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Defining ‘war’ poses a challenge. War, of course, involves violence.
But what other necessary ingredients turn mere use of force into war?
Modern dictionary definitions emphasize the participation of major
socio-political groupings and, especially, (nation-)states. Wahrig’s
Deutsches Wörterbuch (1968), for example, has the pithy definition
‘bewaffnete Auseinandersetzung zwischen Staaten, Stämmen oder
Völkern’ (armed conflict between states, tribes, or peoples). Such a
typical definition implies that war is a political phenomenon and it
reflects the traditional notion that war is a rational instrument pur-
posefully employed by political actors. But do these preconditions
apply to all social phenomena which we label war? Is ‘the political’ a
necessary characteristic? Seeing war as essentially political in nature
has become a hotly contested issue since the end of the Cold War.
Many conflicts which we could not but term ‘wars’ have appeared to
possess non-political causes, and few seemed to involve states or
other actors whom we would recognize as political.

Since the early 1990s the search has been on for an adjective that
more accurately captures the essence of what many see as ‘new wars’.
Under the impact of the war that tore apart Yugoslavia, the first adjec-
tive to achieve prominence was ‘ethnic’. This label chimed with the
rhetoric employed by the major protagonists themselves. Serbs, Croats,
and Kosovars depicted their struggle as a war for national survival. But
however much the competing ethnic groups deemed this to be a posi-
tive sentiment, the Western-dominated international community dis-
agreed. It saw ‘hyper’ nationalism as an exceedingly negative, political-
ly senseless motive which explained the apparent anarchy and bar-
barism of the conflict. Yet, over time, what should have been clear all
along became increasingly obvious: the war (or wars) had been a series
of competing state-building pro jects tightly orchestrated by extremist
leaders and pursued with great, yet instrumental brutality. So, after all,
the conflict did fit within a traditional political understanding of war.
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Yet the ongoing wars in Africa in the 1990s kept alive a sense that
the nature of conflict was changing. But it was 9/11 that re-ignited
fears that war had undergone a fundamental and global transforma-
tion. The ‘war on terror’, which influential people regarded as the
conflict likely to dominate the twenty-first century, seemed non-
political in nature. The range of adjectives that were applied reflect-
ed unease with traditional understandings of war. To name just a
few, ‘asymmetric’, ‘irregular’, and ‘unconventional’ war, as well as
the new term ‘the war on terror’, or indeed the word ‘terrorism’, all
suggested that this war was ‘against the norm’ and would therefore be
marked by extreme and senseless behaviour. Interestingly, adjectives
which might have suggested a more political nature, especially con-
cerning Iraq, such as ‘guerrilla’ or ‘civil’ war, struggled to catch on.

If ‘nation’ and ‘state’ were no longer the guiding principles giving
meaning to war, what was? One word waiting in the wings ready to
fill the void was ‘culture’. When the best-selling British military his-
torian John Keegan published A History of Warfare in 1993, he had
reminded a wide audience that ‘culture is . . . a prime determinant of
the nature of warfare’ (p. 387). Keegan, however, tried to pull off
something that went against the grain. The orthodoxy assumes that
the political restrains, or at least controls, war. The state as the
embodiment of the political has long been understood to possess, as
its distinguishing characteristic, a monopoly of violence. If politics is
replaced by something else, such as a basic cultural expression like
religion, wars will get out of control. Keegan argued instead that, as
the world wars illustrated, it was politics that led to horrific irrational
conflict. Culture, on the other hand, and especially professional mili-
tary culture, he claimed, was a hedge against total, all-consuming war.
This claim, arguably, betrayed a strong attachment to an idealized
vision of the British military and mistook its strain of military profes-
sionalism for a general type—students of the pre-1945 German mili-
tary, for example, might easily be tempted to disagree. In addition,
Keegan’s concept of culture was, to put it gently, underdeveloped.

