
T he history of the United States Army lies firmly in the main-
stream of modern Western military development. Heir to Eu-
ropean traditions, the American Army has both borrowed from 

and contributed to that main current. Molded by the New World en-
vironment, a product of democratic and industrial revolutions, it has 
at the same time evolved, along with the nation it serves, uniquely. To 
the present generation of Americans faced by continuing challenges 
to their national security, the role that force and military institutions 
have played in American history becomes of increasing interest and 
importance. This volume is an introduction to the story of the U.S. 
Army and the American military history of which the Army’s story is 
an integral part.

What Is Military History?

Military history today has a much wider scope than previous gen-
erations of scholars granted it. More than simply the story of armed 
conflict, of campaigns and battles, it is the story of how societies form 
their institutions for their collective security and how those institutions 
operate in peace and war. It is the story of soldiers and the subculture 
of which they are a part. It includes the entire range of economic, so-
cial, legal, political, technological, and cultural issues that arise from 
the state’s need to organize violence to preserve its existence and accom-
plish its national goals. Military history cannot be viewed as a separate, 
quaint, subset of the wider history of a society. It is an integral part of 
a society; and the essence of a military, the armed citizen, is a reflection 
of that society.

War is only one aspect of military history, though it remains the 
critical test for any military establishment and thus an essential aspect. 
The changes in warfare over time are thus a legitimate focus for the stu-
dent of military history. The American Army has been both a recipient 
of and a contributor to the fruits of the changes in warfare pioneered 
by the Western world. The United States was born in the eighteenth 
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century, during the great age of European dynastic wars involving, 
generally, armies of professional, uniformed soldiers whose maneuvers 
and battles left the civilian masses of a nation-state largely unaffected. 
Until the latter part of that century, wars were relatively simple and 
restricted in area, forces, and objectives. This changed with the advent 
of the “nation in arms” during the French Revolution and Napoleonic 
Wars. Warfare became conflicts of mass armies of conscripts, motivated 
by revolutionary ideology. With the spread of the industrial revolution 
in the following century, warfare grew even more complex and exerted 
an ever-increasing influence on more elements of society. This new era 
in warfare coincided with the evolution of the United States as an in-
dependent nation. In the first half of the twentieth century the effects 
of large-scale wars became so pervasive that they were felt not only by 
the combatant nations but throughout the entire world, now seem-
ingly grown more compact due to the advent of faster transportation 
and communications means. The outcome in those wars was no longer 
measured in terms of the preservation of national honor or the conquest 
of territory, familiar in eighteenth century warfare, but in terms of na-
tional survival. Thus, as warfare in the past two centuries broadened to 
involve more and more people and more and more of the energies and 
resources of society to fight it—or during the Cold War, to deter it—the 
definition was extended to encompass more activities. 

Broadly defined, military history lies on the frontier between gen-
eral history and military art and science. It deals with the confluence 
and interaction of military affairs with diplomatic, political, social, 
economic, and intellectual trends in society. To understand it therefore 
requires some knowledge of both general history and military art. In 
its American context it represents many interrelated facets. Certainly it 
involves wars—all kinds of wars. It may surprise Americans, who tradi-
tionally have regarded themselves as a peaceable and unmilitary people, 
to learn that the range of warfare in their national experience has been 
quite wide, and the incidence quite frequent. 

Born in a revolution, a violent struggle often considered a prelude 
to modern ideological struggles, the United States has since endured 
a bitter Civil War, participated in numerous international wars, and 
has recently been thrust into a global war on terrorism. In American 
national experience, war itself has undergone considerable change and 
oscillation from one mode to another. The American Revolution was a 
limited war of the eighteenth century variety, although one fought on 
the backdrop of a “people’s war” between Tories and Patriots over the 
loyalty of each small village and town. The War of 1812, the Korean 
conflict of 1950–1953, and the Gulf War in 1991 were later models 
of limited conflict fought for specific, limited objectives short of the 
total destruction and occupation of the foes’ homelands. The American 
Civil War introduced the age of total war to which World Wars I and 
II added their bloody chapters. The Cold War involved mobilizing and 
militarizing huge segments of society never before affected by warfare. 
The current war on terrorism, with its potential for direct attacks on the 
American homeland and the pervasive (and invasive) security require-
ments for defending against such attacks, affects all aspects of American 
society. Over the centuries, war has cut deeper and deeper into the life 
of the nation. 

Broadly defined, military history 
lies on the frontier between gen-
eral history and military art and 
science.
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After World War II, under the shadow of nuclear weapons that 
threaten all civilization with annihilation, warfare returned to earlier 
forms. Guerrilla wars, foreshadowed in American experience by the 
long-continuing Indian Wars and the Philippine Insurrection of 1899–
1902, returned as American forces became engaged in counter-insur-
gency warfare during the Vietnam War (1964–1973) and in support to 
various Central American nations, notably El Salvador, in the 1980s. 
Today, modern conflicts include operations that could be classified as 
“small wars” such as Operation JUST CAUSE in Panama in 1989 and 
humanitarian and peacekeeping operations in Haiti, Somalia, and the 
former Yugoslavia. The line between war and peace, already blurred by 
nation-building operations and “police actions,” grew even more dif-
ficult to discern as the twentieth century drew to a close with the U.S. 
Army involved in dozens of small-scale operations around the world. 
The direct attack on America on September 11, 2001, featuring the use 
of terrorism to kill over 3,000 Americans at the World Trade Center 
towers and the Pentagon, further changed the equation in ways still not 
fully known. 

