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Christopher Coker belongs to those ex-
ceptional scholars and authors who are 

always able to deliver thought-provocing 
messages to their readers, not least because 
he always in one way or another manages 
to extend the philosophical boundaries of 
war. This book, in which he analyses the 
warrior ( in this review the word ‘soldier’ 
is sometimes used, which is more in line 
with the Swedish military tradition) and 
war itself is no exception as he covers the 
warrior culture from ancient Greece to 
the Iraq War, masterfully involving phi-
losophy, psychology, political thought and 
the media. To cover these subjects in less 
than two hundred pages needs skill and this 
Professor of International Relations at the 
London School of Economics is a master 
when it comes to the ability of discussing 
complex issues. 

The book is very much focused on the 
individual and from that aspect it is an im-
portant book to read in order to understand 

the challenges that soldiers face in our 
time. Consequently, it is a book that helps 
us to understand our most important, and, 
at the same time, most complex warfight
ing tool – the soldier. It should be on the 
reading list for senior staff officer students 
at the National Defence College as well as 
finding its natural way into the bookshelves 
of our colonels and generals/admirals. 

In the 21st century, the western soldier 
faces a number of challenges. Take for 
instance the warrior myth, as it has been 
cultivated from  ancient times and person-
ified by Achilles. It no longer seems to be 
valued in societies where violence, wars 
and death are looked upon as non-subjects 
or things to avoid touching upon. Nor 
have words like glory a clear meaning to 
westerners today, while at the same time 
this word, for example, seems to be very 
central for suicide-bombers or the hard 
core of al-Quaida or any insurgent warrior 
dedicated to his/her task. 
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Likewise, is the willingness to sacrifice, 
to go beyond the call of duty, is nothing 
that has a real meaning for the dominating 
numbers of ranks and files in any western 
military. In addition, the author argues 
that the soldier is struggling with the in-
creasingly technological influences on war. 
However, it is hard to agree with Coker’s 
view that soldiers have more and more be-
come information processors, taking into 
consideration a battlefield more and more 
characterized by opponents using methods 
aimed at neutralizing technological superi-
ority. In this environment, soldiers trained 
to win in close combat seem to have good 
prospects even for the future.

 Therefore, it is much easier to follow 
Coker’s view that the ethos needed to 
strengthen the combat effectiveness of our 
soldiers is challenged by the sensitiveness 
that characterizes most issues in the post-
modern society. Here it is recommended 
to cross-read Cooker’s book with Kriger-
kultur i en Fredsnasjon,1 reviewed in the 
4th issue of this year, where interesting 
Nordic perspectives are complementary 
to those of Coker’s . 

Coker argues that the warrior ethos 
plays a significant role also today. It has 
declined but still exists among soldiers in 
the western world. Most people wearing 
the uniforms of our armed forces probably 
agree with the view that this ethos is a force 
multiplier when it comes to the transfor-

mation of political decisions into military 
strategy and further to the operational and 
tactical plans/execution. In other words, 
those levels delivering the expected effects 
in accordance with the chosen military 
strategy.  

Professor Coker also delivers a thorough 
analysis concerning the problem within our 
culture that prevents us from valuing war-
riors and argues that this culture is flawed 
and that warriors are a special group that 
provide morality in war. The author uses 
the word warrior, which seems to be wid-
ely accepted, for example in US military 
culture. Replacing the word warrior with 
the word soldier would  fit in better in our 
military culture and the need to maintain 
a positive soldier’s ethos becomes more 
and more evident during the reading of 
the book. 

Professor Coker’s book deserves many 
Swedish readers, not only in the sense 
of reading the text as such, but having it 
discussed at seminars covering military 
history and strategy as well as operational 
art/tactics and military ethics.      

The reviewer is a Lieutenant Colonel ser-
ving at the National Defence University 
in Finland at the Department for Strategic 
and Defence Studies. He is a member of 
the Royal Swedish Academy of War Sci-
ences and is the Editor of its Proceedings 
and Journal. 

1  Edström, Håkan; Lunde, Nils Terje  og Janne Haaland Matlary (eds.): Krigerkultur i en Fredsnasjon, 
Abstrakt forlag, Oslo 2009. 


