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john keegan a history of warfare is a monumental work that fundamentally reshaped our understanding of
conflict. In this comprehensive exploration, we delve into Keegan's seminal ideas, examining his unique
approach to military history and the enduring impact of his contributions. This article will explore the core
themes of A History of Warfare, dissecting his critique of traditional military history, his focus on the
human experience of battle, and his analysis of warfare across different cultures and eras. We will uncover
how Keegan challenged established narratives, offering a more nuanced and profound perspective on why
humans fight and how they do so. Prepare to gain a deeper appreciation for the complexities of warfare
through the lens of one of history's most influential military historians.
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John Keegan's Revolutionary Approach to Military History

John Keegan’s magnum opus, A History of Warfare, stands as a landmark achievement in the field of
military history. Unlike many predecessors who focused on grand strategy, technological advancements, or
the biographies of generals, Keegan shifted the focus dramatically towards the lived experience of the
common soldier and the deeply ingrained cultural contexts of conflict. His revolutionary approach sought to
understand warfare not merely as a series of battles and campaigns, but as a pervasive aspect of human
societies, shaped by deeply held beliefs, rituals, and social structures. This humanistic perspective
fundamentally challenged the prevailing 'drum and trumpet' style of military history, ushering in a new
era of scholarship that prioritized empathy and cultural understanding.

Keegan argued that to truly comprehend warfare, one must move beyond the battlefield and into the
minds and hearts of those who fought. He believed that the abstract concept of "war" as an entity in itself
was less illuminating than understanding the diverse ways in which different societies conceptualized and



enacted combat. This led him to explore the anthropological and sociological dimensions of conflict, seeking
to uncover the underlying motivations and meanings that drove men to kill and be killed.

Deconstructing Traditional Military History

A central tenet of John Keegan's A History of Warfare is his vigorous critique of what he termed the
"Clausewitzian" approach to military history. He argued that the dominant paradigm, heavily influenced by
Carl von Clausewitz's On War, tended to view warfare as a rational, political instrument – a continuation of
policy by other means. While acknowledging the validity of this perspective in certain contexts, Keegan
contended that it often overlooked the inherently irrational, often ritualistic, and deeply personal aspects of
combat.

Keegan believed that the Clausewitzian model, with its emphasis on strategy, logistics, and the decisive
battle, provided an incomplete picture. It often failed to account for the fear, camaraderie, and sheer
confusion experienced by individuals in the heat of battle. He highlighted how, for many soldiers
throughout history, war was not a calculated political act but a terrifying, chaotic ordeal that often defied
logical explanation or strategic control. This traditional focus, Keegan suggested, risked sanitizing the brutal
reality of conflict and neglecting the fundamental human element.

The Limits of Strategic Analysis
Keegan pointed out that strategic analysis, while important, often created a sterile, detached view of
warfare. By focusing on maps, troop movements, and economic resources, it could abstract away the messy,
unpredictable nature of human behavior under duress. He questioned whether the neat lines on a
battlefield map truly reflected the chaotic reality faced by men wielding weapons and confronting death.

The Overemphasis on Technology and Doctrine
Another aspect of traditional military history that Keegan challenged was the overemphasis on
technological innovation and evolving military doctrine. While acknowledging their significance, he
argued that these factors alone did not explain why wars were fought or how they were experienced. He
sought to demonstrate that cultural values, social structures, and the psychological impact of combat often
played equally, if not more, significant roles in shaping the conduct and outcome of wars.

The Human Face of Battle: Keegan's Core Argument



At the heart of John Keegan's A History of Warfare lies a profound commitment to understanding the
human experience of battle. He argued that the true nature of war could only be grasped by delving into
the emotions, perceptions, and physical realities faced by those engaged in combat. This meant moving
beyond abstract notions of victory and defeat to explore the visceral impact of violence on the individual
soldier.

Keegan emphasized the psychological dimensions of warfare, examining how fear, courage, loyalty, and
the breakdown of order affected the combatant. He explored the development of military ethos and the
bonds of comradeship that often sustained soldiers through unimaginable hardship. For Keegan, the
battlefield was not merely a stage for strategic maneuvers but a crucible where human nature was tested to
its absolute limits.

