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Introduction: Clausewitz the ‘Absolute’ — and the Real One

Carl von Clausewitz (1780–1831) is by far the most celebrated military theorist, whose reputation has reached new heights. This book is as much about the Clausewitz phenomenon as it is about his ideas. It argues that many of his interpreters, struggling to make sense of his work, have not admitted – to themselves, no less than to their readers – that they did not quite figure it out. Hence, ‘the emperor’s new clothes.’ Indeed, the problems of understanding have magnified Clausewitz’s reputation, as they have widely been interpreted as a sign of his profundity. This has been the case since the posthumous publication of his work in 1832–1835 and as his reputation reached its first pinnacle in the decades before World War I. During our times, Clausewitz’s fame has enjoyed a towering renaissance, reaching new, stratospheric, heights, most notably in the English-speaking world. Remarkably, this current wave has involved quite opposite emphases than those of earlier times. A new book proposing to present Clausewitz’s work to the lay reader appears almost every year. Ambitious doctoral students seek to try their hand at one of the most prestigious topics in the field. Senior professors wish to crown their careers by sticking their flag on this ostensibly commanding peak. Cohorts of officers in military schools and colleges are delivered proverbs from Clausewitz as the supreme wisdom of the profession. University students are treated to a scarcely less critical diet.

Since there is no smoke without fire, people naturally tend to assume that there must be a genuine reason for this intense preoccupation and unrivalled celebrity. There is a snowball effect involved. Clausewitz’s major work, On War, is revered as a classic and is commonly referred to as the ‘masterpiece’, with Clausewitz lauded as the great ‘philosopher of war’. Every field has its classics and masterpieces, right? Clausewitz’s work is widely proclaimed as the one in the study and theory of war. He has occasionally been referred to as the Adam Smith of military theory.

While I chose the title of this book deliberately, to make the point that Clausewitz’s stock is in bubble territory and that his interpreters have greatly contributed to this situation, the book is anything but a case for the prosecution. There is nothing more remote from my interests. On the contrary, my objective is to portray a clear scholarly picture of what Clausewitz was all about; what gave his ideas their particular form and trajectory; which of them still possess a ‘lasting’ value; which are simply wrong; and which are those whose significance is hugely inflated in the current discourse. Clausewitz had a lot going for him as a thinker and a man. He had a very powerful inquisitive mind. He was highly intelligent – though, in my humble opinion, not a genius. He was an authentic person of absolute integrity, honest and honourable, very serious in both his practical and intellectual pursuits, fully dedicated to his work, and committed to searching for the truth. Not uncommonly among authors, he had a very high opinion of his life’s work, believing it was going to create a revolution in the study of war – which it has, at least in terms of the great resonance it has had. In this sense, Clausewitz himself, like the protagonist in Hans Christian Andersen’s tale, played his part in the Emperor’s New Clothes no less than the onlookers.

What then is the source of the discrepancy between the ‘absolute’ and ‘real’ Clausewitz? (To those unfamiliar: I am paraphrasing two of his much-discussed concepts.) As noted, interpreters, while often not admitting it, have not been quite sure of what exactly Clausewitz’s work meant. In the last years of his life, after most of On War had already been drafted, he experienced a crucial intellectual turning-point which transformed his entire theory of war. He concluded that this would necessitate a radical revision of his manuscript, which would alter his fundamental, life-long concept of war. But he died before he was able to complete the revision, leaving behind a draft that incorporated both his old and new ideas, at odds with each other – the On War that we know today. Moreover, how he tried to reconcile his old and new ideas was and has remained, enigmatic. Thus, although this development has become increasingly recognised, some interpreters have denied that such a radical change in Clausewitz’s thought occurred. The majority in recent decades have accepted that it did, but many of them have grasped neither its full nature nor how radical it was. They have hesitated as to what it actually entailed. Paradoxically, as already mentioned, this break in Clausewitz’s thought and the ambiguity it created have only contributed to his image of profundity. Moreover, the question of the intellectual, philosophical, and cultural influences of the great era of European and German thought in which Clausewitz lived on the shaping of his work has added to both the obscurity and sense of profundity surrounding it.

