undertakings as 
subordinate as possible. In a word, the first principle is: to act with as 
muck concentration as possible. · · 

The second principle is: to act as swiftly as possible;-therefore to permit 
no. delay or detour without sufficient reason. 

The determination of the center of gravity of the enemy's power depends 
( 1) On how that power is politically constituted. If it consists of armies 
of one state, there is generally no difficulty; if of allied armies, of which 
one is acting simply as an ally without much interest of its own, then the 
difficulty is not much greater; if of a coalition for common objects, then 
it depends on the cordiality of the alliance. We have mentioned this before. 
( 2) On the situation of the theater of war upon which the different hostile 
armies make their appearance. 

If the enemy's forces are concentrated in one army upon one theater of 
war, they constitute a real unity, and we need not inquire further; if 
they are upon one' theater of war but in separate armies, which belong to 
different powers, there is no longer absolute unity. There is, however, still 
a sufficient connection of the parts for a decisive blow upon one part to 
carry away the other along with it. If the armies are posted in theaters 
of war adjoining each other, and not separated by any great natural ob
stacles, there is in such a case still a decided influence of the one upon 
the other; but if the theaters of war are far apart, if there is neutral 
territory, great mountains, etc., intervening between them, the influence is 
very doubtful, therefore improbable; if they are even on quite opposite 
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sides of the state against which the war is being waged, so that operations 
directed against them must diverge on eccentric lines, then almost every 
trace of connection has disappeared. 

If Prussia was attacked by France and Russia at the same time, it would 
be in respect of the conduct of war much the same as if there were two 
separate wars; at best the unity would appear in the negotiations. 

The Saxon and Austrian military powers in the Seven Years' War were, 
on the contrary, to be regarded as one; what the one suffered the other 
felt too, partly because the theaters of war lay in the same direction for 
Frederick the Great, partly because Saxony had no political independence. 

Numerous as were the enemies which Bonaparte had to contend with in 
Germany in I8IJ, they all lay somewhat in the same direction for him, 
and the theaters of war for their armies wen~ in close connection, and 
reciprocally influenced each other very powerfully. If by a concentration of 
all his forces he had been able to overpower the main army, such a defeat 
would have had a decisive effect on all the parts. If he had beaten the 
main Bohemian army, and marched upon Vienna by way of Prague, 
BlUcher, however willing, could not have remained in Saxony, because he 
would have been called upon to co-operate in Bohemia, and the Crown 
Prince of Sweden would have been unwilling even to remain in the Mark. 

On the other hand, Austria, if carrying on war against the French on 
the Rhine and Italy at the same time, will always find it difficult to gain 
a decision upon one of those theaters by means of a successful stroke on 
the other. This is due partly to the fact that Switzerland, with its moun
tains, forms too strong a barrier between the two theaters, and partly to 
the fact that the direction of the roads on each side is divergent. France, on 
the contrary, can much sooner reach a decision in the one by means of 
a decisive success in the other, because the direction of its forces in both 
converges upon Vi~nna and the center of gravity of the whole Austrian 
e~pire; we may add, further, that a decisive blow in Italy will have more 
effect on the Rhine theater than a success ·on the Rhine would have in 
Italy, because the blow from Italy sirikes nearer to the center, and that 
from the Rhine more upon the flank of the Austrian power. 

It proceu's from what we have said that the conception of separated or 
connected hostile power extends also through all degrees of relationship, 
and that therefore only in the individual case can one discover the influ
ence which events in one theater may have upon the other, according to 
which we may afterwards settle how far the different centers of gravity of 
the enemy's power may be reduced to one. 

There is only one exception to the principle of directing all our strength 
against the center of gravity of the enemy's power, that is, if secondary 
expeditions promise extraordinat"y advantages. Still we assume in such a 
case that a decisive superiority puts us in a position to undertake such en-
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terprises without risking too much in respect to the main theater of war. 
When General Biilow marched into Holland in x8x4, it was to be fore

seen that the 30,ooo men composing his corps would not only neutralize the 
same number of Frenchmen, but would, besides, give the English and 
Dutch an opportunity of entering the field with forces which. otherwise 
would never have been brought into activity. 

Thus the first consideration in a plan of war is to determine the centers 
of gravity of the enemy's power, and, if possible, to reduce them to one. 
The second is to unite the forces which are to be employed against this 
center of gravity into one great action. 

Now at this point the following grounds for dividing and separating our 
forces may present themselves: 

(I) The original disposition of the military forces, therefore also the 
situation of the states engaged in the offensive. 

If the concentration of the forces would occasion detours and loss of 
time, and the danger of advancing by separate lines is not too great, the 
division may be justifiable on those grounds, for to effect an unnecessary 
concentration of forces, with great loss of time, by which the freshness and 
rapidity of the first blow is diminished, would be contrary to the second 
leading principle we have laid down. In all cases in which there is a hope 
of surprising the enemy in soine measure, this deserves particular atten--
tion. · 

But the case becomes still more important if the attack is undertaken 
by allied states which are not situated on a direct line toward the state 
attacked-not one behind the other-but situated side by side. If Prussia 
and Austria undertook a war against France, it would be a forced measure, 
one costing time and strength, if the armies of both powers wanted to pro
ceed from one point, since !}le natural line for an army operating from 
Prussia against the heart of France is from the lower Rhine, and that of 
the Austrians is from the Upper Rhine. Concentration, therefore, in this 
case, could only be effected by a sacrifice; consequently, in any particular 
instance, the question to be decided would be whether the necessity for 
concentration is so great that this sacrifice must be made. 

( 2) The attack by separate lines may offer greater results. , 
Since we are now speaking of advancing by separate lines against one , 

center of gravity, we are, therefore, supposing an advance by concentric 
lines. A separate advance on parallel or eccentric lines comes under the 
head of secondary undertakings, of which we have already spoken. 

Now, everr concentric attack lias, in strategy as well as in tactics, the 
tendency to greater successes, for if it succeeds, the consequence is not 
simply a defeat, but more or less the cutting off of the enemy's armies. 
The concentric attack is, therefore, always that which may lead to the 
greatest results, but on account of the separation of the parts of the force, 
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and the enlargement of the theater of war, it involves also the greater 
risk. It is the same here as with attack and defense: the weaker form 
offers a prospect of greater results. 

The question therefore is whether the assailant feels strong _enough to 
strive for this great aim. 

When Frederick the Great advanced upon Bohemia, in 1757, he set out 
from Saxony and Silesia with his forces divided. The two principal reasons 
for his doing so were, first, that his forces were so arranged in the winter 
that a concentration of them at one point would have divested the attack 
of all the advantages of a surprise, and, second, that by this concentric ad
vance each of the two Austrian theaters of war was threatened in the flank 
and rear. The danger to which Frederick the Great exposed himself on 
that occasion was that one of his two armies might have been completely 
defeated by superior forces; should the Austrians not_ see this, then they 
could either accept battle only in the center or they ran the risk of being 
completely thrown off their line of retreat on one side or the other and 
suffering a catastrophe. This was the great result which this advance prom
ised the king. The Austrians preferred the battle in the center, but Prague, 
where they took up their position, was still in a situation too much under 
the influence of the enveloping attack, which, as they remained perfectly 
passive in their position, had time to develop its efficacy to the utmost. The 
consequence of this was that when they lost the battle, it was a real 
catastrophe; the fact that two-thirds of the army with the commanding 
general had to let themselves be shut up in Prague vouches for this. 

This brilliant success of the campaign was due to the daring venture of 
the concentric attack. If Frederick considered the precision of his own 
movements, the energy of his generals, the moral superiority of his troops, 
on the one side, and the sluggishness of the Austrians on the other, as 
sufficient to assure the success of his plan, who can blame him? But we 
cannot leave these moral quantities out of consideration and ascribe the 
success solely to the mere geometrical form of the attack. We have only 
to think of the no less brilliant campaign of Bonaparte in the year 1796, 
when the Austrians were so notably punished for their concentric march 
into Italy. The means which the French general had at his command on that 
occasion, the Austrian general would have had also at his disposal in 1757 
(with the exception of the moral). Indeed, he had rather more, for he was 
not, like Bonaparte, weaker than his adversary. Therefore, when it is to be 
feared that the advance on separate converging lines may afford the enemy 
the means of counteracting the inequality in number by using interior lines, 
such a form of attack is not advisable, and if, on account of the situation of 
the belligerents, it must be resorted to, it can only be regarded as a neces
sary evil. 

If, from this point of view, we consider the plan which was adopted for 
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the invasion of France in 1814, it is impossible to give it approval. The 
Russian, Austrian and Prussian armies were concentrated at a point near 
Frankfurt-on-the-Main, on the most natural and most direct line to the 
center of gravity of the French monarchy. These armies were separated, so 
that one might penetrate into France from Mayence, the other from Switzer
land. Since the enemy's force was so reduced that a defense of the frontier 
was out of the question, the whole advantage to be expected from this con
centric advance, if it succeeded, was that while Lorraine and Alsace were 
conquered by one army, Franche-Comte would be taken by the other. Was 
this trifling advantage worth the trouble of marching to Switzerland? We 
know very well that there were other, but just as insufficient grounds, 
which caused this march, but we confine ourselves here to the element which 
we are just now considering. 

On the other hand, Bonaparte was a man who thoroughly understood the 
defensive against a concentric attack, as he had shown in his masterly cam
paign of 1796, and although the Allies were very considerably superior in 
numbers, his great superiority as a general was generally recognized. He 
joined his army too late near Chiilons, and had altogether too low an 
opinion of his opponents. Still he was very )lear hitting the two armies 
separately, and in what a weakened condition did he find them at Briennel 
BlUcher had only 27,000 of his 6s,ooo men with him, and the main army, 
out of 2oo,ooo, had only 1oo,ooo. It was impossible to give the opponent 
a better chance. And from the moment that action began, nothing was felt 
to be more needed than reunion. 

After all these reflections, we think that although the concentri£ attack 
is in itself a means of obtaining greater results, still it should generally only 
proceed from a previous separation of military powers, and there will be 
few cases in which we act rightly in giving up for the sake of it the shortest 
and most direct line of operation. 

(3) The breadth of a theater of war can be a motive for attacking on 
separate lines. 

