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Preface

This book deals with war between about 750 Bc and ap 650. It
concentrates on the classical cultures of Greece and Rome, although
some of their enemies, peoples such as the Persians, Carthaginians,
Germans, Huns, Arabs, and so on, get a look in. There are reasons
beyond the author’s academic specialization for this focus.

War was at the core of the classical cultures. Although, contrary to
popular ideas, they were not always at war, and when they were they
did not always seek open battle. The Greeks and Romans for long
periods of time were generally successful in war, and war was never
far from their minds. The ancient Mediterranean world produced
sophisticated thinking specifically about war, much of which is still of
relevance today. Concepts drawn from war were also used to structure
thinking in many other areas. War was considered to be one of the main
ways to distinguish one culture from another. Within the classical
cultures, war was central to the construction of masculinity and
thoughts about the differences between men and women. At the most
intimate level, ideas from war were used by individuals to understand
and construct their own personalities. In the Greek and Roman worlds
almost everything you read, heard, or looked at could evoke warfare.

The Greeks and Romans liked to believe that they made war in a
way that was different both from earlier peoples and from other
contemporary peoples. This makes for a discrete area of study.
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Some modern scholars have picked up on the classical cultures’ ideas
of their distinctiveness in war-making and, linking this to classical
influences on modern Western culture, have come up with the concept
of a ‘Western Way of War’; a continuity of practices that they claim runs
from ancient Greece to the modern West. Exploration and re-evaluation
of this concept is central to this book.

Those scholars who see a continuity in a ‘Western Way of War’ tend to
define it as follows. It is the desire for open, decisive battle, which aims
at the annihilation of the enemy. Ideally it is conducted by heavily armed
infantry fighting hand to hand. The battle is won by courage, which is
instilled in part by training and discipline. This is often linked to the
combatants having political freedom and being landowners - so-called
‘civic-militarism’. This ‘Western Way of War’ is seen as having been
invented by the Greeks, inherited by the Romans, and somehow
surviving the European Middle Ages, before flowering again in the
Renaissance, whence it comes directly to the modern West.

In this book the ‘Western Way of War’ is interpreted differently; not

so much as an objective reality, a genuine continuity of practices, but
more as a strong ideology which since its creation by the Greeks has
been, and still is, frequently reinvented, and changed with each
reinvention. Those who subscribe to the ideology do not necessarily
fight in a very different way to others, it is just that often they genuinely
think they do.

Some earlier cultures fought in ways not all that dissimilar from the
Greeks. The Assyrians clearly looked for open, decisive battle in which
they attempted to annihilate their opponents. Their armies were
trained, disciplined, composed in part of landowners, and, in what is
known as the neo-Assyrian period (934-609 Bc), contained armoured
infantry armed solely with a spear for close combat. In their own terms
they fought for political freedom. The latter cannot be dismissed out of
hand by comparison with ‘Western’ freedom. The concept of freedom
cannot be universalized. The meaning of freedom varies not only
between cultures but within them as it can hold different meanings for



different groups inside one culture, and those meanings can change
over time.

It is far from clear that the classical cultures were as distinctive in their
war-making as they liked to believe. In the 1920s an archaeological
excavation of a tiny bog at Hjortspring on the island of Als in Denmark
uncovered a magnificent boat and weaponry. The finds were probably
deposited in the bog about 350 Bc as a gift to the gods. It is likely that
they were part of the equipment of a force defeated in a local war. The
weaponry included swords and mailcoats, with a large number of
spears, javelins, and shields. Modern interpretation has seen these finds
as implying that this barbarian force, created far away from Greece and
Rome, was made up of landowners, with political rights as their
community understood them, organized in units of similarly equipped
spearmen who used shock tactics to try to achieve a decisive result in
battle; just like contemporary Mediterranean armies, especially the
Roman legion of this era.

Long after the end of the classical world, other cultures would evolve a
style of battle remarkably similar to the ‘Western Way of War’ with little
or no influence from the West. As we will see, in the early 19th century
in southern Africa, the Zulus changed their military organization,
tactics, and equipment to create an open, pitched battle fought hand

to hand by infantry, the aim of which was a decisive result.