These intrinsic obscurities, together with the dominant outlook and general drift of our times, have produced an uncritical reverence for Clausewitz’s work for commentators. For many, he simply could not be wrong. From such a perspective, those in past generations who admired his work for very different reasons than today have been regarded as having been ridiculously mistaken. Similarly, his critics over the centuries have been brushed aside for having been guilty of ignorant misunderstandings. No less importantly, lingering uncertainties as to what exactly Clausewitz stood for have made many of the books professing to render his work accessible to the ordinary reader little more than extended paraphrasing which scarcely clarifies anything. Failing to identify the forest, they have attempted to explain each tree, often tediously, and, not infrequently, incorrectly.

I have written about much of this in my The Origins of Military Thought: From the Enlightenment to Clausewitz (1989), incorporated into the omnibus edition of my three-part work, A History of Military Thought from the Enlightenment to the Cold War (2001). Still, even though the book has become standard, many of those working on Clausewitz have been careful not to express an opinion on – either accept or object to – the picture of Clausewitz’s intellectual background and core ideas unfolded in the book. As explained in the following chapters, it seems many have felt ill-equipped to engage with the former and hesitant with respect to the significant revision of the image of Clausewitz which the latter involved. To a considerable degree, this revision ran against the current.

In returning to the subject after thirty-five years, I had to consider both those who have not read my earlier book and those who have. For the benefit of the former, it has been necessary to incorporate much of what I wrote there, albeit in a condensed form. For those who have read my earlier book, this new one will serve as an updated, much expanded, and significantly augmented edition, focusing on the Clausewitz part of the older book. It addresses some of the extensive literature which has appeared over the last thirty-five years and which in the main only enhanced the adulation and sanctification of Clausewitz and his work. It emphasises more sharply the gap between the image of what I call the ‘absolute’ Clausewitz – the Clausewitz who could not be wrong – and the real one. It takes account of new writings by Clausewitz, in both German and English, which have come to light since my earlier book came out, and which mostly reinforce my interpretation of his core ideas and development. In the process, this book develops some major themes that did not receive full attention at the time. Finally, in this volume, I am not as oblique on the significant deficiencies in Michael Howard and Peter Paret’s immensely successful English translation of On War (1976) as I was when writing my doctorate under Howard’s very generous tutelage. If, over the last thirty-five years since the publication of my first book on the subject, the lionisation and sanctification of Clausewitz has only increased, there would seem to be a need for a stronger statement, incorporating all the above, which would seek to fundamentally change the terms of the discourse. Indeed, a stronger dose of medicine may be called for to halt and reverse the sweeping tide.

It is only natural that the book might be received with hostility by those heavily invested in the current trend. Indeed, I end this introduction with an apology. If this book is sometimes harsh in its criticisms of other commentators on Clausewitz, please remember that this comes with the territory. As everybody familiar with Clausewitz knows all too well, he was highly critical and often scathing in his judgements on many of his contemporaries – all in the service of knowledge. I can only wish that readers will address and weigh the evidence alone and in a spirit of unalloyed dedication to scholarship. Hopefully, Clausewitz’s view of war and its theory presented here will make his thought clearer, if less profound and of a more chequered record of validity.
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Clausewitz’s Unrecognized Intellectual Setting

Clashing Climates of Ideas and Military Theory

To understand what Clausewitz’s work was all about and how his main ideas in the field of military theory were shaped, it is first necessary to realise that he did not conceive them on an Olympus of abstract timeless thought, in the way we often imagine famous theorists cut in marble. Rather, he was very much the product and proponent of two epoch-making revolutions that were sweeping Europe during his lifetime: one cultural-intellectual-ideological, the other military. We begin with the former.

Although philosophical influences on Clausewitz’s ideas and many mystifying writings have been assumed ever since the publication of his work, their exact nature has remained somewhat vague. Given the typical composition of his readership, this is unsurprising. The great majority of his readers, either military men or students of military affairs, have not been familiar with the intellectual background that informed Clausewitz’s work. Moreover, they naturally tended to believe that whatever these intellectual influences might have been, they ultimately mattered little for the final product and for the subject at the centre of Clausewitz’s work and of their own interest: war and military theory. They thus assumed, and hoped, that such external influences could safely be disregarded. While many of those who have written on Clausewitz, most of them military historians, have shared this attitude, others have made greater efforts to unravel the philosophical influences on his work. Furthermore, among Clausewitz scholars, there have also been some trained in philosophy who were better equipped to address the issue.

