CHAPTER THREE

On Military Genius

rtuosity,

carried on with any degree of \13&39 a

Ppropriate gifts of intellect and tempe.rament. If the_\_' Mcogscssof .

ing and reveal themselves i exceptional achievements, their p

called a “genius.” _ . _

We are aware that this word is used ip many

degree and in king, We also know that some of
i stablish the essen

ce of genius. But
expertise in philosophy or grammar, we

> H d in
may be allowed to use the wor

its ordinary meaning, in which “genius” refers to a
mental aptitude for

¢ [
very highly develop
a particular occupation,
Let us discuss thi e

_— in
senses, differing bOt:e A
these meanings ma cia
nce we claim no Spe

concept. But
tiv

\ » taken together
genius. We haye said in
ALY

- itary genius that i
glftﬁcourage, for example—y,

€ wanting o A not sujte
combinatipn of elem i

; cox1stituﬁ‘3'th$
, since it is pfecl?et'c
ot consist ip 5 single apprOP”am
ualities of mind or temperam¢

s
a harmonio¥

t does p
hile other q

¥ oceur ip gp arm
ent aregs,

incidence .25
istribution, not of fl a
ellectyqy development 0 "
¢ Warrior Spirit is far moar,
POssesseq by almost every W le
Y will Stimulate it in the peop

one whg would bez1 el Who s

ISPosition for it, On the other har'
. uly greqt
: Considereq , milj o
of Ntellectyy) Powers }

Wilized gqp

o ) ¢
by tary geniys, SInce thig requires a degre,
OCleties, toq yon };'m_Ythm hat 5 Primitiye people can deVC]Opr

§ T an obvigyg)y POSSESs & warlike character to great®

100

s € Benerg] jny
any Plimitjve, warlike race, th
; 0 Peoples, Tt i
Civilizeq S0cieties qgp)y, necessit
€, since the lack the 1.4

we will neye, fing / i



CHAPTER THREE

or lesser degree, and the more thev develop it, the greater will be the num-
ber of men with militarv spirit in their armies. Possession of military genius
coincides with the higher degrees of civilization: the most highly developed
societics produce the most brilliant soldicrs, as the Romans and the French
have shown us. With them, as with cvery people renowned in war, the
greatest names do not appear before a high level of civilization has been
reached.

‘We can already guess how great a role intellectual powers play in the
higher forms of military genius. Let us now examine the matter more closely.

War is the realm of danger: therefore courage is the soldier's first
rcquirement.

Courage is of two kinds: courage in the face of personal danger, and
courage to accept responsibility, cither before the tribunal of some outside
power or before the court of one's own conscience. Only the first kind will
be discussed here.

Courage in face of personal danger is also of two kinds. It may be indif-
ference to danger, which could be due to the individual’s constitution, or
to his holding life cheap, or to habit. In any case, it must be regarded as a
Permanent condition. Alternatively, courage may result from such positive
motives as ambition, patriotism, or enthusiasm of any kind. In that case
Courage is a feeling, an cmotion, not a permanent state.

These two kinds of courage act in different ways. The first is the more
dependable; having become second nature, it will never fail. The other will
9ften achieve more. There is more reliability in the first kind, more boldness
in the second. The first leaves the mind calmer; the second tends to stimu-
]’:tel,z but it can also blind. The highest kind of courage is a compound of

oth.

War is the realm of physical exertion and suffering. These will destroy us
unless we can make ourselves indifferent to them, and for this birth or train-
Ing must provide us with a certain strength of body and soul. If we do
Possess those qualities, then even if we have nothing but common sense to
guide them we shall be well equipped for war: it is exactly these qualities
that primitive and semicivilized peoples usually possess. o

If we pursue the demands that war makes on those who practice it, we
fome to the region dominated by the powers of intellect. Wfar is thf: realm
of uncertainty; three quarters of the factors on which action in war is bas§d
are wrapped in a fog of greater or lesser uncertainty. A sensitive and dis-
Criminating judgment is called for; a skilled intelligence to scent out the
truth,

Average intelligence may recognize the truth
Courage may now and then retrieve a blunder;

Quacy will be shown up by indifferent achievement. ' .
War is the realm of chance. No other human activity gives 1t greater

SCope: no other has such incessant and varied dealings with' this intruder.
hance makes everything more uncertain and interferes with the whole

