ralling Obm closes this book wishing that its final verdict was
known as more familiar tenets of Greek wisdom.”
— gmﬂcann Hitchens, Zmém&a.? on The Western Way of War

: ...Pﬁgmocm . Challenges readers to broaden their ronwomm
nd examine their assumptions . . . [Harison] more than makes his case.”
U __New York Times Book Review on Carnage and Culture

Zo one offers a more non%&rbm picture of how wars reflect and affect
o moﬁnﬂmw“ including our own, that wage them.” :
—National Review on Carnage and Culture

o ammmbmo& is becoming one of the best-known historians in Amer-
ica . . . [Carnage and Culture] can only enhance his reputation.”

—John Keegan, Daily Telegraph (London),

on Carnage and Culture

“Victor Davis Hanson is courting controversy again with another highly
readable, lucid work. ﬁomaﬂwﬂ with John Keegan, he is our most inter-

esting historian of war.”
—Jean Bethke mwmwgu author of Women and War,

on Carnage and Q&wﬁwﬂ

éﬁﬁﬁ [Hanson] brings to the ws_urn discussion—along with an
unusually vigorous prose style and a remarkable erudition—is a philosophy
of war not meant for the weak-kneed or faint-hearted. Hanson does not
celebrate war, but he accepts it as a fact of life, a part of the human
condition that no amount of idealistic preaching or good intentions can
will away” —New York Times Book Review on Wﬁ.ﬁo&h of Batile

“Victor Davis Hanson is refreshingly unabashed about vﬁbq an old-
fashioned BPEE historian . . . He displays an exceptional chrono-

logical sweep.” Il&x&@ﬁia: Nuawwgw World on mﬂ%ﬁw& of Battle
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CHAPTER §

- .The End of Decisive
Battle—For Now

Have the RPG and AK-y7 trumped tanks and bombers?*

Late, Qﬂm&, Battle

¥ Tave WEg SEEN in our time the end of decisive battles between
4 1 conventional armies and navies in the long tradition of Cunaxa,
‘Lepanto, and Okinawa? Will any nation at war continue to marshal
“huge forces, determined to'settle the issue head-to-head, in an overt
contest of massed arms mmm.ﬂm.n like kind that has characterized West-

ern warfare since Marathon?

John Keegan, in his classic Face of Battle (1976), suggested more
than thirty years ago that it would be increasingly hard for the mocern
European state to engage in the slugfests on land that resulted in some-
.ﬁEam like the infantry holocaust at the battle of the Somme. “IThe

4'This essay was written in spring 2009, and a version appeared in a fall 2009 issue of City Journal.
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battle, not the more common dirty war, insurgency, or street fighting,
that we typically associate war poetry, commemoration, and, for good
or evil, radical changes of fortune and the martial notions of glory and
horior. Winston Churchill supposedly said Admiral Horb Jellicoe, com-~
mander of the British Grand Fleet in the First World gﬁv who alone
ensured the British expeditionary army could be supplied and the home-

suspicion grows,” Keegan argued of a new cohort of affluent and lei
sured European youth—rebellious in spirit and reluctant to give ove
the moo& life to mass conscription—*“that battle has already abolishe
itselt.

Two decades ago I concluded The Western Way of War with the sug
gestion that since Western decisive battle had become so lethal, and
had raised the specter of nuclear escalation, I thought it doubtful tha
two Western states could any longer engage in large head-to-head con
ventional battles: “Have we not seen, then, in our lifetime the end o

land kept alive with imports, was “the only man on cither side who could
lose the war in an afternoon.” Had Jellicoe lost the Battle of Jutland,
Churchifl might well have been proven right.

Had the Greeks lost their fleet in an afternoon at “Holy” Salamis
.Qmo B.C.), the history of the polis may well have come to an end, and
.”H.% it a vulnerable Western civilization in its infancy. Had the Con-
mnﬂaamﬁam broken the Union lines at the epic battle of Gettysburg, and
vept behind Washington, D.C., Abraham Lincoln would have faced
.”.m.vHBocm pressures to settle the Civil War according to the recognized
atus quo ante bellum. If the “band of brothers” had been repulsed at
: .H,Hnmﬁ&a Beach on the morning of June 6, 1944, it is difficult to envi-
1 them replaying an enormous amphibious invasion soon after—but
isier to imagine the Red Army within a year or two at the Atlantic
st. .

the Western way of war?”

