History


With reference to warfare between 1792-1871 comment on the view that: ‘above all, strategy determined the nature and outcome of wars”

Strategy is both a necessary component and consequential factor to any war and certainly, one cannot argue that the role of strategy is not a vital ingredient of warfare. However, reasons influencing the nature and outcome of wars are multi-fold and it is difficult to prioritise one element above another. Therefore, the inference of strategy above other components as the exclusive cause in manipulating both the nature, and, outcome of warfare is debatable. 

Nonetheless, we can find a lot of evidence supporting the important role of strategy in warfare. Indeed, much of Napoleons success is owed to the strategic methods he devised, for example, the planning of his crossing of the Alps, adoption of his central position, using a rapid manoeuvre and living off the land. These strategies did not however, only spell out triumph and actually can be attributed to his downfall. The rapid manoeuvre strategy proved a failure in Russia 1812, due to the sheer size of his troops simply slowing themselves down, while living off the land became impossible due to the poor quality of the surrounding land. At Waterloo 1815, Napoleon implemented the same strategies that had previously spelt success for him, and consequently, it was this decision that led to his defeat; his central position appeared to have been victorious, but the Prussians had actually retreated to join the Anglo-Dutch army at a later date. Conversely, while Napoleons strategies struggled, Wellington’s ‘reverse slope’ method proved a great achievement for him during the Waterloo campaign, ensuring him success. Moreover, reverse slopes also proved a successful strategy during the American Civil War 1861 – 1865 at the Battle of Gettysburg, 1863. The Southern army was unable to combat this technique and as a direct result marked a turning point in the good fortune of the South and did in fact determine the nature and outcome of this war. The Confederacy was weakened and Grants policy of attrition and Sherman’s scorched earth policy left the South demoralized, amassing high casualties and signifying the change of direction of the war, thus sealing victory for the North. 

However, in spite of this evidence, the conclusion that strategy determines the nature and outcome of wars still proves unconvincing. It ignores other factors fundamental to warfare such as leadership and morale of troops. Prior to the Battle of Gettysburg the confederacy had actually been winning, despite having fewer men and being less well equipped than the North. Essentially this is explained by the confidence installed in troops by charismatic leaders like ‘Stonewall’ Jackson and Robert E. Lee. Like Napoleon, they raised the morale of troops and gave them a cause to fight for. Further parallels can be drawn between the American Civil War and Napoleonic era, Lee’s fatal charges at Gettysburg mirrored those of Waterloo and both men failed to win their wars because they just did not have enough men to fight for them. 

Wellington ensured his strategies worked by securing support from allies. The Prussian army served as a distraction for Napoleon during the Waterloo campaign and bought Wellington time to prepare for war. A marked degree of similitude is exhibited by Bismarck’s attempt to unify Germany. The formation of the North German Confederation (NGC), proved an effective alliance between states, with Austria working as distraction to the enemy. Ultimately, Bismarck’s careful engineering of a war against France 1870-1871 was a great victory. Prussia was supported by its allies, leaving France isolated. Had both France and the Southern states in the American Civil War, had an allies maybe this would have tipped the scale in their favour and assure them the war.

However, the strategies manipulated by the Prussians during the Franco-Prussian conflict are of value to historians. Moltke was a great strategist and arguably it was his envelopment strategy that defined victory for the Prussians. Furthermore, the use of a rapid manoeuvre to ensure a decisive victory and impose a political settlement echoes the successful strategies of the Napoleonic era. Anyhow, these strategies evidently show the reliance upon other factors to guarantee they would function as planned; envelopment was enhanced by the development of telegraph provided intelligence and kept host armies informed of the enemy’s position. Moreover, it also relied upon the rapid mobilisation of soldiers, which in turn was made possible by the development of railways to allow Prussian troops behind the Austrians and envelope them in Bohemia.

Changes in artillery and firepower additionally characterised significant changes in the nature and outcome of wars. The fine ‘skill at arms’ of the British army at Waterloo left Napoleon - who relied upon the psychology of mass armies - in a position of considerable weakness. The Franco-Prussian War is perhaps the best example of the increasing scale of warfare, with the exploitation of new tactics such as field craft. Armies were now using weapons such as the ‘Dreyse Needle Gun’ allowing soldiers to actually lie down and shoot at their enemy and new ‘Krupps’ artillery utilized by the Prussians was considerably beneficial. However, whilst technological innovations appear advantageous, the Franco-Prussian war also challenges this image. In fact, the war illustrates how the misuse of new weaponry helped contribute to the downfall of armies. The French’s ‘mitrailleuse’ and ‘chassepot’ were both better weaponry systems than those possessed by Prussian units but tactical errors meant they did not capitalise from the new technology and hence, did not give the French the advantage they needed to win.

The period of 1792-1871 begins with a lot of continuity with thinking locked in the past; mistakes, such as Picketts Charge at Gettysburg showed how armies, keen to emulate Napoleonic success, adopted the same techniques. However, the character of war changes vastly as a result of technological advancement – the scale of war increased, with longer battles, greater casualties and more planning needed.

Strategy does indeed appear to be a major factor influencing the outcome of wars. For the Prussian army for example, their policy of envelopment ensured success. Conversely, strategic errors sealed defeat for the likes of Napoleon, whose central position at Waterloo was no match for Wellingtons reverse slopes. However, what is evident from this period is that although strategy was important, no factor could work without another supporting it. Motivating leaders such as Napoleon and Robert E. Lee installed confidence in their troops, which gave them a cause to fight for. Alliances such as that formed between the Prussians and Austrians further supported troops and meant the envelopment strategy successful. Thus, strategy cannot be deduced as the most important factor in influencing the nature and outcome of wars, as the nature and outcome of wars are the result of many factors, of which none can work in isolation. 
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