However, the problem was that the intellectual influences that shaped Clausewitz’s thought and work did not come purely from ‘philosophy’. Philosophers were certainly involved and influential, but unless their ideas are interwoven into much broader cultural-political-public trends, these ideas, as most people suspect, remain confined to the few. Broad cultural-political-public trends are labelled ideologies, climates of ideas, and comprehensive worldviews. The beginning of the nineteenth century saw a massive, sweeping clash between two such broad trends, which engulfed educated public opinion throughout Europe and Germany. This was the clash between the worldview of the Enlightenment which had dominated since about the middle of the eighteenth century and a powerful reaction against it which emerged later in that century. From around 1800 it became a tidal wave in response to the challenges posed by the French Revolution and Napoleonic imperialism. In the absence of a better name, this counter-movement is often referred to under the designation given to some of its aspects at the time, Romanticism, which does not quite convey the breadth and depth of its messages; or under a retrospective title, the Counter-Enlightenment, coined in our own times by the eminent student of ideas, Isaiah Berlin.1

To demonstrate the wide differences between philosophical doctrines, which remain confined to the initiated in the profession, and broad, sweeping public ideologies, climates of ideas, or comprehensive worldviews, here are a couple of examples. The clash between liberalism-capitalism and socialism/communism which raged during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries certainly involved the ideas of great philosophers and thinkers. Adam Smith, J. S. Mill and Karl Marx are but a few names. However, the immense public salience of liberalism and socialism, the passions they stirred, and the intense conflict between them did not arise from the number of people who read these thinkers’ works. As is well known, very few did. It was rooted in the unrivalled public, political, and social significance of the questions involved for the masses of people and, indeed, in class identities and the interests in question. Another example: the rift between progressives and conservatives currently ripping apart the American public is not primarily attributable to the ideas of philosophers. To be sure, some brand-name philosophers and thinkers have articulated ideas central to the debate on both sides. However, most of the questions professional philosophers debate among themselves remain confined to the obscurity of their university departments. The current stormy clash raging in the United States between conservative and progressive ‘philosophies’ emanates from their public, political, and social significance for the masses of people, with their respective identities, interests, and views of life.

Much the same applies to the all-encompassing clash between the Enlightenment and the so-called Counter-Enlightenment which broke out among the educated public at large as a highly charged cultural-political phenomenon around 1800, at the very time Clausewitz reached maturity. While famous philosophers, thinkers and publicists were involved on both sides, these sweeping movements and respective climates of ideas were an expression of much broader trends nonreducible to professional ‘philosophy’. Shaping all spheres of Western consciousness, they profoundly affected military theory as well. We now proceed to explain them both.

The Enlightenment and Military Theory

The all-powerful intellectual climate or worldview known as the Enlightenment swept across Europe and dominated educated public opinion from around the middle of the eighteenth century. While its most glittering centre was France and the Paris salons of the philosophes, its proponents were as significant and its impact as profound and transformative throughout the continent (and across the Atlantic). Again, the great majority of the so-called philosophes were not philosophers in the ordinary sense of the word of working within the traditional fields of the discipline, and certainly not in academia. They came from a large variety of intellectual occupations – publicists, social commentators, dramatists, art critics, and some scientists – all figuring as public intellectuals (or men of letters, as they were then called). The central, resounding message of the movement was the supreme sovereignty of human reason as the instrument for understanding the world, both the natural and the social. Up until then, they charged, human history had mostly comprised a dark record of superstitions, prejudices, and unverified traditions. Sanctified as the word of God by the clergy and enforced by political authorities, they were used to perpetuate ignorance, bad institutions, and social injustice. However, once the rule of reason was established and allowed free rein, a new bright era of Progress would commence. Orderly disciplines of investigation in each field would discover the underlying laws governing the natural and social worlds and extend human control over them, thereby setting in motion a steady improvement of the human condition. Notably, much of this intellectual platform was to be astoundingly realised over the following centuries.

