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INTRODUCTION

Abridged and edited extracts from the New and Revised Edition with an Introduction and Notes by Colonel F.N. Maude C.B. (Late R.E.)

THE GERMANS INTERPRET their new national colours – black, red, and white – by the saying, ‘Durch nacht und blut zur licht.’ (‘Through night and blood to light’), and no work yet written conveys to the thinker a clearer conception of all that the red streak in their flag stands for than this deep and philosophical analysis of ‘War’ by Clausewitz.

It reveals ‘War,’ stripped of all accessories, as the exercise of force for the attainment of a political object and thus gives the key to every student of the modern conditions of Europe. Every event since Waterloo follows with logical consistency from the teachings of Napoleon, formulated for the first time, some twenty years afterwards, by this remarkable thinker.

What Darwin accomplished for Biology, Clausewitz is said to have done for the Life-History of Nations nearly half a century before him, for both have proved the existence of the same law in each case, viz., ‘The survival of the fittest’ – the ‘fittest,’ as Huxley long since pointed out, not being necessarily synonymous with the ethically ‘best.’

The ultimate consequences of defeat no man can foretell. The only way to avert them is to ensure victory; and, again following out the principles of Clausewitz, victory can only be ensured by the creation in peace of an organisation which will bring every available man, horse, and gun in the shortest possible time, and with the utmost possible momentum, upon the decisive field of action – which in turn leads to the final doctrine formulated by Von der Goltz in excuse for the action of the late President Kruger in 1899:

‘The Statesman who, knowing his instrument to be ready, and seeing War inevitable, hesitates to strike first is guilty of a crime against his country.’ The Commander’s failure to read the thought wave of his people and not asking his fully ready Army to strike when the time is right has committed a crime that can only be described as treachery.

It is to the spread of Clausewitz’s ideas that the present state of more or less immediate readiness for war of all European Armies is due. Where the spirit of duty and self-sacrifice is low, the troops are unready and inefficient. In an Army, where these qualities by the training of a whole century, have become instinctive, troops really are ready to the last button, and might be poured down upon any one of her neighbours with such rapidity that the very first collision must suffice to ensure ultimate success – a success by no means certain if the enemy, whoever he may be, is allowed breathing-time in which to set his house in order.

An example will make this clearer. In 1887 Germany was on the very verge of War with France and Russia. At that moment her superior efficiency, the consequence of this inborn sense of duty – surely one of the highest qualities of humanity – was so great that it is more than probable that less than six weeks would have sufficed to bring the French to their knees. But if France and Russia had been allowed even ten days’ warning, the German plan would have been completely defeated. France alone might then have claimed all the efforts that Germany could have put forth to defeat her.

Yet there are politicians in England so grossly ignorant of the German reading of the Napoleonic lessons that they expect that Nation to sacrifice the enormous advantage they have prepared by a whole century of self-sacrifice and practical patriotism by an appeal to a Court of Arbitration, and the further delays which must arise by going through the medieaeval formalities of recalling Ambassadors and exchanging ultimatums.

Most of our present-day politicians have made their money in business – a ‘form of human competition greatly resembling War,’ to paraphrase Clausewitz. Did they, when in the throes of such competition, send formal notice to their rivals of their plans to get the better of them in commerce?

Men kill each other at greater distances, it is true – but killing is a constant factor in all battles. The difference between ‘now and then’ lies in this, that thanks to the enormous increase in range, it is possible to concentrate by surprise, on any chosen spot, a man-killing powerfully twentyfold greater than was conceivable in the days of Waterloo.

But these alterations in method make no difference in the truth of the picture of War which Clausewitz presents, with which every soldier, and above all every Leader, should be saturated. Death, wounds, suffering, and privation remain the same, whatever the weapons employed, and their reaction on the ultimate nature of man is the same now as in the struggle a century ago. It is this reaction that the Great Commander has to understand and prepare himself to control.

In the end, and with every improvement in science, the result depends more and more on the character of the Leader and his power of resisting ‘the sensuous impressions of the battlefield.’ Finally, for those who would fit themselves in advance for such responsibility, I know of no more inspiring advice than that given by Krishna to Arjuna ages ago, when the latter trembled before the awful responsibility of launching his Army against the hosts of the Pandavs:

This Life within all living things, my Prince,
Hides beyond harm. Scorn thou to suffer, then,
For that which cannot suffer. Do thy part!
Be mindful of thy name, and tremble not.
Nought better can betide a martial soul
Than lawful war. Happy the warrior
To whom comes joy of battle...
. . . But if thou shunn’st
This honourable field – a Kshittriya –
If, knowing thy duty and thy task, thou bidd’st
Duty and task go by – that shall be sin!
And those to come shall speak thee infamy
From age to age. But infamy is worse
For men of noble blood to bear than death!
. . . . . .
Therefore arise, thou Son of Kunti! Brace
Thine arm for conflict; nerve thy heart to meet,
As things alike to thee, pleasure or pain,
Profit or ruin, victory or defeat.
So minded, gird thee to the fight, for so
Thou shalt not sin!
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