Course of events.

occasionally, and exceptional
but usually intellectual inade-
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BOOK ONE
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CHAPTER THREE

doubt and the perils of hesitation when the motives for action are inade-
quate. Colloquially, to be sure, the term *‘determination” also applies to a
propensity for daring, pugnacity, boldness, or temerity. But when a man
has adequate grounds for action—whether subjective or objective, valid or
false—he cannot properly be called “determined.” This would amount to
putting oneself in his position and weighting the scale with a doubt that he
never felt. In such a case it is only a question of strength or weakness. I am
not such a pedant as to quarrel with common usage over a slight misuse of a
word; the only purpose of these remarks is to preclude misunderstandings.

Determination, which dispells doubt, is a quality that can be aroused only
by the intellect, and by a specific cast of mind at that. More is required to
Create determination than a mere conjunction of superior insight with the
appropriate emotions. Some may bring the keenest brains to the most for-
IT}ldab]c problems, and may possess the courage to accept serious responsi-
bilities; but when faced with a difficult situation they still ind themselves
unable to reach a decision. Their courage and their intellect work in separate
Compartments, not together; determination, therefore, does not result. It is
¢ngendered only by a mental act; the mind tells man that boldness is
required, and thus 'gives direction to his will. This particular cast of mind,
which employs the fear of wavering and hesitating to suppress all other fears,
15 the force that makes strong men determined. Men of low intelligence,
therefore, cannot possess determination in the sense in which we use the
word. They may act without hesitation in a crisis, but if they do, they act
Without reflection; and a man who acts without reflection cannot, of course,
be torn by doubt. From time to time action of this type may cven be appro-
Priate; but, as I have said before, it is the average result that indicates the
existence of military genius. The statement may surprise the reader who
knows some determined cavalrv officers who are little given to deep thought:

ut he must remember that we are talking about a special kind of intelli-
gence, not about great powers of meditation. .

In short, we believe that determination proceeds from a special type of
mind, from 3 strong rather than a brilliant one. We can give further proof
of this interpretation by pointing to the many examples of men who show
8reat determination as junior officers, but lose it as they rise in rank. Con-
SCious of the need to be decisive, they also recognize the risks entailed by a
Wrong decision; since they are unfamiliar with the problems now facing
them, thejr mind loses its former incisiveness. The more used 'they had been
to instant action, the more their timidity increases as they realize the dangers
O the vacillation that ensnares them. o

aving discussed coup d’oeil and determination it 1s natural to pass to a
related subject: presence of mind. This must play a great role in war, the
OMain of the unexpected, since it is nothing but an 1pcregsed capacity of
€aling with the unexpected. We admire presence of mmd. in an apt repar-
€€, as we admire quick thinking in the face of danger. Neither needs to be
€Xceptional, so long as it meets the situation. A reaction following long and
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. 1 onse,
deep reflection may seem quite commonplace; as an 1n?m(=:§ilateCil;35 on
it may give keen pleasure. The expression “prese_nce of mind p]rle -
veys the speed and immediacy of the help provided by the intelle o steady

Whether this splendid quality is due to a special cast of mind 0{) S tiely
nerves depends on the nature of the incident, but neither can ever be .

. lls,
lacking. A quick retort shows wit; resourcefulness in sudden danger ca
above all, for steady nerve.

Four elements make up the climate of war: uch
and chance. If we consider them together, it becomes evident how ol
fortitude of mind and character are needed to make progress in these lmll_’ters
ing elements with safety and success. According to circumstance, fepoemo
and historians of war use such terms as energy, firmness, staunchness,

danger, exertion, uncertainty

v
cal. A closer study of the interplay of psychological forces at work here ma!
be worth while,

To begin with, clear thought demands that we keep one point in mllf:fl'_
of the weight, the burden, the resistance—call it what you like—that cthe
lenges the psychological strength of the soldier, only a small part is
direct result of the enemy’s activity, his Tesistance, or his operations. ’s
direct and primary impact of enemy activity falls, initially, on the 5°1d’ele
person without affecting him in his capacity as commander. If, for examp ;
the enemy resists four hours instead of two, the commander is in danger
twice as long; but the higher an officer’s rank, the less significant this facto
becomes, and to the commander-in-chief it means nothing at all. i