Wars used to be regarded as clearly definable exercises in violence 
when diplomacy failed and statesmen handed over to soldiers the bur-
den of achieving victory. They were usually marked by formal ceremo-
nies: a declaration at the beginning and a surrender and peace treaty at 
the end. Since World War II these formalities are no longer the fashion. 
War and peace have become blurred. Neither in Korea nor in Vietnam 
was war officially declared. The debate in Congress before the initiation 
of hostilities in the Gulf War led only to a congressional resolution of 
support, not a declaration of war. 

Endings of military operations also are not clearly marked. No peace 
treaty followed the surrender of Germany in World War II or the truce 
in Korea in 1953. The Vietnam War ended with a treaty, but one the 
North Vietnamese promptly violated. Despite a decisive tactical victory 
for the United States, the confused political and diplomatic situation af-
ter the Gulf War continued to simmer, with United Nations resolutions 
and arms inspection programs in shambles and economic embargoes 
rapidly disappearing. The renewal of the war with Iraq in March 2003 
resolved many of the problems of a still-dangerous regime at the cost of 
creating a host of others. While changes in the nature of warfare have 
affected the conduct of war and the role of the military and society in it, 
participation in organized violence in all its forms is still a vital compo-
nent of military history that must be studied. Not only must the causes, 
conduct, and consequences of a war be analyzed, but as the line between 
war and peace becomes more indistinct, the periods between the wars 
require renewed interest from students of military history.

Besides war in the broad sense, there is another major facet that 
military history must address and that military historians of this gen-
eration have found more and more integral to their subject. That is 
the study of the military as an institution and a manifestation of state 
power. The way in which a state organizes for violence and the mul-
tifaceted effects of that effort are critical to understanding war and its 
impact on the society of which the military is often but a reflection. 
To apply force, societies organize armies. Reflecting the national cul-
ture and varying in their impact on it, armies are institutions, social 
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entities in themselves. Some armies have close relations with the soci-
eties from which they are drawn; others are a class apart. For example, 
during much of U.S. history the Army was scattered in frontier posts 
and physically isolated from the rest of society. But in the period since 
World War II, civil-military relations have been close. As institutions, 
armies take form and character. Their institutional outlines are mani-
fested in a number of ways, some overt, some subtle: organization 
and administration, system of training, mode of supply, planning for 
mobilization and the conduct of war, methods of fighting on the bat-
tlefield, weaponry and utilization of technology, system of command 
and control, selection of manpower and leaders, and relations with 
the civilian population and authorities. The whole host of policies, 
doctrines, customs, traditions, values, and practices that have grown 
up about armies is an important part of the institutional story. The 
impact of the selective service system (the draft) on many aspects of 
American life in this century is in itself a significant story. Its ending, 
for all intents and purposes, in 1973 and the creation of the all-volun-
teer Army has equal and far-reaching significance. Many elements of 
that significance are still not yet fully revealed.

All the facets of change in the military as an institution thus rep-
resent histories in themselves and reflect other changes in the nature 
of warfare, technology, and a country’s internal development and ex-
ternal responsibilities. A shift in one component will inevitably have 
an impact on the institutional structure. For example, a fundamental 
change in weaponry, equipment, or technology, be it the adoption of 
gunpowder, the rifled musket, the airplane, the tank, the atomic bomb, 
night-vision devices, or precision-guided munitions, will inevitably af-
fect the traditional modes of fighting and reverberate throughout the 
institutional framework. The phenomenon of cultural lag evident in 
other human institutions also applies to military organizations, and 
some armies have been slower to adopt changes than others, often with 
fatal results in the test of battle.

While the U.S. Army as a social entity has evolved to meet its pri-
mary mission—to fight—in its American institutional context military 

THE ARMY SEAL

The Army Seal was used originally during the Ameri-
can Revolution to authenticate documents. It displayed the 
designation “War Office,” which was synonymous with 
Headquarters of the Army, and the Roman date MDCCLXX-
VIII (1778) the first time it was used. It remained unchanged 
until 1974, when the War Office banner was replaced with 
“Department of the Army” and the date was changed to 
1775, the year in which the Army was established. The seal 
embodies the Army’s ideals of loyalty, vigilance, persever-
ance, truth, courage, zeal, fortitude, remembrance, determi-
nation, constancy, achievement, dignity, and honor. 
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history must also treat the Army as a social force in peace. From the 
beginning the Army has played a role in developing the country: in ex-
ploring, guarding the frontier, and constructing roads; in engineering, 
transportation, communication, sanitation, and medicine; and in flood 
control. At the same time the Army has served as a vehicle for social 
mobility of certain disadvantaged groups, for example, European im-
migrants in the nineteenth century, African Americans in the 1950s and 
1960s, and Hispanic Americans today. The mixture of the European 
legacy, native environment, democratic ideals and values, and national 
experience in war and peace have combined to mold the Army into a 
distinct institution in American life, a unique blend of professional and 
civilian elements. Indeed, as Russell F. Weigley, a student of the Army’s 
institutional history, has well expressed it, the story of the American 
Army is really a history of “two armies”: “a Regular Army of professional 
soldiers and a citizen army of various components variously known as 
militia, National Guards, Organized Reserves, selectees.”