If an army on the offensive in its advance from any point penetrates with 
success farther into the interior of the enemy's country, then, certainly, 
the space which it commands is not restricted exactly to the line of road by 
which it marches, but it will extend somewhat on each side; still that will 
depend very much, if we may use the figure, on the solidity and cohesion 
of the opposing state. If the hostile state is only loosely united, if its peopl~ 
are an effeminate race unaccustomed to war, then, without our taking 
much trouble, a considerable extent of country will remain open behind 
our victorious armies; but if we have to deal with a brave and loyal popu
lation, the space behind our army will form a more or less acute triangle. 

In order to prevent this evil the assailant desires to arrange his advance 
on a certain width of front. If the enemy's force is concentrated at a partie-
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ular point, this breadth of front can only be retained so long as we are not 
in contact with the enemy, and must be contracted as we approach his 
position; that is easy to understand. 

But if the enemy himself has taken up a position with a certain extent 
of front,' then there would be nothing unreasonable in a corresponding 
extension on our part. We speak here of one theater of war, or of several 
which, however, lie near to one another. Obviously this is the case when, 
according to our view, the chief operation is, at the same time, to decide on 
subordinate points. 

But, now, can we always take this chance? And may we expose ourselves 
to the danger which must arise if the influence of the main point is not 
sufficient to decide at minor points? Does not the need of a certain breadth 
for a theater of war deserve special consideration? · 

Here as everywhere else it is impossible to exhaust the number of com
binations which may take place; but we maintain that, with few exceptions, 
the decision on the main point will carry with it the decision on all minor 
points. Therefore, the action should be arranged in conformity with this 
principle, in all cases in which the contrary is not evident. 

When Bonaparte invaded Russia, he had good reason to believe that by 
conquering the main body of the Russian army he would be able to sweep 
away at the same time their forces on the upper Dwina. He left at first only 
the corps of Oudinot to oppose them, but Wittgenstein assumed the offen
sive, and Bonaparte was then obliged to send also the Sixth Corps to that 
quarter. 

On the other hand he had originally directed a part of his forces against 
Bagration; but that general was swept away by the retreating movement of 
the center, and Bonaparte was enabled then to ·recall that part of his forces. 
If Wittgenstein had not had to cover the second capital ;he would also have 
followed the retreating movement of the main army under Barclay. 

In 18o5 and 1809 Bonaparte's victories at Ulm and Ratisbon decided 
matters in Italy and also in the Tyrol, although the first was a rather 
distant theater and independent. In the year 1806 his victories at Jena and 
AuersUidt were decisive in respect to everything that might have been 
attempted against him in Westphalia and Hesse or on the Frankfurt road. 

Among the number of circumstances which may have ~n influence on 
the resistance of the secondary points there are two which are the most 
prominent. 

The first is when a country of vast extent and also of relatively great 
strength, like Russia can put off the decisive blow at the chief point for 
some time and is not obliged to concentrate all its forces there in a hurry. 

The second is when a secondary point (like Silesia in the year I8o6), 
through a great number of fortresses, possesses an extraordinary degree of 
independence. Yet Bonaparte treated that point with great contempt, in
asmuch as, when he had to leave it right in his rear on the march to War-
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saw, he only d~tacbed 2o,ooo men under his brother Jerome against it. 
If it happens that the blow at the chief point, in all probability, will not 

shake such secondary points, or bas not actually done so, and if the enemy 
still bas troops at these points, adequate forces must be opposed to these-
a necessary evil-because we absolutely cannot surrender our line of com
munication from the outset. 

But prudence may go a step farther; it may require that the advance 
upon the chief point keep pace with that on the secondary points, and con;
sequently the principal undertaking be delayed whenever the secondary 
points will not succumb. 

This principle would not directly contradict our principle of uniting all 
action as far as possible in one great undertaking, but the spirit from 
which it springs is diametrically opposed to the spirit in which ours is 
conceived. By following such a principle there would be such a measured 
pace in the movements, such a paralyzing of the attacking force, such ;1 
play of chance and such a loss of time as would be practically inc<!nsistent 
with an offensive directed to the overthrow of the enemy. . 

The difficulty becomes still greater if the forces statione<l at these minor 
points can retire on divergent lines. What would then become of the unity 
of our attack? · 

We must, therefore, declare ourselves completely opposed in principle to 
the dependence of ~he chief attack on secondary points, and we maintain 
that an attack directed toward the overthrow of the enemy which has. not 
~he boldness to shoot, like the point of an arrow, direct at the heart of the 
enemy's power, ,can never hit the mark. 

(4) Lastly, there is still a fourth ground fo~ a separate advance in the 
facility which it may afford for subsistence. , 

It is certainly much pleasanter to march with a small army through ·an 
opulent province than with a large army through a poor one; but by suit
able measures and with an army accustomed to privations, the latter is not 
impossible, and, therefore, the first should never have such an influence 
on our plans as to expose us to great danger. .· 

We have now done justice to the grounds for a separation of forces 
which divides a main operation into several, and if the separation takes 
place on any of these grounds, with a distinct conception of the object, and 
after due consideration of the advantages and disadvantages, we shall not 
venture to criticize. , 

But if, as usually happens, the plan is made in this way by a learned 
general staff, merely according to routine; if different theaters of war1 like 
the squares on a chess board, must each be occupied by its piece before 
the moves begin, if these moves approach the aim with an imagined skill 
in combination in complicated lines and relations, if the armies are to 
separate today in order to display all their skill in reuniting at the greatest 
risk in two weeks--then we detest this abandonment of the direct, simple, 
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common-sense road in order to plunge intentionally into sheer confusion. 
This folly happens more easily the less it is the commander-in-chief who 
directs the war and conducts it, in the sense which we have pointed out in 
the first chapter, as a simple action of his own individuality, invested with 
extraordinary powers; the more the whole plan is concocted by an un
practical general staff and from the ideas of a dozen smatterers. 

-We must still consider the third part of our first principle; that is, to 
keep the subordinate parts as subordinate as possible. . 

By endeavoring to reduce all operations of the war to a single aim, and 
trying to attain this as far as possible by one great action, we deprive the 
'other points of contact of the belligerent states of a part of their in
'dependence; they have become subordinate actions. If we could concentrate 
everything absolutely into a single action, those points of contact would be 
1completely neutralized; but this is seldom possible, and, therefore, it is a· 
'matter of keeping them so far within bounds that they shall not draw off 
too much force from the main issue. 

Next, we maintain that the plan of war must have this tendency even 
when it is not possible to reduce the whole resistance of the enemy to one 
center of gravity. Therefore, in case we are placed in the position, as we 
have already put it, of carrying on two almost quite separate wars at the 
'Same time, the one must always be regarded as the main issue to which our 
'forces and activity are to be chiefly devoted. 
· According to this view, it is advisable to advance offensively only toward 
that one principal point, and to remain on the defensive at all others. Only 
where unusual circumstances invite an attack would it be justified. 

Further, we will seek to carry on this defensive, which takes place at 
minor points, with as few troops as possible, and to avail ourselves of every 
advantage which this form of resistance can give. 

This view applies with still more force to all theaters of war on which, 
though armies of different powers also appear, they are still such as will 
be hit when the general center of gravity is hit. 

But against that enemy at whom the main blow is aimed there can no 
·longer, according to this, be any defensive on minor theaters of war. The 
main attack itself and the secondary attacks, which are brought about by 

i other considerations, make up this blow, and make every defensive, on 
points not directly covered by it, superfluous. ·All depends on the main 
decision; by it every loss will be compensated. If the forces are sufficient 
to make it reasonable to seek such a main decision, then the possibility of 
failure can no longer be used as a ground for guarding oneself in any event 
against injury at other points; for that very course makes this failure much 
more probable, and therefore a contradiction here arises in our action. 

This predominance of the principal action over the minor ones must also 
be the principle observed even in separate branches of the whole attack. 
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But since there are usually other motives which determine which fore~ 
shall advance from one theater of war and which from another against the 
common center of gravity, we only mean here that there must be an effort 
to make the principal action predominate, for everything will become 
simpler and less subject to the influence of chance events the nearer tins 
state of predominance can be attained. . 

The second principle concerns the rapid use of the forces. 
Every unnecessary expenditure of time, every unnecessary detour, ~ a 

waste of power, and therefore contrary to the principles of strategy. · 
It is extremely important always to bear in mind that the attack gener~ 

ally possesses almost its only advantage in the surprise with which ihe 
opening of the action can be effective. Suddenness and irresistibility are it$ 
strongest pinions, and when the object is the overthrow of the enemy, it 
can rarely dispense with them. ' , 

Theory demands, therefore, the shortest way to the object, and com.; 
pletely excludes from consideration endless discussions over right and left~ 
hither and yon. . , 

If we call to mind what was said in the chapter concerning the object of 
the strategic attack (Book VII, Chapter 3) respecting the weakest point o~ 
the state, and, further, what appears in Chapter 4 of this Book on the in"i 
fiuence of time, we believe no further argument is required to prove that ~ 
influence which we claim for that principle really belongs to it. · .. 

Bonaparte never acted otherwise. The shortest main road from army' tq 
army, from one capital to another, was his favorite. 1 

And in what will now consist the principal action to which we have Ie

ferred everything and for which we have demanded a swift and straigh~ 
forward execution? · 1 , 

1 

In Chapter 4 we have explained as far as it is possible in a general waY, 
what the overthrow of the enemy means, and it is unnecessary to repea~ 
it. Whatever it may finally depend on in individual cases, the beginning 1, 
everywhere the same, namely: the destruction of the enemy's military force• 
that is, a great victory over it, and its dispersion. The sooner, which ,meam) 
the nearer our own frontier, this victory is sought, the easier it is; the 
later, that is, the deeper in the heart of the enemy's country, it is gaine~ 
the more decisive it is. Here, as everywhere, the facility of success and its 
magnitude balance each other. 

If we are not so superior to the enemy that the victory is beyond doubt~ 
then we must, when possible, seek hi~ out, that is, his main force. We say 
"when possible," for if this seeking out led to great detours, wrong direc
tions and loss of time for us, it might very likely turn out to be a mistake. 
If the enemy's main force is not on our road and our interests otherwise 
prevent our searching for it, we may be sure we shall meet it later, for it 
will not fail to place itself in our way. We shall then, as we have said, 
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fight under less advantageous circumstances--an evil to which we must 
submit. If we gain the battle in spite of that, it will be so much the more 
decisive. 