A second way in which the enemy’s resistance directly affects the com

mander is the loss that js caused by prolonged resistance and the i“ﬂ“enc;
this exerts on his sense of responsibility. The deep anxiety which he mu
experience works on his strength of wi
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his inward fire must revive their hope. Only to the extent that he can do
this will he retain his hold on his men and keep control. Once that hold is
lost, once his own courage can no longer revive the courage of his men, the
mass will drag him down to the brutish world where danger is shirked and
shame is unknown. Such arc the burdens in battle that the commander’s
courage and strength of will must overcome if he hopes to achieve outstand-
ing success. The burdens increase with the number of men in his command,
and therefore the higher his position, the greater the strength of character
he needs to bear the mounting load.

Energy in action varies in proportion to the strength of its motive, whether
the motive be the result of intellectual conviction or of emotion. Great
strength, however, is not easily produced where there is no emotion.

Of all the passions that inspire man in battle, none, we have to admit, is
so powerful and so constant as the longing for honor and renown. The
German language unjustly tarnishes this by associating it with two ignoble
meanings in the terms “greed for honor” (Ehrgeiz) and *hankering after
glory” (Ruhmsucht). The abuse of these noble ambitions has certainly
inflicted the most disgusting outrages on the human race; nevertheless their
origins entitle them to be ranked among the most clevated in human nature.
In war they act as the essential breath of life that animates the inert mass.
Other emotions may be more common and more venerated—patriotism,
idealism, vcngeance,' enthusiasm of every kind—but they are no substitute
for a thirst for fame and honor. Thev may, indeed, rouse the mass to action
and inspire it, but they cannot give the commander the ambition to strive
higher than the rest, as he must if he is to distinguish himself. They cannot
give him, as can ambition, a personal, almost proprietary interest in every
aspect of fighting, so that hc turns cach opportunity to bes‘t advantage—
Plowing with vigor, sowing with care, in the hope of reaping with abundance.
It is primarily this spirit of endeavor on the part of commanders at all levels,
this inventivéness, energy, and competitive enthusiasm, which vitalizes an
army and makes it victorious. And so far as the commander-in-chief is con-
cerned, we mav well ask whether history has ever known a great general who
Wwas not ambitious; whether, indeed, such a figure is conceivable.

Staunchness indicates the will’s resistance to a single blow; endurance
refers to prolonged resistance. .

Though the two terms are similar and are often used interchangeably, the
difference between them is significant and unmistakable. Staunchness in
face of a single blow may result from strong emotion, whereas intelligence
helps sustain endurance. The longer an action lasts, the more deliberate
endurance becomes, and this is one of its sources of strength.

We now turn to strength of mind, or of character, and must first ask
what we mean by these terms. .

Not, obviously‘, vehement display of feeling, or passionate tqqperament:
that would strain the meaning of the phrase. We mean the ability to keep
one’s head at times of exceptional stress and violent emotion. Could strength
of intellect alone account for such a faculty? We doubt it. Of course the
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opposite does not flow from the fact that some men of outstanding intellect
do lose their self-control; it could be argued that a powerful rather than a
capacious mind is what is needed. But it might be closer to the truth to
assume that the faculty known as self-control—the gift of keeping calm even
under the greatest stress—is rooted in temperament. It is itself an emotion
which serves to balance the passionate feelings in strong characters without
destroying them, and it is this balance alone that assures the dominance of
the intellect. The counterweight we mean is simply the sense of human
dignity, the noblest pride and deepest need of all: the urge to act rationally
at all times. Therefore we would argue that a strong character is one that
will not be unbalanced by the most powerful emotions.

If we consider how men differ in their emotional reactions, we first find
a group with small capacity for being roused, usually known as “stolid” or
“phlegmatic.”

Second, there are men who are extremely active, but whose feelings never
rise above a certain level, men whom we know to be sensitive but calm.

Third, there are men whose passions are easily inflamed, in whom excite-
ment flares up suddenly but soon burns out, like gunpowder. And finally we
come to those who do not react to minor matters, who will be moved only
very gradually, not suddenly, but whose emotions attain great strength and
durability. These are the men whose passions are strong, deep, and concealed.

