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A History of Warfare John Keegan: A
Comprehensive Review and Analysis
Are you fascinated by the evolution of warfare throughout history? Do you crave a deep
understanding of the strategic, tactical, and even psychological aspects of armed conflict?
Then you've come to the right place. This comprehensive blog post delves into John
Keegan's seminal work, A History of Warfare, exploring its key themes, arguments, and
lasting impact on military history scholarship. We'll examine Keegan's unique perspective,
his methodology, and the criticisms leveled against his magnum opus. By the end, you'll
have a much clearer appreciation of this influential book and its enduring relevance in
today's world.

John Keegan: A Brief Introduction

Before diving into A History of Warfare, understanding John Keegan's background is
crucial. Keegan (1934-2012) was a renowned British military historian, journalist, and
author. His work was distinguished by its insightful blend of military analysis and literary
flair. He avoided dry chronological accounts, instead focusing on the human element of
war, emphasizing the experience of the soldier and the cultural context of conflict. This
approach made his books accessible and engaging to a broad audience, despite dealing
with complex military subjects.

The Core Argument of A History of Warfare

Keegan's A History of Warfare isn't simply a chronological list of battles and campaigns.
Instead, it presents a sweeping narrative of warfare's evolution, focusing on the changing
relationship between technology, tactics, and the human spirit. His central argument
revolves around the idea that warfare is a constantly evolving phenomenon, shaped by
technological innovations and societal shifts.

The Phases of Warfare According to Keegan

Keegan divides the history of warfare into distinct phases, each characterized by specific
technological advancements and tactical doctrines:

The Early Phases (Pre-Gunpowder Era): Keegan meticulously traces the development of
warfare from ancient times, highlighting the evolution of tactics and organization from



small-scale skirmishes to large-scale battles. He emphasizes the importance of discipline,
training, and morale in these early forms of warfare.

The Age of Gunpowder: This section marks a critical turning point. The introduction of
gunpowder drastically altered the nature of combat, leading to new battlefield strategies
and the rise of professional armies. Keegan analyzes the impact of cannons, firearms, and
fortifications on the conduct of war.

The Napoleonic Era and the Rise of Nationalism: Keegan focuses on the transformative
influence of Napoleon's military genius and the rise of nationalism on the scale and
intensity of warfare. The development of mass armies and nationalistic fervor redefined
the dynamics of conflict.

The Industrial Age of Warfare: The Industrial Revolution brought about a dramatic
escalation in the scale and destructiveness of war. Keegan meticulously details the impact
of industrialization on weaponry, logistics, and the overall conduct of warfare, leading to
the horrific trench warfare of World War I.

The Technological Age of Warfare: The 20th and 21st centuries witnessed the emergence
of increasingly sophisticated weaponry, including tanks, airplanes, and nuclear weapons.
Keegan examines the implications of these technological advances on the strategy and
tactics of modern warfare, highlighting the complexities of total war and the rise of
asymmetric conflicts.

Keegan's Methodology and Sources

Keegan's approach to military history was distinctive. Unlike some historians who rely
heavily on secondary sources, Keegan immersed himself in primary sources, including
battle accounts, diaries, and letters of soldiers. This emphasis on firsthand accounts gives
his work a unique immediacy and human depth. He also paid significant attention to
military doctrine and strategy, combining it with anthropological observations to paint a
full picture of the historical contexts of war.

Strengths of Keegan's Approach:

Focus on the Human Element: Keegan’s work humanizes warfare, moving beyond abstract
strategical analysis to explore the experiences and emotions of soldiers.
Emphasis on Primary Sources: His reliance on firsthand accounts provides a rich and
detailed account of warfare's reality.
Accessibility and Engaging Style: He wrote in a clear, concise, and engaging style that
makes his work appealing to a wide range of readers, not just specialists.

Criticisms of Keegan's Work:

While widely praised, A History of Warfare has also faced criticism. Some scholars argue



that:

Eurocentric Bias: Critics suggest that Keegan's focus tends towards European warfare,
potentially underrepresenting the experiences and strategies of non-European societies.
Simplified Categorizations: The periodization of warfare into distinct phases has been
viewed by some as overly simplistic, failing to fully account for the complexities and
overlaps between different eras.
Neglect of Specific Details: The broad scope of the book necessarily necessitates some
simplification, leading to criticism that it lacks the in-depth analysis of particular battles or
campaigns.

The Enduring Relevance of A History of Warfare

Despite these criticisms, A History of Warfare remains a landmark achievement in military
history. Its exploration of the human element of warfare, its accessible style, and its
thoughtful analysis of the changing nature of conflict continue to resonate with readers
today. The book's insights remain pertinent to understanding the evolution of armed
conflict and its impact on society. Understanding the patterns Keegan highlights can
provide valuable context for analyzing contemporary conflicts and anticipating future
ones.

Conclusion: A Must-Read for Military History
Enthusiasts

John Keegan's A History of Warfare is not merely a chronological recounting of military
events; it's a profound exploration of the human experience of war, its technological
evolution, and its enduring impact on society. While certain criticisms exist, the book's
accessibility, insightful analysis, and enduring relevance make it a must-read for anyone
interested in military history, strategy, or the human condition itself. Its strengths
outweigh its limitations, cementing its place as a classic work in the field. The book
compels readers to examine the cyclical nature of conflict, the ever-evolving relationship
between technology and tactics, and the enduring human cost of war. Whether you are a
seasoned military historian or a curious reader, A History of Warfare offers invaluable
insights and a compelling narrative that will stay with you long after you finish the last
page.
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