Events of the past half century seem to have confirmed the notios
that decisive battles between two large, highly trained Westernize
armies clashing openly, with sophisticated arms, whether on land o
sea, have become increasingly rare. War planners at the Pentagon ho
talk more about counterinsurgency training, winning the hearts E.H

_ minds of civilian populations, and “smart” interrogation ﬁoanmﬁnm
and less about old-fashion “blow ‘em up” hardware like the Crusader 2
tillery platform and the F-22 Raptor EﬁnoowﬁoH jet that has proven. s
advantageous to winning a conventional set battle.

While perhaps the most stunning manifestation of combat an
the prominently mentioned events of military history, set-piece engage
ments, it should be said at the outset, were never‘quite the norm of wa
More often, armed conflict was less.dramatic, intermittent, and playe
out in landscapes not conducive to noﬁ<nnﬁobm5\ marshaled armi
and navies, and it involved civilians. We associate the battles of Gr
cus, Issus, and Guagamela and the fight on the Hydaspes River wi
the military genius of Alexander the Great, but he spent far more ti
fighting irregular forces in counterinsurgency efforts Eno¢mvonﬂ
Balkans, the Hindu Kush, and Bactria.

Nevertheless big battles—or so generals dreamed-—could som
times change entire conflicts in a matter of hours, which in turn mig
alter politics and the fate of millions for decades. It is with history's rar

So there is something dramatic, frightening even, about two op-
osing forces intent on dueling each other with a sizable percentage of
ir aggregate strength, determined to plow through an adversary and
shiits will to resist—and, with such victory, often end the ability of
..n.nB% culture at the rear to retain its independence. We forget that
rerful nations, and even empires, so often depend, in both a real and
chological sense, on their far-distant armies to keep them safe at
. Should' such forces abroad fail in a day, then there may be no

amparts or reserves to keep the oncoming enemy at bay. It is in-
no wonder that we do not have a genre of books with titles like
100 Great Insurgencies of All Time,” “History’s Landmark Urban
hts? or “Fifteen Decisive Terrorist Acts of the World.”
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years between 1799 and 1815, the carnage of 1861-65, the Great

distant in our modern era. Except for the daring American landing at.
Incheon (September 950} and the subsequent fixst liberation of Seoul,

not many battles of the past seven decades were anything like Jutland
and the Somme of the First World War or the Second World Wars

Battle of the Bulge and Kursk.

Amid the murderous fghting between well-organized armies .”

during the Vietnam War, North Vietnamese forces as a matter of prac-

tice did not attempt to engage Western forces in formal set engage- -
ments. The sieges at Khe Sahn and, earlier, against the French at Dien -
Bien Phu were the exceptions rather than the rule, and themselves not

quite traditional collisions of infantry.
The Soviet army may have killed more than a million Afghans in
its failed attempt in the 1980s to take over Afghanistan—without onc

engaging in a set collision with tens of thousands of jihadist insurgents:.-

In two Chechen wars, the Russians all but leveled Grozny—and ye

never met in pitched battle the mow,nn.w.om their Islamic enemy. We still
do not know all the gory details of that hosrific Iran-Iraq war (1980-89); :
in which more than a million ooBgHmbﬂW and civilians on both m..&nm. :

perished. And despite the brutality and bloodshed that characterize

that existential struggle between Saddam Hussein and the Ayatollah
Khomeini—especially in murderous confrontations over the Iraqi city of
Basra—there were rarely set engagements between two massed armies
across the battlefield. At least we know of no particular name associated

with such a putative showdown of massed m.ou..nnm.
Even the “Mother of all Battles” in the 1991 Gulf War was largel
a rout. ‘The tank battle at Medina Ridge involved .ch%&m of arrmore

\HE RARE PERIODS of big battles—such as the bloodletting -

‘War of 1914-18, or the six-year nightmare of 1939 to 1945—seem long:
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. vehicles but lasted little more than an hour—the Americans suffering

neither casualties to enemy fire nor the loss of a single Abrams tank
while obliterating 186 Iraqi tanks. Most of Saddam’s army disintegrated
before advancing American armor rather than fought—as was com-
monly the case during the three-week war of 2003. Today only a hand-
ful of Americans even know what the Medina Ridge was.