These variants are probably related to the physical forces operating in the
human being—they are part of that dual organism we call the nervous sys-
tem, one side of which is physical, the other psychological. With our slight
scientific knowledge we have no business to go farther into that obscure
field; it is‘ important nonetheless to note the ways in which these various
psychological combinations can affect military activity, and to find out how
far one can look for great strength of character among them,

Stolid men are hard to throw off balance, but total lack of vigor cannot
really be interpreted as strength of character. It cannot be d eniedg oever,
that the imperturbability of such men gives them a certain narrow useful-
ness ';1 war. They are seldom strongly motivated, lack initiative anq conse-
g:rie::sy;ri:t;;g particulatly active; on the other hand they seldom make 2

The salient point about the second group is that trifles ¢cap
them to act, whereas great issues are likely to overwhelm the
of man will gladly help an individual in need, but the mj
people will oi:ly saddﬁn him; they will not stimulate hj

In war such men show no lack of energy or balance, by .
to achieve anything significant unless thgr’ possess a Verytp?;z r;:? }mhkel)t'
to provide the needed stimulus. But it is rare to find this type of intellec
ment combined with a strong and independent mind. Pe of tempera-

Inflammable emotions, feelings that are easily roused, 5
little value in practical life, and therefore of little va)y,
impulses are strong but brief. If the energy of such men j
and ambition they will often prove most useful at a
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CHAPTER THREE

mand, simply because the action controlled by junior officers is of short dura-
tion. Often a single brave decision, a burst of emotional force, will be
enough. A daring assault is the work of a few minutes, while a hard-fought
battle may last a day, and a campaign an entire year.

Their volatile emotions make it doubly hard for such men to preserve
their balance; thev often lose their heads, and nothing is worse on active
service. All the same, it would be untrue to say that highly excitable minds
could never be strong—that is, could never keep their balance even under
the greatest strain. Why should they not have a sense of their own dignity,
since as a rule they are among the finer natures? In fact, they usually have
such a sense, but there is not time for it to take effect. Once the crisis is
past, they tend to be ashamed of their behavior. If training, self-awareness,
and experience sooner or later teaches them how to be on guard against
themselves, then in times of great excitement an internal counterweight will
assert itself so that thev too can draw on great strength of character.

Lastly, we come to men who are difficult to move but have strong feel-
ings—men who are to the previous type like heat to a shower of sparks.
These are the men who are best able to summon the titanic strength it takes
to clear away the enormous burdens that obstruct activity in war. Their emo-
tions move as great masses do—slowly but irresistibly.

These men are not swept away by their emotions so often as is the third
group, but experience shows that they too can lose their balance and be over-
come by blind passion. This can happen whenever they lack the noble pride
of self-control, or whenever it is inadequate. We find this condition mostly
among great men in primitive societies, where passion tends to rule for lack
of intellectual discipline. Yet even among educated peoples and civilized
societies men are often swept away by passion, just as in the Middle Ages
poachers chained to stags were carried off into the forest.

We repeat again: strength of character does not consist solely in having
powerful feelings, but in maintaining one’s balance in spite of them. Even
with the violence of emotion, judgment and principle must still function
like a ship's compass, which records the slightest variations however rough
the sea.

We say a man has strength of character, or simply has character, if he
sticks to his convictions, whether these derive from his own opinions or
someone else’s, whether they represent principles, attitudes, sudden insights,
or any other mental force. Such firmness cannot show itself, of course, if a
man keeps changing his mind. This need not be the consequence of external
influence; the cause may be the workings of his own intelligence, but this
would suggest a peculiarly insecure mind. Obviously a man whose opinions
are constantly changing, even though this is in response to his own reflec-
tions, would not be called a man of character. The term is applied only to
men whose views are stable and constant. This may be because they are well
thought-out, clear, and scarcely open to revision; or, in the case of indolent
men, because such people are not in the habit of mental effort and there-
fore have no reason for altering their views; and finally, because a firm
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as soon as a man resists another point of view not from superior insight or
attachment to some higher principle, but because he objects instinctively.
Admittedly, this definition may not be of much practical use; but it will
nevertheless help us avoid the interpretation that obstinacy is simply a more
intense form of strong character. There is a basic difference between the
two. Thev are closely related, but one is so far from being a higher degree of
the other that we can even find extremely obstinate men who are too dense
to have much strength of character.

