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“I see many soldiers; could I but see 
as many warriors!” 

 - F.W. Nietzche 
 

In late January, 1944, as the Second 
World War was entering its fifth and 
most critical year, an ecstatic George S. 
Patton Jr. was notified of his selection 
to command the Third United States 
Army in the upcoming battle for 
France. While Patton had performed 
admirably at the head of the Seventh 
Army in Sicily, the notorious “slapping 
incidents” had led many to question his 
emotional stability and capacity for 
continued command. While not tagged 
to be included in the initial invasion 
forces of Normandy, Patton could at 
least find comfort in the fact that he 
still possessed a grand opportunity to 
fulfill his self-proclaimed destiny as 
one of history’s great military com-
manders. 

As the ex-cavalryman set about to 
form the Third Army into a unit capa-
ble of besting Hitler’s legions on the 
European continent, he was dismayed 
at the fighting spirit of his men, who 
were soon to be grappling with experi-
enced Wehrmacht troops. “He found 
everyone too complacent, ‘willing to 
die but not anxious to kill’.”1  

Patton tirelessly made the rounds to 
divisional units and staffs — instruct-
ing, motivating, and often berating with 
colorful, if not downright vulgar, lan-
guage. “As in all my talks,” he noted, 
“I stressed fighting and killing.”2  

Patton’s emphasis on killing certainly 
shocked many a citizen-soldier who 
had never before been in battle. But the 
Third Army commander realized, both 
from personal experience and a pas-
sionate ardor for military history, that 
untested troops required hardening be-
fore their initial taste of combat. While 
Patton may have held an anachronistic 
view of what it meant to be a warrior, 
his focus never wavered from preparing 
men to succeed on the field of battle. 

Recent trends suggest that 
Patton’s concerns are still 
quite valid today in regard to 
developing warriors able to 
survive and win on the mod-
ern battlefield. At a time 
when societal, technological, 
and strategic changes are all 
exerting immense pressures 
on the very organizational 
structure and outlook of the 
United States Army, espe-
cially in the combat arms, 
perhaps it is fitting to re-
evaluate how we develop a 
warrior class in our military. 
This article attempts to de-
lineate how historical evolu-
tion has affected the devel-
opment of a fighting spirit in 
our combat soldiers and, 
more importantly, the need to 
continue stressing the value 
of such a spirit in an era of 
turbulent change. 

Societal Change 

On the eve of the American 
Civil War, most professional 
soldiers and officers had rela-
tively minor experience with 
combat. The war with Mex-
ico (1846-48) was the bap-
tism of fire for young captains and sub-
alterns who would less than two dec-
ades later command armies, and there 
seemed little to alter their ideas of bat-
tle garnered from studying Napoleon’s 
campaigns or Baron Antoine H. 
Jomini’s analysis of the great battle 
captain. Ulysses S. Grant, suggesting 
the worth of the lessons learned in 
Mexico, would later note: “The Mexi-
can army of that day was hardly an 
organization.”3 Conversely, the Civil 
War changed almost all of the partici-
pants’ views on armed conflict. Within 
two years, soldiers once patriotic and 
willing to sacrifice all for their cause, 
came to view war as nothing more than 
a destructive abnormality. The totality 
of the combat, where civilian life and 
property were no longer safeguarded, 

impacted all aspects of society, non-
combatant and military alike. 

One of the soldiers who would usher 
in such changes was William Tecum-
seh Sherman. His admonition that “War 
is cruelty, and you cannot refine it” 
took a nation by horrid surprise. Men 
like Sherman, Grant, and Philip H. 
Sheridan were among the few Union 
generals who advocated a relentless 
style of warfare in which the enemy 
was awarded no respite. But such a 
strategy could prove expensive. Grant’s 
frontal assaults at Cold Harbor in June 
of 1864 cost the Federal Army over 
7,000 dead and wounded in less than an 
hour. Though criticized by many for 
being an unimaginative butcher, the fu-
ture President was able to see beyond 
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The sheer brutality of the Civil War broke down tradi-
tional concepts of a warrior’s courage. Rebel General
Stonewall Jackson, scouting his own front after a
great victory at Chancellorsville, died of wounds after
being shot by his own men. 