It has been said that every generation rewrites its history. Its own 
needs and problems inevitably make it take fresh looks at its own past 
for light, understanding, guidance, and alternative courses of action. 
Nowhere is this necessity more evident than in the field of American 
military history today—broadly conceived. During most of the nation-
al existence of the United States the liberal democratic tradition and 
geographic isolation combined to subordinate in the public mind the 
role of force and military institutions in its history. Blessed by relatively 
weak neighbors on the north and south and safe behind its ocean bar-
riers, the United States could define its security in terms of its own 
boundaries and frontiers. The military factor in its heritage, birth, and 
development tended to be discounted. But when scientists began to 
conquer space and time in the twentieth century and the European 
system that had maintained order in the nineteenth century began to 
crumble under the impact of two world wars, Americans began to find 
their security bound up with the fates of other countries. The nation 
that began the twentieth century with a strong sense of security by mid-
century began to feel insecure. George F. Kennan, former director of 
the Policy Planning Staff of the Department of State, elaborates, “A 
country which in 1900 had no thought that its prosperity and way of 
life could in any way be threatened by the outside world had arrived 
by 1950 at a point where it seemed to be able to think of little else but 
this danger.” The Cold War and then our involvement in the Global 
War on Terrorism put an end to America’s lingering beliefs in isolation 
and safety. Not since the era of the founding fathers has survival in a 
dangerous world become such an urgent issue and the foundations of 
national security of such concern. An essential element of maintaining 
that national security must be the study of war in theory and practice. 
Both the theory and the practice of war must be analyzed together to 
gain the fullest perspective.

Theory and Practice of War

One question that has long interested students of the theory and 
practice of military affairs is whether war is an art or a science. This is 
no small question in an age when the lure of technology seeks to re-
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duce so much of human behavior to scientific principles or mechanistic 
templates. In the eighteenth century, the age of enlightenment, when 
the systematic study of war began, military theory regarded warfare as 
mathematical and scientific. A general who knew mathematics and to-
pography, the theorists optimistically maintained, could conduct cam-
paigns with geometrical precision and win wars without bloody battles. 
In Europe, the violent shock of Napoleonic warfare brought a rude 
end to the notion of war as a purely scientific or mathematical game. 
But insofar as the application of physical pressure upon the enemy in-
volves the use of mechanical tools under certain predictable or calcu-
lable conditions, it is possible to speak in terms of military science. The 
systematic application of science to the development of weapons and 
to technology in general is a comparatively recent development. Since 
World War II, techniques of research and analysis have been enlisted 
from scientific fields to make calculations and choices among complex 
weapon systems and in the management of huge defense programs 
more exact. Over and above the techniques, the successful conduct of 
war at all levels of command requires assessing unpredictable variables 
and taking calculated risks under circumstances for which no precise 
precedent exists. Since the “fog of war” still holds and wars involve men 
as well as machines, warfare remains in many ways what it has always 
been essentially—an art.

Military theorists have long searched for the principles underly-
ing the art of war. They have sought to distill from the great mass of 
military experience over the centuries simple but fundamental truths 
to guide commanders through the fog of war. They have evolved lists 
of principles from an analysis of the campaigns and the writings of the 
great captains of war, such as Julius Caesar, Frederick the Great, Napo-
leon Bonaparte, and Helmuth von Moltke. Occasionally the masters 
have provided their own set of precepts. Foremost among the analysts 
have been Henri de Jomini, Carl von Clausewitz, Ardant du Picq, Al-
fred Thayer Mahan, Ferdinand Foch, Giulio Douhet, Basil H. Liddell 
Hart, J. F. C. Fuller, and Sun Tzu. The axioms range from the Con-
federate Lt. Gen. Nathan B. Forrest’s oft-misquoted advice, “Git thar 
fustest with the mostest men,” to Napoleon’s 115 maxims. The lists dif-
fer in emphasis as well as in number. Some theorists have stressed that 
the battle is all and the defeat of the enemy’s armed forces the correct 
objective, others that the best path to victory is by indirect methods 
and approaches that avoid confrontations and rely upon maneuver and 
psychological pressure.

Today, all great nations recognize principles of war and incorporate 
them in one manner or another into military doctrine. The lists vary 
from nation to nation. In the modern dress of the Western world, the 
accepted principles are essentially a post-Napoleonic conception, ad-
vanced by Clausewitz, the great Prussian philosopher of war of the early 
nineteenth century, and his contemporary, Jomini, the well-known 
French general and theorist. Since the United States shares a common 
military heritage and a common body of military thought with Europe, 
American students of war have also sought to reduce the conduct of war 
to certain essential premises. The U.S. Army recognizes nine such prin-
ciples: objective, offensive, maneuver, mass, economy of force, unity 
of command, security, surprise, and simplicity. The proper application 
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of these principles is still essential to the exercise of effective military 
operations. First, let us define them. 

Objective. Direct every military operation toward a clearly defined, 
decisive, and attainable objective. The ultimate military objective may 
be the complete destruction of an enemy’s armed forces and his will 
to fight. The wider political objective may be the complete defeat and 
reconstruction of an enemy nation that will involve regime change and 
political, economic, and social reshaping. Each intermediate objective 
must have the precise mix of force applied to it to attain decisive results. 
Every commander must understand the overall military and political 
objectives of the application of force and how his element will con-
tribute to attain those goals. The principle of objective, with a series 
of intermediate objectives, helps all elements of an operation focus on 
what must be done and by whom.

Offensive. Seize, retain, and exploit the initiative. In order to achieve 
victory, a commander must undertake offensive operations. Offensive 
operations make the enemy react to your moves and keep him on the 
defensive and off balance. Offensive permits the commander to retain 
the initiative. This does not mean that defensive operations have no 
place on the battlefield. Going onto the defensive can conserve forces, 
allow for a logistical pause, or force an enemy to attack to his distinct 
disadvantage. However, a defensive mindset ultimately surrenders the 
initiative to the enemy. Only offensive operations can, in the end, force 
your will on the enemy.

Maneuver. Place the enemy in a disadvantageous position through 
the flexible application of combat power. Maneuver is an essential in-
gredient of combat power. It contributes materially to exploiting suc-
cesses and in preserving freedom of action and reducing vulnerability. 
The object of maneuver is to dispose a force in such a manner as to 
place the enemy at a relative disadvantage and thus achieve results 
that would otherwise be more costly in men and materiel. Successful 
maneuver requires flexibility in organization, administrative support, 
and especially command and control. It is the antithesis of perma-
nence of location and implies avoidance of stereotyped patterns of 
operation.

