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Civil wars have been perceived as more brutal than other forms of conflict. Is this the case or are all forms of conflict equally cruel?

Warfare has always been a fact of any civilization’s existence, in almost any generation. In it, nations oppose one another over ideology, religion, revenge for old wrongs and plain, simple greed. The brutality of these conflicts has been and always will be great, yet conflict within a nation is perceived as being more terrible than conflict between nations. With changing technology and methods for conducting warfare, the nature of war has altered over the course of the past 300 years far more than the previous 3,000, with the advent of industrialization and more advanced firearms technology. As such, it shall be these factors of this changing nature of warfare and the reasons for it that shall be examined and contrasted using examples from intranational and international conflicts from the 18th to the 21st centuries to assess the technological aspect to this debate and determine whether this is relevant to the suffering caused by war.
With the advent of the Industrial Revolution, technological development in 18th and early 19th century Europe began to change the nature of how war was conducted and with it the ability of governments to supply their soldiers and the quality of equipment that they could be equipped with, but not to the extent that we might suspect in this modern era. With hindsight, we can see the developments of the later years of the 19th century, whose innovations were dramatically demonstrated in the American Civil War and—more notably from the Eurocentric perspective—the First World War to the detriment of many, but technology-wise these later developments could only be horror stories to the soldiers of the American and French Revolutions and the Napoleonic Wars—or indeed any soldier before industrialization made such weapons more readily available to the nations of the world in general. Writing on the chronological placement of the Battle of Waterloo relative to technological phases of warfare, Jeremy Black wrote, “In technological terms, […] Waterloo (1815) was closer to the battle of Pavia (1525) than to Kursk (1943)”[footnoteRef:1].  However, to say that technology alone defines international warfare is erroneous at best. While no longer purely feudal, Prussian and pre-Revolution French officers retained some trappings of the feudalistic structure that had established many families’ positions to begin with. That having been said, “By the eighteenth century European wars were being conducted by professional armed forces of a kind with which we would be more familiar today. Their officers were not primarily members of a warrior caste fighting from a concept of honour or a feudal obligation; nor were they contractors doing a job for anyone who would pay them.” [footnoteRef:2] This new era of military structure and discipline—then only just returning for the first time since antiquity[footnoteRef:3]—combined with the technological innovations of the time would be proven to be devastating. One estimate of the Battle of Waterloo places the casualties at 25,000 French dead and 17,000 Allied dead from an original size force of 68,000 Anglo-Dutch and 50,000 Prussians against 73,000 French.[footnoteRef:4] Similarly, even with the limitations of technology of the time, one estimate of the casualties of the War of the Austrian Succession places the total dead of that war at half a million, when civilians are factored into the equation.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  Jeremy Black, ‘1775-1918’, in Rethinking Military History, p. 177.]  [2:  Michael Howard, ‘The Wars of the Professionals’, in War in European History, p. 54.]  [3:  Howard, ‘The Wars of the Professionals’, War in European History, pp. 56-57.]  [4:  Olivia Rudgard, ‘Battle of Waterloo: when was it and who were the casualties?’, The Telegraph, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/battle-of-waterloo/11649407/Battle-of-Waterloo-when-was-it-and-who-were-the-casualties.html. (Accessed: 13/03/2018)]  [5:  Separately, the two estimates are 100,000 military personnel and 400,000 civilians. Reed Browning, ‘The Balance Sheet’, in The War of the Austrian Succession, pp. 375-378.] 

Horrific as these figures from the 18th and early 19th centuries are, they were not exclusive to international conflicts at all, nor were they isolated, as the major conflicts of the industrialized era sadly proved. In the American Civil War, one estimate of total casualties from combatants alone placed the number at 620,000 soldiers killed in action. To put this into context, the First and Second World Wars combined exerted a cost of 521,915 lives, despite spanning multiple land masses and the greater level of destructive technology.[footnoteRef:6] If the total casualties were not bad enough, the tragedy of the war was compounded further by how the losses were distributed. When mustering troops for the war, the American states recruited their soldiers from a community—or group of communities—as a whole, meaning that divisions were comprised of men who had grown up together and lived alongside one another; friends, neighbours and family—resulting in what could only be described as emotional devastation on a level, unparalleled in American history when whole divisions were wiped out or only a few of a company once 500 strong would return home. [footnoteRef:7] While this manner of recruiting soldiers en masse like this would hardly be unique to preparing for any conflict on the scale of the American Civil War, one element that differentiates a civil war from a regular war does emerge at this point: the nature of the emotional impact of the war on the population. While the civilians of Europe would have been understandably traumatised by armies tearing through their towns and countryside, civil wars are fought against others of your own nation. Your country is not simply fighting against complete strangers you hardly know, but people that you could have known from before the war, including friends or even family. A glimpse of the sense of pain and betrayal that was felt in the American Civil War can be found in one of the documents that survive from the conflict, titled General Orders No. 1, which records the speech given at the mustering out of the 33rd U.S. Coloured Troops, on the 9th of February, 1866, by their commanding officer, Lt. Colonel C. T. Trowbridge, where the Confederates were repeatedly referred to as “Traitors”.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  ‘Civil War Casualties’, Civil Wars Trust, https://www.civilwar.org/learn/articles/civil-war-casualties. (13/03/2018)]  [7:  ‘Civil War Casualties’, Civil Wars Trust, https://www.civilwar.org/learn/articles/civil-war-casualties. (13/03/2018)]  [8:  General Orders No. 1, Civil War Trust, https://www.civilwar.org/learn/primary-sources/general-orders-no-1-0, Accessed: 13/02/2018.] 

