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Abstract: Clausewitz’s concept of material warfare is a reaction to the trend of reducing the art of 

war to the application of self-evident rules of engagement. By putting tactical outcomes in the 

perspective of strategic decision-making, the battlefield becomes the place where the trend to the 

extremes plays out. Based on his concept of material warfare, immateriality will be presented not as 

an abstraction of material circumstances but rather as the tendency to escalation that is inherent to 

every combat. Some conclusive remarks will be dedicated to the relation between military history and 

interpretations of military genius, in order to support the claim that materiality and immateriality are 

semantic concepts that express a state of equilibrium between evidence and decision. 
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1. Perception over evidence 

Unlike the works of his predecessors from the Enlightenment, Clausewitz’s 
theory of war is actually about fighting. Before him, theoretical endeavours 
regarding the topic of war were centred upon deployment and manoeuvring, 
dealing mostly with the unilateral feasibility of achieving tactical superiority de 
more geometrico, hence, unifying all battlefields (those past as well as those to 
come) under the exactitude of their geometrical representation on the map. All 
this was in outright continuity with the origins of modern military thought in 
Europe: from siegecraft and the art of building fortifications in the early Modern 
period to the constitution of regular armies and the rise of Napoleonic warfare, 
combat was conceived of as an exclusively tactical event (Gat 1989). Thus, 
waging war was perceived as something entailed by universally valid rational 
principles at work behind the empirical reality of tactic operations. Every theatre 
in history was part of a collection of absolute truths of limited warfare, truths that 
manoeuvring allegedly made evident (Palmer 1986: 91). Hence, in geometrical 
warfare, every battleground was basically understood as being made of lines: a 
base-line, lines of supply, lines of mobilization, geographic barriers. The 
assumption was that there existed ideal arrangements of these lines that could 
prove invincible in combat: in allegedly Kantian terms (Kant 1929: 211), 
principles of war were a priori, formal and constitutive of the unity of all 
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experiences of combat. To master such principles would have meant working out 
an infallible victory road for any given conflict: to put it bluntly, knowing who is 
going to win before any fighting takes place at all. Precisely, this is what made 
Clausewitz reject any attempt at reducing strategy to geometry or, in other words, 
reducing the conduct of operations to a closed system of rules: these looked to 
him as considerations exclusively regarding the preparation of war and not 
actually setting out to fight it and win it (or lose it): «in strategy the influence of 
geometry is less significant» (Clausewitz 1989: 214). 

It is not a matter of complexity, when Clausewitz claims that strategy is more 
meaningful than the rules of geometry; nor is it a matter of unpredictability, 
because the war effort itself is planning for an outcome, to fulfil predictions by 
making reality consistent with the concept of war (Girard 2010: 19). Clausewitz’s 
rejection of geometrical warfare does not exactly amount to indicating how battle 
plans are simplifications of the actual battleground: instead, his theory of war is 
aimed at grounding cognition about the nature of war. The experience of combat 
rejects any conceptualization based on a clear distinction between war’s objective 
nature and the commander’s psychological profile, therefore, thinking of the war 
plan as a model in Clausewitzian terms requires turning away from the issue of 
empiricist realism: Clausewitz’s theory of war suggests a notion of model that is 
based on imitation, a notion in which objective and subjective traits undergo 
double mediation (Girard 2010: 31). The nature of war is fighting: it was indeed 
clear to him that no theory of war could result from a purely intellectual 
elaboration of the universal principles it postulated, since geometrical principles 
are only valid insofar as they are also evident. But evidence behaves peculiarly in 
the battlefield, precisely because the experience of combat requires solutions to 
the issues of complexity and unpredictability that are beyond mere improved 
cognition. In the battlefield evidence is nowhere to be found – at least, there is 
not an a priori, formal and constitutive kind of evidence suitable for grounding a 
theory of war, for only «danger, exertion, uncertainty and chance» (Clausewitz 
1989: 104) are present in combat. Theory does stand in a relation with real battles, 
but this relation is not the same as that in which the theorems of geometry stand 
with any geometric figure that might be drawn or thought of; the principles 
formally individuated by such theory are neither constitutive nor merely 
regulative, and they can only express a posteriori judgements. Successful tactics 
do not work like theorems because it is never brave or foolish to use a theorem in 
calculations ‒ in other words, it is never actually dangerous to do so, it begets no 
fighting back. This is the core of Clausewitz’s critique of absolute truths in 
combat (Clausewitz 1989: 86). It seems more reasonable to assert that there has 
been a theory of war for each single battle that has been fought, or that every 
combat bears its own absolute truths, as much as it makes sense to claim that the 
outcome of any battle might turn out differently than what any theory had 
predicted ex ante: a theory of war cannot “predict” practical outcomes with the 
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geometric precision that suit calculations on paper, nor can it simplify the course 
of action to be taken (Clausewitz 1989: 462). 