But what was the basis for this new, unbound optimism? A major impetus for the Enlightenment was the spectacular success of the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century, from Galileo to Newton. With Newton’s Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica (1687) the entire field of mechanics, from the movements of the stars and planets in the heavens to those of earthly bodies, was captured by three natural laws of mathematical precision. Nothing like this had even remotely been achieved before. Most thinkers of the Enlightenment, not themselves scientists, were not interested in physics as such and did not delve into the mathematical subtleties of science. For them, Newtonian science was a striking demonstration and symbol of the potency and promise of the scientific method for the foundation of all human knowledge and activity on an enduring basis of critical empiricism and reason. At the same time, they did not hold that the rigorous mathematical accuracy and logic of the natural sciences applied to every other field, certainly not to the same degree. What they believed in was the possibility and necessity of establishing orderly disciplines and sound theories in what we now term the social sciences and humanities. Each such discipline would discover the underlying patterns and general regularities observed in, and generalised from, experience in their particular fields. Mathematical tools and rigour in these fields of inquiry were desired where applicable. This is the approach guiding the social sciences to this day.

Thus, following in Locke’s footsteps, Condillac developed associationist psychology in his Essai sur l’origine des connaissances humaines (1746), Traité des systemes (1749), and Traité des sensations (1754). Helvétius carried it in a hedonist direction and towards utilitarian ethics in his De l’esprit (1758). Society and politics were governed by principles that arose from the nature of things; Montesquieu’s De l’esprit des lois (1748) expounded this in a manner that drew general admiration throughout Europe. Political economy was launched as a distinct science in the 1750s with the activity of the physiocrats headed by Gournay, Quesnay, and Turgot. Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776) formulated the principles which constitute the basis of economics to this day. La Mettrie’s L’Homme machine (1747) and Holbach’s Système de la nature (1770) offered a materialist explanation of man and nature. Rousseau wrote his prize-winning essay Discours sur les sciences et les arts for the Academy of Dijon in 1749–50, his Du contrat social appeared in 1762, and his Émile (1762) laid the ground for modern educational theory. The Grande Encyclopédie edited by Diderot and D’Alembert first came out in 1751. Symbolising the period, all spheres of human life and all natural phenomena were to be subjugated to intellectual domination, and war was no exception.

Furthermore, in addition to the sciences and less rigorous disciplines, there were both the fine and the practical arts. These involved creative work to achieve an effect in the world. Here the model that dominated the Enlightenment stemmed from the highly influential legacy of late seventeenth and early eighteenth-century neo-classicism in the arts. The neo-classicists, taking their cue from Aristotle’s Poetics, formulated a set of rules and principles for the construction and critique of artistic creation. They held that every art had universal, immutable rules and principles embodied in the great creations of both the past and the present, often referred to as the ‘mechanical’ or scientific part of the art. However, and no less importantly, they maintained that these universal rules and principles then required application to individual creations by the free, indeterminant working of inspired genius, the ‘sublime’ part of the art. This dual framework, originally developed for the dramatic arts, expanded to all other arts, including the art of war.

The military thinkers of the Enlightenment, practically without exception serving officers, absorbed these all-powerful cultural messages of their time and applied them to their professional field. From the late 1740s onward, a new theoretical enterprise, unprecedented in scope and sense of mission, emerged in a whole series of military works. War, their authors complained, was ruled by ‘arbitrary traditions’, ‘blind prejudices’, and ‘disorder and confusion’. These had to be replaced by critical analyses and orderly systems which the men of the period understood in definitive and universal terms, largely overriding circumstantial differences and historical change. The organisation of armies and the conduct of war would thus be grounded in a theory consisting of universal rules and principles, to be applied by great generals to specific campaigns and battles.

Marshal-General of France Maurice de Saxe’s opening statement in his Reflections on the Art of War, published posthumously in 1756, is only one famous example. He echoed the archetypal worldview of the Enlightenment word for word: ‘War is a science covered with shadows in whose obscurity one cannot move with an assured step. Routine and prejudice, the natural result of ignorance, are its foundation and support. All sciences have principles and rules; war has none.’2 True, as de Saxe wrote, there were widely read and much-admired military tracts from classical antiquity and the Renaissance. But all in all, they did not amount to a universal theory of war in the sense that the people of the Enlightenment now understood it. The idea that such a theory existed or should be formulated was the creation and legacy of the Enlightenment. From the middle of the eighteenth century onward, there was a line of military thinkers embarking on this intellectual mission, invariably expressing the same overriding messages. They tried their hand at formulating a universal theory for the art of war – an orderly ‘system’ of rules and principles that would guide its conduct.