This sense of betrayal permeates on a much more resounding level in the Declaration of Independence.[footnoteRef:9] Although they were separated by the Atlantic Ocean, the Declaration gives a strong sense that the American people had been quite happy to exist as part of the British Empire and only took the action of secession as a last resort after appealing for the recognition of their right to representation with taxation, while also being willing to have peaceful relations with their former rulers: [9:  The Declaration of Independence, Civil War Trust, https://www.civilwar.org/learn/primary-sources/declaration-independence, Accessed: 13/03/18.] 

“Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our Brittish brethren. We have warned them from time to time of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have appealed to their native justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of our common kindred to disavow these usurpations, which, would inevitably interrupt our connections and correspondence. They too have been deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold them, as we hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  The Declaration of Independence, Civil War Trust, https://www.civilwar.org/learn/primary-sources/declaration-independence, Accessed: 17/03/18.] 

With the citizens of the fledgling United States of America establishing themselves as a separate nation, they consequently did not consider the Revolutionary War as fighting their own kindred, but what was affectively a foreign government and as such a fight for sovereignty from a foreign dictatorship. This fight for sovereignty was, however, originally one-sided. As the above examples have shown, technology is not a deciding factor in whether or not a civil war is more brutal than a regular war. However, as an up and coming industrial power, the British nation were able to supply a greater amount of war material than the colonists and, until French involvement became a factor of the conflict, this would have afforded a major advantage over the colonists.
	Although there are differences that technology can make to any conflict, the severity of a civil war over a regular war does not generally seem to be affected by it. However, there are instances when technology has been very much one-sided yet has not necessarily made any difference to the outcome of the conflict, such as in the Vietnam War (1955-1975). Rather more relevant was how the environment was used to the combatants’ benefit and their resolve to the ideologies and governments that they were fighting for. Concerning the Vietnam War, Michael Howard wrote, “The US Army attempted to dominate the terrain by using helicopters and aerial gunships. The US Air Force used massive carpet-bombing, both on the battlefield and against North Vietnam herself, on the scale of the Second World War. But they did no better than the French.”[footnoteRef:11] Vastly superior though the American technology was, the superior resolve and tactical use of the terrain of the Communist North Vietnamese eventually won out and 20 years of war came to a rather embarrassing end for the American government, with a total loss of 58,220 American lives, not counting either casualties on the Communist side or civilian deaths.[footnoteRef:12] In a somewhat sharp contrast to this is the Libyan Civil War of 2011. Whereas in the Vietnam War, a supposedly technologically inferior force triumphed in the face of harsh adversity, the Libyan Civil War was something of the reverse. Before the implementation of the No-Fly Zone over Libya by the Western powers, the Rebel forces were being defeated repeatedly by the government forces, thanks to their use of aeroplanes and airstrikes against the Rebel forces. Again, however, the technology available to the belligerents does not make this conflict any more brutal than a regular conflict would be under similar circumstances. High as the estimated death toll from the Libyan Civil War of 2011 is at 30,000 dead and 50,000 wounded, this result is, although tragic, far from alien in any conflict to be fought with such ferocity.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Howard, ‘Epilogue’, in War in European History, p. 141.]  [12:  ‘Vietnam War U.S. Military Fatal Casualty Statistics’, National Archives, https://www.archives.gov/research/military/vietnam-war/casualty-statistics (Accessed: 20/03/18).]  [13:  ‘If the Libyan war was about saving lives, it was a catastrophic failure’, The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/oct/26/libya-war-saving-lives-catastrophic-failure (Accessed: 20/03/18)] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]To summarise this essay, based on the examples given technology has not been a crucial deciding factor in the outcome or brutality of a war relative to a civil war, mainly because the various factions used as examples were either on par with one another or, as in the case of the American Revolution, had allies that could make up the difference. In the Vietnam War and the Libya Civil War, however, both nations seem to be exceptions to this trend, but for very different reasons. In the case of Vietnam, the Communists were able to make better use of the terrain than the Americans, whereas the Libyan Uprising was completely lacking in air power and without the No-Fly Zone over their country would have been wiped out early on in the conflict. Death tolls from the American Civil War are close to those from the entire War of the Austrian Succession and the total dead from the Battle of Waterloo is four-fifths that of the entire Vietnam War. From this, we can see that from the technological stand point a civil war—an intranational conflict—is neither more nor less brutal than in the case of a regular war—an international conflict. What makes the difference is the emotional dimension to the conflict, the sense of betrayal, be it personal or political. Accounts of a sense betrayal were documented by contemporaries to both the American Revolution and the American Civil War and while these conflicts are far from unique in terms of suffering and death, they do contrast one another well. The betrayal of the United Kingdom was in failing to govern the American Colonies properly and resulted in a war between two separate states; the American Civil War was fought by those who had once known each other. As Bruce McGill’s character, Major Ed Ryan says in Babylon 5’s Season 3, “That’s what makes this war different from anything we’ve ever gone through before, this time we know everyone we kill.”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  ‘Severed Dreams’, Babylon 5, Werner Brothers, (1996).] 
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