From this it follows that, in the case now assumed, it would be an error 
to pass by the enemy's main force purposely, if it places itself in our way, 
at: least if we expected thereby to facilitate the victory. 

On the other hand, it follows from what precedes, that if we have a 
decided superiority over the enemy's main force, we may purposely pass it 
by in order at a future time to deliver a more decisive battle. 

We have been speaking of a complete victory, therefore of an overthrow 
of the enemy, and not of a mere battle gained. But such a victory requires 
an enveloping attack, or a battle with an oblique front, for these two forms 
always give the result a decisive character. It is therefore an essential part 
of a plan of war to make arrangements for this movement, both as regards 
the mass of forces required and the direction to be given them. of which 
more will be said in the chapter on the plan of campaign.1 

It is, of course, not impossible that battles fought with parallel fronts 
may also lead to complete overthrows, and cases in point are not wanting in 
military history; but such an event is uncommon and will be still more so 
the more armies become on a par as regards training and skill. We no 
longer capture twenty-one battalions in one village, as they did at Blenheim. 

Once the great victory is gained, there should be no talk of rest, of getting 
breath, of considering, or of consolidating, etc., but only of pursuit, of fresh · 
blows wherever necessary, of the capture of the enemy's capital, of attack
ing the enemy's auxiliary forces or of whatever else appears to be the 
point of support of the hostile state. 

If the tide of victory carries us past the enemy's fortresses, it will depend 
upon our strength whether we lay siege to them or not. If we have a great 
superiority of force it would be a loss of time not to take them as soon as 
possible; but if we are not certain of the further success ahead of us, we 
must keep the fortresses in check with as few troops as possible, and that 
excludes an extensive siege. The moment that the siege of a fortress com
pels us to suspend our advance, that advance, as a rule, has reached its cul
minating point. We demand, therefore, that the main fore~ should press 
forward rapidly in pursuit without any rest; we have already r:ondemned 
the idea of allowing the advance on the principal point to be made depend
ent on success at secondary points; the consequence of this will be that in 
all ordinary cases our chief army only keeps behind it a narrow strip of 
territory which it can call its own, and which therefore constitutes its 
theater of war. How this weakens the momentum at the head, and the 
dangers for the offensive arising therefrom, we have shown earlier. '\Vill not 
this difficulty, will not this inner counterpoise come to a point which im-

1 This chapter was never written.-Ed. 
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pedes further advance? That may be, no doubt. But just as we have insisted, 
above that it would be a mistake to try to avoid this contracted theater of 
war from the start, and for the sake of that object to rob the advance of its 
impetus, so we also now maintain, that as long as the commander has no~ 
yet overthrown his opponent, as long as he considers himself strong enough 
to attain that aim, so long must he also pursue it. He does so perhaps a~ 
an increasing risk, but also with the prospect of an increasingly greater suc
cess. If there comes a point where he cannot venture to proceed, where he 
believes it necessary to protect his rear and extend himself right and left1 
well, then, this is most probably his culminating point. His momentum 1s 
then spent, and if the enemy is not overthrown, it becomes extremely prob; 
able that nothing will come of it. , 

All that the assailant does to intensify his attack by conquest of for""T 
tresses, defiles and provinces is no doubt still a slow advance, but it is only 
a relative one; it is no longer absolute. The enemy is no longer in flight; 
he is perhaps preparing a renewed resistance; and it is therefore quite possi
ble that, although the assailant still advances with all his force, the posi;
tion of the defense is improving every day. In short, we come back to thi~ 
that, as a rule, there is no second assault after a halt has once been, neces; 
sary. 1 

Therefore theory only requires that, as long as there is an intention of 
. overthrowing the enemy, we proceed without halt against hiffi. If the comT 

mander gives up this object because he finds the danger involved too great_ 
he is right in stopping and extending his force. Theory only objects to thi$ 
when he does it with a view to more readily overthrowing the enemy. 1 

We are not so foolish as to maintain that no instance can be found of 
states having been gradually reduced to the last extremity. In the first place., 
the principle we now maintain is no absolute truth, to which an exception 
would be impossible, but one founded only on the ordinary and probable 
result; next, we must make a distinction between cases in which the down; 
fall of a state has actually been effected by a slow, gradual process, and 
those in which the event was the result of the first campaign. We are here 
only treating the latter case, for it is only in this that there is that tenSion 
of forces which either overcomes the center of gravity of the burden or Is 
in danger of being overcome by it. If in the first year we gain a moderate 
advantage, to which in the following we add another, and thus gradually 
advance toward our object, there is nowhere very imminent danger, but on 
that account it is distributed over many points. Each pause between one 
success and another gives the enemy fresh chances. The effects of the 
first successes have very little influence on those which follow, often none, 
often a negative one, because the enemy recovers, or is perhaps excited to 
increased resistance, or obtains foreign aid; whereas, where everything 
happens in one campaign, the success of yesterday carries today's with it, 
one fire lights itself from another. If there are cases in which states have · 
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been overcome tby successive blows--in which, consequently, time, the 
@tron of the defensive, has proved fatal-how infinitely more numerous 
are the instances in which the intention of the aggressor has by that means 
utterly failed! We need only to think of the result of the Seven Years' War, 
ih. which the Austrians sought to attain their aim with such ease, caution 
and prudence that they completely missed it. 

Taking this view, therefore, we cannot possibly be of the opinion that 
the concern for the proper arrangement of a theater of war and the impulse 
which urges us onward should always go together, and that the former 
must, to a certain extent, be a counterbalance to the latter; but we look 
ui>on the disadvantages which spring from the forward movement as an 
unavoidable evil which only deserves attention when, ahead of us, there is 
no longer any hope for us . 
. \.Bonaparte's example in 1812, far from shaking our opinion, has rather 
confirmed us in it. 
: His campaign did not fail because he advanced too swiftly or too far, as 
is commonly believed, but because the only means to secure success failed. 
The Russian Empire is no country which can be really conquered, that is 
to say, which can be held in occupation, at least not by the forces of the 
present states of Europe, nor by the soo,ooo men with which Bonaparte 
invaded the country. Such a country can only be subdued by its own weak
nesses, and by the effects of internal dissension. In order to strike these 
wlnerable points in its political existence, the country must be shaken 
to its very center. It was only by reaching Moscow with the force of his 
blow that Bonaparte could hope to shake the courage of the government 
and the loyalty and steadfastness of the people. In Moscow he expected to 
conclude the peace treaty, and this was the only reasonable object which 
be could set before himself in undertaking such a campaign. 
' He therefore led his main force against that of the Russians, which 

staggered back before him past the camp at Drissa and did not stop until 
it· reached Smolensk. He carried Bagration along in his movement, beat 
the Russian main army and took Moscow. He acted on this occasion as he 
had always done, it was only in that way that he had made himself the 
arbiter of Europe, and only in that way that it was possible for him to 
do so. 

Therefore, he who admires Bonaparte in all his earlier campaigns as the 
greatest of generals ought not .to look down upon him in this instance. 

It is permissible to judge an event according to the result, as that is the 
best criticism upon it (see Book II, Chapter 5), but this judgment, derived 
merely from the result, must not be passed off as evidence of human wis
dom. Seeking out the causes for the failure of a campaign is not going so 
far as to make a criticism of it; it is only if we show that these causes 
should neither have been overlooked nor disregarded that we. make a 
criticism and place ourselves above the general. 
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Now we maintain that anyone who pronounces the campaign of 1812 

an absurdity, merely on account of the tremendous counterstroke with 
which it ended, and who, if it had been successful, would look upon it as 
a most splendid scheme, shows an utter incapacity of judgment. 

If Bonaparte had remained in Lithuania, as most of his critics think he 
should, in order first to get possession of the fortresses ( o( which, by the 
way, there are scarcely any, except Riga, situated quite at one side, be
cause Bobruisk is a small insignificant place), he would have involved him
self for the winter in a dismal defensive system; then the same people 
would have been the first to exclaim: This is not the old Bonaparte! Why 
has he not got even so far as a first great battle-he who used to place the 
final seal to his conquests on the last ramparts of the enemy's states by. 
such victories as Austerlitz and Friedland? Has he faint-heartedly failed to: 
take the enemy's capital, the defenseless Moscow, ready to open its gates, 
and thus left a nucleus round which new elements of resistance coulc:l 
gather? He had the singular luck to take this far-off and enormous colossu~ 
by surprise, as easily as one would surprise a neighboring city, or as

1 
Frederick the Great surprised the little state of Silesia, lying at his door .. 
and he makes no use of his good fortune, halts in the middle of his victorious· 
course, as if an evil spirit had laid itself at his heels! This is the way he. 
would have been judged, for this is the fashion of critics' judgments in, 
general. 1 

In opposition to this, we say, the campaign of x812 did not succeed ·be-, 
cause the enemy's government remained firm, the people loyal and stead-, 
fast, because it therefore could not succeed. Bonaparte may have made a; 
mistake in undertaking such an expedition; at all events, the result has. 
shown that he deceived himself in his calculations, but we maintain that,l 
supposing it necessary to seek the attainment of this aim, in all general, 
points it could not have been done in any other way. · 1 

Instead of burdening himself with an interminable costly defensive war, 
in the East, such as he had on his hands in the West, Bonaparte tried the 
only means to achieve his object: by one bold stroke to extort a peace from 
his astonished adversary. The destruction of his army was the danger to. 
which he exposed himself in the venture; it was the stake in the game, the. 
price of his great expectations. If this destruction of his army was more. 
complete through his own fault than it need have been, this fault was not 
in his having penetrated too far into the heart of the country, for that w.as 
his object and unavoidable, but in the late period at which the campaign 
opened, the sacrifice of life occasioned by his tactics, the lack of due care 
for the supply of his army, and for his line of retreat, and, lastly, in his 
somewhat delayed march from Moscow. 

