Ted Kimber 
UWTSD Essay
January 2019


‘Did the Ancient Greeks practise Total War?’

A Discussion of the Historiography of Total War Theory. 

Introduction 

In order to attempt to answer this question, it is necessary to understand what is meant by the term ‘Total War’ in the context of conflicts between nation states, and how that understanding might inform on the way that the ancient Greek city states used the resources at their disposal to combat and defeat their enemies. There is a degree of confusion about who first used the term, although the concept of ‘Absolute War’ is usually attributed to the German military strategist Carl von Clausewitz, who propounded it in his epic treatise ‘On War’ published posthumously in 1832.
  Von Clausewitz used the words Absolute War somewhat vaguely and did not really define in detail what he meant by them.  The specific terminology ‘Total War’ which derives in part from von Clausewitz’ foundation, was used by Erich von Ludendorff in his 1936 publication Der totale Krieg; again, the term was not well defined, although Ludendorff envisaged it as including greater integration of the home front (i.e. the civil population) into any war effort.

Though the concept of total war has often been widely used in authorship, in most historical as opposed to military treatises on it, there is a distinct and glaring lack of any attempt by authors to describe or define what exactly they mean: it is  as if the words ‘total’ and ‘war’ when placed together are self-defining and everyone knows it. The reality is completely different. Donald Stoker, in an article ‘The Myth of Total War ‘that was published on the Strategy Bridge realcleardefence.com, went so far as to suggest that Total war, as well as being one of the most used descriptors of war, is among the most useless, since it does not have a widely agreed and accepted definition, and instead of helping to clarify concepts, the term instead impedes analysis.

As a result, there have been many different views and interpretations on what Von Clausewitz and Ludendorff meant in order to describe and define the terms, and as a result there is no undisputed definition.  

The definition which is probably the broadest and yet at the same time, and perhaps unfortunately, most useful, is presented in The Oxford Essential Dictionary of the U.S. Military. This describes total war as ‘a war that is unrestricted in terms of the weapons used, the territory or combatants involved, or the objectives pursued, especially one in which the laws of war are disregarded.’

While this definition is a relatively good starting point, it makes no attempt to reference the potential cause, or perhaps more importantly, the military, political, economic and social context, in which this scenario could come about.  In more specific terms, when the majority of modern conflicts which have been classified as Total Wars are analysed, it becomes inescapably apparent that in every single one of them, one or both of the combatants believed, rightly or wrongly that the context they were facing represented an existential threat that provided the justification for  invoking ‘total war’ behaviours.

Furthermore, and a fact missed by many people, many, if not most, conflicts possess at least one combatant who, even if not initially under an existential threat, often becomes so at a later date. A specific example of this is how the military and socio-political situation of the German Empire evolved and deteriorated during the course of the First World War. Whilst initially an aggressor who made rapid territorial gains through military victories, their war, particularly on the Western Front, very quickly became defensive and highly attritional in nature, leading to unrest in both the military and perhaps more importantly the civil population back in Germany. This was exacerbated by the pressure put on them by the Royal Navy’s blockade on supplies including food to Germany. The civil population in Germany really did face starvation, which at a personal level is undoubtedly an existential threat and was a prima facie reason for increasing civil unrest. This spread to the military, which eventually forced the Kaiser’s abdication and the capitulation of the state. In fact, it is unarguable that this existential threat was a major contributory factor to the surrender of Germany, but also the cause of the outrage and bitterness within the German population that contributed to the rise of extremist politics within Germany in the post-war years, culminating in the rise to power of the National Socialists, led by Adolf Hitler.

Discussion

If total war is to be considered a useful academic concept that can be applied generally to conflicts, it must be anchored in and tailored to the time and context of the specific conflict involved. It is the attempt of this essay to arrive at this workable and understandable definition, through an analysis of Clausewitz and other War scholars  

However, having noted the lack of an agreed definition for Total or Absolute War, von Clausewitz’ still  makes an excellent starting point for understanding the  concept, since his unfinished work On War has, over the last hundred years or so,  been a major influence on  many military thinkers and strategists on the modern understanding of the phenomenon of war.

Whilst there are major problems with some of the extrapolations made by von Clausewitz, in particular the ambiguities in defining what he called ‘absolute war’, (as opposed to total war) his fundamental statements about war are very reasonable.