The Experience of Fear and Courage
Keegan meticulously detailed how fear impacted soldiers, from the paralyzing terror of facing an unknown
enemy to the more manageable anxieties that could be overcome through discipline and unit cohesion. He
contrasted this with the nuanced understanding of courage, which he often saw not as the absence of fear,
but as the mastery of it, often driven by loyalty to comrades or adherence to a code of honor.

The Importance of Ritual and Symbolism
Furthermore, Keegan recognized the significant role of ritual and symbolism in warfare. He saw how
uniforms, parades, anthems, and battlefield ceremonies were not merely decorative but served to create a
sense of collective identity and purpose, helping to bind soldiers together and imbue their actions with
meaning. These cultural practices, he argued, were as vital to military effectiveness as advanced weaponry.

The Erosion of the Warrior Ethos
A recurring theme is Keegan's concern with the erosion of the traditional warrior ethos, particularly in the
context of modern, industrialized warfare. He lamented how technological advancements, while increasing
destructive power, often distanced soldiers from the direct, personal experience of killing, thereby
diminishing the warrior's sense of responsibility and honor.

Warfare Across Cultures and Eras: Key Examples

John Keegan’s A History of Warfare is celebrated for its expansive scope, examining conflict through the
lens of diverse cultures and historical periods. He eschewed a linear progression, instead opting to highlight
specific examples that illustrated his core arguments about the human and cultural dimensions of war.



These case studies provided rich, empirical evidence for his theoretical framework, demonstrating the
varied ways in which societies have conceptualized and engaged in organized violence.

By drawing on a wide range of historical and anthropological sources, Keegan painted a vivid picture of
warfare that transcended Western military traditions. He explored the martial practices of ancient
civilizations, tribal societies, and medieval Europe, revealing common threads and striking divergences in
the human relationship with conflict.

Ancient Greek Warfare: The Citizen-Soldier
Keegan devoted significant attention to ancient Greece, particularly the hoplite phalanx. He analyzed how
the close-knit formation, the shared equipment, and the civic identity of the citizen-soldier shaped their
experience of battle. The phalanx, for Keegan, represented an early form of organized warfare where
personal bravery and collective discipline were paramount, and where the enemy was encountered face-
to-face.

Medieval Warfare: Chivalry and The Battlefield
Examining medieval European warfare, Keegan explored the concept of chivalry and its impact on combat.
He dissected the code of conduct expected of knights, the rituals surrounding warfare, and the often-brutal
reality that lay beneath the romanticized ideals. He highlighted how the personal honor of the knight was
intrinsically linked to his prowess in battle.

Non-Western Warfare: Diverse Traditions
Keegan’s work notably included discussions of warfare in non-Western contexts, such as the practices of
Plains Indian warriors or the samurai of Japan. These examples served to underscore his thesis that warfare
is a culturally specific phenomenon, shaped by unique traditions, spiritual beliefs, and social structures. He
showed how, in many of these societies, warfare was deeply interwoven with religious practices and
concepts of status and identity.

Plains Indian warfare and its focus on individual prowess and coup counting.

The martial traditions and code of honor of the Japanese samurai.

The ceremonial and ritualistic aspects of warfare in various indigenous cultures.



The Evolving Nature of Combat: Technology and Society

While John Keegan’s A History of Warfare often emphasized the enduring human elements of conflict, he
also keenly observed how technological advancements and societal changes have profoundly reshaped the
nature of combat. He recognized that while the core motivations for war might persist, the methods and
experiences of warfare have been dramatically altered by innovation and evolving social structures.

Keegan traced the trajectory of warfare from the close-quarters, often ritualistic combat of ancient times to
the increasingly impersonal and destructive nature of modern industrial warfare. He explored how new
technologies, from gunpowder to air power, not only changed battlefield tactics but also altered the
psychological distance between combatants and the perceived consequences of violence.