Given the open terrain and conventional forces involved, there was
some decisive fighting on the ground between British and Argentine
units during the Falklands War of 1982, but on.a minuscule scale in com-

‘parison to the twentieth-century’s other bloody engagements. Tank bat-
tles raged in the Golan Heights in the Six-Day War in 1967 and the Yom

Kippur War of 1973. And for a few days the Israelis and the Egyptian
Third Army fought quite openly in the desert expanse -of the Sinat

Peninsula—in contrast to the sixty years of terrorism, intifadas, bomb-
ings, and missile strikes that have characterized the inconclusive Israeli-.
Arab conflicts.

Far more common in the modern world are the insurgencies that

characterize the present Afghan and Iraq wars, as well as rapid surprise
takeovers, such as Grenada and Panama; bombing campaigns, such as
those against Muammar Gadhafi and the sustained air assault that
forced Slobodan Milogevi¢ out of Serbia; and messy police actions, like

those in Somalia or Haiti. .
This is not to say that hundreds of thousands do not die viclently in

these often vicious insurgencies, air campaigns, civil strife, genocides, .
and shellings of our age. The spring 1994 bloodletting in Rwanda saw
five hundred thousand Tutsis butchered, and three hundred thousand
Chechnyans and Russians perished in their two wars of the 1990s. Nor

‘the return of set-piece battles impossible. The U.S. military stiil pre-

...mhmm .moH the possibility of m.m sorts of conventional challenges. We hold
thousands of tanks and artillery pieces in constant readiness, along with

ose-ground support missiles and planes, in fear that Kim Song Il's
cople’s Army of Korea might someday quite brazenly try to swarm
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- as David Bell and Frederick W. Kagan have chronicled the new age of
battle in which Napoleon fought more decisive engagements in his

- twenty-year career than would transpire in Europe over the subsequent
century, ‘

across the demilitarized zone into Seoul, or that conventional forces of
the Chinese Red Army might storm the beaches of Taiwan. .

Conventional clashes can be a part of every war. But again, deci-
sive, sustained collisions, involving thousands of like combatants in rela-
Indeed, the agreements following the Congress of Vienna and
 military deterrence kept 2 widespread peace in Europe for nearly a cen-
tury, which might explain why something like Sedan (1870) was the ex-
~ ception rather than the rule. In general, set battles of the erz, on land or
ea, were more a colonial experience (Tel el-Kebir, Omdurman) and
more common in Asia (Tsushima) and the Americas (the decisive battles
- of the Mexican-American, Spanish-American, and American Civil
War). s

The era from the beginning of the First World War to end of the
Second saw the most destructive battles in the history of arms. The
details of Iwo Jima, Kursk, Marne, Meuse-Argonne, Okinawa, Pass-
chendale, the Somme, Stalingrad, and Verdun are still chilling. Most
Westerners know little of the horror of the battles of the Huaihai
ampaign (late 1948 to early 1949), in which the Nationalist Chinese

ost an entire army of six hundred thousand to the Communists in
mostly conventional fighting.

tively open terrain, are not. Sometimes entire wars are decided in theaters °
outside decisive battle. The present absence of set battles is hardly novel
in the cyclical course of military history. The twenty-seven-year-long
Peloponnesian War saw only two major ground engagements, at Delium
(424 B.c.) and Mantinea (418 B.c.), and a few smaller infantry clashes at--
Solygeia and outside muqmncmm In such an asymmetrical struggle between
Athenian naval power and premier Spartan infantry, far more common .
were hit-and-run attacks, terrorism, sieges, a constant ravaging of agri-
culture, and amphibious assaults, along with some large sea battles off the

coast of Asia Minor.

During the murderous Roman Civil War (49—31 B.c.) frequent E&.."...
savage battles at Dyrrhacium, Pharsalus, Utica, Ruspina, Thapsus
- Munda, Mutina, Philippi, and Actium claimed more than a quarter-
million Roman lives. Yet after the creation of the Principate by the new.
emperor Augustus—except for the occasional frontier disasters such at.
Teutoberg Wald (a.D. g) or Adrianople {(a.D. wumu or the periodic inter-
necine battles for imperial succession—much of the Mediterranean’

world was relatively united, and thus relatively free of major battles fo

Hwommwww half a2 millennium. H\v@u\l. Eﬁ@u\ .zowlbmnnwu.ém Bartle?