In discussing ‘Why War is not a Craft or a Science, he states:

‘The essential difference is that war is not an exercise of the will directed at inanimate matter as with mechanical arts (science) or at matter which is animate but passive and yielding as is the case with he human mind and emotions in the fine arts. In war, the will is directed at an animate object that reacts. It must be obvious that the intellectual codification used in the arts and the sciences is inappropriate to such an activity’
,  and he goes on to describe warfare as part of mans ‘Social existence’. 
 

His proposition about Absolute war is that it is a war that essentially has no practical limitations, and thus is totally unlimited, since there is no logical limit to violence. However, in so defining it in this way, Clausewitz has essentially made it as an impossibility in practical terms, if only for the reason that though still a social construction, warfare must take place in the physical world, and therefore  at the limit it is almost impossible for warring parties to focus all of their energy, resources, and people to fight a given opponent. 

Over the years, many authors have attempted to look at ‘total war’ behaviour in many different conflicts. In their work On the Road to Total War, Stig Forster and Jorg Nagler predominantly looked at American civil war, and the German Wars of Unification between 1861 and 1881.
 Looking at the historiography it becomes clear the in the American civil war particularly, both the confederacy and the union believed that they were fighting for their existence, as one was fighting to exist, and the other was fighting to preserve the status quo of its fledgling nation. As described by Abraham Lincoln, ‘a house divided against its self, cannot stand.’
 This interpretation possibly goes someway to explaining why civil wars tend to be so brutal and costly, when compared to more conventional inter-state conflicts.

This is also supported by US general William Sherman’s defence of his own actions in the ‘March to the Sea’ campaign during the American Civil War, stating that his scorched earth tactics were a necessity because he was facing "not only fighting hostile armies, but a hostile people”, and that in order to win the war, the union, had to “make (the confederate) old and young, rich and poor, feel the hard hand of war, as well as their organized armies."

Thomas Waldman, in his work ‘Clausewitz, and the Study of War’, expands on this point by very helpfully illustrating that the climate that most wars, especially for the defending side, take place in is,’ Danger, fear, exertion and uncertainty’.
 This goes hand in hand with the Clausewitz statement that in a given war, each side will compel its opponents to follow suit a reciprocal action that must in theory lead to extremes’.
 Simplified and extrapolated, De Landmeter correctly assesses that this means there is no theoretical limit to the application of force, only practical ones.
 Since Clausewitz has described war as a social act, between groups of people, the biggest practical limitation is the willingness of a group to continue to fight. 

The key observation  here is understanding that nature of war is entirely dependent upon the will and prejudices of the parties involved, and that the transition to total war also seems to require at least one combatant to believe, rightly or wrongly, that they are facing some form of existential crisis. This is usually (but not always) the defensive side, as it is easier for people who have been attacked to believe they have been placed in an existential crisis, though importantly this does not mean that one or other side is necessarily weaker or stronger.

This  position is supported by Timur Nersesov, who in his article, What Size is My War: Examining the Concepts of Total and Limited War, further addresses not only  the definition, but whether or not the concept of total war is relative or not.  He states that, ‘if describing wars objectively was just a matter of picking out a collection of attributes, and then measuring their scales then we would only need to agree on what the attributes are…. But there is a very specific problem with answering these questions: relativity’.
 Essentially, it cannot be merely a numbers game.  Total war as a concept is independent of the numbers – it is scale-free. 

To give an example:  a total war for Russia in the 17th century AD, is very different from what would be a total war for Athens in the 5th century BC.  Indeed, it is probable that it is Athens, not Russia that can most easily invoke a total war, since not only are its resources far smaller, but its relative capacity for bringing those resources to bear militarily is comparatively much greater, because of it’s much smaller geographical size,. Clearly this would have been the case for the Athenians in the Peloponnesian War.

It is also important to realise that War, and therefore Total War in a conceptual form is different from the realities of warfare, a mistake that several people have made. A notable example is Mary Kaldor, who incorrectly  assessed that the nature of war has changed in the last few decades, becoming less a result of ideology and more a result of, as one critic called it, ‘identity policy’.
  It can be argued that this  is the result of confusion between the  academic concept of war and the form of war, which is warfare.