the casualty lists and remain focused on 
his goal of defeating Robert E. Lee’s 
Army of Northern Virginia. His dog-
ged pursuit of victory would not be 
thwarted, for he felt that after any hard-
fought battle, the side which “first re-
news the fight, is sure to win.”4 

Grant’s perseverance, as noted, found 
censure in many quarters of the day. In 
large part, this was due to the change in 
how society defined a warrior’s cour-
age. Early in the war, soldiers in gen-
eral, and officers in particular, were 
required to exhibit their fearlessness in 
battle to prove they were worthy of the 
uniform they wore. In fact, many “sol-
diers called combat the test of man-
hood…. A failure of courage in war 
was a failure in manhood.”5 By 1863, 
this unquestioning ideal was being 
challenged as casualties ravaged units 
to mere skeletons of the original regi-
ments that marched to war. When 
Grant became General in Chief of the 
Union Armies in 1864, society had 
altered its outlook on what it meant to 
be a warrior. Death, which had become 
so commonplace in homes throughout 
the Union and the Confederacy, had 
lost its gallant significance. There no 
longer seemed to be any honor is dying 
on the battlefield simply to display 
one’s courage. 

These societal changes — perhaps de-
scribed plainly as war weariness — had 
a tremendous impact on what were con-
sidered acceptable losses on the battle-
field. Eighty years after Cold Harbor, 
American military leadership defined 
courage in quite different terms than 
their Civil War ancestors. “For Dwight 
Eisenhower, perseverance became cour-
age; heroism, he declared, was ‘the 
uncomplaining acceptance of unendur-
able conditions’.”6 The warrior spirit 
had changed dramatically in less than a 
century. 

This is not to say that the soldiers of 
World War II were any less heroic than 
their ancestors in the Civil War. Any-
one reading the exploits of the 1st In-
fantry Division on Omaha Beach or of 
the 101st at Bastogne will easily com-
prehend the hardships and terror ex-
perienced by those who fought. But by 
the middle of the 20th century, Ameri-
can society was not as willing to accept 
such losses as Grant had sustained in 
the Wilderness of Virginia in 1864. 
This acceptance, as John Keegan notes, 
has an unequivocal impact on a na-
tion’s armed forces. “For an army is, to 
resort to cliché, an expression of the 
society from which it issues. The pur-

poses for which it fights, and the way it 
does so, will therefore be determined in 
large measure by what a society wants 
from a war and how far it expects its 
army to go in dealing with the out-
come.”7 

There seems little argument that soci-
ety’s expectations of the soldier have 
changed dramatically since the days of 
Grant and Sherman. The basis of such 
change is far more debatable. Many 
would contend that technology, which 
has made war universally more destruc-
tive, has raised general fear regarding 
the application of force. More to the 
point of developing warriors, technol-
ogy, in its course of improving our na-
tional quality of life and making our 
lives easier, has in the process made 
ours a less hardy society than that of 
our Civil War ancestors. Have we not 
become more “soft” as a nation? Still 
others would assert that, in our quest to 
create a more civilized society, we are 
less willing to use force to solve inter-
national impasses.  

The Clausewitzean principle that war 
is an extension of politics is often chal-
lenged with the conviction that war is 
instead the bankruptcy of politics. In 
such light, it is better to define the mili-
tary profession not as warfighters, but 
rather as peacekeepers. 

American democracy has historically 
been uncomfortable with the existence 
and development of a warrior class. 
While today’s military is one of the 
most trusted professions in the public’s 
eye, martial endeavors have lived a 
tenuous existence inside the American 
way of life. And with society evolving, 
tolerance of human loss associated with 

combat has decreased dramatically. 
Could the United States public watch-
ing the Gulf War on television ever 
have accepted the 7,000 dead that 
Grant’s army suffered in a single day at 
Cold Harbor? The uproar would have 
been instantaneous and damning. It 
seems a societal paradox that we are 
willing to acquiesce to the ever-in-
creasing violence in our daily lives (the 
present debate in entertainment and 
video games an example of this), yet 
we are far less inclined to condone any 
loss of human life associated with most 
any military operation. 