That the Russian armies were able to place themselves in his way on the 
Beresina, in order to cut off his retreat absolutely, is no strong argument 
against us. For, in the first place, the failure of that attempt just shows 
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how difficult it is really to cut off an army, as the army which was inter
cepted in this case, under the most unfavorable circumstances that can be 
conceived, still managed to cut its way through. Although this act con
tributed certainly to increase the catastrophe, still it was not essentially 
the cause of it. Second, it was only the unusual character of the country 
which afforded the means to carry things so far, for if it had not been for 
the marshes of the Beresina, with their wooded impassable borders lying 
across the great road, the cutting off would have been still less possible. 
Third, there are no means whatsoever of guarding against such a possi
bility except by making the forward movement with the army in a certain 
width, a thing of which we have previously disapproved, for if once we 
proceed on the plan of advancing with the center and covering the wings 
with armies, which one leaves behind to the left and right, then if either 
of these armies meets with misfortune, we would have to fall back with
the van, and then probably very little could be gained by the attack. 
··Moreover, it cannot be said that Bonaparte neglected his wings. A su
perior force remained fronting Wittgenstein; a proportionate siege corps 
stood before Riga, which was really superfluous there; and in the South 
Schwarzenberg had so,ooo men with which he was superior to Tormasoff 
and even almost equal to Tschitschagow; in addition, there were 3o,ooo men· 
under Victor covering the rear of the center. Even in the month of Novem
ber, that is, at the decisive moment when the Russian armies had been 
reinforced, and the French were very much reduced, the superiority of 
the Russians in the rear of the Moscow army was not so very extraordinary.· 
Wittgenstein, Tschitschagow and Sacken made up together a force of 
uo,ooo. Schwarzenberg, Regnier, Victor, Oudinot and St. Cyr had still 
8o,ooo usable men. The most cautious general, in advancing, would hardly 
devote a greater proportion of his force to the protection of his flanks. 

If out of 6oo,ooo men who crossed the Niemen in 1812 Bonaparte had 
brought back 2 so,ooo instead of the so,ooo who recrossed it under Schwar
zenberg, Regnier and Macdonald, which would have been possible, by 
avoiding the mistakes with which we have reproached him, the campaign 
would still have been an unfortunate one, but theory could have had 
nothing to object to, for the loss of more than half an army in such a case 
is not at all unusual, and only appears so to us in this instance because of 
the enormous scale of the whole enterprise. , 

So much for the ~ain operation, its l'lecessary tendency and its unavoid
able risks. In respect to the subordinate operations, we say above all things: 
there must be a common aim for all of them, but this aim must be such as 
not to paralyze the action of the individual parts. If we invade France from 
the Upper and Middle Rhine and Holland with the intention of uniting at 
Paris, but neither of the armies is supposed to risk anything on the advance 
and is to keep itself intact until the concentration is effected, that is what 
we call a ruinous plan. There must be a balancing of the threefold move-
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ment, which causes delay, indecision and timidity in the advance of each of 
the armies. It is b~tter to assign to each part its mission, and only to place 
unity at that point where these several activities become a unity of them
selves. 

Therefore, when the military forces advance on separate theaters of 
war to the attack, a separate object should be assigned to each army, on 
which it can direct its power of attack. The thing that matters is that this 
attack· should take place from all sides, and not that all should gain 
proportionate advantages. 

If the task assigned to one army is found too difficult because the enemy 
bas made a disposition of his force different from that which was expected, 
if it sustains reverses, this must not and should not Lave any influence on 
the action of the others, or else we should turn the probability of the general 
success against ourselves at the very outset. It is only the unsuccessful 
issue of the majority of enterprises or of the principal one which can and 
must have an influence upon the others, for then it comes under the head 
of a plan which has failed. 

This same rule applies to those armies and detachments which originally 
were intended for the defensive, and, owing to a success gained, can assume 
the offensive, unless we prefer to use such spare forces for the principal _ 
offensive, a point which will chiefly depend on the geographical situation of 
the theater of war. 

But under these circumstances, what becomes of the geometrical form· 
and unity of the whole attack, what of the flanks and rear of detachment!! 
when the part next to them is beaten? , - · 

That is precisesly what we wish chiefly to contest. This gluing down of 
a great attack to a geometrical square is a straying into a false system of 
thought. · 

In Book III, Chapter 15, we have shown that the geometrical element 
has less influence in strategy than in tactics, and we.shall only repeat here 
the conclusion reached there: that in the attack especially, the actual re
sults at the various points deserve much more attention than the geometri
cal figure, which may gradually be formed through the diversity of results. 

But in any case it is quite certain that, in view of the vast spaces with 
which strategy bas to deal, the considerations and decisions which create 
the geometrical situation of the parts carr properly be left to' the com
mander-in-chief; that, therefore, no subordinate general bas a right to 
ask what his neighbor is doing or leaving undone, but can be directed per
emptorily to pursue his object. If any serious incongruity arises from this, 
a remedy can always be prescribed in time by the supreme authority. Thus, 
then, may be obviated the chief evil of this separate mode of action, which 
is, that in the place of realities a cloud of apprehensions and suppositions 
insinuates itself into the course of events, that every accident affects not 
only the part to which it happens, but also the whole, by the communica-
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tion of impressions, and that a wide field is. opened for the personal failings 
and personal animosities of subordinate commanders. 

We think that these views will appear paradoxical only to those who 
have not studied military history long enough or with sufficient attention, 
who have not distinguished the important from the unimportant, nor made 
proper allowances for the influence of human weaknesses. 

If even in tactics it is difficult, as all experienced soldiers admit it is, for 
an attack in several separate columns to succeeed by the perfectly harmo
nious working of all parts, how much more difficult, or rather how impos
sible, must this be in strategy, where the separation is so much wider? 
Therefore, if a constant connection of all parts were a necessary condi
tion of success, such a strategic plan of attack would have to be given 
up altogether. But on the one ban-i, it is not left to our option to discard 
it completely, because circumstances over which we have no control may 
determine in favor of it; on the other hand, even in tactics, this constant 
harmonious working of all parts at every moment of the execution is not 
necessary, and it is still less so in strategy. Therefore, in strategy we should 
disregard it so much the more, and insist the more that an independent 
piece of work be assigned to each part. 

To this we must add one more important observation; it relates to the 
proper allotment of duties. 

In 1793 and 1794 the main Austrian army was in the Netherlands, that 
of the Prussians on the upper Rhine. The Austrians marched from Vienna 
to Conde and Valenciennes, crossing the line of march of the Prussians 
from Berlin to Landau. It is true the Austrians had to defend their Belgian 
provinces in that quarter, and any conquests made in French Flanders 
would have been acquisitions conveniently situated for them, but that 
interest was not strong enough. After the death of Prince Kaunitz, the 
minister, Thugut, put through a measure for giving up the Netherlands 
entirely, for the better concentration of the Austrian forces. In fact, Austria 
is almost twice as far from Flanders as from Alsace, and at a time when 
military resources were very limited, and everything had to be paid for in 
::ash, that was no trifling consideration. Still, Thugut plainly had something 
else in view; his object was, through the urgency of the danger, to compel 
Holland, England and Prussia, the powers interested in the defense of the 
Netherlands and the Lower Rhine, to make greater efforts. He deceived 
himself in his calculations because nothing could be done with the Prussian 
cabinet at that time, but this occurrence nevertheless shows the influence 
of political interests on the course of a war. 

Prussia had neither anything to conquer nor to defend in Alsace. In 1792 
she had undertaken the march through Lorraine into Champagne in a sort 
of chivalrous spirit. But as that enterprise ended in nothing, through the 
unfavorable course of circumstances, she continued the war with very little 
interest. If the Prussian troops had been in the Netherlands, they would 
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have been in direct communication with Holland, which they might have 
looked upon almost as their own country, having conquered it in 1787; 
they would then have covered the Lower Rhine, and consequently that 
part of the Prussian monarchy which lay next to the theater of war. 
Prussia, on account of subsidies, also had a closer alliance with England, 
which, under these circumstances; could not so easily have degenerated 
into the deceitfulness of which the Prussian cabinet was guilty at that time. 

A much better result, therefore, might have been expected if the Aus
trians had appeared with their main force on the Upper Rhine, the Prus
sians with their whole force in the Netherlands and the Austrians had left 
there only a force of proportionate strength. 

If, instead of the enterprising Bllicher, General Barclay had been placed 
at the head of the Silesian army in x814, and Blucher had been kept with 
the main army under Schwarzenberg, the campaign would perhaps have 
turned out a complete failure. 

If the enterprising Laudon, instead of having his theater of war at the 
strongest point of the Prussian dominions, namely, in Silesia, had been in 
the position of the German Imperial army, perhaps the whole Seven Years' 
Wa~; would have taken a different turn. In order to examine this subject 
more closely, we must look at these cases according to their chief distinc~ 
tions. 

The first is if we carry on war in conjunction with other powers, who 
not only take part as our allies, but also have an independent interest. 

The second is if the army of an ally has come to our assistance. 
The third is when it is only a question of the personal characteristics of 

the generals. · 
In the first two cases, the point may be raised whether it is better to mix 

up the troops of the different powers completely, so that each separate 
army is composed of corps of different powers, as was done in the wars of 
1813 and x814, or to keep them separate as much as possible, so that each 
may act more independently. 

Obviously, the first is the most advantageous plan; but it supposes a 
degree of friendly feeling and community of interests which is seldom 
found. When there is this close union of the military forces, it is much 
more difficult for the cabinets to separate their respective interests; and as 
regards the prejudicial influence of the egotistical views of commanders, it 
can show itself under these circumstances only among the subordinate 
generals, therefore, only in the province of tactics, and even here not so 
freely or with such impunity as when there is a complete separation. In the 
latter case, it passes over into strategy and therefore operates in decisive 
features. But, as we have said, a rare self-effacement on the part of the 
governments is required for this. In x8x3, the exigencies of the time forced 
all governments in that direction, and yet we cannot sufficiently praise the 
conduct of the Emperor of Russia, who, though he entered the field with 
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the strongest army and it was he .by whom the change of fortune was 
chiefly brought about, set .aside all pride about appearing at the head of an 
independent Russian army and placed his troops under the Prussian and 
Austrian commanders. 

If such a fusion of forces cannot be effected, a complete separation of 
them is certainly better than a semi-separation; the worst of all is when 
two independent commanders of armies of different powers are on the same 
theater of war, as frequently happened in the Seven Years' War with the 
armies of Rtissia, Austria and the German states. When there is a com
plete separation of forces, the burdens which must be borne are also more 
divided, and each suffers only from what is his own, consequently is more 
impelled to activity by the force of circumstances; but if they find them
selves in close connection, or even on the same theater of war, this is not 

, the case, and, besides that, the ill-will of one paralyzes also the powers of 
the other as well. 