However, as de Landmeter correctly notes , Clausewitz broad, non-dogmatic approach to defining war enables it to change is shape and form.
 Clausewitz states that though:

‘man has invented devices to give him a combat advantage, and these brought about a great change in the forms of fighting. Still no matter how it is constituted the concept of fighting remains unchanged, that is what we mean by war.’

Clausewitz compared  the practice of  war  to a chameleon, which of necessity changes over time  relative to context;  the practice of war(fare) has and continues to evolve,  while  the concept of war is  unchanged

Conclusion

From my reading thus far, it is clear that Total or Absolute War is an academic concept for which there are multiple and sometimes contradictory interpretations and definitions, almost certainly because the words total or absolute  cover ‘everything’, but do not and cannot define what ‘everything ‘ includes.  The concept needs to be understood and applied in terms of the context and time of the conflict and its participants, noting the observation by John Robertson that ‘total war’ may not mean the same thing to the parties involved. An example from the First World War would be Serbia, which was always fighting a total ‘existential’ war against Austria, although the reverse was not case; however, it did later become true for Austria as well when Russia and Italy went to war against her.

In summary, if we accept the that the analyses and interpretations of Waldman, Neresov, De Landmeter, Clauswitz, and Stoker  are valid (or at least that they have specific merit and relevance) , then we  can consider total war as a war in which a state is attempting, or willing to commit its full  societal resources, including political, social, economic, technological and cultural capabilities ,to the conflict in which it is engaged. 

On this basis, although more research needs to be done,  there is significant historical evidence that the Peloponnesian war for both Athens and Sparta could be considered a total war. 

(2174 words)

Bibliography

Clausewitz, Carl (1989), On War, translated by Howard, M, Princeton NJ, Princeton University Press. 

De Landmeter, E.A. (2018) ‘The relevance of Clausewitz On War to today’s conflicts’, Militarie Spectator, 187 (7/8), pp. 386-398. Available at: https://www.militairespectator.nl/thema/strategie/artikel/relevance-clausewitzs-war-todays-conflicts, Accessed 6th January 2019
Foner. E (2010) A Fiery Trial: Abraham Lincoln and American Slavery. New York, NY, W. W. Norton & Company.
Forster, S and Nagler, J. (1997) On the Road to Total War: The American Civil War and the German Wars of Unification, 1861-1871. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 187 (7/8), pp. 386-398.

Ludendorff, E. (1940) Der Totale Krieg. Translated by A. Rappoport, London, Hutchinson.

Musilino, M. (n.d) ‘What is the difference between Old Wars and New Wars’ Academia.edu Available at: http://www.academia.edu/25665734/What_is_the_difference_between_old_wars_and_new_wars, Accessed 19th December 2018

Nersesov, T. (2016). What Size is my War? Examining the concepts of Total War and Limited War

Available at: http://thestrategybridge.org/the-bridge/2016/11/3/what-size-is-my-war-examining-the-concepts-of-total-and-limited-war

(Accessed: 19th December 2018).

The Oxford Essential Dictionary of the U.S. Military (2001), Definition of Total War, Available at: http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803105038425, Accessed 29th December 2018
Sherman, W. (1864) Letter to Henry Halleck, 24th December. Available at: https://cwnc.omeka.chass.ncsu.edu/items/show/144, A ccessed 29th December 2018)

Stoker, D. (2016). The Myth of Total War, Available at: http://thestrategybridge.org/the-bridge/2016/12/18/the-myth-of-total-war,Accessed: 20th December 2018).
Waldman. T (2012). ‘Clausewitz and the Study of War’,

Defence Studies, 12:3, pp. 345-374 Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2012.703843 , Accessed 6th  January 2019.
� Clausewitz (1989), p579-81


� Ludendorff (1940)


� Stoker (2016)


� The Oxford Essential Dictionary of the U.S. Military, (2001)


� Clausewitz (1989), p149


� Clausewitz (1989), p149


� Nagler,Forester (1997) pp 1-26


� Foener (2010), pp 99-100


� (Sherman 1864)


� Waldman, (2012), 357


� Clausewitz (1989), p.77


� De Landmeter (2018) pp.390


� Nersesov (2016) 


� Musolino (n.d), p.1-2


� De Landmeter (2018) pp.391


� Clausewitz (1989), p.127