Mass. Concentrate the effects of combat power at the decisive 
place and time. Mass is much more than mere numbers. Many armies 
through the years have had a greater number of soldiers on any given 
battlefield but still have failed to win. Mass is thus the concentration 
of military assets against a specific target. Mass focuses the right mix of 
combined arms (infantry, armor, artillery) and airpower to overcome 
even an otherwise superior enemy force. Proper application of mass can 
permit numerically inferior forces to achieve decisive combat results.

Economy of Force. Allocate minimum essential combat power to sec-
ondary efforts. Skillful and prudent use of combat power will enable 
the commander to accomplish the mission with minimum expenditure 
of resources. Combat power on the battlefield is a limited resource. If 
you use it in one place, it is not available in another. Commanders must 
choose carefully how to use the exact amount of necessary force in the 
primary and secondary attacks to ensure sufficient combat power at 
the right place and time. This will allow other assets to focus on other 
targets. At times, a commander may use his forces in one area to defend, 
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deceive, or delay the enemy or even to conduct retrograde operations to 
free up the necessary forces for decisive operations in another area. 

Unity of Command. For every objective, ensure unity of effort un-
der one responsible commander. The decisive application of full com-
bat power requires unity of command, which obtains unity of effort by 
the coordinated action of all forces toward a common goal. While coor-
dination may be attained by cooperation, it is best achieved by vesting a 
single commander with the requisite authority to get the job done. 

Security. Never permit the enemy to acquire an unexpected advan-
tage. Security is essential to the preservation of combat power and is 
achieved by measures taken to prevent surprise, preserve freedom of 
action, and deny the enemy information of friendly forces. Since risk 
is inherent in war, application of the principle of security does not im-
ply undue caution and the avoidance of all risk. Security frequently is 
enhanced by bold seizure and retention of the initiative, which denies 
the enemy the opportunity to interfere. The principle of security does 
require, however, that risks be calculated carefully and that no unneces-
sary chances are taken.

THE ARMY FLAG AND  
CAMPAIGN STREAMERS

Prior to 1956 the Army was the only armed service 
without a flag to represent the entire service. Prompted by 
the need for a flag to represent the Army in joint service 
ceremonies, in 1955 Secretary of the Army Wilber M. 
Brucker requested the creation of the Army Flag. The de-
sign was a simplified version of the Army Seal placed on a 
white background that included a scroll designation United 
States Army with the numerals 1775 displayed below and 
the Army’s campaign streamers attached to the spearhead 
of the flagstaff. 

The Army has defined an official campaign as a par-
ticular combat action or series of actions that has historical 
significance or military importance to the Army and the na-
tion. The concept of campaign streamers began during the 
Civil War, when the War Department instructed regiments 
to inscribe the names of their meritorious battles on their 
national colors. In 1890 the War Department directed that 
regimental honors be engraved on silver rings placed on 
the staffs of regimental flags. In 1920 the War Department 
ordered that each regimental color would bear streamers, 
in the colors of the campaign medal ribbon, for each cam-
paign in which the regiment had fought. The creation of 
the Army Flag provided a means to display all the Army’s 
campaigns (175 in 2003).

Battle Streamers
Richard Hasenauer, 1976
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Surprise. Strike the enemy at a time or place or in a manner for 
which he is unprepared. Surprise can decisively shift the balance of 
combat power. Surprise may allow for success out of proportion to the 
effort expended. It is not essential that the enemy be taken completely 
unaware, but only that he becomes aware too late to react effectively. 
Factors contributing to surprise include speed, deception, application 
of unexpected combat power, effective intelligence and counterintel-
ligence (including communications and electronic intelligence and se-
curity), and variations in tactics and methods of operation.

Simplicity. Prepare clear, uncomplicated plans and clear, concise 
orders to ensure thorough understanding and minimize confusion. 
Simplicity contributes to successful operations. If other factors are 
equal, the simplest plan is preferred. In multinational operations, dif-
ferences in language, culture, and doctrine complicate the situation; 
simple plans and orders can help minimize the confusion inherent in 
such environments.

Many examples of the successful employment or violation of 
these principles can be cited in American military history, and illus-
trations will be given in appropriate places in subsequent chapters. 
Each case requires careful study in its own context. For example, we 
may note briefly that the proper objective has often eluded command-
ers in war. The British in the American Revolution, for example, were 
never clear as to their prime objective: whether to capture strategic 
positions, to destroy the Continental Army, or simply to try by an ap-
propriate show of force to woo the Americans back to their allegiance 
to the Crown. As a result, their victories over Washington’s army in 
the field seldom had much meaning. In another case, not until after 
many years of fighting the elusive Seminoles in the Florida swamps 
did Col. William J. Worth realize that the destruction of their villages 
and sources of supply would end the conflict. In the limited wars 
and expeditions since 1945, however, the United States has sought to 
achieve objectives short of the total destruction of the enemy or of his 
productive capacity. What was the objective in Vietnam? It was not 
the conquest of the North, but the establishment of a viable political 
entity in South Vietnam. That did not require so much military force 
as political. The objective is often even more elusive, and can change 
over time, in peacekeeping or humanitarian relief operations. In So-
malia, the original mission in 1992 of providing food to a starving 
people changed over time into the objective of remaking a country 
and achieving political stability. A violent reaction by a number of 
factions resulted in an American retreat from that country. The tra-
ditional concept of “victory” and “winning” has taken on a different 
meaning in the new political context of warfare in the post–Cold War 
age. Overwhelming force has often been replaced with the necessity 
for restraint and only carefully applied military force. Fresh support 
has been given to Clausewitz’s reminder that a successful war is one 
in which the political objectives for which it is waged are achieved by 
suitable means and at appropriate cost. Wars are fought to achieve 
political aims.