After the fall of Roman MB@HQ the more pgwoﬁﬂmwa Middle:
Ages saw mostly sieges and low-intensity conflict, not larger campaigns:
like the famous engagements at Poitiers (732), Hattin (1187), or Crécy.
(1346). The eminent military historian Russell Weigley writes of 2 :
“Age of Battles.” He argues that there was a2 uniquely murderous tw
centuries of pitched battles—between Gustavus Adolphus’s victory a
Breitenfeld (x631) and Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo (1815)—in which |
mgowomb armies of multifarious rivals sought, often in vain, to decid
entire wars in 2 few hours of head-to-head fighting. Scholars as divers

HY IN THE long cycles of military history, does the fre-
quency of decisive battles wax and wane? The political land-
cape certainly explains much. The establishment of empire of any sort
an lessen the incidence of regional warring in general. Unified, central
litical control transmogrifies the usual ethnic, tribal, racial, and reli-
ous _md..wmo into more-internal and less-violent rivalries for state repre-

Sometimes repression of nationalist chauvinism, which so often
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leads to war, is accomplished violently and in authoritarian fashion, as in
the case of the unification of Russia and its surrounding republics into.
the Soviet Undon. On other occasions, such unification is mostly con-
sensual, such as the American frontier expansion of settler movements:
that turned Western territories of provincials into mostly brotherly states.
Fither way, the resulting enormous confederation makes major battles
in the region less likely. The contemporary European Union for now
lacks the interstate rivalry that plunged Europe info battles for much:
of the first half of the twentieth century. Once Philip unified Greece
under 2 Macedonian hegemony after Chaeronea (338 B.C.), ENgAZEMENtS
like the prior fourth-century B.c. set battles between the city-states-
Coronea, Haliartos, Leuctra, Mantines, Nemea, and Tegyra—became 2
rarity.
True, when the world is divided into such larger blocs that have
sizable, competent conventional forces—such as the Soviet and Amerk
can spheres during the Cold War—there is the risk that confrontation
can turn catastrophic, given- the vast resources available to each side:
Vet there is also the likelihood that frequent battling along nationalist
lines among a vaziety of state players will be less frequent. No nation 0
the Warsaw Pact fought a Soviet republic; and nominal American: al
lies like Tran did not threaten American allies like Israel. Tito any
Mwﬁmo&mﬁmb communism for a while kept Bosnians, Croats, Kosovars
Macedonians, and Serbs from killing each other. There were no mor
Punic Wars once the Romans established 2 “Roman peace” and G
thago Nova as the capital of the new Latin-speaking province of Afr
The constant tribal fighting so common in Caesar’s Gallic Wars larg
quieted down once the Romans annexed the entire region as the R

| the European Union and the United States), and democratic nations
.. of the Pacific (Japan, the Philippines, South Korea, Taiwan, etc.) along '
~with miscellaneous kindred allies that are capitalist and &ghoﬁmﬁ.mn mﬁnm |
mm. India and Israel. At present there is virtually no likelihood that we
will see decisive battles between de.\ of these similarly minded states
_even though a mere seventy years ago most of them squared off in 4&..7“ ‘
ous temporary alliances against one another in terrible battles at places
like the E&oﬂbnmv Arnheim, the Falaise Gap, Leyte Gulf, and Okinawa.

: While consensual states such as ancient Athens, the Bmunmb&.m
ﬂnbommb Republic, and the nowﬂow%oﬁa% United States proved to be
oth ferocious and relentless warmakers, these democratically inclined
tates rarely fought like kind. The Athenian attack on democratic Syra-
se was an anomaly. The perfodic Venetian rivalry against the Floren-

¢ Republic and the War of 1812 were the exceptions rather than the
.a.. ﬁﬁam now are more democratic states in existence than at any time
civilization’s history, suggesting that while they may continue to at-
m% nondemocratic rivals with some frequency, they are less likely to
furn on one another.