Besides, military history accounts for wars that have been won or lost: any 
supporter of empiricist realism – which means, anyone elaborating on the 
existence of a priori, formal, constitutive principles of both the concept and the 
intuitions of war into a transcendental scheme (Melandri 2011: 581 sgg) – should 
be brought to admit that the theory of war fallaciously posits a symmetry between 
the winner and the loser of a conflict, a symmetry that will not survive the 
commencement of decisive instances by the belligerents. If there were universal 
principles of war in the sense of geometrical warfare, then they would have to be 
available to both belligerents: ultimately, with every fighter correctly following 
these timeless rules, there would not be an effective outcome, given that «there is 
no logical limit to the application of force» (Clausewitz 1989: 77), a situation 
rightly called «mimetic crisis» (Girard 2010: 62). Therefore, if both were to grasp 
the principles of war simultaneously, then one and the same theory should explain 
symmetrically why one side wins and the other loses (or the converse scenario); 
nevertheless, imitation is always the effect of an asymmetry; thus, it is impossible 
(as far as a Clausewitzian kind of realism is concerned) to lose according to the 
rules, precisely because the rules state that, when the trend to the extremes plays 
out, theory has to fail in some standpoint. How does the Commanding Officer 
(from now on CO) know from which of these two sides is he or she following 
those timeless rules in the planning of operations? 

No outcome is evident from the outset but it is certain that one fighter wins 
and the other loses. Military history shows that the same limitations are 
universally valid but the CO does not know objectively what these limitations are 
in the battle he or she is engaging in. In each battlefield his or her decisions are 
more important than his or her certainties, for the latter moves away from tactical 
operations in the battlefield, towards the strategic perception of an immaterial 
landscape made of the map. Because it leaves the uncertainty – the fog of war – 
unaccounted for, geometrical warfare fails to make sense of the mobilization of 
material means for the achievement of strategic ends, its portrayal of the essence 
of war being purely tactical: an isolated act consisting of a single decisive action 
that produces the whole aftermath for winner and loser both simultaneously and 
symmetrically. On the other hand, Clausewitz’s distinction between material and 
immaterial “factors” of war is better appreciated in his intertwined treatment of 
tactics and strategy because he steers away from portraying the battlefield as 
something objective bearing certainties and chooses instead to focus on the CO’s 
pedagogy, namely, the subject who perceives the meaning of the fight and 
hopefully learns something about it. 

In this pedagogy, “perception” is never separated from “conceptualization” 
and subjective traits are never separated from objective traits: combat as an object 
of knowledge answers back to what the knowing subject asserts or denies of it. 
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«Appropriation, which dictates the attacker’s behaviour, nonetheless implies a 
response, and that will be the counter-attack, a means of defence» (Girard 2010: 
16). Once again, the object answering back is precisely what mimetic rivalry is 
about: the model is a figure rather than a scheme and «the fact that no one ever 
feels they are the aggressor is because everything is always reciprocal» (Girard 
2010: 18). In the battlefield, since «it is inherent in the very concept of war that 
everything that occurs must originally derive from combat» (Clausewitz 1989: 
95), perception and individuation occur simultaneously: knowing how to fight is 
never essentially different from knowing how to fight back, or knowing how to 
blend into violence rather than simply neutralizing it. «War is a pulsation of 
violence, variable in strength and therefore variable in the speed with which it 
explodes and discharges its energy» (Clausewitz 1989: 87). Alas, only violence 
may be objectively known in the battlefield: combat experience essentially 
consists in violence mounting to immaterial extremes. Inherence to the execution 
of violence is what makes the theory of war’s object such a «singular idea» 
(Bolzano 2014, vol. 1: 222) ‒ always dealing with what is actually happening in 
the battlefield rather than with shortcuts to possible outcomes, for what we see on 
the map (on the model) is the same as the idea connected to it.1 

The essence of combat is actually the repetition of this simultaneous 
derivation of perception and conceptualization from combat. With each 
repetition, new and different battlefields bring limitations onto the CO’s 
individuation processes. Without combat experience (better if broadened by the 
examples of military history) there is knowledge neither of how rules and combat 
are related, nor of how limitations are to be dealt with. Because of this 
foundational kind of uncertainty, Clausewitz’s theory of war portrays the battle 
plan as an immaterial landscape (van Wijngaarden 2012) rather than a 
geometrical construction; ultimately, this is the most outstanding feature of a 
theory whose function is «to form the practical man and to educate his judgement, 
rather than to assist him directly in the execution» (Clausewitz 1992: 227) of 
tactical actions. 
 
 
2. Immateriality of the chain of retaliations 

Accordingly, immateriality should not be regarded as a kind of residual concept, 
whose features are merely the negation of materiality’s features, because such a 
configuration follows exclusively from the standpoint of material culture: for 
simplicity’s sake, materiality is here understood as the organized collection of 
locally circulating objects. Addressing the full importance and the difficulties of 

                                                             
1
 When explaining what he meant by “singular ideas” ‒ ideas whose extensions comprehend only 

one actual object  ‒ Bolzano directly criticizes Johann Kiesewetter, once a professor of Clausewitz 
(Bolzano 2014, vol. 1: 223). 
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this interpretation of materiality as a specific research topic of Humanities or the 
Social Sciences goes well beyond the purpose of this paper (see Miller 2005). 
However, the suggestion here (inspired to some extent to the criticism of 
processualism in archaeology) is that the interdependence of material and 
immaterial aspects of the battlefield does not correspond to a neat distinction 
between objectual perception and subjective (and especially collective) 
recollection. 