Readers might ask themselves what military officers had to do with such lofty concerns such as the Enlightenment’s worldview, cultural-philosophical messages, and the theory of art. The military of today is in many ways a world apart, with officers busy in their units and professional schools, dedicated to their vital practical mission of national defence. Philosophers, intellectuals, and art critics are looked at as inhabiting a separate world and as being very much secluded in their ivory towers. Little interaction seems to exist between the two worlds. However, things were very different in the eighteenth century. Officers came almost exclusively from the ranks of the nobility in continental Europe, or the social class of ‘gentlemen’ in Britain and the new American republic (hence the phrase ‘an officer and a gentleman’). They shared the same education and moved in the same social circles as their peers. Moreover, the nobility was a class of leisure. They were almost obligated not to work. And the officers among them were no exception. While valour in war was part of their class requirements, they were not expected to do much in peacetime. The day-to-day training and handling of the troops was entrusted to the NCOs. Experts in leisure time, the officers indulged in a variety of familiar pastimes: riding, hunting, gambling, drinking, ‘whoring’, and of course the much more delicate courting of women of society in the province in which their unit was stationed. We are all familiar with this from period dramas. However, on top of all that, some of them, probably a small, yet significant minority, had genuine intellectual interests and orientation.

Going further, how are we to understand the connection between the military and the theory of art, not to mention the dramatic arts? What affinity could there possibly be between officers and the rather exclusive world of the theatre? Needless to say, there were no televisions or movies at the time. Royal courts, above all the glittering court of Versailles, home to thousands of members of the nobility, and also the aristocratic palaces around the country, required entertainment during the long evenings. There were banquets, parties, dancing, musicians and, indeed, theatrical performances. It is not a coincidence that the reign of the Sun King Louis XIV is also known as the classical age of French drama, featuring such great names as Corneille, Moliere, and Racine. It was not that there was something in the water that produced such a concentration of geniuses. There was simply a huge demand, and royal patronage, for their merchandise. (The same would apply to the fields of classical music and opera at the Habsburg Viennese court a century later.) Furthermore, by the middle of the eighteenth century, the theatre was a favourable pastime for, and the talk of the day among, the more affluent classes in the capitals of Europe. And it was only these classes that counted in the public sphere.

Echoing the messages of the Enlightenment and applying them to their own field, the military thinkers of the Enlightenment emphasised the notion that it was possible and necessary – indeed, essential – to study the military occupation theoretically, at school, and from professional tracts. This was a novelty, for in practically all armies, with very rare exceptions, initiation into the military profession had been carried out through practical experience: by joining a unit, learning from the veterans, and picking up things with time. It was in accordance with this novel yet powerfully resonating idea of military education that officers’ academies were established in rapid succession by all the great powers, as well as by smaller states, throughout the West from the late 1740s onward. West Point was established last, in 1802, in the young American Republic by no other than President Thomas Jefferson, the leader of the party that opposed a centralised state and regular armies. This apparent paradox is resolved when one recalls that Jefferson was also one of the leading proponents of the American Enlightenment.

The second half of the eighteenth century also saw a steep rise in the publication of military books and periodicals, similarly spurred by the deep conviction that the military profession could and should be studied theoretically and, indeed, that it was in dire need of what was now termed ‘theory’. There was a close interplay between the proliferation of military academies and schools and the emergence and expansion of a community of officers who advocated the idea of military science and education and who regarded the formulation of a general theory of war as a most pressing need.

Thus, adopting the neo-classical framework, the military thinkers of the Enlightenment maintained that the art of war, like all arts, was susceptible to systematic formulation and called for orderly ‘systems’ based on rules and principles of universal validity. They held that these rules and principles had been uniformly revealed in the campaigns of the great generals of history, from classical antiquity to the present. It was noted that some branches of the art of war – like fortifications and artillery, and in the future perhaps also aspects of field warfare – were susceptible to mathematical formulation. In the same breath, however, the military thinkers of the Enlightenment maintained that the art of war and its theory, again as with all arts, escaped complete formalisation, with its rules and principles always requiring circumstantial application by the creative genius of the general.