H

Future of Battle

z a m E IMMEDIATE present, we can imagine two scenarios for
mwﬂm%ﬁ conventional battle. One is between rival nations that have
idable armored and infantry forces of roughly the same size and
are in rough proximity to one another—India and Pakistan, North
South Korea, Taiwan and the Peoples’ Republic of OHJ.EW. Such
tchups, however, are rare in the scope of contemporary world rival-
More important, those states most likely to engage in such conven-
nal battles are precisely the same contestants that might be deterred
. H..m of an escalation of their fights into a nuclear noMm.omﬁmnoP

The world at large—but especially the immediate neighbors of

man province of Gaual. :
In the current age, many of the most powerful economies in:th

world are united under the loose rubric “he West,” which inclu
the former nations of much of the British Commonwealth (Austra
Canada; New Zealand, etc), the transatlantic NATO alliance (mos
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1995, the NATO air assault mmm.pbm,ﬁ Slobodan Milogevi¢ (1999), the
| bombing of Tripoli (1986), the earlier British-Argentine showdown at
Goose Green, Falklands Islands (1982), and the American invasions of
: Grenada (1983) and Panama (1989).
‘Those who have successfully attacked. the United States—in
* Lebanon. (1983), at the Khobar Towers, Seudi Arabia (1996), the Amer-
jcan East African embassies (1999), the U.S.8. Cole (2000), and on Sep-
ember 11, 200r—did so as terrorists. And if nation-states other than
“Afghanistan sponsored such radical Islamist groups, they were careful
to offer a deniability of culpability, preventing an all-out conventional
- war with the United States that they would inevitably lose. - |
. Just as important as the nature of the combatants and the world
political landscape in explaining the decline of conventional battles are
ther factors such as technology and the globalized communications of
the twenty-first century. The conventional battlefield can now be seen
nd mapped to the smallest pebble. Aerial photography and second-by-
econd updated video-carrying drones ensure that surprise is rare. Poten-
ial combatants know far better the odds in advance. They can download
‘minute information about their potential adversary from the Internet.
Generals can see streaming videos of his pre-battle preparations and cal- |
culate to some degree the subsequent cost.

Uncertainty and the unknown were often essential to the course of
ecisive battle, since each opposing force usually felt it had some chance
f operational success. If the British had satellite reconnaissance about
the German lines in the days before and during the Somme, they might
have curtailed their suicidal assaults. If the Americans had live stream-
1g video of Japanese forces fortifying bunkers on Oﬁn.mému they might
ot have chosen to assault frontally the Shuri Line. Pickett’s Owﬁ.w@ up
_.ngoﬂoa% Ridge at Gettysburg was predicated on an erroneous assump-
on that there was an especially weak spot in the Union army’s line—a
Hnmaonﬁzno that would have been easily disproved if General Robert E.
ee had a Predator drope at his disposal. We live in an age of successful

India and Pakistan—has an interest in ensuring that sudden flare-ups
along the Kashmir borderlands do not evolve into monstrous conven-
tional set battles that themselves evolve into a nuclear exchange. If
North Korean armored divisions, under a protective volley of supporting,
missile and artillery fire, cross into South Korea, the vastly outnumbered
American forces might consider the option of tactical nuclear weapons
to-save the prosperous and democratic south. All these nightmarish sce-
narios are known to interested regional parties, and may explain the re-
_cent absence of conventional battles between such bitter rivals. =
A second scenario is perhaps more common, but still does ot mﬁg
constitute reciprocal conventional battle as.-we have know it: the asym-
metrical wars between large westernized militaries and poorer, less-
organized terrorists, insurgents, and piratical forces. The list of mc.nﬂ
“half battle” theaters where conventional forces have battled unconven-
tional guerrillas is almost endless—Afghanistan, Grozny, Iraq, Hﬁmmﬂ..,
mix, Mogadishu, and the Somali coast, to name a few. Yet they all share
one trait: No indigenous force dares to come out in the open, marsha
its resources, and test head-on the firepower and discipline of a west
 ernized force. History’s record on that account—from Tenochtitlin to
Omdurman—is not encouraging for those who might try.
True, insurgent groups sometimes fight one another, such as th
Shiite-Kurdish-Sunni sectarian violence in Irag, or the Tutsi-Hutu Kill:
ing spree in Rwanda. Butin those instances—while the ongoing, relent
less violence in the aggregate can be every bit as lethal as a the one-dz
toll of an Austerlitz or Gettysburg—neither side has the resouzce, Homa
Qnmq or organization to comumit to or sustain a set battle.-
On very rare occasions a weak state has either foolishly challenge