In the first of the three supposed cases, there will be no difficulty in the 
complete separation, as the natural interest of each state generally indi
cates to it a separate direction of employing its forces. This may not be so 
in the second case, and then, as a rule, there is nothing to be done but to 
place oneself completely under the auxiliary army, if its strength is in any 
way pt:oportionate to that measure, as the Austrians did in the latter part 
of the. campaign of IBIS and the Prussians in the campaign of I8o7. 
, With regard to the {>erS(mal characteristics of generals, it becomes an 
entiJ;"ely individual matter; but we must not omit to make one general re
mark, wliiCh is, that we should not, as is generally done, place at the head 
of subordinate armies the most prudent and cautious commanders, but the 
most enterprising, for we repeat once more that in strategic operations 
conducted separately, there is nothing more important than that every 
part should develop its powers to the full, in which case faults committed 
at one point may be compensated for by successes at others. This complete 
activity of all parts, however, is only to be expected when the commanders 
are spirited, enterprising men, who are driven forward by an inner urge, by 
their own hearts, because a mere objective, coolly reasoned-out conviction 
of the necessity of action seldom suffices. 

Lastly, we have to remark that, if circumstances in other respects per
mit, the troops and their commanders, as regards their purpose and the 
nature of the country, should be employed in accordance with their qual
itieJr--that is, standing armies, good troops, numerous cavalry, old prudent 
intelligent generals in an open country; militia, national levies, young, 
enterprising commanders in wooded country, mountains and defiles; auxil
iary forces in rich provinces where they like to be. 

What we have said up till now concerning a plan of war in general, and 
in this chapter concerning that in particular which is djrected to the over
throw of the enemy, was intended to give special prominence to the aim of 
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the plan, and in addition to indicate principles which shall serve as guides 
in the preparation of ways and means. Our desire has been in this way to 
give a clear conception of. what one wants and ought to do in such a war. 
We wanted to emphasize the necessary and general, and to leave a margin 
for the play of the particular and accidental, but to exclude all that .is. 
arbitrary, unfounded, trifling, fantastic or sophistic. If we have succeeded 
in this object, we look upon our task as accomplished. 

Now, if anyone wonders at finding nothing here about turning rivers, 
about commanding mountains from their highest points, about avoiding 
strong positions, and about the keys of a country, he has not, in our opinion, 
understood us; neither does he as yet understand war in its general rela
tions. 

In the preceding Books we have characterized these subjects in general. 
and we there arrived at the conclusion that they are usually much more 
insignificant in their nature than we should think from their high· repute. 
So much the less is it possible or proper that they should play a great role in 
a war, whose aim is the overthrow of the enemy_:that is, such a role as 
would have an influence on the whole plan of war. ·· _ 

At the end of this Book we shall devote a special chapter to the arrange
ment of the supreine command; 1 the present chapter we shall close with an 
example. _ 

If Austria, Prussia, the German Confederation, the Netherlands and 
England determine on a war with France, but Russia remains neutral-a 
case which has frequently happened during the last I so years--they are 
able to carry on an offensive war, having for its object the overthrow of 
the enemy. For powerful and great as France is, it is still possible for her to 
see more than half her territory overrun by the enemy, her capital occupied 
and herself reduced to in:.dequate sources of supply, without there being 
any power, except Russia, which could support her with great effectiveness. 
Spain is too distant and too disadvantageously situated; the Italian States 
are at present too brittle and powerless. 

The countries we have named have, exclusive of iliei )Ossessions out
side Europe, more ilian 75,ooo,ooo inhabitants, while France has only 
30,ooo,ooo; and the army which they could call out for a war against 
France, really meant in earnest, would be as follows, without exaggeration: 

Aus~ia ...... ." ........................ . 
Prussia •............................... 
The rest of Germ'any ................... . 
Netherlands •........................... 
England ..•.....................•...... 

250,000 
200,000 
xso,ooo 
75,ooo 
so,ooo 

, Total 725,ooo 

1 This chapter was never written.-Ed. 
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Should this force actually be placed on a war footing it would, in all 
probability, very much exceed that which France could oppose to it, for 

_.under Bonaparte the country never raised troops of the like strength. Now, 
if .we take into account the deductions required as garrisons for fortresses 
and depots, to watch the coasts, etc., there can be no doubt that the Allies 
wouid have a great superiority on the principal theater of war, and upon 
that the aim of overthrowing the enemy is chiefly founded. 

The center of gravity of the French power lies in its military force and 
in Paris. To defeat the former in one or more great battles, to take Paris 
and to drive the rest of the French across the Loire must be the object of 
the Allies. The weakest point of the French monarchy is between Paris and 
Brussels; on that side, the frontier is only 150 miles from the capital. Part 
of the Allies-the English, Netherlanders, Prussians and North German 
States-have their natural point of assembly there, as these states lie partly 
in the immetliate vicinity, partly in a direct line behind it. Austria and 
South Germany can only carry on their war conveniently from the Upper 
Rhine~ Their most natural direction is upon Troyes and Paris, or it may be 
Orleans. Both blows, therefore, that from the Netherlands and the other 
from the Upper Rhine, are quite direct and natural, short and powerful, 
and both strike the center of gravity of the enemy's power. Between these 
two points, therefore, the whole attacking army should be divided. 

There are only two considerations which interfere with the simplicity of 
this plan. 

The Austrial.JS will not lay bare their Italian dominions; the;9' will want 
to remain master of events there in any case. Therefore they will not let 
things reach the point at which, because of an attack on the heart of 
France, Italy would be only indirectly covered. In view of the political 
state of the country, this secondary intention is not to be treated with 
contempt~ but it would be a decided mistake if the old and oft-tried plan 
of an attack from Italy, directed against the South of France, was bound 
up with it, and if on that account the force in Italy was increased to a 
size not required for mere security against contingencies in the first cam
paign. Only the number needed for that security should remain in Italy; 
only that number may be withdrawn from the main undertaking, if we 
would not be unfaithful to that first maxim, unity of plan, concentration of 
force. To think of conquering France by the Rhone would be like trying 
to lift a musket by the point of its bayonet; but even as an auxiliary enter
prise, an attack on the South of France is to be condemned, for it only 
raises new forces against us. Whenever an attack is made on a distant prov
ince, interest and activities are aroused, which would otherwise have lain 
dormant. Only if it is shown that the forces left in Italy were too large for 
the mere security of the country and would therefore have to remain idle is 
an attack on the South of France from that quarter justified. 
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We therefore repeat that the force left in Italy must be kept down as 
low as circumstances will permit, and it will be quite large enough if it will 
suffice to prevent the Austrians from losing the whole country in one cam
paign. Let us suppose that number to be 5o,ooo men for the purpose of 
our illustration., 

The other consideration is the circumstance that France has a coast line. 
Since England has the upper hand at sea, it follows that France must, on 
that account, be very susceptible with regard to the whole of her Atlantic 
coast, and consequently must protect it with more or less strong garrisons. 
Now, however weak this coast defense may be, still the French frontiers are 
tripled by it, and cmisiderable forces, on that account, cannot fail to be 
withdrawn from the French army on the theater of war. The twenty or 
thirty thousand troops disposable to effect a landing, with which the 
English threaten France, would probaoly absorb twice or three times the 
number of French troops; and, further, we must not think only of troops, 
but also of the money, artillery, etc., required for ships and coast batteries. 
Let us suppose that the English devote 25,000 men to this object. 

Our plan of war would then consist simply in this: 
(I ) That in the Netherlands 

2oo,ooo Prussians 
75,000 Netherlanders 
25,ooo English 
so,ooo North German Confederation 

total 350,ooo be assembled, 
of whom about 5o,ooo should be set aside to garrison frontier fortresses, 
and the remaining 3oo,ooo should advance against Paris, and engage the 
French army in a great battle. 

(2) That 2oo,ooo Austrians and Ioo,ooo South German troops should 
assemble on the Upper Rhine to advance at the same time as the army of 
the Netherlands, their direction being toward the Upper Seine, and thence 
toward the Loire, likewise with a view to a great battle. Those two attacks 
would, perhaps, unite in one on the Loire. 

By this the chief point is determined. What we have to add is mainly 
intended to remove false conceptions, and it is as follows: 

(I) To seek the prescribed great battle, and to deliver it with such a 
relation in point of numerical strength and under such circumstances as 
promise a decisive victory, must be the object of the chief commanders' 
efforts; to this object everything must be sacrificed, and as few men a!> 
possible should be employed in sieges, blockades, garrisons, etc. If, like 
Schwarzenberg in I8I4, they spread out in eccentric rays as soon as they 
enter the enemy's provinces, all is lost, and the Allies in I8I4 had only the 
pow_erlessness of France to thank that all was not actually lost in the first 
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fourteen days. The attack should be like a wedge well driven home, not 
like a soap-bubble, which distends itself until it bursts. 

( 2) Switzerland must be left to its own forces. If it remains neutral, it 
forms a good point d'appui on the Upper Rhine; if it is attacked by France, 
let it stand up for itself, which in more than one respect it is very well able 
to do. Nothing would be more absurd than to attribute to Switzerland a 
predominant geographical influence upon the events of a war because it is 
the highest land in Europe. Such an influence only exists under -certain 
very restricted conditions which do not prevail here. When the French are 

_attacked in the heart of their country they can undertake no strong offen
sive from Switzerland, either against Italy or Swabia, and, least of all, can 
the elevated situation of this country come into consideration as a decisive 
circumstance. The advantage of dominating strategically is, in the first 
place, chiefly important in the defensive, and any importance which it has 
in the offensive can only manifest itself in a single encounter. Whoever does 
not know this has not thought over the matter and arrived at a clear con
ception of it, and in case that at any future learned council of potentates 
and generals some learned officer of the General Staff should be found who, 
with an anxious brow, shows off such wisdom, we now declare it before
hand to be mere folly, and wish that in the same council some true soldier, 
some man of sound common sense, may be present, to silence him. 