How is war to be understood as a historical manifestation? Surely it can be 
said on objective grounds that, through millennia, war has changed, which would 
account for Revolutions in Military Affairs (Gray 2002) and the cognitive crises 
associated with them once that, through fighting, one realizes that war is always 
the same (the same pain, the same fear, death, fury, sorrow but also joy) and 
changes only for those that insist on theorizing from outside the battlefield (Jensen 
2018). However, this is a geometric reduction of the trend to the extremes to a 
scenario of technological determinism through exclusively material means 
(Rogers 2011): once again, confusion arises when one carelessly tries, from 
outside the uncertainty of the battlefield, to exorcize ambiguousness from the 
theory of war and its models. Whether mass conscripts or air forces are mobilized, 
such concepts as “centres of gravity” and “difference between attack and defence” 
make all technological transformations immaterial (Warden 1988). The more war 
changes, the more one is under the impression that it is repeating: war is a duel 
between an attacker and a defender; war is a consequence of higher politics; war 
is the limited realization of the belligerents’ war plans. This trinitarian conception 
of war in Clausewitz is the key to understand how the separation of material 
means from immaterial goals may lead to «concrete abstractions» (Girard 2010: 
57), to see the map as a model to be imitated ‒ in this sense, to the CO the war 
plan really shows more than what it actually states: an epistemological surprise, 
given that realistic cognition is seen as always lacking and never exceeding reality 
itself (Melandri 2014). 

Military history is not the material medium through which the theory of war 
reconstructs the immaterial rules featured in the most outstanding victories 
reported and recorded: instead, it is the becoming immaterial of every combat 
experience. Clausewitz indeed proposes a separation of material from “moral” 
factors in combat incidentally attributing a positive value to what is immaterial in 
this military rendition of the object-subject dualism, where it would be more exact 
to talk of a sublimation of the dualism into the continuity of the line of command 
and the sense of responsibility (Clausewitz 1989: 104). The whole issue is better 
understood when military history is considered against the duality of material 
warfare and the immateriality of ideal war (which is the unleashed trend to the 
extremes). Rules of engagement are not timeless: they are given ex post rather 
than a priori, as well as “factual” rather than formal, and “constituted” rather than 
constitutive. 
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The military thinkers of Enlightenment proposed that their principles 
grounded every valid rule in material warfare, whereas a margin of possibility had 
to be left for the military genius to break through: a set of universally valid axioms 
answered for everything geometrical in the materiality of combat, attributing 
exceptional outcomes to the genius’s prerogative to negate the rules at a given 
time in history, regardless of the obvious fact that the armed forces in service will 
continue to follow them. Since it presented a CO somehow disengaged from the 
execution, Clausewitz was under the impression that this line of argumentation 
amounted to thinking that military genius somehow acted against the rules, or 
anyway chose to ignore them, so he consistently rejected it: if the battlefield is 
where the essence of war repeats itself, then it is immaterial whether the genius 
follows or not whatever it perceives as “the rules”, as long as victory is achieved: 
the outcome rewards not the intelligent but the bold (Clausewitz 1992: 204). 

There is an immaterial element of combat that has to be grasped in order to 
understand the place of theories of war in military history, but such element is not 
to be found in a logically consistent but deterritorialized profile of the battlefield: 
one may suggest conclusively that it is a kind of religious rationality, to know 
where in the trend to the extremes one is caught, to think from the inside of 
mimetism (Girard 2010: 82), but these anthropological remarks exceed the scope 
of this paper. Surely, it should be enough to dismiss the idea that one belligerent’s 
strategy may be understood without taking into consideration the operations the 
other belligerent is conducting. Mimetism is rather in the perception of an 
immaterial landscape in which material warfare meets its positive, environmental 
limitations: in other words, in deciding which path to take and what to do if 
someone is walking the same path in the opposite direction. This element has been 
featured in the most recent reprisals of Clausewitz’s thought as a reaction to 
claims of its current obsolescence: when Cold War was seemingly grounded on 
material nuclear weaponry, the priority of politics over war was indicated as the 
immaterial limitation to the trend to the extremes; the same limitation applied on 
terrorist guerrilla and its “new” regime of material warfare (Colson 2011). 
Accordingly, there is a positive moment of contradiction that echoes the 
asymmetry between an attacker and a defender when one or the other seeks to 
impose an immaterial condition of fairness (Malsch and Carrière 1999) on the 
material mobilization of resources of the rival. There are outcomes that no theory 
may explain but bear meaning nevertheless. The margin that once was left for the 
genius after Clausewitz now is for strategy, the instances of execution that reach 
beyond the mere spatiality of disengaged standpoints: like in Box’s Rule (Box 
1976), the CO must learn from history that all battles are wrong but some are 
more useful than others. 
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