The book under review, which grew out of a conference held in
2004 at the University of Regensburg under the auspices of that uni-
versity’s Krieg im Mittelalter research group and the Institut für
Sozialforschung in Hamburg, is an attempt to fill the void Keegan
created. Its central aim is to supply a historically grounded cultural
typology of war. At first sight the book, which includes contributions
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from a prominent group of medieval military historians, appears
well placed to provide a fundamental contribution to the debates on
the definition and understanding of war. After all, nation and state
did not begin to emerge until late in the Middle Ages and medieval-
ists should naturally be favourably predisposed towards other ex -
plana tory variables, such as culture. And considering that religion is
invariably seen as a basic expression of culture which has come to the
fore again in the ‘war on terror’, the medieval clash between Chris -
tian ity and Islam could provide useful historical insights. Another
attraction of the volume, deserving of strong praise, is that it brings
together medieval with early modern and modern historians. As the
book notes, historians of different periods do not tackle complicated
yet important ‘transhistorical’ concepts together as often as they
should. One might also add that the voice of trained medieval histo-
rians has been remarkably muted in the ‘neo-medievalism’ and war
debate that has tempted a sizeable number of political scientists
down some strange analytical pathways in the past decade. 

The high hopes with which one starts reading the volume are not
in every respect fulfilled. Intriguingly, the contributors display sig-
nificant differences in how they approach the issue, which could be
seen as culturally determined. The British historians—Michael
Prestwich, Hew Strachan, Matthew Strickland, Corinne Saunders,
and Andrew Ayton—focus primarily on the ways in which war has
been fought through the narration of a series of historical anecdotes.
Their contributions on the whole do not explicitly or systematically
engage with assumptions, methodology, or with definitions. As a
result, the validity of interpretations and conclusions often relies
more on author and reader happening to share, a priori, each other’s
opinions and beliefs than on the author’s deeper, reasoned under-
standing and explanation of how culture interacts with war. The
German contributors—Hans-Henning Kortüm, Bernhard R. Kroener,
Birgit Beck-Hepner, Hannes Möhring, Michael Hochgeschwender,
and Daniel Hohrath (hesitantly joined by Stephen Morillo, the lone
American medieval historian)—follow a very different pattern. They
explicitly ground themselves in what they see as the relevant litera-
ture (providing readers not familiar with the recent, rich German lit-
erature on war with many useful references) and they overwhelm-
ingly try to develop a central thesis of some general applicability
while trying to be mindful of definitions, method, and assumptions.
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Yet even their contributions often disappoint. Exceptions are
Birgit Beck-Heppner, who provides an excellent overview of litera-
ture and issues regarding ‘gender specific crimes’ in modern warfare,
and Michael Hochgeschwender’s introduction on enemy images
(Feindbilder), though the substance of his contribution on American
Civil War enemy images suffers from such a profusion of fine dis-
tinctions that the exposition of the main point is confusing. In the
end, the concept of ‘culture’ remains rather too broad and hence an
understanding of how it influences war elusive. In a sense, the con-
tributors are not interested in how culture—however defined—influ-
ences war. Rather, their primary concern is to understand why wars
can degenerate into extreme displays of senseless violence (Hew
Strachan senses this in his gently sceptical contribution). Applying a
‘typology’ of cultures, especially if one stays close to conventional
understandings of which major cultures inhabited the world, leads to
a fundamental problem. Wars both between ‘Big Cultures’ (as
Stephen Morillo terms them) and within cultures have exhibited
extreme violence. The editor is therefore forced to lump them together
into the category of ‘transcultural wars’. The other type, which used to
be better known as ‘limited war’, is accorded its own category of ‘intra-
cultural war’. Such a typology is of very little explanatory value. 

Still, the presentation of a wide range of examples of belligerent
conduct illustrates two useful findings. Repeatedly, the book shows
that intercultural wars, like the Crusades, were not as violent as
many people believe. Cultural difference may, or may not, therefore,
fuel enmity. They also bring out, less surprisingly, that cultures are
not immune to spawning wars of great cruelty within their borders.
Familiarity thus may, or may not, breed contempt. These conclusions
may give some cause for comfort to those who fear an all-consuming
conflagration between the West and Islam, while also providing a
warning to those who believe that the West need no longer fear war
within its borders. To understand why this may be the case, how ever,
requires a different study.

JAN WILLEM HONIG is Professor of Military Strategy at the
Swedish National Defence College, Stockholm, and Senior Lecturer
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in War Studies, King’s College London. A medieval historian by
training, he has published on Clausewitz, contemporary strategy,
and medieval warfare. He is currently working on a book analysing
the development of Western ideas on how wars are won.
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