Nor should we ever be complacent 
about loss of life, in training or in bat-
tle. The American public would never 
consent to, and rightly so, the casualty 
rate sustained in German Waffen SS 
training, which sometimes reached ten 
percent during World War II.8 But as 
professionals, we cannot afford to lose 
sight of our raison d’être. As historian 
Samuel P. Huntington aptly noted: “It 
must be remembered that the peculiar 
skill of the officer is the management 
of violence.”9 Managing violence in-
volves risk, and as such, we must en-
sure that we develop leaders and sol-
diers who can scrupulously assume risk 
in the pursuit of becoming better warri-
ors. 

Societal changes have historically af-
fected how the military approaches its 
profession and the overall management 
of violence. It will no doubt continue to 
have such an impact in the future, for 
society itself is affected by technologi-
cal innovations that in turn influence 
the military. There are many pundits, 
for instance, who blame the military 
failure in Vietnam on the vociferous 
anti-war sentiment exacerbated by the 
coming of age of  television. They ar-
gue that the media was swayed by en-
emy propaganda that led to the erosion 
of American public support for the war 
effort.  

Yet one historian believes that most 
reporters honestly portrayed what they 
saw in Southeast Asia. “Much of what 
they saw was horrible, for that is the 
true nature of war. It was this horror, 
not the reporting that so influenced the 
American people.”10 Technology was 
making a certain impact on the way 
Americans viewed the battlefield. 

Technological Change 

 “When you’re well drilled and trained 
in your profession, you don’t like 
something to come along that makes 
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“When Grant became 
General in Chief of the 
Union Armies in 1864, 
society had altered its 
outlook on what it 
meant to be a warrior. 
Death, which had be-
come so commonplace 
in homes throughout 
the Union and the Con-
federacy, had lost its 
gallant significance.” 



you have to learn all over again, and 
the older you are in your profession, the 
more you resist change.”11 So com-
mented General Carl Spaatz, the first 
chief of staff of the Air Force, in his 
testimony at the Billy Mitchell court-
martial trial in 1925. Mitchell’s scorn-
ful condemnation of the War and Navy 
Departments — charges of negligence, 
incompetence, and even treason — was 
spurred by two separate tragedies in-
volving naval aviators. The technologi-
cal advent of the airplane had thus ne-
cessitated a debate, a very public one 
thanks to Mitchell, on the establishment 
of a separate air force, the development 
of combat aircraft, and the role of air 
power in future wars. But senior army 
officials of the time strongly opposed 
Mitchell’s views and even intimated to 
younger officers like Spaatz and Henry 
H. “Hap” Arnold that testifying on the 
defendant’s behalf could seriously 
jeopardize their military careers. 

Spaatz’s courage in testifying not only 
exemplified the importance of character 
in the development of a warrior spirit, 
but also illustrated the difficulties new 
technology imposes on the relatively 
conservative military mind. In their 
management of violence, professional 
officers are required to be proficient in 
the use and coordination of the most 
advanced weaponry. Yet throughout 
history those same professionals have 
been wary of, if not entirely resistant 
to, new technology. Take for instance 
the impact of the rifle on the Civil War 
generation of American officers. 

Thanks to the transition from the 
smoothbore to the rifled musket, which 
essentially doubled the effective range 
of the infantryman’s basic arm, the 
Civil War included countless battles 
where the tactical defense was more 
than simply practical; it was essential to 
success. During the battle of Freder-
icksburg in December of 1862, Lee’s 
Army of Northern Virginia entrenched 
themselves along the Rappahannock 
River, with Lieutenant General James 
Longstreet’s First Corps positioning 
themselves along a sunken road and be-
hind a stone wall on Marye’s Heights. 
Armed with rifles, it was an almost 
impregnable position. The 12,600 Un-
ion dead and wounded (the Confeder-
ates lost fewer than 5,400 casualties) 
reflected the fact that the battle was 
never in serious question. Longstreet 
himself noted that the “unending flame 

from the wall created ‘the most fearful 
carnage,’” while a Federal division 
commander exclaimed “that his ranks 
‘melted like snow coming down on 
warm ground.’”12 Yet costly frontal 
attacks, with officers bludgeoning their 
troops against well-prepared defensive 
works, continued throughout the course 
of the war. 