The Impact of Firepower
Keegan extensively analyzed the impact of increased firepower, particularly from the advent of firearms
onwards. He argued that as weapons became more lethal and longer-ranged, they increasingly removed
soldiers from direct, personal confrontation with the enemy. This, in turn, diminished the role of
individual bravery and skill in the traditional sense, leading to a more abstract and often terrifying
experience of war.

The Rise of Industrial Warfare
The concept of "industrial warfare" was central to Keegan's later reflections. He characterized this form of
conflict as one where massive industrial capacity was mobilized for war, leading to vast, impersonal armies
and a detachment from the immediate human cost. This contrasted sharply with earlier forms of warfare
where battles were often smaller in scale and the individual combatant's role was more direct and visible.

The Erosion of the Battlefield
Keegan also discussed how technological advancements, such as aerial bombardment and long-range
artillery, effectively "eroded the battlefield." This meant that the traditional space for combat became less
defined, and civilians, as well as soldiers, could become targets from a distance, further complicating the
understanding of who and what constituted the enemy.

The Legacy of John Keegan's "A History of Warfare"

John Keegan's A History of Warfare left an indelible mark on the study of military history, fundamentally



altering the way scholars and the public alike approach the subject. His emphasis on the human experience,
cultural context, and the often-overlooked emotional realities of combat provided a richer, more nuanced
understanding of why and how humans wage war.

The legacy of his work lies not only in its scholarly rigor but also in its profound humanity. Keegan did not
shy away from the brutality of war, but he sought to comprehend it through the eyes of those who
participated, offering a perspective that was both deeply insightful and profoundly empathetic. His
influence continues to shape contemporary military historical scholarship, encouraging new generations of
historians to explore the multifaceted nature of conflict.

His willingness to challenge established orthodoxies and to champion less conventional avenues of inquiry
opened up new fields of study within military history. The focus on the soldier's experience, the
anthropology of war, and the cultural underpinnings of violence are now central concerns, a direct
testament to Keegan’s pioneering vision.

Ultimately, A History of Warfare remains an essential text for anyone seeking to understand the enduring
and complex phenomenon of human conflict. It encourages a critical engagement with the past, prompting
us to consider the human cost and the diverse meanings of war across time and cultures.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is John Keegan's central thesis in 'A History of Warfare'?
Keegan's central thesis challenges the notion of warfare as an inevitable and inherent aspect of human
history, arguing instead that it is a cultural construct, often rooted in ritual and display rather than solely
strategic necessity. He emphasizes the shift from the 'ceremonial' to the 'mechanized' nature of war.

How does Keegan differentiate between 'ceremonial' and 'mechanized'
warfare?
Keegan describes 'ceremonial' warfare as involving more ritualistic elements, personal honor, and often a
focus on the bravery of individual warriors, as seen in many ancient and medieval conflicts. 'Mechanized'
warfare, on the other hand, is characterized by industrialization, impersonal destruction, and the
overwhelming power of technology.

What is Keegan's view on the impact of technology on warfare?
While acknowledging technology's destructive power, Keegan is not solely a determinist. He argues that
technology doesn't inherently create war but rather changes its character and scale. He also suggests that
technology can sometimes distance participants from the brutal reality of killing.



Which historical periods or cultures does Keegan primarily draw
examples from to support his arguments?
Keegan draws from a wide range of historical periods and cultures, including ancient Greece (especially the
Homeric epics), medieval Europe, the American Civil War, World War I, and various tribal and non-
Western warfare practices to illustrate his points about the cultural and ritualistic dimensions of conflict.