So far our survey of the attributes that a great commander needs in war
has been concerned with qualities in which mind and temperament work
together. Now we must address ourselves to a special feature of military
activity—possibly the most striking even though it is not the most impor-
tant—which is not related to temperament, and involves merely the intellect.
I mean the relationship between warfare and terrain.

This relationship, to begin with, is a permanent factor—so much so that
onc cannot conceive of a regular army operating except in a definite space.
Second, its importance is decisive in the highest degree, for it affects the
operations of all forces, and at times entirely alters them. Third, its influence
may be felt in the very smallest feature of the ground, but it can also domi-
nate enormous areas.

In thesc ways the relationship between warfare and terrain determines
the peculiar character of military action. If we consider other activities con-
nected with the soil—gardening, for example, farming, building, hydraulic
engineering, mining, game-keeping, or forestry—none extends to more than
a very limited area, and a working knowledge of that area is soon acquired.
But a commander must submit his work to a partner, space, which he can
never completely reconnoiter, and which because of the constant movement
and change to which he is subject he can never really come to know. To be
sure, the enemy is generally no better off; but the handicap, though shared,
is still a handicap, and the man with enough talent and experience to over-
come it will have a real advantage. Moreover it is only in a general sense
that the difficulty is the same for both sides; in any particular case the
defender usually knows the area far better than his opponent.

This problem is unique. To master it a special gift is needed, which is
given the too restricted name of a sense of locality. It is the faculty of
quickly and accurately grasping the topography of any area which enables a
man to find his way about at any time. Obviously this is an act of the
imagination. Things are perceived, of course, partly by the naked eye and
partly by the mind, which fills the gaps with guesswork based on learning
and experience, and thus constructs a whole out of the fragments that the
eye can see; but if the whole is to be vividly present to the mind, imprinted
like a picture, like a map, upon the brain, without fading or blurring in
detail, it can only be achieved by the mentdl gift that we call imagination.
A poet or painter may be shocked to find that his Muse dominates these
activities as well: to him it might seem odd to say that a young gamekeeper
needs an unusually powerful imagination in order to be competent. If so,
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we gladly admit that this is to apply the concept narrowly and to :f:l (:I::(:l(:si:
task. But however remote the connection, his skgll must still denw:l | f;i i
natural gift, for if imagination is entirely lacking it would ‘be ithe wod
combine details into a clear, coherent image. We. also admit that a g .
memory can be a great help; but are we then to thmk. of memory as a iﬁges
rate gift of the mind, or does imagination, after all, imprint those pic N
in the memory more clearly? The question must be left unanswered, esp

cially since it seems difficult even to conceive of these two forces as operating
separately.

That practice and a trained mind have much

Puységur, the celebrated quarter-master-general of Marshal Luxembourg,

writes that at the beginning of his career he had little faith in his sense of
locality; when he had to

ride any distance at all to get the password, he
invariably lost his way.

to do with it is undeniable.

Scope for this talent naturally grows with increased authority. A hussar
or scout leadi

Ing a patrol must find his way easily among the roads and trac:ks‘
All he needs are 3 few landmarks and some modest powers of observation

and imagination, A commander-in-chief, on the other hand, must aim at
acquiring an overa]] knowledge of the configuration of a province, of an
entire country. His mind must hold a vivid picture of the road-network, the
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CHAPTER THREFE

that outstanding effort, the kind that gives men a distinguished name, is
what we have in mind. Every level of command has its own intellectual
standards, its own prerequisites for fame and honor.

A major gulf exists between a commander-in-chief—a general who leads
the army as a whole or commands in a theater of operations—and the senior
generals immediatelv subordinate to him. The reason is simple: the second
level is subjected to much closer control and supervision, and thus gives far
less scope for independent thought. People therefore often think outstand-
ing intellectual ability is called for only at the top, and that for all other
duties common intelligence will suffice. A general of lesser responsibility, an
officer grown gray in the service, his mind well-blinkered by long vears of
routine, may often be considered to have developed a certain stodginess; his
gallantry is respected, but his simplemindedness makes us smile. We do not
intend to champion and promote these good men; it would contribute noth-
ing to their efficiency, and little to their happiness. We only wish to show
things as they are, so that the reader should not think that a brave but brain-
less fighter can do anything of outstanding significance in war.
~ Since in our view even junior positions of command require outstanding
intellectual qualities for outstanding achievement, and since the standard
nses with every step, it follows that we recognize the abilities that are needed
if the second positions in an army are to be filled with distinction. Such
officers may appear to be rather simple compared to the polymath scholar,
the far-ranging business executive, the statesman; but we should not dismiss
the value of their practical intelligence. It sometimes happens of course that
Someone who made his reputation in one rank carries it with him when he
is promoted, without really deserving to. If not much is demanded of him,
and he can avoid exposirfg his incompetence, it is difficult to decide what
reputation he really deserves. Such cases often cause one to hold in low esti-
mate soldiers who in less responsible positions might do excellent work.