Why did Civil War generals not ap-
preciate the technological revolution of 
the rifle? Why did they continue to lose 
massive numbers of soldiers in head-
long, sometimes reckless, assaults that 
now seemed to have offered little 
chance of success? While commanders 
in the Civil War had no precedents to 
guide them — the Crimean War (1854-
1856) saw the first use of rifles, but not 
to the extent used a decade later — 
even with historical illustrations, mili-
tary leaders have often failed to grasp 
the importance and potential of new 
technology. Generals in World War I 
took no heed of the lessons of the Civil 
War or of the Russo-Japanese War only 
ten years before, though the promi-
nence of rifles, trenches and machine 
guns are only now too evident. Young 
officers in the interwar period, such as 
Patton and Dwight D. Eisenhower, 
realized at least the potential use of 
tanks in the next war, yet resistance to 
such ideas was widely prevalent. Eisen-
hower, commander of the wartime U.S. 
Tank Corps Training Center at Camp 
Colt, Pennsylvania, noted: “The future 
of the tank corps was uncertain. Many 
experienced officers thought tanks 
clumsy and slow, mechanically unreli-
able, expensive and tactically useless. 

On several accounts they were right. 
On the last they were wrong.”13 

Skill as a warrior on the modern bat-
tlefield is not guaranteed by apprecia-
tion for technology alone. A balance 
must be achieved in capably wielding 
the implements of war while also being 
able to train, motivate, and lead the 
human beings who will use those im-
plements. Patton himself was fond of 
saying that wars may be fought with 
weapons, but they are won by soldiers. 
The Army appeared to garner such les-
sons coming out of the Second World 
War. Prior to the war, training often 
focused on small unit leadership in 
battle. “Combat confirmed the need for 
competent, inspirational leaders and 
showed that the outcome of engage-
ments often hinged on the actions of a 
few influential leaders. Drawing from 
its leadership experiences in battle, the 
Army identified three essential qualities 
necessary for successful leadership: 
initiative, responsibility, and resource-
fulness.”14 

With World War II being such a piv-
otal experience in the first half of the 
20th century, it would seem that such 
battlefield lessons would become a 
focal point for training warriors of the 
future. But the most frightening of all 
technological innovations, the atomic 
bomb, changed everything. For over a 
decade after its successful introduction, 
the bomb dominated military thought in 
the United States. As Lieutenant Gen-
eral James M. Gavin, wartime com-
mander of the 82nd Airborne Division, 
noted: “To some extent, military think-
ing seemed to be paralyzed by the 

 

“Patton tirelessly made the rounds to divisional units and staffs — instructing, motivating, 
and often berating with colorful, if not downright vulgar, language. “As in all my talks,” he 
noted, ‘I stressed fighting and killing’.”  

ARMOR — May-June 2001 19 



bomb, and the lessons of World War II 
were ignored or quickly forgotten…. 
Little that we learned in World War II, 
it was said, would have meaningful 
application in the future.”15 A slight 
twenty years after the end of the Sec-
ond World War, a renewed importance 
on small unit leadership would surface 
in Southeast Asia. To those who be-
lieved there would be no true role for 
the Army to play in the nuclear age, the 
war in Vietnam harshly proved other-
wise. 