(3) The space 'Qetween the two attacks we consider of very little conse
quence. When 6oo,ooo rr.en assemble xso to 200 miles from Paris to march 
against the heart of France, would any one think of covering the Middle 
Rhine as well as Berlin, Dresden, Vienna and Munich? There would be 
no sense in such a thing. Are we to cover the communications? That would 
not be unimportant; but then we might soon be led into giving this cover
ing the strength and importance of an attack, and thus, instead of advanc
ing on two lines, as the situation of the states positively requires, we should 
be led to advance upon three, which is not required. These three would 
then, perhaps, become five, or perhaps seven, and in that way the old 
rigmarole would once more become the order of the day. 

Our two attacks have each their object; the forces employed on them 
are very probably noticeably superior to the enemy in numbers. If each 
pursues his march with vigor, they cannot fail to react advantageously 
upon each other. If one of the two attacks is unfortunate because the enemy 
has not divided his force equally, we may fairly expect that the result of 
the other will of itself repair this disaster, and this is the true interde
pendence between the two. An interdependence extending to the events of 
individual days is impossible on account of the distance; neither is it neces
sary, and, therefore, the immediate or rather the direct connection is of no 
great value. 

Besides, the enemy attacked in the very center of his dominions will 
have no forces worth speaking of to employ in interrupting this connec-
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tion; all that is to be apprehended is that this interruption may be at
tempted by the inhabitants, supported by raiding parties, so that this object 
does not cost the enemy any actual troops. To prevent that, it is sufficient 
to send a body of Io,ooo or IS,.ooo men, particularly strong in cavalry, in 
the direction from Treves to Rheims. It will be able to disperse all raiders, 
and keep in line with the grand army. This corps should neither invest nor 
watch fortresses, but march between them, depend on no fixed basis, but 
give way before superior forces in any direction. No great misfortune could 
happen to it, and if such did happen, it would again be no serious misfor
tune for the whole. Under these circumstances, such a force might probably 
serve as an intermediate link between the two attacks. 

(4) The two subordinate undertakings, that is, the Austrian army in 
Italy and the English army for landing on the coast, might follow their 
object as seems best. If they do not remain idle, their mission is fulfilled 
as regards the chief point, and on no account should either of the two great 
attacks be made dependent in any way on them. 

We are quite convinced that in this way France may be overthrown and 
chastised whenever she thinks fit to put on that insolent air with which she 
has oppressed Europe for ISO years. It is·only on the other side of Paris, on 
the Loire, that those conditions can be wrung from her which are necessary 
for the peace of Europe. In this way alone the natural relation between 
30,ooo,ooo men and 7s,ooo,ooo will quickly make itself known, but not if 
that country from Dunkirk to Genoa is to be surrounded in the way it has 
been for 1 so years by a girdle of armies, while fifty differen,t small objects 
are aimed at, not one of which has the power to overcome the inertia, fric
tion and extraneous influences which everywhere, but more especially in 
allied armies, are generated and forever born anew. 

How little the provisional organization of the German Federal armies is 
adapted to such a disposition will strike the t~eader. By that organization 
the federal part of Germany forms the nucleus of the German power, and 
Prussia and Austria, tlius weakened, lose their natural weight. But a fed
erate state is a very brittle nucleus in war; there is in it no unity, no energy, 
no rational choice of a commander, no authority, no responsibility. 

Austria and Prussia are the two natural centers of force of the German 
Empire; they form the pivot of the balance, the forte of the sword; they 
are monarchical states, used to war; they have well-defined interests, inde
pendence of power; they are predominant over the others. The organization 
should follow these natural lines, and not a false notion of unity, which is 
an impossibility in such a case. And he who neglects the possible in quest 
of the impossible is a fool. 
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Allies, as means of defense, 335; abandon 

defeated party, 557 
Ally, attack on principal, as means of 

destroying the enemy, s86 
Alps, passage of, 397, 402; defense of, 403 
Alsace, 377, 549, 613, 624 
Alvin2i, 397 
Amselvoen, 530 
Amsterdam, 425, 530 
Anglo-Dutch army in the Netherlands, 262 
Arcis, defeat of Bonaparte at, 101 
Arming the nation, 457 el seq. 
Arms, relation of the three, 23 7 el seq.; 

influenced by the nature of the war, 241 
Army, definition of, 232; organization into 

divisions, etc., 246; general disposition of, 
251 et seq. 

Art of war, branches of, 61 et seq. 
Art of war or science of war, 84 et seq. 
Artillery, 33 7 et seq. 
Asia, 428 
Aspern, battle of, 414 . 
Assembly of forces, in space, 148; in time, 

149 
Attack, the, 507 et seq.; in relation to the 

defel)se, 507; strategic attack, nature and 
objects of, soB; decreasing force of the 
attack, 512; culminating point of the 
attack, 513j the offensive battle, 515j 
crossing of rivers, 517; attack of de
fensive positions, 52o; of entrenched 
camps, 521; of a mountain range, 525; 
on cordon lines, 526; of swamps, in-

undations, forests, 530; on a theater of 
war, when a decision is sought, 552; when 
a decision is not sought, 536; of fortresses, 
540; of convoys, 547i convergence and 
divergence, 327 

Aube, the, 223 
Augsburg,368,369 
Auerstadt, battle of, 189, 362, 474 
Austerlitz, battle of, 104, 515, 516, 585 
Austrian Succession, war of the, 242, 402 
Auxerre, 433 

Bagration, General, 279, 444, 455, 614, 62o, 
62I 

Balance of power, 335 
Barclay, General, 444, 455, 614, 625 
Base of operations, 70, 300 et seq. 
Battle, the, 198 et seq.; manner of decision, 

198; effects of victory, 203; importance 
of, 2o8; great decisions follow from great 
battles, 214; strategic means of utilizing 
victory, 213; pursuit, 214; retreat after 
lost battle, 222; order of battle, 245 et 
seq. 

Bautzen, battle of, 216, 217 
Bavaria, 368,370 
Belgium, 501 
Beresina, the, 437, 621, 622 
Berlin, 473, 624, 630 
Bevern, Duke of, 485, 521 
Biesbosch, the, 424 
Blenheim, battle of, 618 
Bloodless decision, campaigns without 

which have failed, 350, 351 
Bliicher, General von, underestimated by 

Bonaparte, 502, 503; foiled in his at
tempt to retaliate on Marmont, 103; 
would Bonaparte have done better in 
1814 to go on attacking him instead of 
turning upon Schwarzenberg? 99, roo; 
see Laon, 2r6, 503; Brienne, 223; Ligny, 
285; Leipzig, 503 

Bobruisk, 621 
Bohemia, 144, 441, 444, 456, 473, 476, 494, 

545.549 
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Boldness, its importance in war, 132; less 
frequently found in higher ranks, -133 

Bonaparte, Napoleon, perfected the total 
form of war introduced by the French 
Revolution, 582; employed large ad
vance guards, 256; his high opinion of the 
mental powers required by a general, 45; 
depended on tactical successes, 349; 
criticized by the author for crossing the 
Norican Alps, 96, for ·abandoning the 
siege of Mantua to attack Wurmser, 98, 
and for attacking Schwa12enberg in 1814 
instead of following up Blucher, 99; 
the Russian campaign of t8u, 449-456; 
losses in Russia, 279; at Dresden, 138, 
144, 356; at Leipzig, 138, 356, so3; pas
sage of the Alps, 145, 397; at Waterloo, 
202, 524, 549. sso; at Ulm, 210, S02j at 
Borodino, 183, 216, 277, 325, 377, 449, 
452, 479; at Hanau, 220; after Brienne, 
223; at Jena, 183, 189, 221, 474, 515, 516; 
at Grossgorschen, 243; at Ligny, 285; 
advances by Hof, 383; crosses the Saale, 
384; attacks on Vienna, 396; at Laon, 
503; at Witebsk, 550 

Borodino, battle of, 183, 216, 277, 325, 374, 
449.452,479 . 

Bouchain, 545 
Bournonville, Imperial General, 549 
Bourtang Moor, 421 
Branches of the art of war, 6r el seq. 
Brandeis, 273 
Brandenburg, see Mark Brandenburg 
Brandenburg, fortresses of, 424 
Breslau, 284, 371, 419, 485, 486, 521 
Brienne, battle of, 223, 417, 613 
Brunswick, Duke of, 384, 424, 425, 456, 
.• 473. 474. 488, 530 
Brussels, 299, 628 · 
Biilow, General von, 285, 499, 6n 
Bunzelwitz, 352, 38o, 383, 477, 607 
Burgundy, canal of, 453 
Butterlin, 6o8 

Cambray, 543 
Campaign, definition of, 233 
Campaigns, of 1799 and 18oo, 402; of 1672 

and 1787 in Holland, 422, 425; of the 
Prussian army in 1793 and 1794 in the 
Vosges, 434; of 1760 and 1762 in Silesia 
and Saxony, 442, 495; general character 
of those in the Netherlands, 486; of 
Frederick the Great in 1759 and 176o 
against Daun, s:z8; and in 1761 against 

Laudon, 528; of Montecuculi against 
Turenne in 1673 and 1675. 528j of the 
French marshals under Louis XIV, 536, 
537i of 1813, 417, 444; of 1812 in Russia, 
449-456, 530; of 1753 in Moravia and 
Bohemia, 456; of 1792 in France, 456; 
of 181o-n in Portugal, 456; of 1759, 475, 
494i of Prussians in 1787 under the Duke 
of Brunswick, 530 

Campo Formio, peace of, 97, 98 
Camps, 267 el seq.; attack of entrenched, 

521, 522; defense of entrenched, 377; 
strategically considered, 267 

Carthage, n3 
Cavalry, arm most easily dispensed with, 

238; favors mobility, 239; in the Middle 
Ages, 241; reasons why it was increased 
by Frederick the Great and Bonaparte, 
243; its proportion to the other arms, 
241, 242, 243 

Chalons, 164,613 
Chambray, 216 
Champagne, 624 
Champ-Aubert, 99 
Charleroi, 285 
Charles, Archduke, 96, 197, 393 
Charles, Prince (of Lorraine), 381, 485 
Charles V, Emperor, empire of, 578 
Charles VIII of France, 578 
Charles XII of Sweden, 45, n9, 138, n6, 