in conventional fashion the United States or its allies or has been the suby
ject of a surprise invasion. And while there has often loomed the spect
‘of an old—fashion collision of arms, the obvious imbalance in conven
tional resources ensured that the result was relatively brief, onoum.&am,
and mostly a rout—as we saw in the “Mother of All Battles” in January
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.éom supplied for the duration of battle. ‘There is less EREB@P then
that Colombia or Venezuela would have the capital to deploy for very

long two hundred thousand infantry soldiers in a vast collision of so-
- phisticated arms” ,

surveillance when the counterresponse—jamming video feeds, destroy-
ing satellites, or short-circuiting electronic devices on a massive scale—
has not yet caught up. ,

Weaponry likewise is not static. Tt also resides within a constant.
challenge-and-response cycle between offense and defense, armor and
arms, sarveillance and the maintenance of secrecy—a tension in which
one periodically but temporarily trumps the other. Body armor .may
soon advance to the point of offering, if for a brief period only, protec-
tion against the bullet, which centuries ago rendered chain and plate
rail useless. The satellite may become nonoperational by the satellite.
Killer. The aerial drone soon may be forced down by more sophisticated:
electronic jamming. . : .

Yet for now the arts of information gathering about an enemy
trump his ability to maintain secrecy—and that too lessens the chance
chat thousands of soldiers will be willing to rideé out to horrific battle;
especially if they know they are being watched continuously on video
by their adversaries. The conditions to enter decisive battle involve risk;
delusions of grandeur, megalomania even—it’s the jrrational who thrive

Even in the smaller decisive battles of the 1973 Yom Kippur war.
‘when. armies were not huge and the weapons were cheap in noBHumeu
on with today’s models, both Israel and Egypt had to have the Soviet
Union and the United States send in massive amounts of new weap-
~onry shortly after the commencement of fighting. Arab and Israeli
muwmb&m were near depletion within hours. Neither side had the re-
sources to buy and transport replacement munitions without wealthier
 patrons—who themselves soon complained of the cost and m_wmmnﬁq
f such resupply. o

We have not seen a repeat of the Sinai battles of 1973 for various
nmmowmllmﬂoﬂmbm comumon regional interests between Israel and Egypt
atellite surveillance, the absence of an Arab nuclear patron to mmwi@m
ackup ,o..wOsE an Egyptian gambit fail. But prominent among them is
he cost of any such engagement, and the difficulty of finding an indus-
,..ﬁ.& big brother willing and able to budget billions for such efforts.
ake away Iranian money, and terrorist organizations like Hezbollah
and Hamas might have no missiles at their disposal. . A
In some cases, one belligerent may have the resources to offer a
allenge to decisive battle, but it’s unlikely that an enemy could be found -
mp a similar hope to win through a head-on confrontation. Again, the
ontline Arab states have for more than thirty years given up mc“& a
ream, 2s has Iran in its various aggressions-against U.S. allies in Ira
d Lebanon. | :
- The current ascendant anthropological notion in the West that
éﬁ. may well be unnatural, preventable, and the result of rational
ﬂw@mbnom]ﬂwﬁ can, with proper training and education, be elimi-
.\hm& or at least curtailed—perhaps has also made battle less tenable
ong the general public. To the millions of teachers, social workers,

on ignorance and misinformation.

Just as important are the controversies concerning lethality and
cost of the new munitions. To wage a single decisive battle vmgwnn
tens of thousands of combatants along the lines of a Gaugamela or 2
Verdun would cost hundreds of billions of dollars and is beyond. the
resources of most belligerents. A single B-2 bomber on patrol overhea
represents nearly a one-billion-dollar investment. Abrams tanks cos
more than four million dollars. Single cruise missiles are at least a il
lion dollars. One GPS-guided artillery shell may cost one hundred anc
fifty thousand dollars; an artillery platform could expend over ten mil:
lion dollars in ordnance in a few hours. Even a solder’s M-4 assault rif]
runs well over a thousand dollars. The result is that very few states cas
afford to outfit an army of, say, one hundred thousand ‘infantry, sup:
ported by high-tech air, naval, and artillery fire—much less to keep
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academics, medical professionals, and politicians in the West who are: not only their power but also discredited their ideologies to the extent

invested in such laudable notions, battle is seen as retrograde, a Neaxn
derthal rejection of the entire promise of higher education itself, And
0 a mHN@En population of influential professionals in Europe and the.
United mﬂmﬁmm actively opposes military action of any sort—and espe-~
cially the prospect of a traditional slugfest in which repellently high:
casualties on one side would be incvitable. Such makers of public and
often government opinion may likewise have played an indirect role in
temporarily discouraging even the semblance of major conventional;

© that they have not resurfaced in any real strength in Germany, Italy,
or Irag.