The doctrinal debate between the end 
of World War II and the Vietnam War 
clearly illustrates the impact technology 
has on the development of a warrior 
class in our military. And while tech-
nology has been an important factor in 
America’s military dominance over the 
last quarter century, unfortunately its 
impact has not always been a positive 
one. With scientific advances creating a 
global interconnectivity unprecedented 
in the history of mankind, sophisticated 
technology has paradoxically caused a 
fragmentation in the officer corps. Spe-
cialization, an apparent outgrowth of 
technology and evidenced by the 
OPMS XXI career field designations 
for officers, has arguably done little to 
increase cohesion among professional 
warfighters.16 While mastering techni-
cal skills is an important aspect of sol-
diering, it should never be considered 
an end unto itself. Instead, the skilful 
warrior utilizes technology to his ad-
vantage as a means to improving profi-
ciency in the management of violence. 

Strategic Change 

We are in the midst of a strategically 
amorphous time. There are those who 
would argue that the Army has lost its 
collective mission focus, perhaps its 
strategic vision, and emphasis is no 
longer placed on managing violence. Is 
our mission to fight and win our na-
tion’s wars, or is it to keep the peace in 
trouble spots around the globe? Can we 
effectively do both as an organization 
without blunting the tip of the sword? 

While changes in strategy have been a 
common thread running through the 
history of our nation’s armed forces, so 
too has been the American penchant for 
annihilating its adversaries on the bat-
tlefield. Since George Washington first 
clashed with the professional troops of 
18th century Great Britain, Americans 
have invariably sought decisiveness on 
the battlefield through destruction of 
the enemy’s army. While the means 

may not always have been available to 
execute such a strategy, there always 
loomed the preference for annihilation 
over attrition. 

In his significant work, On War, Carl 
von Clausewitz defined strategy as “the 
use of engagements for the object of 
war” and in essence, strategy can be 
divided into two distinct forms — an-
nihilation and attrition.17 Annihilation 
aims at using battlefield engagements 
in a decisive manner to quickly and 
effectively destroy an enemy’s armed 
forces, while attrition can be likened to 
a form of erosion where an opponent’s 
army is worn down through continuous 
assaults over an extended period of 
time. One of the central themes that 
runs throughout historian Russell F. 
Weigley’s books on the American mili-
tary, for example, is that the prevailing 
strategic preference has always been 
first and foremost that of annihilation. 
From the conception of the nation’s 
first army, leaders have sought destruc-
tion of the enemy through climactic 
battle even when they had not the 
means to achieve such ambitions. 
While George Washington, who highly 
regarded the professional British army 
and sought to fashion his own force 
upon a similar model, employed a 
strategy of attrition throughout most of 
the Revolutionary War, his “was a gen-
eralship shaped by military poverty.”18 
Weigley contends that Douglas MacAr-
thur’s indirect, leapfrogging approach 
in the Pacific theater of World War II 
was also influenced by limited re-
sources, while Eisenhower was no less 
troubled by continuous supply prob-
lems in the European theater. What 
appears is an officer corps that seemed 
continually frustrated by insufficient 
means to achieve the desired goal of 
complete destruction of an adversary’s 
army in battle. 

Current frustration in the officer corps 
seems now focused less on materiel 
means than on overall purpose. And 
here is where study of the past is impor-
tant, for as Patton was also fond of say-
ing, war, as history, is cyclical. As an 
example, the 1928 Kellogg-Briand Pact, 
“by which nations renounced war as a 
means of policy” left the American mili-
tary in a strategic dilemma.19 If the 
army’s purpose was to fight and win the 
nation’s wars, how would such an or-
ganization fit into national policy if war 
itself had been officially forsaken? Offi-
cer promotions slowed to a snail’s pace, 
training was listless and funding was a 
continual problem. In the inter-war pe-

riod, the United States Army fell into 
such disrepair that it actually ranked 
eighteenth in the world behind such 
countries as Spain, Sweden, and Portu-
gal. Officers like J. Lawton “Fighting 
Joe” Collins spent 17 years as a lieuten-
ant and grew so discouraged he pon-
dered resignation. Luckily, George C. 
Marshall was then deputy commandant 
at Fort Benning and he “taught profes-
sionalism, inspired hard work, and en-
couraged the brilliant, promising officers 
to be patient.”20 