579, s86 
China, wall of, 428 
Ciney, 285 
Circumvallation, walls of, 99 
Clausewitz, Frau Marie von, 513 
Colberg, 38o, 383 
Cologne, 299 
Combat, the one and only means of attain

ing the aim of war, 24, 25 
Commander, qualities required in, 32-46 
Commander-in-Chief, should be a member 

of the cabinet, but the only military 
member of it, 6oo · 

Commanding positions, 318 
Communication, lines of, 304 el seq.; action 

against, 436, 437, 438, 442 
Concentric attack, 328, 329 
Conde, 624 
Conde, General, 424, 530, 543 
Condottieri, origin of, ~77 
Convergence of attack, 327 
Convoys, attack on, 547 
Cordon, explanation of the term, 428; kinds 
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of cordons, 428; cordon war, 429; attack 
on cordons, 526 · 

Cossacks, 417 
Country and ground, 308 et seq. 
Coup d'ail, meaning of, 33 
Courage, its influence on judgment, 72 
Crimea, 432 
Criticism, 92 et seq.; requires as essential 

foundation a serviceable theory, 93; 
examples of criticism applied to Bona
parte's crossing the Norican Alps, his 
raising -the siege of Mantua and his 
attacking Schwarzenberg in 1814, 96-
100; must put itself as far as possible in 
the place of the criticized, 102; judgment· 
by result, 103, 104; language of, 106; 
misuse of examples, 107 

Crusaders, 241 
Culminating point of attack, 513; of vic

tory, 556 et seq.; how brought about, 
556, 557i danger of failure to recognize ' 
it, 561, 562 

Czaslau, battle of, 343 
Czerhitschef, General, 419 

Danger in war, 47 et seq. 
Danube,the,410,434 
Daun, Field-Marshal, 112, II9, 120, 193, 

257,349,375,383,436,442,487,491,492, 
495. 499. 502, 528, 545. 582 

Davoust, General, 279 
Decision by arms a supreme law of war, 30; 

if claimed, cannot be refused, 30; mo
ment of decision in the combat, 289 
et seq. 

Defense, 315 et seq.; conception of, 317; the 
stronger form of warfare, 318; relations 
of offense and defense, 333; reciprocal 
action, 320, 323; methods of resistance, 
341; success without bloodshed, 348; 
defensive battle, 354; offensive essential 
in defensive battle, 354; defensive as well 
suited to attain victory as is the offensive, 
357; defense of mountains, 386; of rivers 
and streams, 406; of swamps, 421; of 
inundations, 422; of forests, 426; of cor
dons, 428; of the Vosges in 1793 and 
1794, 431; the attack in relation to the 
defense, 507 

Defense Commission in Holland, 425 
Defensive position, defined, 372; location 

of, 375, 376; attack of, 520 
Denain, 526, 5.45 
Dennewitz, battle of, 216 

Depots of forage and provisions, 301 
Destruction of enemy's forces the first aim 

in war, 19; by "destroyed" is meant put 
into such a condition as to be no Ionge• 
able to fight, 19; not confined to physical 
destruction, but includes that of morale, 
28; extent and cost of such destruction, 
514 

De Witt, the brothers, murder of, 424 
Disposition of the army in peace and war, 

245 et seq. 
Divergence of defense, 327 
Diversion, 552 et seq.; circumstances favor-

ing, 553 
Division of an army into parts, 245 et seq. 
Division of forces, "443, 444, 464 
Domstlidtel, 543 
Dona, General, 475 
Dornburg, 387 
Dresden, 144, 356, 444, 485, 486, 520, 543, 

630 ' 
Drissa, 38o, 383, 443, 444, 445, 455, 502, 

620 ' 
Dunkirk, 631 
Dutch, campaign of the Prussians against, 

530 
Duttlingen, 548 
Dynamic law of war, 166 
Dwina, the, 437, 614 

Economy of forces, 158 et seq. 
Elbe, the, 233, 26o, 420, 444 
Elster, the, 352 
End and means in war, 19 et seq.; only one 

means, i.e., combat, 24; decision by arms 
the supreme Jaw, 30 

Energy, part of the genius for war, 35, 37~ 
Engagement, a unit of combat, 2'Si. so!£_ 

effective activity in war, 27; twofolcf
object of, 122; possible engagements to 
be regarded as real, 121; tactical nature 
of, 171; character of the modern battle, 
172; duration of the engagement, 187; 
moment of decision, 190; mutual under
standing as to an engagement, 195 

England, 352 
Erfurt, battle of, 473 
Etogues, 99 
Eugene, Prince, 2r6, 526, 545 
Examples, use of, I09-II4i misapplication 

of, II2 
Eylau, battle of, 585 

Fabius Cunctator, 195, 347, 484 
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Feldkirch, 402, S24 
Ferdinand, Duke, 38s, S49 
Ferdinand the Catholic of Spain, S78 
Feuquieres, 112, II4 
Fink, General, 197, 492 
Firmness, part of the genius for war, 3S, 37 
Flanders, 378 
Flank, intensified effect of action against, 

191; positions, 383 et seq.; operating 
against a flank, 436 et seq.; outflanking 
or enveloping maneuver, SIS 

Fleurus, battle of, 2S1 
Forces, assembly of in space, 148, and in 

time, I49i economy of, ISS; organization 
of, 245 et seq.; division of, 443, 444, 464 

Forests, defense of, 426, 
Fortified positions, 377 et seq. 
Fortresses, means of defense, 334. 358 et 

seq.; as depots, 36o; as protection to 
cities, 36o; as tactical points d'appui, 361; 
as places of refuge, 362; as protection to 
quarters, 363; for defense of rivers and 
mountains, 365; attack of, 540 "et seq.; in 
campaigns with a limited object, 541 

Fouqu~, General, 492 
France, invasion of, in 1814, 614; plan for a 

possible invasion, 628 
Franche-Comt~, 613 
Francis, Emperor, I04 
Franconia, 368, 473, 494, 549 
Frankfurt-on-the-Main, 6I3 
Frederick the Great, in what his greatness 

really consisted, I19, 120; reasons for the 
increased proportion ot" cavalry in his 
forces, 243; did not require large out
posts, 257; see Leuthen, Kollin, Ross
bach, Montmirail, Montereau, Nossen, 
Dresden, Liegnitz, Silesia, Soor, Kuners
dorf, Hohenfriedberg, Silberberg, Bo
hemia, Bunzelwitz, Glogau, Olmiitz, 
Lusatia, Maxen, Landshut. 

Freiburg, battle of, 157 
French Directory, 96 
French Revolution, made war total by the 

participation of the people in it, 582; let 
loose novel and overwhelming forces 
unrealized by the enemies of France, 6oi; 
will the changes it introduced in the 
character of warfare be permanent? 498 

Friction in war, 53 et seq.; diminished by 
one thing only: habituation, s6 

Friedland, battle of, 104, 585 .. ' . 

Genius for war, 31 el seq. 

Genoa, 631 
Geometrical element, 158; small scope for 

it· in strategy, 159 
Germany, Emperors of, 24I 
Glogau, battle of, 485 
Gorschen (Grossgorschen), battle of, n6, 

243 
Goldberg, battle of, 280 
Gorkum on theW~, 424 
Gravert, Colonel, 434, 488 
Gravity, center of, in armed forces, 465, 466 
Great Elector, 145, 549 
Groningen, 434 
Gross Beeren, battle of, 434 
Ground, influence of, 308 et seq. 
Gustavus Adolphus; S79, 586 

Haarlem, Sea of, 424, 530 
Habituation to war, its importance, 56; 

how it may be acquired in time of peace, 
57 I 

Hanau, battle of, 220 
Hannibal, II3, 195, 484 
Hennersdorf, surprise of, 549 
Henry IV of France, 45 
Henry, Prince, 419, 430, 6o7 
Higher ground, 312 et seq. 
Hoche, General, 96 
Hochkirch, battle of, 167, 257, 492, 49S 
Hof, 383, 423 
Hohe Eule, the, 402 
Hohenfriedberg, battle of, 343, 347, 352 
Hohenlinden, battle of, 516 
Hohenlohe, Prince, 189, 362, 473, 474 
Holland, character and influence of her 

inundations, 422, 423, 530 
Holy Roman Empire, 319 
Hungary, 288 

Imagination, 43 
Infantry, the chief and most independent 

of the three arms, 238 et seq. 
Information in war, 51 et seq. 
Interdependence of the parts in war, 572 
Interior lines, advantage of, 329 
International law, 3 
Inundations, 422 et seq.; character of Dutch 

inundations, 422, 423; attack of, 530 
Invasion, 555 
Ita1y,369,39s,s24,63o 

Jena, battle of, 183, 189, a21, 474, 515, SI6 
Jomini, 499 
Judgment, instinctive, 33 
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.talkreuth, General, z89 
~uga,28o,3o3,443,4S2,4S3 
Katholisch-Hennersdorf, battle of, 183 
Kaubach, battle on the, 28o, 3SI, sx6 
Kaunit2, Prince, 624 
Kesseldorf, battle of, z83, S49 
Key of the country, definition of, 432; con-

fused ideas concerning, 433, 434, 43S 
Kiev, 4S3 
Kloster Seeven, convention of, sox 
Knowledge requiied, simplification of, 79; 

varies with rank, 81; simple but not 
easy, 8x 

Kollin, battle of, I38 
Kulm, battle of, zs6 
Kunersdorf, battle of, z67, 192 

Landau, 613 
Landreci, S4S 
Landshut, 38s, 402, 492, soz 
Landwehr (militia), 333 
Langres, 432, 434 
Laon, battle of, zox, 191, 216, S03 
Lascy, General, 12o, 432, 502 
Laudon, General, 143, 193, 528, S4S 
Leipzig, battle of, 221, 28o, 3S2, 3S6, 417, 

444i city of, 473, 503 
Leoben, armistice of, 96 

Lowenberg, battle of, 28o 
Lower Rhine, the, 519 
Lower Silesia, 489 
Lowosiu, 476 
Lusatia, 549 
Luxemburg, Marshal, 43, 424, 530 