In the wake of the Seven Years’ War, the military thinkers of the Enlightenment, preoccupied with the relative advantages and disadvantages of the infantry line and column, focused their efforts on devising a system for the formation and conduct of troops on the battlefield. This is the sphere for which they revived the Greek term ‘tactics’. Overriding technological and other historical changes, the theory of tactics, they believed, should comprise universal and immutable rules and principles. By the final decades of the eighteenth century, their interest switched to devising a theory for the conduct of armies in the theatre of operations, and to discovering the universal rules and principles that secured victory in a campaign. They variably designated this field ‘grand tactics’, ‘operations’, or ‘strategy’ – the latter being the term that would gain greater currency by the nineteenth century.

Among the many military thinkers of the Enlightenment, some were especially influential. Colonel Jacques Antoine Hippolyte Count de Guibert (1743–1790) moved into the Paris salons of the philosophes and aspired to make a great name for himself in a variety of intellectual and artistic pursuits. His wide-ranging and ambitious Essai général de tactique (1770, 1772) became the subject of a poem by none other than the patriarch of the French Enlightenment, Voltaire. Guibert’s book may not have fulfilled its author’s burning desire to formulate a general theory of tactics, and war, based on universal principles. Nonetheless, it put forward a new tactical system that combined the flexibility of the column with the firepower of the line. Guibert also advocated mobile, offensive operations. Adopted by the French royal army during the final years of the ancien régime, his combination of the column and the line was to give the Revolutionary and Napoleonic armies a decisive advantage.3

The Welshman Henry Humphrey Evans Lloyd (c. 1718–1783), a soldier of fortune and spy, serving a number of European powers, was another influential military thinker of the era. Deeply steeped in the literature of the Enlightenment, he applied it to study the psychology of the troops and the relationship between military and political and social institutions in his History of the Late War between the King of Prussia and the Empress of Germany and her Allies (2 vols., London, 1766, 1781), (meaning, the Seven Years’ War), otherwise known as Lloyd’s Memoirs. He also devised a method for measuring the power of states, based on their demographics and national income, which is scarcely inferior to any such method applied today for the same purpose. However, Lloyd’s most influential concept was the lines of operations connecting armies in the field with their supply bases. He believed the key to the art of manoeuvre between opposing armies in a theatre of operations lay in this concept.4

A Prussian officer Adam Heinrich Dietrich von Bülow (1757–1807), with great fanfare, made this concept the cornerstone of a fanciful geometrical and supposedly scientific system of strategy in his Geist des neuern Kriegssystems (1799) [The Spirit of the Modern System of War]. More significantly, Antoine Henri Jomini (1779–1869) adapted Lloyd’s concept of the lines of operation to Napoleonic warfare, strikingly laying bare the emperor’s principles of operations. He became an immediate pan-European celebrity when his Traité des grandes opérations militaires appeared in six volumes in 1804–1809. Indeed, his work informed the counter-strategies adopted by the coalition against Napoleon in the years of his fall, 1813–1815. Jomini remained by far the pre-eminent military theorist during much of the nineteenth century. Generations of officers, educated at military academies on Jomini’s theoretical works and monumental campaign histories, treated him with the admiration reserved for classic authors. Willisen and Rüstow in Germany, Napier and Hamley in Britain, and Dennis and Alfred Mahan in the United States were only some of his most prominent disciples. In the United States, the generals who led both sides in the Civil War implemented his operational principles, which they had studied at West Point, in some of the most brilliant campaigns of the war. His concepts of the ‘central position’ and ‘interior lines’ remain useful to this day. Many other military theorists were widely read during the second half of the eighteenth century, all propounding the vision of the Enlightenment to formulate a theory of war based on universal rules and principles.