That core of officers committed to 
their profession would later lead the 
United States Army to victory in 
Europe and the Pacific. As improve-
ments in motorization, weaponry, and 
communications prompted constant 
changes in tactics and even strategy, 
men like Eisenhower, Marshall and 
Bradley persevered through the transi-
tions, sometimes even at the risk of 
their careers. As a young officer, Ei-
senhower was at odds with senior in-
fantry officials on the proper utilization 
of the fledgling tank corps. Ike was 
called before the Chief of Infantry and 
threatened with possible court-martial. 
“I was told that my ideas were not only 
wrong but dangerous and that hence-
forth I would keep them to myself. Par-
ticularly, I was not to publish anything 
incompatible with solid infantry doc-
trine.”21 Even with this riposte, Eisen-
hower resolved to continue studying 
doctrinal and tactical problems that 
were not advocated by senior Army 
officials. It no doubt made him a better 
officer. 

In this current time of strategic transi-
tion and uncertainty, it is well that war-
riors follow in the footsteps of Eisen-
hower and Patton. While societal and 
technological changes may drive stra-
tegic reformations, there remain certain 
universal principles and functions 
which are time-honored in war. There 
are those who see future conflict “em-
phasizing aerospace power or ships at 
sea to threaten precision strikes from 
long range, with small, stealthy un-
manned vehicles to collect information 
and deliver firepower, and they will be 
controlled by distant leaders using vir-
tual command technologies.”22 But 
even with these dramatic changes, mili-
tary axioms of striking, protecting, 
moving, and supplying will still be es-
sential to success. And to properly exe-
cute these functions, victory will still 
be dependent on competent, profes-
sional soldiers. Leadership is ageless. 
Its study is imperative. 
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Change and the Warrior Spirit 

Resistance to change, especially in the 
military, can be terribly damaging. 
Those conservative minds who dis-
counted the importance of such weap-
ons as the rifle, tank, or airplane most 
probably never led their soldiers in 
battle to their fullest potential. But total 
acquiescence to change is never the 
right answer either. In our current pe-
riod of transformation, where the very 
definition of war may be in flux, we 
cannot lose sight of how we define 
warriors. Societal, technological, and 
strategic changes should not be grounds 
for suppressing the warrior spirit in our 
soldiers and leaders. The profession of 
arms “requires a balance between the 
three roles of heroic leader, military 
manager, and military technologist.”23 
An honorable and heroic leader is just 
as critical in a peacekeeping operation 
as he is in an attack against an en-
trenched enemy defense. 

There is, of course, the difficulty in 
defining the true composition of an 
effective warrior. Some would argue 
toughness to be the preeminent charac-
teristic, others courage, and still others 
competence. One historian has noted 
the problem of putting such a formula 
on paper. The masters of command, 
including Marshal de Saxe, Frederick 
the Great, and Napoleon, believed there 
existed something far less structured in 
defining a true warrior. “The great 
practitioners spoke of the coup d’oeil or 
sense (as we speak of baseball or foot-
ball ‘sense’) that combined intuition 
and experience.”24 While intuition may 
be an inherent trait, experience is 
gained through doing and reading. And 
here lies the key to maintaining the 
warrior spirit in times of change and 
uncertainty. 

Field Marshal Erwin Rommel was 
noted for, among other things, his re-
mark that the best form of welfare for 
one’s troops is tough, realistic training. 
As professionals we must remember 
that teaching warriorship is an integral 
part of our responsibilities — to our-
selves and to our nation. There is a dif-

ference between teaching hate and 
teaching soldiers to defend themselves 
and their country. Patton may have 
been fond of stressing fighting and kill-
ing, but he tempered such pedagogy 
with an insistence on honor and disci-
pline. Simply stated, warriors must be 
trained. If it cannot be done on the field 
of battle, whether real or simulated, it 
needs to be supplemented through the 
study of military history. In an era of 
change, maintaining the warrior spirit 
must remain a point of stability as we 
look towards an uncertain future. 
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