[ . ,
A decisive end to war does not necessarily mean greater violence

in times of peace. Far more perished during Stalin’s collectivization,
the Holocaust, and the murdering and starvation brought about by
Mao’s various revolutions—-mass genocides outside of formal military
engagements—than in all the decisive battles of the twentieth cen-
tury, which suggests that, at least in Hitler’s case, they should have
been stopped through force before they were allowed to kill millions
more.

Again, modern scientific pacifism that tries to “prove” that bloody
war is unnatural and has no utility in solving conflicts also tends to
discourage the reappearance of decisive battle by inculcating such ideas

military confrontations.
'The bombing of fleeing Ham@H bandit brigades from Kuwait on th
so-called Highway of Death in the first Gulf War (zg91) was halted by:
popular outrage because of the televised carnage. The argument that
such enemies who had just committed pillage and rapine in Kuwait
should be punished or preempted, given that they were likely to regrou
back in Iraq to slaughter Kurdish and Shiite innocents, could hardly
trump the Western abhorrence at the images of death on millions of
television screens. Russia’s shelling and destruction of Grozny escaped
world condemnation only because a news blackout ensured Westerners
would see little of mass death—and nuclear, oil-rich, and unpredictable
strongman Viadimir Putin would have cared little if they had.
To suggest that Hezbollah and Israel, Hamas and Israel, or Syriz
and Israel, when the next Middle East war breaks out, be allowed.t0
fight each otber until one side wins and the other loses, and thus the
source of their conflict be adjudicated by the verdict of the battlefield; is
now seen not only as passé but also as amoral altogether. ‘Who woul
wish a no-holds-barred showdown? And would not the loser mHBHuH% 5
to reconstitute his forces for a second round?
We should remember that both victory and clear-cut defeat oms
ten put an end to a power’s struggles in a way armistices and time-
outs do not. Nazis, Fascists, and most Baathists have present!
disdppeared from the governments of the world. Military defeat ende

more Homers who sing of the aristeia of battling heroes, or Tennysons
eager to write of another gloriously foolhardy charge by the Light Bri-
gade. To read of gargantuan clashes of arms, replete with nobility-in
pursuit of exalted aims, is today to read fantasy—Tolkien’s grand battle
between orcs and men before the gates of Gondor.

Finally, globalization, through instant naﬁumrobw.um and text-

has created a world culture that depends on uninterrupted communica-
tions. It expects convenient airline flights, international banking, and
asy access to imported consumer goods. The result is not quite a new
worldwide pacifism or exalted humanity—one need only examine the
nembership of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights to
ee that there is no such thing as an evolving transnational morality
outside the West.
. + Instéad, electronic togetherness hinges on our shared appetites—
and a growing communal comfort factor. After it invaded Georgia,

and human losses than what totalitarian governments are capable of -

among influential elements of the population. We certainly have no

‘messaging, use of the Internet, access to DVDs and satellite television, .

T
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Russia’s oil buyers became upset. As did its own aristocratic grandees,
who saw international capital flee Moscow.

European states worry about oil shortages should the U.S. bomb
Iran; China worries about its vital American export market should it
invade Taiwan. We need not assume that “soft power” and the poten-
tial loss of easy twenty-first-century consumerism will always prevent
sct battles. After all, in the past, such a belief that global interreliance
would prevent ruinous battle was clearly erroneous. Norman Angells’s
The, Great Tilusion (tgog) argued that pre—First World War Europe
simply had achieved too great an interdependence of financial credit,
economic integration, and prosperity to throw it away on nihilistic
warmaking. The Somme, Passchendale, and Verdun shortly followed.