As Jomini put it in his Treatise: ‘The fundamental principles upon which rest all good combinations of war have always existed… These principles are unchangeable; they are independent of the nature of the arms employed, of times and places… For thirty centuries there have lived generals who have been more or less happy in their application.’5 ‘Genius has a great deal to do with success, since it presides over the application of recognized rules, and seizes, as it were, all the subtle shades to which their application is susceptible. But in any case, the man of genius does not act contrary to these rules.’6

Notably, the great masters of war during the same period shared this vision and outlook. In addition to the instructive works that he circulated among his officers and the seminars that he conducted for them, Frederick the Great, the hero of the philosophes, established the Académie militaire (1765), the Prussian officer academy. He sent its broad programme of studies to his correspondent, the co-editor of the Encyclopédie D’Alembert, for his assessment. As the ‘philosopher of sans-souci’, the way the king referred to himself, wrote: ‘Every art has its rules and maxims; they must be studied. Theory facilitates practice… In the profession of war, the rules of the art are never transgressed without punishment from the enemy.’7

Similarly, the ambitious young cadet at the French military school at Brienne, Napoleon Bonaparte, still in his teens, read all the military theorists of the Enlightenment, as well as every work of military history.8 As he would later put it: ‘All great captains have done great things only by conforming to the rules and natural principles of the art… They have succeeded only by thus conforming, whatever may have been the audacity of their enterprises and the extent of their success. They have never ceased to make war a veritable science.’9 The following passage could just as well have been written by Jomini: ‘Gustavus Adolphus, Turenne and Frederick, as also Alexander, Hannibal and Caesar have all acted on the same principles. To keep your forces united, to be vulnerable at no point, to bear down with rapidity upon important points – these are the principles which ensure victory.’10

Napoleon’s opponent on the Austrian side, the highly respected general and military theorist Archduke Charles, wrote in the same spirit: ‘The principles of the science of war are few and unchanging. Only their application is never the same and can never be the same. Every change in the conditions of armies: in their arms, strength and position, every new invention, involves a different application of these rules.’11

The above quotations from Napoleon are particularly interesting. They show that while new intellectual trends, to which Clausewitz would give expression, emphasized the general’s genius, modelled on Napoleon, and rejected the concept of universal principles, Napoleon himself – like Jomini and most of his contemporaries – interpreted war and his own conduct as a general differently. In line with the military thinkers of the Enlightenment, he viewed them through the dual concept of universal principles, on the one hand, and their application by genius, on the other.

For a fully detailed and extensively documented description of the intellectual background, outlook, and doctrines of the military thinkers of the Enlightenment, the interested reader is referred to the first half of my The Origins of Military Thought: From the Enlightenment to Clausewitz (incorporated into my A History of Military Thought from the Enlightenment to the Cold War).

The Counter-Enlightenment and the German Cultural Scene

As pointed out by Berlin, the fierce and wide-ranging opposition to the ideas of the Enlightenment was as old as the Enlightenment itself. However, in addition to government censorship, and sometimes persecution, the opposition came primarily from traditional, mostly religious elements outside the intellectual circles, with whom there was no common ground for genuine communication. This situation changed with the Counter-Enlightenment. The opposition now came from within the intellectual elite, developed from the legacy of the Enlightenment itself, and challenged its ideas in its own language.

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the domination of the Enlightenment over the educated public’s consciousness was breached, with the shock waves also impacting the conception of military theory. The diverse currents merging into the powerful movement labelled, not entirely satisfactorily, ‘Romanticism’ or the ‘Counter-Enlightenment’ reverberated across Europe and resonated most powerfully in Germany. They emerged in Germany in two major waves. The first appeared during the 1770s, at the zenith of the German Enlightenment. It was oppositional in nature, associated with a group that initially operated outside the cultural establishment. Its most notable members included Hamann, Herder, Möser, Lavater, the young Goethe and Schiller, and the poets and dramatists of the ‘Storm and Stress’ movement. The second and much more sweeping wave spread throughout Europe and Germany around the turn of the nineteenth century.

We begin with the main idea of the new currents and with the question of why they became particularly powerful in Germany. Resistance and objection to the view of the thinkers of the Enlightenment that reality was subjected to uniform rules and principles emanating from universal reason was central to the Counter-Enlightenment. It was not a coincidence that this opposition grew most notably in Germany. The country, primarily a geographical, linguistic, and cultural concept, was divided into more than three hundred distinct states of various sizes – from European great
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