CHAPTER SEVEN

Friction in War

If one has never personally experienced war, one cannot understand in what
the difficulties constantlv mentioned really consist, nor why a commander
should need any brilliance and cxceptionai ability. Evervthing looks simple:
the knowledge required does not look remarkable, the strategic options are
$0 obvious that bv comparison the simplest problem of higher mathematics
3 an impressive scientific dignity. Once war has actually been seen the
difficulties become clear; but it is still extremely hard to describe the unseen,

a"‘Pcr\'ading clement that brings about this change of perspective.
_Everything in war is verv simple, but the simplest thing is difficult. The
lfﬁculties accumulate and end by producing a kind of friction that is incon-
Céivable unless one has experienced war. Imagine 2 traveler who late in the
2y decides to cover two more stages before nightfall. Only four or five hours
more, on 3 paved highway with relays of horses: it should be an easy trip.
c:t at the next station he finds no fresh horses, or only poor ones; the
. untry grows hilly, the road bad, night falls, and finally after many difficul-
'es he is only too glad to reach a resting place with any kind of primitive
accommodation, It is much the same in war. Countless minor incidents—
lower the general level of

eefkind vou can never really foresee—combine to .
Performance, so that one always falls far short of the intended goal. Iron

:v'“'PO“fer can overcome this friction; it pulverizes every obstacle, but of
OUrse it wears down the machine as well. We shall often return to this
ggm.t‘ The proud spirit’s irm will dominates the art of war as an obelisk
Tinates the town square on which all roads converge.
fiction is the only concept that more or less corresponds to the factors
arat distinguish real war from war on aper. The military machine—the
Se:‘y and everything related to it—is basically very simple and therefore
™S easy to manage. But we should bear in mind that none of its com-
Ponents is of one piece: each part is composed of individuals, every one of
Cnoom retains his potential of friction. In theory it 'sounds rea}so'naple
Wel:gh: a battalion commander’s duty is to carry out his orders; discipline
it S the battalion together, its commander must be a man of tested capac-
tio’nand 50 the great beam turns on its iron pivot with a minimum of fric-
i | - In fact, it js different, and every fault and exaggqrah_op of the theory
im Nstantly exposed in war. A battalion is made up of individuals, the least
Portant of whom may chance to delay things of somehow make -them go
d:’“g- The dangers inseparable from war and the physical exertions war
Mands cap aggravate the problem to such an extent that they must be

Tanke e
d among its principal causes.
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This tremendous friction, which cannot, as in mechanics, be rcducedﬁgéti
few points, is evervwhere in contact with chance, and brings about eOne
that cannot be measured, just because they are largely duc to ch_ance. 1n
for example, is the weather. Fog can prevent the enemy from being Seenﬂd'
time, a gun from firing when it should, a report from reaching the comma .
ing officer. Rain can prevent a battalion from arriving, make another late 2
keeping it not three but cight hours on the march, ruin a cavalry charge B!
bogging the horses down in mud, etc. -
We give these examples simply for illustration, to help the reader fo y
the argument. It would take volumes to cover all difficulties. \Vc_ CO'Jhe
cxhaust the reader with illustrations alone if we really tried to deal with t -
whole range of minor troubles that must be faced in war. The few we hat

: ; . ‘hat
given will be excused by those readers who have long since understood wh
we are after,

Action in war is like mov
and most natural of mov
water, so in war it is diff

ement in a resistant element., Just as the simpie;“;
ements, walking, cannot easily be performf3d !
cult for normal efforts to achieve even modela'tle
is like a swimming teacher, who makes his P”plz
hat are meant to be performed in water. To thDSd
who are not thinking of swimming the motions will appear grotesque aﬂ.e
exaggerated. By the same token, theorists who have MEver swum, or whO_ h?‘
not learned to generalize from €Xperience, are impractical and even ridict”
lous: they teach only what is already common knowledge: how to walk.
Moreover, everv war is rich in unique episodes. Each is an uncharted s¢@
full of reefs. The commander may suspect the reefs’ existence without e"ef_
having seen them; now he has to steer past them in the dark. If a contrﬂﬂt
wind springs up, if some major mischance appears, he will need the greates

skill and personal exertion, and the utmost presence of mind, though fro™
a distance everything

may seem to be proceeding automatically. An unde”
standing of friction s a large part of that much-admired sense of warfﬂf‘;
which a good general is supposed to possess. To be sure, the best generd
is not the one who is most familiar with the idea of friction, and who takes
1t most to heart (he belongs to the anxious type so common among exper
enced commanders). The good general must know friction in order to oveF
come it whenever possible, and in order not to expect a standard of achieve:
ment in his operations which this very friction makes impossible. Inciden
tally, it is a force that theory can never quite define. Even if it could, the
development of instinet and tact would still be needed, a form of judg
ment much more necessary in an area littered by endless minor obstacles
than in great, momentous questions, which are settled in solitary delibera:
tion or in discussion with others. As with a man of the world iﬂstiﬂc,t
becomes almost habit so that he always acts, speaks, and moves approp™
ately, so only the experienced officer will make the right decision in major
and minor matters—at every pulsebeat of war, Practice and experience dic-
tate the answer: “this is possible, that is not.” S he rarely makes a serious
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mistake, such as can, in war, shatter confidence and become extremely dan-
gerous if it occurs often.

Friction, as we choose to call it, is the force that makes the apparently
casy so difficult. We shall frequently revert to this subject, and it will become
evident that an eminent commander needs more than experience and a
strong will. He must have other exceptional abilities as well.
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