No principle has been more ingrained in American military think-
ing than the belief that only offensive action can achieve decisive results. 
Offensive action seizes and retains the initiative. One of many examples 
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is Washington’s brilliant attack at Trenton in 1776, when his small, tat-
tered, and nearly starving force turned on their pursuers with a lightning 
attack against a Hessian outpost to revitalize the Revolution. There are 
some instances, however, when the defense has in certain cases more ad-
vantages than the offensive. Some of the most notable actions in Ameri-
can military history, such as Maj. Gen. Andrew Jackson’s stand at New 
Orleans at the end of the War of 1812, have involved the defense. Yet it 
is offensive action that achieves the most decisive results and wins wars.

No one would deny the necessity of maneuver to success in mili-
tary operations. Brilliant examples have occurred throughout American 
military history. During Operation DESERT STORM in 1991, the forces 
of General H. Norman Schwarzkopf ’s army moved hundreds of miles 
through the Saudi Arabian desert in a “great wheel” to attack the Iraqi 
flank. Attempts at direct assault, rather than maneuver, have often led 
to bloody and indecisive actions. In the Civil War, Maj. Gen. Ambrose 
E. Burnside of the Army of the Potomac conducted one of the bloodiest 
and most useless attacks of the war when he launched his army in a mas-
sive frontal assault against Confederate positions on Marye’s Heights at 
Fredericksburg in 1862. Even a successful maneuver can be subject to 
criticism—witness the controversy over General of the Army Dwight 
D. Eisenhower’s decision to advance across Europe along a continuous 
broad front rather than permit one of his major forces to thrust deep 
into Germany during World War II. Nevertheless, a well-organized and 
controlled force can often maneuver successfully to achieve victory over 
a larger, but more ponderous, enemy force.

The principle of mass, often called concentration, probably of-
fers more examples of successful and unsuccessful application than any 
other. Eisenhower’s invasion of the Normandy beaches in 1944 is a bril-
liant example of the massing of all elements of combat power at the 
decisive time and place. Conversely, those commanders who fail to mass 
enough forces or combat power often suffer defeat. On the second day 
at Gettysburg in 1863, General Robert E. Lee attacked the supposedly 
“undefended” high ground on the Union left at Little Round Top, but 
late in the day and with insufficient strength. However, earlier in 1863, 
Lee’s division of his army at Chancellorsville into three separate ele-
ments is a classic success. He left one portion to engage the enemy in 
a holding battle at Fredericksburg while striking with the rest against 
the advancing Union Maj. Gen. Joseph Hooker. After halting Hooker 
in his tracks, Lee divided his army again and sent Lt. Gen. Thomas J. 
“Stonewall” Jackson around the Union right to launch a surprise attack 
on the enemy flank. The risk involved in this violation of the principle 
of mass was carefully calculated and brilliantly executed.

The successful application of economy of force has usually resulted 
in brilliant gains. MacArthur’s “island hopping” strategy in World War 
II is an excellent example of economizing force by bypassing Japanese 
island strongholds and isolating them with air and naval power, while 
using the freed-up forces to strike elsewhere and keep the enemy off bal-
ance. No principle of war is probably more important today, in this era 
of limited war, than restraint in the use of force and the precise calcula-
tion of only the exact amount of force needed. 

Unity of command was successfully achieved for the Union under 
Lt. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant, but only in 1864 after three years of confused 
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A commander has to do all he 
can to make elements of the over-
all plan clear, concise, and direct.

leadership and divided objectives. In World War II, the interservice 
conflicts between General Douglas S. MacArthur and Admiral Chester 
W. Nimitz, each engaged in major offensive operations against Japan 
along two disparate axes of advance, indicate that this principle can in 
some respects be violated and military victory gained. But often lack of 
unity of command leads to misunderstandings, wasted resources, and 
confused objectives.

Security and surprise are obvious necessities and closely related. In 
the Civil War at Antietam, there were security violations on both sides. 
General Lee’s orders for the concentrations of his forces were wrapped 
in some cigars and found by a Union soldier. Maj. Gen. George B.  
McClellan, the Union commander, failed to reconnoiter the approaches 
to the battlefield before the action took place. The success of the Chinese 
Communist intervention in Korea in November 1950 resulted both 
from a United Nations security failure and from a carefully planned 
surprise movement into Korea by massive Communist forces. Surprise 
can achieve startling results; security lapses can also achieve startling 
results—for the other side.

Of all the principles of war, none is now probably harder to follow 
above the battalion level than the principle of simplicity. Modern war-
fare, involving mechanization, electronic equipment, airborne and am-
phibious operations, joint or even combined operations with foreign 
forces, is inherently not simple. Even the ostensibly easy movement 
of a small tank-infantry-artillery team cannot be termed simple. In 
counterinsurgency operations or nation-building missions the integra-
tion of military with political, economic, sociological, and psychologi-
cal factors often leads to an even higher degree of complexity. But a 
commander has to do all he can to make elements of the overall plan 
clear, concise, and direct. Even tactical operations can sometimes be-
come too complex for the commanders to execute. Washington, fresh 
from a series of brilliant maneuvers at Trenton and Princeton, planned 
to use a complex attack against a British outpost at Germantown in 
1777. His plan involved coordinating the movement and convergence 
of four columns of inexperienced troops moving over different roads at 
night. Columns got lost, delayed, and confused. Washington thus lost 
the advantage of surprise and failed to mass his forces; he was forced 
to retreat in defeat. The plan proved too complicated for successful 
execution.

