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This essay will explore the ways in which historical reflection on the nature of war can deepen our 

understanding of the challenges of military conflict and the difficulties of attaining the political 

objective for which violence is employed. It will focus on the concept of the so-called ‘Revolution in 

Military Affairs’ (RMA) which was much in vogue during the 1990s following the development of 

precision-guided munitions and stealth technologies. I will argue that the RMA was not in fact a 

revolution, and did not alter the fundamental nature of war, which, in practice, has remained consistent 

throughout human history. 

The RMA reflected the fusion of a technological confidence based on the apparent potential of 

new weaponry with the misleading historical concept of development through a series of revolutionary 

changes. The two were linked in an understanding of war as primarily the product of material culture. 

Thus, the move from one form of weaponry or of a related technology, for example in 

communications, to another, apparently described capability, explained effectiveness, and established 

a new paradigm that determined success. Indeed, there was a teleology and a determinism at stake. 

That, however, was to put one aspect of military activity to the fore and to do so in a 

decontextualized fashion that did not assess adequately, or sometimes at all, the contexts of such 

conflict. This was particularly so of the dynamics involved in tasking, the key measure of 

effectiveness and achievement. Indeed, one of the classic lessons from military history became that of 

the relationship between proficiency in terms of weaponry and failure in terms of outcomes and 

tasking. That was a lesson that was often unwelcome both to military figures and to their political 

allies/masters. Indeed, that very reluctance became an aspect of military history that deserved attention 

but that scholars proved unwilling to address adequately. In particular, there was a focus on debating 

theorists, notably Clausewitz, rather than addressing key practical, methodological, conceptual and 

historiographical problems in learning from the past, and notably so with counter-insurgency. Here 

there was no the developmental slant seen in work on technology nor, indeed, the variant advanced in 

some discussion of insurgency, and notably that of the impact of the revolutionary theorist, 

propagandist or practitioner of the moment, for example Mao Zedong or Che Guevara.  

Consideration of the theses of insurgency underlines the extent to which the standard approach 

of focusing on training by and for military is insufficient, and, frequently, indeed, inadequate as an 

approach to learning from military history. While important, that is made even more questionable due 

to the importance of political issues in both tasking and implementation. Thus the process of learning 

from military history becomes an aspect of the ‘history wars’ in which the past is contested. This is 
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frequently done through the shorthand of historical analogy by phrasing. Thus Vietnam or Suez or 

Munich are key aspects of debate, with the first used to debate counterinsurgency. It is at this level that 

it is necessary to add to the consideration of military history because it tends to be the aspect of the 

learning process that is underplayed. And yet it is important to see how politicians frame discussion. 

When, for example, in February 2020, Matthew Hancock, the British Secretary of State for Health, 

referred to the Maginot Line in terms of the folly of relying on a stoppage of travel as a means to 

prevent the spread of coronavirus, he was of course not interested in the idea that the Maginot Line 

(like the anti-ship guns at Singapore that allegedly pointed in the wrong direction), worked by 

confining the likely direction of attack, only for the overall strategy to fail because of problems in 

handling the mobile stage of the campaign. Similarly, with the Vietnam War, it is not helpful in terms 

of public debate to suggest that, while tactically and operationally problematic for the Americans, the 

intervention ended with the United States allied to China, with the spread of Communism restricted in 

South-East Asia, with Indonesia securely in the Western camp, with the Viet Cong shattered and with 

the North Vietnamese greatly weakened by the struggle. 

These points can be contested, but they underline the extent to which ‘learning from military 

history’ involves inherently political, and, for many, therefore, problematic, questions about goals, 

policies and strategies. These can be further amplified if the consideration of military history is taken 

into broader currents of the public sphere. That might appear to be a learning process that has little to 

do with applicability for policy, but that would be a misleading view because these very constructions 

affect the parameters of public debate and thus an aspect of the applicability of strategic assumptions. 

This conspectus of methodological problems helps explain the attraction of answers, of which 

the most seductive, as already mentioned, are those of technology. That answer serves important 

military, economic, political and popular constituencies; and does so in a manner that works in terms 

of a modern culture fascinated with material culture. In practical terms, this can be a case of ‘Get me 

the weapons and I will get you the war that makes them work,’ only for it to be discovered that this 

rarely works that way, and certainly less so in the longer term beyond the initial campaign. 