Appropriate talent is needed at all levels if distinguished service is to be
performed. But history and posterity reserve the name of “genius” for those
who have excelled in the highest positions—as commanders-in-chief—since
here the demands for intellectual and moral powers are vastly greater.

To bring a war, or one of its campaigns, to a successful close requires a
th°1'°l1gh grasp of national policy. On that level strategy and policy coalesce:
the commander-in-chief is simultaneously a statesman.

Charles XII of Sweden is not thought of as a great genius, for he could
never subordinate his military gifts to superior insights and wisdom, and
could never achieve a great goal with them. Nor do we think of Henry IV
of France in this manner: he was killed before his skill in war could affect the
relations between states. Death denied him the chance to prove his talents
In this higher sphere, where noble feelings and a generous disposition, which
effectively appeased internal dissension, would have had to face a more
Intractable opponent.

The great range of business
absorb and accurately evaluate h

that a supreme commander must swiftly
as been indicated in the first chapter. We
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argue that a commander-in-chief must also bq a statesman, but h'c mufitit;:;:
ceasc to be a general. On the one hand, he is aware of the entirc p?h e
situation; on the other, he knows exactly how much he can achieve wit
ns at his disposal.
meéi:cumstancespvary so enormously in war, and are so indefinable, fhf:’t,]:
vast arrav of factors has to be appreciated—mostly in the light of 'proba }lnis
ties alone. The man responsible for evaluating the whole must bring toher-
task the quality of intuition that perceives the truth at every point. Ot le
wise a chaos of opinions and considerations would arise, and fatally enta;fci'
judgment. Bonaparte rightly said in this connection that many of the Jems
sions faced by the commander-in-chief rcsemble mathematical proble
worthy of the gifts of a Newton or an Euler. e snst
What this task requires in the way of higher intellectual glft.s'ls a shi
of unity and a power of judgment raised to a marvelous pitch of vision, ¥ a1y
casily grasps and dismisses a thousand remote possibilities which an ordif
mind would labor to identify and wear itself out in so doing. Yet eveg il
superb display of divination, the sovereign cyc of genius itself, woul o
fall short of historical significance without the qualities of character
temperament we have described. is
Truth in itself is rarely sufficient to make men act. Hence the Stfgosf
always long from cognition to volition, from knowledge to ability. ThF oS
powerful springs of action in men lie in his emotions. He derives his ot
vigorous support, if we may use the term, from that blend of brains eter
temperament which we have learned to recognize in the qualities of
mination, firmness, staunchness, and strength of character. h of
Naturally enough, if the commander’s superior intellect and S"engt and
character did not express themselves in the final success of his work nce:
were only taken on trust, they would rarcly achieve historical im_Pomtla Iy
What the layman gets to know of the course of military events is US ents
nondescript. One action resembles another, and from a mere recital of e‘(’) \
it would be impossible to guess what obstacles were faced and °Vercor s
Only now and then, in the memoirs of generals or of their confidants: = .
the result of close historical study, are some of the countless threads © cedt
tapestry revealed. Most of the arguments and clashes of opinion that Pr;tical
a major operation are deliberately concealed because they touch PO pe
Interests, or they are simply forgotten, being considered as scaffolding
demp]ishcd when the building is complete. . hef
Finally, and without wishing to risk a closer definition of the M
reaches of the spirit, let us assert that the human mind (in the 7° ind
meaning of the term) is far from uniform. If we then ask what sort of ¥

is Iikeliest to display the qualities of military genius, experience and 09°% 4
tion will both tell us that it is the in

the comprehensive rather than the s
thé excitable head to which in war
our brothers ang childre
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