In reality the classical cultures did not always fight in the ‘Western Way
of War’. For long stretches of their history the Greeks actually seem to
have been rather good at avoiding battle. In the 27 years of the bitter
Peloponnesian War (431-427 Bc) between Athens and Sparta and their
respective allies, there were only two, or maybe three, significant land
battles that approximate to the ‘Western’ style. Similarly, the Romans
were not always dead set on fighting pitched battles themselves.
Recalling the imperial prince Germanicus from campaigning beyond
the Rhine in ap 16, the emperor Tiberius thought that Roman aims
were better served by encouraging the Germans to turn on each other.
In 48 BC, when the civil war between Julius Caesar and Pompey came to



Dyrrachium in Greece, the initial attempt to produce a result was
through field fortifications rather than open battle. In Ap 83, at the
battle of Mons Graupius, the general Agricola drew up his army to fight
the Caledonians with his auxiliaries in the front line and his Roman
citizen troops to the rear. Writing this up, his son-in-law Tacitus claimed
that the victory would be vastly more glorious if no Roman blood

were shed.

One factor that may encourage us to overemphasize the distinctiveness
of Greek and Roman battle must always be kept in mind - that is, the
types of available evidence. While archaeology can tell us a lot about
their opponents, in almost all cases our literary evidence comes from the
classical cultures. Had their opponents taken to comparable literary
production, and had it survived, our impressions might have been

very different.

The links between reality and ideology are always complex. On the one
hand, the ideology of the ‘Western Way of War’ has shaped how reality
has been interpreted. As we will see, in the 7th century ap the
inhabitants of the eastern Roman empire still held that they fought in
an open, ‘Western’ way, and that their Arab opponents did not, when in
reality their armed forces went to considerable lengths to avoid pitched
battle. Again, when Europeans learnt about the Zulu war machine, it
was assumed that the Africans could not have created it on their own
initiative, but must have copied Western models. On the other hand, the
ideology can mould reality. There may have been few land battles in the
Peloponnesian War, but in the opening years of the conflict the ideology
meant that the Spartans marched into Athenian territory expecting to
fight. If Tiberius had judged that there was the possibility that a decisive
battle could have been fought in Germany in Ap 17, he probably would
not have ordered Germanicus to return Roman forces to the banks of
the Rhine. The siege works at Dyrrachium did not settle the issue
between Caesar and Pompey; that was achieved on the battlefield of
Pharsalus. Tacitus might claim a victory without Roman blood as

an ideal, but the legionaries at Mons Graupius were willing and able

to fight.



Although the links between the two are far from straightforward, it is
best for us to interpret the ‘Western Way of War’ more as an ideology
than an objective reality. To do otherwise, to think of ‘Western War’ as a
continuous practice, is to homogenize history. It can lead all too easily to
thinking that there has always been just one ‘Western Way of War’, and
probably by extension just one ‘Other Way’. This would iron out the
differences between past and present and between different cultures,
and the differences between ourselves and the people of Greece and
Rome are as interesting as the similarities. It might be that we learn
more about ourselves when we are rather surprised to find these
differences than when we just see ourselves reflected back.

Re-reading the book to write this preface, I feel that the need for brevity
has led to the 6th century ap, which saw the wars of reconquest waged
by the emperor Justinian, and recorded by one of the last great classical
historians Procopius, being given short shrift. To remedy this in some
measure, I have included some modern works on this pefiod in the
further reading section of the book. The latter should be thought of
almost as an eighth chapter, and the relevant sections be read in tandem
with the main text, as it puts my arguments in the context of modern
scholarly interests and debate, and enables the reader to take his or her
interests further.

The book looks at both how war was done and, the far less studied topic,
how war was thought about. It tacks between using specific pieces of
evidence to build general observations, and analysis of some particular
examples of the big themes and controversies of modern scholarship,
thereby hoping to encourage readers to do similar history for themselves

in other contexts.

The pleasant task remains for me to thank here various people who
have helped me with this book: George Miller, editor and friend, for
first commissioning it, and for clarifying various ideas in discussion;
then, for constructive criticism, two colleagues and friends, Maria
Stamatopoulou at Lincoln College, Oxford, and Michael Whitby at the
University of Warwick; and the anonymous reader for the Press.
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Finally, I would like to dedicate the book to the memory of my father,
Captain Hugh Sidebottom, who on 3 September 1939 volunteered to
fight in a war.
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