
Scorched Earth Policy History

Scorched earth policy is a military strategy that involves destroying
anything that might be useful to the enemy while advancing through or
retreating from an area. This tactic has a long and varied history, employed
by various civilizations in different contexts — from ancient warfare to
modern conflicts. The principle behind scorched earth is simple: depriving
the opponent of resources, shelter, and sustenance to weaken their capacity
for war. This article explores the historical instances, implications, and
moral considerations surrounding this controversial tactic.

Origins of the Scorched Earth Policy

The concept of a scorched earth policy can be traced back to ancient
civilizations. As long as warfare has existed, so too has the strategy of
denying resources to adversaries. The earliest recorded instances date back
to the Roman Empire, where armies would destroy crops and villages to prevent
enemy forces from acquiring supplies.

Ancient Examples

- The Romans: During their campaigns, Roman generals often resorted to
destroying agricultural lands to starve their enemies. This tactic was
notably used against the Gauls and in various conflicts throughout the
empire.

- The Mongols: The Mongol invasion of Europe in the 13th century is another
early example. Their strategy involved devastating the lands they passed
through, leaving behind scorched earth that deprived local populations of



food and shelter.

Medieval and Early Modern Warfare

The scorched earth policy continued to evolve through the medieval period and
beyond:

- The Hundred Years' War: During this prolonged conflict between England and
France, both sides utilized scorched earth tactics. For instance, the
English, under King Edward III, destroyed French fields and resources to
weaken their opponent's economy.

- The Thirty Years' War: This devastating conflict in Central Europe saw
widespread implementation of scorched earth tactics. Armies on both sides
destroyed crops and towns to inflict maximum suffering on their enemies,
leading to severe famine and population decline.

19th Century: The American Civil War

One of the most significant applications of the scorched earth policy
occurred during the American Civil War. General William Tecumseh Sherman is
often credited with popularizing this tactic in his "March to the Sea" in
1864.

General Sherman's March to the Sea

Sherman's campaign from Atlanta to Savannah involved systematically
destroying infrastructure and resources that could support Confederate
forces. His army:

- Burned farms
- Destroyed railroads
- Ruined supplies

Sherman believed that by breaking the will of the Southern populace and
destroying their means to sustain the war, he could hasten the end of the
conflict. His approach was controversial, garnering both support and
condemnation. Sherman’s tactics raised ethical questions about the impact of
warfare on civilian populations and the morality of targeting non-combatants.

20th Century: World Wars and Beyond

The scorched earth policy saw further use during the World Wars, adapting to



the scale of industrial warfare.

World War I

In World War I, the Eastern Front witnessed significant scorched earth
tactics. As the Russian army retreated in the face of the advancing German
forces, they destroyed crops and infrastructure to deny the enemy resources.
This tactic left vast areas devastated, contributing to widespread famine and
suffering among civilians.

World War II

World War II featured some of the most extensive applications of scorched
earth policies, particularly on the Eastern Front.

- The Soviet Union: As Nazi Germany invaded, Soviet forces implemented a
scorched earth policy, destroying infrastructure, food supplies, and anything
that could aid the German army. This decision was made to deny the enemy the
resources needed to sustain their advance.

- The Retreating Germans: In the closing stages of the war, German forces
also employed scorched earth tactics as they retreated from advancing Allied
forces, destroying factories and resources in their wake.

Modern Scorched Earth Policies

While scorched earth policies were prominent in earlier conflicts, modern
warfare has also seen similar tactics, often with devastating consequences.

Recent Conflicts

- The Gulf War: In 1991, retreating Iraqi forces set fire to Kuwaiti oil
wells, creating an environmental disaster and causing extensive economic
damage. This act of destruction was a strategic move to hamper the coalition
forces' efforts.

- The Syrian Civil War: In the ongoing conflict, various factions have
utilized scorched earth tactics, targeting civilian infrastructure and
resources. The destruction of towns and cities, along with agricultural land,
has led to widespread humanitarian crises.



Moral and Ethical Considerations

The use of scorched earth policies raises significant moral and ethical
questions. Critics argue that such tactics lead to unnecessary suffering
among civilian populations, contravening principles of just war theory. Key
points in this debate include:

- Civilian Impact: Scorched earth tactics often result in long-term suffering
for non-combatants, exacerbating humanitarian crises and leading to
displacement, famine, and poverty.

- Legal Implications: International humanitarian law, including the Geneva
Conventions, seeks to protect civilians during conflicts. The use of scorched
earth tactics can violate these laws, leading to potential war crimes.

- Psychological Warfare: Beyond the immediate physical destruction, scorched
earth policies serve as a psychological weapon, instilling fear in the enemy
and potentially leading to quicker resolutions of conflict.

Conclusion

The history of the scorched earth policy serves as a reminder of the brutal
realities of warfare and the lengths to which armies will go to undermine
their enemies. From ancient battles to modern conflicts, the tactic has
evolved but remains fundamentally the same — depriving adversaries of
resources to gain a strategic advantage. As warfare continues to change in
the face of new technologies and international norms, the implications of
employing such devastating tactics must be carefully considered to minimize
suffering and uphold humanitarian principles. Understanding the history and
consequences of scorched earth policies is crucial for future military
strategies and international relations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a scorched earth policy?
A scorched earth policy is a military strategy that involves destroying
anything that could be useful to the enemy while advancing through or
retreating from an area, including crops, infrastructure, and resources.

When was the term 'scorched earth' first used in
military context?
The term 'scorched earth' was first used during the Napoleonic Wars in the
early 19th century, particularly by Russian forces against the invading



French army in 1812.

Which historical event is most commonly associated
with the scorched earth policy?
The most commonly associated event is the Russian campaign against Napoleon
in 1812, where Russian troops retreated and burned their own villages and
crops to deny resources to the advancing French army.

How did the Union Army employ scorched earth tactics
during the American Civil War?
The Union Army, particularly under General William Tecumseh Sherman, used
scorched earth tactics during his 'March to the Sea' in 1864, destroying
railroads, crops, and civilian property to undermine the Confederate war
effort.

What are some consequences of implementing a
scorched earth policy?
Consequences of a scorched earth policy can include widespread famine,
displacement of civilians, long-term ecological damage, and potential war
crimes if civilians are targeted.

Which other conflicts have seen the use of scorched
earth tactics?
Scorched earth tactics have been used in various conflicts, including the
Boer War, the Vietnam War, and the Syrian Civil War, often resulting in
significant humanitarian crises.

How does international law view the scorched earth
policy?
International law, particularly the laws of war, generally prohibits scorched
earth tactics that target civilian infrastructure and resources, as they can
violate the principles of distinction and proportionality.

Can a scorched earth policy have strategic
advantages?
Yes, a scorched earth policy can create strategic advantages by slowing down
enemy advances, disrupting supply lines, and demoralizing enemy troops, but
it often carries heavy ethical and humanitarian costs.

What is the moral debate surrounding the use of



scorched earth tactics?
The moral debate centers on the balance between military necessity and
humanitarian impact, as scorched earth tactics can lead to severe suffering
for civilian populations and long-term damage to societies.

What lessons can be learned from historical uses of
scorched earth policies?
Lessons include the importance of considering the long-term impacts on
civilian populations, the environment, and the potential for fostering
ongoing conflict and resentment in affected regions.
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