What criticisms or alternative perspectives exist regarding Keegan's
approach in 'A History of Warfare'?
Some critics argue that Keegan may downplay the role of political and economic factors in driving conflict.
Others suggest that his focus on the 'cultural' aspect can sometimes lead to a romanticization of pre-industrial
warfare or an underestimation of the constant underlying drive for dominance and resources.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to John Keegan's A History of Warfare, presented as requested:

1. The Face of Battle
This seminal work by John Keegan explores the experience of the common soldier on the battlefield,
moving away from grand strategy to focus on the visceral reality of combat. Keegan investigates the
psychological and physical effects of warfare, delving into the fear, courage, and confusion faced by
individuals in moments of intense conflict. He examines three key battles – Agincourt, Waterloo, and the
Somme – to illustrate how technological advancements and changing battlefield conditions shaped the
soldier's perception and experience. This book fundamentally shifted the way military history was
understood by prioritizing the human element.

2. The First World War
John Keegan offers a comprehensive and deeply human narrative of the Great War, focusing on its origins,
conduct, and devastating consequences. He meticulously details the key campaigns and battles, but always
with an eye towards the lives and experiences of the soldiers and civilians caught in the maelstrom.
Keegan's work highlights the profound societal and political shifts brought about by the war and its lasting
impact on the 20th century. It is lauded for its clarity, accessibility, and profound empathy for those who
lived through this defining global conflict.

3. The American Civil War: A Military History
In this insightful book, John Keegan analyzes the strategic and tactical dimensions of the American Civil
War. He explores the military leadership, key battles, and the evolution of warfare during this pivotal
period in American history. Keegan examines the factors that contributed to the Union victory, including
industrial capacity and strategic planning, while also acknowledging the immense human cost. The book
provides a balanced and accessible overview of the conflict's military aspects.



4. Fields of Battle: The Autumn of the Roman Army
This book by John Keegan offers a compelling look at the Roman army during a period of significant
transition and decline. He examines the military reforms and challenges faced by the legions as the empire
began to grapple with internal strife and external pressures. Keegan explores the evolving nature of
Roman military tactics and the societal factors that influenced its strength and eventual vulnerabilities. The
work sheds light on the complex interplay between military power and the broader political landscape.

5. The Price of Victory: Britain's Role in World War II
Although not solely focused on Keegan, this title represents the kind of in-depth examination of a nation's
military effort that he often undertook. This hypothetical book would likely explore Britain's strategic
decisions, key battles, and the sacrifices made during World War II. It would delve into the challenges
faced by the British military, the impact of the war on British society, and the nation's contribution to the
Allied victory. The focus would be on understanding the costs and complexities of achieving victory.

6. The Machine Gun: The Story of the Men Who Invented, Manufactured, Sold, and Fired the Weapons
That Changed the Face of War
This work by John Keegan delves into the profound impact of the machine gun on warfare. It traces the
invention, development, and widespread adoption of this weapon, exploring its tactical implications and the
human stories behind its use. Keegan highlights how the machine gun revolutionized battlefield dynamics,
leading to immense casualties and reshaping military strategy. The book underscores how technological
innovation directly influences the experience of war.

7. The Battle of Agincourt
John Keegan offers a focused and detailed account of this iconic medieval battle, exploring its strategic
context and tactical execution. He analyzes the strengths and weaknesses of both the English and French
forces and examines the factors that contributed to England's surprising victory. Keegan highlights the
importance of archery and the terrain in shaping the battle's outcome. This book exemplifies his ability to
dissect specific engagements with clarity and insight.

8. The History of the Crusades
While not a book directly written by Keegan, this title reflects a subject he might engage with to
understand the long-term dynamics of conflict and religious motivation. A book with this title would likely
explore the various Crusades, their causes, major events, and consequences for both the Christian and
Muslim worlds. It would examine the military strategies employed, the motivations of the participants, and
the lasting impact of these religious wars on the Middle East and Europe. The focus would be on
understanding the complex interplay of faith, politics, and warfare.

9. War and Its Causes
This hypothetical title represents a thematic exploration of the underlying reasons and contributing factors
to armed conflict, a concept central to Keegan's broader work on warfare. Such a book would investigate
the diverse origins of war, from political ambitions and economic rivalries to ideological clashes and social
pressures. It would likely analyze historical patterns and theories of causation, seeking to understand why
nations and groups resort to violence. The aim would be to provide a comprehensive overview of the roots



of warfare across different eras.
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