Yet in a world in which an American can call his brother in m.po

morning in Kenya, check his European 4o1(k) stocks over coffee, watch

. Japanese wrestling in the afternoon, and chat with Chinese Facebook -
friends in the evening, it is more difficult for a particular nation to mar-

shal conventional forces, systematically seek out the enemy, encounter a

like rival with similar hopes of success, and unleash a terrible. fury of -

munitions—all under the instantaneous gaze of six billion. In the
future, economic and cultural globalization increasingly may emulate

old Roman imperium; becoming a superstructure that turns Adricans, -

Asians, Americans, Europeans, and Latin Americans into 2 one-world

province.

We are not yet facing the “end of history,” with a final and total :
elimination of decisive set battles—and a united and harmonicus world

‘agreeing on the general protocols of globalized capitalism and consen-
sual government. Armed struggles that at times result in horrific colli-

sions of forces are as old as civilization itself, and a collective reflection -

of the constant and unchanging deep-seated elements in the human

psyche. Tribalism, affinity for like kind, desire for honor, reckless-

exuberance—these expressions of our reptilian brains stay embedded

- within peoples.

. The Return of. Battle?

OR THE FORESEEABLE future, we will remain in an age
without decisive battle, in which bloody war is unlikely to be played

- out with swarros of Abrams tanks, rows of artillery pieces, a storm of
F-225 and B-1s overhead, and hundreds of thousands of infantry sol-
- diers advancing to mass carnage against a like-minded enemy. Yet will
 big battles haunt us once more?

Should the European Union dissolve and return to a twentieth-

" century landscape of rival proud nations, should the former Soviet re-

- publics form a collective resistance to an aggrandizing Russia similar to
“that in the nineteenth century, should the North Koreans, Pakistanis,.
or Chinese choose to gamble on an agenda of sudden aggression in the
“belief that a political objective could be obtained at a tolerable cost, |
“then we may well see a return of decisive battles.

New Waterloos or Verduns may revisit us, especially if constant

~ military innovation reduces the cost of war or relegates battle to the do-

main of massed waves of robotics and drones, or sees 2 sudden techno-
ogical shift back to the defensive that would nullify the tyranny of
present-day horrifically lethal munitions. New technology may make 2l

sorts of deadly arms as accessible s iPods and more lethal than M-16s,

while creating uniforms impervious to small-arms fire—and there-
fore making battle itself cheap, unpredictable, and thus once more to

“be tried.

Scenarios for battle’s return are endless. Should a few reckless states
feel that nuclear war in an age of antiballistic missiles might be winnable,

or that the consequences of mass death might be offset in perpetuity in a

glorious collective paradise—an apocalyptic vision that sometimes seems
almost welcome in theocratic Iran—and therefore worth risk of a launch-
ing of ballistic missiles, then even the once unimaginable nuclear show-

‘down becomes imaginable.

Tbe End of Decisive Battle—For Now /121
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When the conducive political, economic, and cultural requisites .
for set battles realign, as they have periodically over the centuries, we -
will see our own modernist return of a Cannae or a Shiloh. And these .
collisions will be frightening as never before. In the words of Matthew

Arnold,

CHAPTER 9

-“Men Make a City, Not Walls
~or Ships Empty of Men”

When high-tech is not always so high*

‘We are here as on a darkling plain
Swept with confused alarms of struggles and flight
Where ignorant armies clash by night.

.@R& of Military Innovation

H_Hw THE PRINCIPLES of war stay the same across the centuries,
1 one reason that we of the present age sometimes doubt such continu-
ity is the recent radical change in military technology, especially given
the twenty-first-century advances in informational science and its ap-
wmnmmoam. We forget sometimes that transformation in arms has always
been a hallmark of warfare, even if not as radical as what we have wit-

nessed in the past half century. As a rule, militaries usually begin wars

The quote is from Thucydides’ Histery of the Peloponnesian War (7:77.7). Parts of this-essay,
incorporate a review of Frederick W. Kagan's Finding the Target: The Trangformation of dmerican
Milizary Policy (New York: Encounter, z006) and Max Boot's War Mad: New: Technology, Warfare,
d the Course of History, 2500 fo Today (New York: Gotham, 2006), from the Decernber 2006
Commentary magazine—as well as some material from the January-February 2008 dmerican.