The growing complexity and variety of modern warfare has led stu-
dents of military affairs to take a fresh look at these principles. Since 
World War II a debate has been raging in military literature over the 
precise meaning and application of the principles, a debate fed by the 
new circumstances of nuclear and counterinsurgency warfare. The dis-
cussion revolves around four major questions: Are the present principles 
too exclusive? Are they too inclusive? Does modern insurgent and nucle-
ar warfare make them obsolete? To what degree does technology change 
any of the principles? To some extent this is a debate over semantics. 
The defenders point out that the principles are as valid in modern as 
in ancient warfare; that each age must make its own applications of the 
“fundamental truths.” Critics argue that they are not immutable scien-
tific laws of universal applicability; that they require constant reexami-
nation; that no two military situations are ever completely alike; that the 



principles are merely methods and common-sense procedures adopted 
by great captains in the past; and that changes in the conditions of war 
alter their relative importance. Moreover, some claim that new technol-
ogy, computers and weapon systems, have destroyed whatever validity 
remained in the principles. The principles, these critics conclude, are no 
substitute for imaginative thinking, logical analysis, broad professional 
knowledge, and highly developed qualities of leadership.

Perhaps the key point to remember, whatever the outcome of the 
ongoing debate among the theorists, is that war remains fundamentally 
an art. Dennis Hart Mahan, famed West Point professor and teacher of 
the Civil War generals, put it well: “In war as in every other art based 
upon settled principles there are exceptions to all general rules. It is in 
discovering these cases that the talent of the general is shown.” Even the 
defenders of the principles stress that the art of war lies in their interpre-
tation and application. Within limits, the principles of war neverthe-
less remain a useful tool for analysis, a general frame of reference, and 
a checklist for examining past campaigns. Themselves an inheritance 
from the past, these adages offer no substitute for real historical inquiry 
or for thinking and action on the part of the officer. They represent 
generalizations and premises rather than fixed immutable rules. They 
provide general guides that on the whole have in the past led to military 
success. As in the past, the victorious captain will have to adapt con-
cepts or improvise others most suitable to the particular circumstances 
facing him.

All theorists agree that in the final analysis the art of war is what 
men make it. To quote Mahan again, “No soldier who has made himself 
conversant with the resources of his art, will allow himself to be tram-
meled by an exclusive system.” He must be flexible. He must learn to 
deal with men. Moreover, Napoleon stated that in war, “The moral is 
to the physical as three to one.” The ability to penetrate the fog of war 
and make the correct decision is the heart of leadership, and leadership 
is at the heart of war. Indeed, flexibility and leadership might well be 
added as tenth and eleventh principles, basic concepts inherent to all 
the others. It is not surprising, therefore, that the qualities that make for 
good leadership have long interested the Army and that a whole body of 
literature has grown up about the theoretical and practical foundations 
of this phase of the military art.

The military like other professions has developed its own language 
to allow easy communication. Aside from the principles of war, it is 
useful for the student of military history to become familiar with other 
terms commonly encountered in the literature. In the theory of warfare, 
strategy and tactics have usually been put into separate categories. Strat-
egy deals with both the preparation for and the waging of war and has 
often been defined as the art of projecting and directing campaigns. To 
tactics, its close partner, military jargon has reserved the art of executing 
plans and handling troops in battle. Strategy is usually regarded as the 
prelude to the battlefield, tactics as the action on the battlefield. As so-
ciety and warfare have grown more complex, the term strategy has been 
gradually broadened from its eighteenth century connotation as the “art 
of the general,” far beyond its original, narrow military meaning. In the 
nineteenth century, and even more in the twentieth, distinctions began 
to be blurred between strategy as a purely military phenomenon and 
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national strategy of a broader variety involving a combination of politi-
cal, economic, technological, and psychological factors, along with the 
military elements, in the management of national policy. As a result, the 
term grand strategy (or higher strategy) has come to connote the art of 
employing all the resources of a nation or coalition of nations to achieve 
the objects of war (and peace). The broad policy decisions governing the 
overall conduct of war or its deterrence are the prerogative of the chief of 
state and his principal advisers. The strategist, whether in the narrower 
or broader sense, deals in many uncertainties and his art is the calculated 
risk. At the opposite end of the scale are minor tactics, the term used to 
describe the maneuver of small units. Falling in between is the concept 
of operational art that involves the maneuver of large-scale units (divi-
sions and corps) to achieve victory that often has strategic results. 

Despite distinctions in theory, strategy, operational art, and tactics 
cannot always be easily separated in practice. The language of opera-
tional maneuver—putting one’s army into the most favorable position 
to engage the enemy and depriving the enemy of freedom of move-
ment—is also largely the language of tactics. Thus, envelopment is an 
attack on an enemy’s flank and toward his rear, usually accompanied by 
an attack on his front. A turning movement is a wide enveloping maneu-
ver, passing around the side of the enemy’s main forces and attacking 
him from the rear. Double envelopment involves an attack on both flanks 
of the enemy while his center is held in check. A penetration is an attack 
on the enemy’s front by driving a wedge into it or piercing it completely. 
It may be followed by an enveloping attack on one or both flanks. In 
connection with these four basic forms of attack, two terms are often 
used: main effort, concentrating on the critical point in the enemy’s po-
sition, and secondary effort, pinning down the remainder of the enemy 
or moving against a secondary objective to obtain an important but less 
critical result.

Linking strategy, operational art, and tactics and attracting more 
and more attention is logistics, defined simply as the art of planning and 
carrying out the movement and maintenance of forces. This field also 
has been greatly broadened as warfare has expanded and grown more 
technological and complex. Logistics deals with the deployment of 
military forces and their equipment to the theater of operations, along 
with innumerable services, to feed, clothe, supply, transport, and house 
the troops. The connecting links—the network of railways, waterways, 
roads, and air routes by which an armed force in the field is reinforced 
and supplied from its base of operations in the home or friendly area—
are the lines of communications. The theater of operations comprises the 
combat zone as well as the supply and administration area directly con-
nected with military operations.

