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Role of Military History

Introduction.  The study of military history and the use of other activities such as tactical decision games, map exercises, war games, and field maneuvers provides you with a surrogate for actual combat experience.  This period of instruction will focus on the importance of the study of military history and how to effectively conduct the study of historical materials/activities to achieve mastery of the military profession.

"The hunter knows that he does not know what is going to happen, and this is one of the great attractions of his occupation.  Thus he needs to prepare an attention of a different and superior style--an attention which does not consist in riveting itself on the presumed but consists precisely in not presuming anything and in avoiding inattentiveness.  It is "universal" attention, which does not inscribe itself on any point and tries to be on all points."

--Jose Ortega y Gasset

       Meditations on Hunting

Importance of the Study of Military History.  From the beginning, US military schools have strongly emphasized the study of military history.  The use of war games and history were an important part of the required general studies.

In 1920 the Marine Corps opened twoschools—located in

· Philadelphia, PA

· Quantico, VA

Through the combined efforts of the students and faculty, a mission for the schools was developed:  Tentative Manual for Landing Operations.  This mission, which included the study of military history, influenced the thought of military schools during the mid-1930s.

In the late 1950s, officers were getting less and less exposure to military history in their schooling because

· Technological advances in the post-war years demanded that the officers learn new and diverse skills at the expense of studying more traditional subjects, such as history

· Of a perceived need for more involvement in administrative activities

· Officers and historians began to question the practical value of military history, as illustrated by this quote:

"It is the belief of the present writer that military history has largely lost its function….it is not immediately apparent why the strategy and the tactics of Nelson, Lee or even Bradley or Montgomery should be taught to the young men who are being trained to manage the unmanageable military colossi of today…."

--Walter Millis

Many contemporary critics attributed the shortcomings and failures of US forces in the post WWII decades to the officer corps' inability to use the examples of history to adapt to the new situations that they faced:

"Inattention to the history of warfare is perhaps the greatest weakness in the training of American military officers."

--Jeffery Record

"To be a successful soldier, you must know history."

--Gen George S. Patton, Jr.

Numerous military leaders and historians have cited many reasons why the study of military history is important.  These reasons can be grouped into three categories:

· Military history as the "laboratory."  Use military history as a surrogate for actual combat experience.  Reviewing various conflicts in history will enable you to isolate the critical variables of the conflict you study and later apply them to your profession.

· The study of military history as a learning activity.  You will use your analytical powers as well as expand upon your general and professional knowledge.

· The study of military history to help develop, and place into context, professional concepts.  The study of military history

· Orients you to your profession

· Instills in you military values, loyalty, and adherence to the Corps’ traditions

· Allows you to see how military affairs relate to the larger concerns of the United States and other nations

Three Rules to Focus Your Study of Military History.  Study in

· Width:  Look for discontinuities in order to recognize the continuities and to help you understand how warfare has evolved over the ages

· Depth:  Pick one campaign or battle and examine every finite element to try to understand what really happened

· Context:  You must consider military history as only one part of a larger system that includes political, diplomatic, economic, and social history.  
Always avoid studying any given conflict in isolation.

Other Recommended Methods of Study.  Study 

· Wars in reverse chronology:

· The reasoning behind this method lies in the belief that the more recent wars/conflicts are more likely to be similar to war/conflicts in the future.

· Note, however, that this should not be followed in its most literal sense as all of history has something to offer the present.

· Biographies (one "pro" and one "con"), followed by books written by war correspondents and journalists, and historical novels.  Then study official histories written since the end of WWII.  According to Maj Gen I.B. Holley, USAFR, one must

· Read actively

· Learn to formulate questions before you read

· Perfect those questions while you are reading.  The questions should actively engage the subject matter--pure sponge-like absorption of the material is not enough.

Points to Remember When Studying.

Do not view solutions to problems as interchangeable parts.  What worked in one situation may not work in another similar situation.

Avoid compressing the past into distinctive patterns.

Once a battle or campaign has been chosen, you can use one of several methods (as given in A Guide to the Study and Use of Military History ) to study and analyze the material

· Conduct the analysis following the format of the commander's estimate:  METT-T

· Ask and answer a series of questions:

· Who was involved?

· What happened?

· When did it happen?

· Where did it happen?

· How did the action develop?

· Why did things progress as they did?

· What was the significance of the action?

· Take narrative notes:

· Evaluate the strategic situation

· Review the tactical situation

· List other factors affecting the event

· Synopsize the conduct of the event

· Assess the significance of the event

Other Factors To Consider.

The grade and experience of the officer should influence the decision of what to study:

· Warrant officers through captains should consider mostly tactical and technical aspects in their studies.

· Majors and lieutenant colonels should be concerned with both tactical and technical aspects as well as the larger aspects of operational, strategic, and theoretical issues, due to the transitional nature of their positions. 

· Colonels should be concerned with the operational, strategic, and theoretical issues.

All officers should

· Build their personal library around the reading list that the Marine Corps University develops for officers and non-commissioned officers.

· Set a goal of reading at least 4 military history books a year.  

· Study of official chronologies and reports, when available.

· Consider taking military history classes in the evening from an area university/college.

Battlefield Analysis On Site.  Often an overlooked resource, battlefield analysis can provide you with a better understanding of the

· Battle that occurred there

· Ease or difficulty of movement

· Other logistical or reality factors

On-site battelfield analysis gives you a chance to "refight" the battle in a way that could otherwise not be done.  To prepare for an on-site battlefield analysis, 

· Read and study as much as possible about the battle and the campaign in which it was a part

· Be sure to take into account the current condition of the site

· Acquire maps

· Copies of those used in battle

· Up-to-date versions

Visit the battlefield around the same time of year that the battle occurred to ensure that the terrain and weather conditions are similar to those that existed when the battle occurred.  Then on-site,

· Do not try to take in too much at once.

· Initially observe as much of the field of action as possible from a prominent location to gain a better feel for the terrain.

· Trace the flow of the action in a chronological sequence from the

· Attacker's side

· Defender's position.  
The "Military Mind".  The military mind

"…must be a mind tempered by systematic training broadened by progressive education and deepened by increasing experience, both real and vicarious.  In short, it must be a mind that rigorously and continuously pursues mastery of the art and science of war."

--Gen. William R. Richardson, USA
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