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Hugh Dubrulle

Fe w works  about the  Ame rican Civil War have  ag e d as  g race fully as  Jay Luvaas 's  The Military Legacy of the Civil
War: The European Inheritance. S ince  its  publication in 19 59 , it has  commande d wide s pre ad as s e nt among
his torians , le ading  the m to downplay the  impact of the  conflict on Europe an military thoug ht.  Luvaas
as s e rts  the  Civil War "ne ve r e xe rte d a dire ct influe nce  upon military doctrine  in Europe ." Eve n the  Britis h, he
claims , who s crutiniz e d the  Civil War more  thoroug hly than the ir contine ntal counte rparts , dre w nothing  from
the  Ame rican e xpe rie nce  that warrante d re cons ide ring  pre vailing  military ide as . Inde e d, like  e ve ryone  e ls e
in Europe , the  Britis h s aw only what the y wis he d to  s e e , le s t the ir vis ions  conflict with e xis ting  military
doctrine . The s e  as s e rtions  re main unchalle ng e d. In a ne w introduction writte n for the  19 88 e dition of the
work, Luvaas  maintaine d "nothing  has  appe are d s ince  19 59  that cas ts  ne w lig ht upon the  impact of the
Ame rican e xpe rie nce  upon Europe an armie s  or the  le s s ons  that individual s oldie rs  thoug ht the y had
le arne d." 

In fact, Britis h obs e rve rs  of the  Ame rican Civil War dre w le s s ons  that the y and s ucce e ding  military thinke rs
took de e ply to  he art. Inde e d, the  s e mioAicial inte rpre tation of the  conflict that pre vaile d among  the  e lite s
mos t intimate ly involve d with e xtracting  the s e  le s s ons —s tate s me n, journalis ts , fore ig n s e rvice  pe rs onne l,
and s oldie rs —claime d that Fe de ral force s  had wag e d a ne w type  of war unpre ce de nte d in [End P a g e  15 3 ]
its  de s tructive ne s s  and s cope . The  limitations  of a volunte e r army produce d by a de mocratic  s ocie ty—
particularly the  lack of le ade rs hip and dis cipline  that re s ulte d from e g alitarianis m—pre ve nte d the  North
from wag ing  a limite d war of s kill. Ins te ad, s o  the  arg ume nt we nt, Fe de ral military oAicials  had wag e d a
re volutionary war of nations , e mploying  the ir s upe rior we ig ht in numbe rs  and mate rial to  bludg e on the
Confe de racy. S howing  little  knowle dg e  of the  military art, Northe rn force s  ig nore d the  traditional dis tinction
be twe e n s oldie r and civilian in the ir as s ault on the  S outhe rn home  front while  wag ing  a war of attrition on the
battle fie ld. Thos e  re s pons ible  for s haping  the  s e mioAicial inte rpre tation of the  conflict found the ms e lve s
appalle d by the  de s tructive ne s s  of this  s trug g le , doubtful that the y could obtain the  numbe rs  ne ce s s ary for
a war of attrition and frig hte ne d by the  re volutionary pote ntial of this  type  of conflict. Ins te ad of s e e king  to
e mulate  this  ne w s tyle  of warfare , the y couns e le d that Britain oug ht to  avoid it and the  de mocracy that
s e rve d as  its  foundation. Inde e d, the y pre s e nte d Confe de rate  force s  as  a mode l for e mulation, hig hlig hting
the  s ocial ine quality that had produce d traditional military virtue s  in the  S outh. The s e  notions  as s ociate d
with a s killful Confederate way of war e xe rte d much influe nce  on Britis h military thoug ht in the  pe riod le ading
up to  World War I, particularly throug h the  works  of G . F. R. He nde rs on, Britain's  le ading  military the oris t of
the  e ra.

This  s e mioAicial vie w of the  war did not g o unchalle ng e d. During  the  war, a numbe r of le ading  Radical fig ure s
and journals  s oug ht to  s tre s s  the  military s tre ng ths  of the  de mocratic  North. Althoug h the s e  obs e rve rs  fe lt
re luctant to  e ndors e  the  de s tructive  war of nations  on which the  Fe de rals  had e mbarke d, the y re ve le d in the
invincibility of a de mocracy e ng ag e d in a re volutionary war of principle . The  ide ntity be twe e n pe ople  and
s tate  me ant that a de mocratic  s ocie ty pos s e s s e d much g re ate r s taying  powe r, while  the  me ritocracy that
dominate d s uch a s ocie ty e ns ure d that the  be s t le ade rs  would e ve ntually ris e  to  the  top. The s e  Radicals
ins is te d that the  Northe rn e xpe rie nce  had prove d not only that de mocracie s  could e ndure  the  s train of
mode rn war, but that the y would be come  unconque rable  if the y s us taine d a re volutionary ide alis m.

The  s e mioAicial and Radical vie ws  of the  war cons titute d part of a much broade r public  de bate  in Britain ove r
the  Ame rican conflict's  me aning . Althoug h Luvaas  atte mpte d to  portray e ach Europe an inte rpre te r of the
Civil War "ag ains t a backg round of ide as  and doctrine s  alive  in his  own army," he  ne ithe r inve s tig ate d this
de bate  nor trace d its  influe nce  on military thinking . In larg e  part, this  omis s ion s te ms  from Luvaas ...
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