In modern warfare the major divisions of the military art (strat-
egy, logistics, operational art, and tactics) are closely interdependent. 
One field merges into the others, and changes in one inevitably lead to 
changes in the others. Sometimes weapons have appeared on the bat-
tlefield before military theory and planning have fully absorbed them, 
and adjustments throughout the art have been slow to follow. In the 
Civil War, for example, the widespread use of the rifled musket upset 
the relation among the combat arms; the range and accuracy of these 
weapons in the hands of defending infantry shattered the effectiveness 
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of the concentrated attack in which Napoleonic strategy culminated. 
But, as often has been observed in the history of warfare, armaments 
and weapons are more readily changed than ideas. Napoleon’s principles 
continued to be upheld, sometimes with disastrous consequences on 
the battlefield. An oft-cited case of the appalling repercussions of hold-
ing concepts too long or rigidly is the French offensive spirit in World 
War I that led to massed infantry attacks against entrenched German 
troops with machine guns.

It is clear that in modern warfare theory and practice have not al-
ways been the same. Wars, particularly in the great coalition conflicts 
of the twentieth century, are not run by rules or theories. Once joined, 
modern war has had a way of breeding its own strategy, tactics, and 
weapons. More than ever, for successful commanders, flexibility has be-
come the only sure guide. World War I, beginning as a war of mass of-
fensives, was a classic case of arrested strategy that required new tactics 
and weapons to dig the war out of the trenches. The Anglo-American 
strategy against Germany in World War II proved a compromise of the 
theory of mass and concentration upheld by the U.S. Army and Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill’s attack on the periphery. Despite atten-
tion to principles, Allied strategy in World War II was a hybrid product 
hammered out largely on the “anvil of necessity.” In war, moreover, 
military strategy varies with political direction and goals. In this vein, 
Clausewitz had argued that military strategy must respond to national 
policy and political aims. Perhaps he best summed up the political con-
text of modern war in his assertion, “War is not merely a political act, 
but also a real political instrument, a continuation of policy carried out 
by other means.” “War,” he concluded, “admittedly has its own gram-
mar, but not its own logic.”

The American Military System

To organize for national security, each nation adopts the military 
system most suited to its culture, needs, and policies. Some nations 
have traditionally tended to concentrate significant segments of their 
economy on the maintenance of huge military forces and to determine 
national policies largely in terms of their military implications. While 
the United States shares with Europe a legacy of military thought and 
practice whose roots lie deep in the past, its military system has grown 
out of its own national experience.

The form of government, the traditions of the people, the nature 
of the country, and its geographical position in relation to other powers 
have had a profound influence upon American military institutions. In 
turn, those institutions reflect the American culture and way of life. In-
deed, the Army is essentially an institutional form adapted by American 
society to meet military requirements. The American military system 
has been developed to place a minimum burden on the people and 
give the nation a reasonable defense without sacrificing its fundamental 
values. From the beginning, the United States has sought to reconcile 
individual liberty with national security without becoming a nation in 
arms. The balance is often difficult to achieve.

Chief characteristics of American culture that have a bearing on 
its military system include the value placed upon human beings as in-
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dividuals; life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness and peace; the de-
sire to achieve decisive results quickly; a talent for the design and use 
of machinery; highly developed productive capacity and managerial 
skills; and great material wealth. These characteristics underline the 
American penchant for absolutes: the sharp distinction between war 
and peace; the insistence on complete victory; an abhorrence of casual-
ties; and the desire for short, decisive, offensive action in warfare. They 
help account for the traditional American attitude toward war as an 
aberration in which the bully who disturbed the peace must be soundly 
and quickly thrashed so American society can return to normalcy. They 
also point to the importance of public opinion in a democracy in rais-
ing and supporting armed forces and to the reason why wars against 
disturbers of the peace are apt to take on the character of moral cru-
sades. They help explain the traditional rhythm of sharp expansion of 
the armed forces in wartime and precipitate contraction after the end 
of hostilities.

In turn, these characteristics and attitudes have shaped the Army 
in its organizational relationships and in its philosophy of operations. 
They account also for such distinctive Army features as the develop-
ment of great mechanical power, the stress on firepower rather than 
sheer manpower, and the concentration on quick victory by offensive 
operations.

Throughout its existence the United States has been compelled to 
provide for military security. The degree to which the provisions were 
made has varied with the nature and magnitude of the particular threat. 
Until technology reduced the distance separating the United States 
from the Old World, the forces in being could be, and were, small. At 
the same time the deep-seated American reluctance to devote a large 
proportion of the national wealth to the support of a standing military 
force played an important part in the development of a system based 
upon a small professional nucleus that could be expanded in time of 
need by the induction of citizen-soldiers. This initial system took ad-
vantage of the ocean barriers favoring the United States and the balance 
of power existing in Europe. In accord with Washington’s injunction, 
it held forth the possibility of acquiring greater strength by temporary 
alliances during extraordinary emergencies but the avoidance of per-
manent, “entangling” alliances. Since World War II the rise of new foes 
and the destruction of the balance of power in Europe and the Far East 
caused a drastic change in the American military system. During the 
Cold War, the United States maintained relatively large standing air, 
land, and sea forces around the world, ready for immediate action and 
for cooperation with the forces of its many allies. Even with the collapse 
of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the end of the Cold War, American 
standing forces remained comparatively larger and more powerful than 
at any other time in our history.  The challenge of worldwide terrorism 
will doubtless see new changes in our military system. 