- Macdonald, Marshal, 258, 26o, 417, 622 
Magdeburg, 362 
Magazines, subsistence from, 296 
Maine, the, 444 
Maintenance of the armed forces, 63 ' 
Malo-Jaroslavit2, battle of, 449 
Maltsch, 396 
Maneuvering, strategic, general character 

of, 496, 497; influence of strategic maneu
vers on the war, 498, 527-529 

Mannheim, 417 ' 
Mantua, 99, zox 
Marches, 269 et seq. 
Marengo, battle of, 5t5 
Maria Theresa, 582 
Mariendal, 548 
Mark Brandenburg, 145, 157, 444 
Marlborough, Duke of, 216 
Marmont, General, 194, 223 
Marne, the, zo1, 223 · 

Leuthen, battle of,. 138, 140, 2o6, 212, 215, ' 
Massena, Marshal, 347, 456 
Massenbach, Colonel, 139, 434, 473 
Maxen, battle of, 197, 492, 495, sox 273 

Liege, 285, 299 . 
Liegnit2, battle of, uo, 144, 193 
Ligny, 285 
Lille, 543 
Limited aim, 592; in offense, 6oz; in 4e
. fense, 6os 
Lines, fortified, 378, 379 
Linz, 58s 
Lloyd, false theories of, 433 
Lithuania, 444, 62I 
Locality, sense of, part of the genius for 

war, 42; influence of locality (terrain), 77 
Lodi, 501 
Loire, the, 628, 631 
Lombardy, 398 
Lorraine, 613 
Lorraine, Prince Charles of, 381, 485 
Lorraine, Duke Charles of, soz 
Lorraine, Duke of, 548, 549 
Louis XI, 578 
Louis XIV, 242, 287, 424, 486, 536, 537, 

542,543.578 
Louis of Baden, 526 
Louvain, 299 

Mayence, 444, 613 
Means and end in war, 19 et seq. 
Meissen, 524 
Melas, General, 397, soz, 502, 524 
Memel, 233 
Mental and moral quantities cannot be 

excluded in war, 72 
\ Mergentheim, 548 

Methodism, 87 et seq.; its advantages, 89; 
its limitations and dangers, 90 

Meuse, the, 417 
Middle Ages, 372, 388; wars of, 577 
Military forces, their organization and 

maintenance, 23I et seq. 
Military object, magnitude of, and efforts 

requiied by, 574 
Military virtue of an army, z28, 129, 130 
Militia (Landwehr), 333 
Mincio, the, sx8 
Mind, !i_trength of, part of the genius for 

war, 38 
Minden, battle of, 476 
Mockern, 280 
Modern battle, character of, z72 
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Modem war, character of, 165 
Moldau, 437 
Moldavia, 444 
Mollendorf, General, 488 
Mollwit.z, battle of, 242, 343, S49 
Mons, 299 
Montalembert, 139 not,e 
Montecuculi, General, 497, 528 
Montenotte, sox 
Montereau, battle of, 99, 100 
Montmirail, battle of, 99, 193 
Moral qlllllltities, their importance in war, 

I2S 
Moravia, 441, 4S6 
Moreau, General, 96, 197, 396 
Mormant, 99, xoo 
Moscow, 104, 164, 279, 28o, 299, 303, 325, 

347. 441, 443. 44S. 4SO, 4S2, 479. 620 
Moselle,the,414,417 
Mountains, defense of, 386 d seq.; attack 

on, S23-S25 
Munich, 368, 369, 630 
Muxat, Prince, 262, 279 
Mutual understanding as to a battle, 195 

Naarden, 423 
Namur, 285 
Napoleon, see Bonaparte 
Narva, battle of, 138 
National armament, as means of defense, 

457 dseq. 
National Guards (of Paris), 4S3 
Neerwinden, battle of, 2S2 
Neiperg, General, 549 
Neisse, battle of, 48s, 492, 545 
Neresheim, battle of, 196 · 
Netherlands, 428, 486, sox, 542, 624 
Ney, Marshal, 2S8 
Niemen, the, 217, 277, 279, 28o, 325, 445, 

622 
Night fighting, 224 el seq. 
Nimwegen, 417 
Norican Alps, 96, xu 
North Holland, SS3 
Nossen, battle of, 143 
Numbers, superiority in, 137 d seq.; 234 

d seq. 
Nuremberg, 368, 369 

vbservation, state of, most wars little more, 
467; mutual observation, 496 

Obstinacy, a fault of temperament, 41 
Oder, the, 419, 420 
Offensive and defensive compared, 317 

d seq.; in tactics, 32o; in strategy, .l 
offensive battle, 474; the defensive m 
at a certain point pass over into 
offensive, 331; offensive means open 
the defensive, 494 

o!mut.z,27o,277,436,s43,s4s 
Orange, Prince of, 425 
Order of battle, 245 el seq. 
Orleans, 628 
Oudinot, Marshal, 2s8, 614, 622 
Outflanking, SIS 
Outposts, 2S6 d seq. 

Parallel march, the most effective form 
pursuit, 219 

Paris, 299, 417, 432, 4S2, 4S3, S83 
Parthe, the, 3S2 
Passage of a river, rarely to be forced exceJ 

strategically, 517, 518; defense of, 4 
dseq. 

Peace, conquerors always lovers of, 332 
People's war, a phenomenon of the 19 

century, 4S7; conditions under whi•l 
alone it can become effective, 4S8 

Perekop, isthmus of, 373, 432 
Perseverance, its importance, 136 
Philippsburg, fortress of, 370 note 
Phul, General, 444, 45S 
Physical effort in war, 49 
Piccolomini, General, sox 
Pima, 380, 381, 476, 521, S24 
Plan of a war, s67 d seq.; not a matter o 

puxely military judgment, S99i whet, 
destruction of the enemy is the aim, 609 
hypothetical example of a war in whicl 
Austria, Prussia, the German Con 
federation, the Netherlands and Englanc 
attack France, Russia being neutral, 62: 

Pleisse, the, 3S3 
Poland, partition of, 337, 494, 531 
Political object, influence of, on milit&rJ 

aim, 594 
Political alliances, changes in, produced by 

a nation's defeat, 500 
Population, character of, affects capacity 

to provide subsistence for an army, 290 
Portugal, 352, 456 
Positions, defensive, 372 d seq.; attack on, 

520j fortified positions and entrenched 
camps, 377; attack of, S2Ij distinction 
between turning a position and passing 
it by, 372 

Prague,273, 283,38I,476,5x6 
Presence of mind, 35 
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Proportion of the three arms, 237 et seq. 
Provence, 6o3 
Prussia, sox, so2, sx2 
Punic War, the second, 43 
Pursuit after victory, 214, 2IS 
Puthod, General, 3S8 
Puysegur, Quartermaster General, 43 
Pyrenees, the, 398, 399 

Quarters, 281 et seq. 

Ranzau, General, S48 
Ratisbon, 614 
Rauhe Alp, battle of, 197 
Reciprocal action, s, 6, 7, 339 
Regensburg, battle of, 221 
Regnier, General, 622 
Relative strength, 234 
Republics, the old, S76 
Requisition, subsistence by, 293 
Reserve, strategic, ISS et seq.; tactical, ex

haustion of, deciding point in a battle, 
201 

Resistance, methods of, 341 et seq. 
Resolution, analysis of; 34 
Result, judgment by, 101 
Retreat, after lost battle, 222, 223; into 

interior of the country, 446 et seq.; 
Russian retreat in 1812, 4S2 

Revolution, French, see French 
Rheims, 631 
Rhine, the, 368, 377, 378, 396, 398,410,417, 
•' 424, 428, 434. sox, S28, S49. sso 
Rhone, the, 628 ~ 

Riazan, 4S3 
Riga, 621, 622 
Rivers, defense of, 406; crossing of, SI7 
Rivoli, battle of, I II 
Roads, choice of, for lines of communi-

cation, 304 
Rome, rise of, S76 
Rossbach, battle of, 197,343 
Riichel, General, 189, so2 
Russia, Bonaparte's campaign of 1812, 

104, 443, 444, 449, 4S2, 6o8, 614; forests 
of, S31 

Saale, the, 383,384, 473,474 
Saalfeld, battle of, 91 
Sacken, General, 622 
St. Cyr, General, 622 
Saxe, Marshal, 486 
Saxons, s2x; at Pima, 381, 476 
Saxony,442,443,s49 

Scharnhorst, General, 262, S43 
Scheidt, the, 3 78 
Schmotseifen, 38s, 402, S24 
Schwarzenberg, Prince, 99, 1oo, 101, 223, 

37S,622 
Schweidnitz, siege of, 402, 48S 
Schwerin, 273 
Second-in-Command, position of, 44 
S6gur, 216 
Seine, the, 223 , 
Seven Years' War, 243, 271, 319, 349, ·402, 

420, 430, 442, 489, 499 
Silberberg, 371 
Silesia, acquisition by Frederick the Great, 

119; Frederick's retreat into, in I7S8, 
437i 442, 444. 49S 

Smolensk, 449, 4S2, sso, 620 
Sombreff, 28s 
Soor, battle of, 183, 197, 343 
South Lithuania, 4SS 
Spain, ally of Portugal in x8xo, 3S2i 398, 

SI2 
Staff, General, 488, 490 
Staunchness, part of genius for war, 3S, 37 
Steenkerke, battle of, 2S2 
Stollhofen, lines of, s26 
Stratagem, 146 et seq. 
Strategic reserve, ISS et 'Seq.; strategic at

tack, so8 et seq.; strategic defense, soB; 
objects of strategic attack, S7I 

Strategy, the use of engagements to attain 
the object of the war, 62; 117-168; 373 

Streams, defense of, 406; crossing of, SI7 · 
Strength, military, diminishes with ad

vance, 446, SS7 et seq. 
Strength of mind, part of the genius for 

war, 3S, 38 
Styria, 96 
Subsistence, 287 et seq.; historical sketch, 

287, 288; modem methods of (x) sub
sisting on the individual inhabitants, 
290, (a) exactions enforced by the 
troops, 292, (3) regular requisitions, 293, 
(4) magazines, 296 

Successive resistance inconsistent with 
nature of strategy, 149, 479 
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Surprises, of the French by Duke of Lor
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Frederick the Great by Neiperg, of the 
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Theater of war, definition, 232; defense of, 
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Thuringian Forest, 473 
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Tormassov, General, 455 
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Turkey, 438 
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War, definition of, 3; political object and 

military aim of, 5, 9; theory and prac
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