The American Army as it exists today has evolved through a his-
torical process that parallels the social, economic, and political de-
velopment of the United States. Its evolution may in general be di-
vided into three periods: colonial, continental expansion, and global 
operations. During the colonial period (1607–1775), the militia of 
the various colonies defended the settlers while they were establish-
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ing themselves in America and helped England eliminate the French 
from North America. This was the period of roots and origins, of the 
transplanting of military institutions from abroad, particularly from 
England, and of their modification in the New World. During the era 
of continental expansion (1775–1898), the militia and volunteers and 
the Continental Army and its successor, the Regular Army, played a 
significant role in bringing the United States into being, in winning 
important extensions of national territory, in saving the nation from 
internal destruction, and in exploring, policing, and governing the vast 
regions of the West. This was the period of national independence and 
consolidation. In the wars of this era, the Army’s activities were con-
centrated on problems vital to the establishment, maintenance, and 
expansion of a nation based on new concepts of individual freedom 
and representative government. Only once in this period, during the 
Revolutionary War, did the Army fight with the help of allies and then 
only on a temporary basis.

The year 1898, which saw the outbreak of the Spanish-American 
War, the symbol of “looking outward,” was an important turning point. 
It marked the emergence of the United States as a world power. In the 
third period (1898 to the present), the Army has carried the flag to 
the four corners of the earth. Its assigned role has been to serve as a 
principal instrument for promoting American policies and American 
interests overseas and protecting the nation against the menace of ty-
rannical power. In the two great world wars of the twentieth century, 
as well as in Korea and Vietnam, the United States fought alongside 
associated or allied nations. In the increasing complexity of modern 
war, its operations have become inseparably intertwined with those of 
the Navy and the Air Force. In the history of the nation and the Army 
of the twentieth century, World War II became an important dividing 
line whose full implications are still not entirely clear. Since World War 
II the revolution in the strategic position of the United States, its emer-
gence as leader of the free world and of allies in military combination, 
the Cold War, the nuclear age, and the Global War on Terrorism have 
presented unprecedented challenges to traditional American concepts 
and institutions in national security. 

Whatever the U.S. Army’s future contribution, it is as an instru-
ment of force, the primary mission of an army, that it has played its 
major role in American history. From desperate hand-to-hand engage-
ments with the American Indian to vast battles with motorized and 
armored forces, from revolutionary war to world war, civil to foreign 
war, guerrilla to counterguerrilla war, from hot to cold war, and to the 
war on terrorism, the Army has figured prominently in the nation’s con-
flicts while continuing to make important contributions to the general 
welfare and to the preservation of domestic order in peacetime.

One final point must be made about the essence of the American 
Army. We should always remember that it is the Army of the nation and 
as such responds to the nation’s elected leaders. The leaders of the U.S. 
Army have consistently adhered to a principle basic to the American 
military system, that the Army is an instrument of civilian authority. 
This principle, which General Washington firmly established in prac-
tice during the Revolutionary War, was embodied in the Constitution 
of the United States as a fundamental safeguard of republican institu-
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tions. The supremacy of civilian authority is the American solution to 
the problem of forestalling any possible danger from a standing army. 

Until World War II, American military policy was centered on the 
maintenance of very small regular forces and reliance on citizen-soldiers 
in cases of national emergency. In the colonial period almost every able-
bodied man was a member of the militia and could be called out in case 
of need; and this system continued in force at least theoretically during 
the first two centuries of national existence. It was usually, nonethe-
less, the citizen-volunteer who swelled the Army’s ranks in earlier wars. 
This changed during the Cold War with the continuation of the idea of 
universal obligation for military duty under selective service in time of 
national emergency. The return to the earlier idea of a small professional 
regular army, backed up by an organized militia, the National Guard 
and Army Reserves, has changed the equation again. Yet this relatively 
small professional force undergoes other risks such as being separated 
physically, socially, and even culturally from society as a whole with all 
that entails for a nation that values civilian control of the military. It re-
mains to be seen to what degree this return to a regular volunteer force, 
this time under the pressure of a worldwide struggle against terror, cre-
ates tensions between the military and society at large.

In an age when forces in being may determine the outcome of a 
war or an emergency action in peacetime, the principle of reliance on 
masses of citizen-soldiers has given way to the concept of small, efficient 
professional forces supported by a select body of trained reserves. The 
increasing complications of modern warfare, the great rapidity with 
which attacks can be launched with modern weapons, and the extensive 
overseas commitments of the United States have negated the traditional 
American habit of preparing for wars after they have begun. But what-
ever the future composition of the Army, it will still have to incorporate 
the historic principle, ingrained in the nation’s military system, of being 
representative of the people and subject to civilian control.

To be truly progressive, a military system, like most evolving hu-
man institutions, must operate in two planes of time: the present and 
the future. In the field of national security, the choices in the twentieth 
century were never easy; those for the twenty-first promise to be even 
more challenging. The citizen and the soldier cannot know what path 
to follow unless they are aware of the breadth of alternatives that have 
been accepted or rejected in the past. Philosopher George Santayana’s 
dictum that those who ignore the past are condemned to repeat its mis-
takes is nowhere more apt than in military history. At the same time the 
blend of the historical with the military art reinforces the caution that 
no two periods or operations are precisely alike, that the easy analogy 
and the false comparison must be avoided, and that the past must be 
interpreted in proper context and depth. For the fledgling officer, as 
well as for the citizen, American military history provides a laboratory 
of experience; an accumulation of continuities and disparities; a rich 
storehouse of courage, sacrifice, and knowledge; and a source of inspira-
tion and wisdom. It is to the multifaceted story of the American Army, 
how it originated and developed and what it contributed to the nation 
in war and peace, that we now turn.
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