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Introduction 

The Ardennes Offensive, more commonly known as ‘The Battle of the 

Bulge’ was the last major German offensive of World War II and took place 

in the Ardennes region of Belgium, Luxembourg, and France between 16 

December, 1944 and January 25, 1945. On December 16, German Forces 

totalling approximately 250,000 began the attack against a mere 68,822 

United States Forces who were resting and refitting in the region (Cole, 

1965). There were multiple objectives to the offensive; firstly, the key 

objective was to capture the port of Antwerp, north of the Ardennes, which 

was currently occupied by the Allies (Whiting, 1985, p. 23). Secondly, in 

doing so, the Germany Army was to split the British Forces in the north 

from United States Forces in the south and create disruption within the 

Allied High Command (Cole, 1965, p. 17). Lastly, it was expected that the 

culmination of these objectives would force the Western Allies to sign a 

separate peace treaty from the Soviets which would allow Germany to focus 

solely on the war in the east (Cirillo, 2003, p. 5; Cooke & Evans, 2008, p. 9; 

Ethier, 2009, p. 38; Whiting, 1985, p. 22). By this stage of the war, the 

physical components were not the only determining factor of successful 

offensive and defensive actions, the psychological strength of an army’s 

troops pushed them farther than imaginable. 

This thesis will employ Carl von Clausewitz’s theory on moral forces, 

as outlined in his text On War (1993), originally published in 1832, in its 

analysis of the Ardennes Offensive. Clausewitz’s perspective states that it is 
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the interaction between physical and moral forces that determines the victor 

in warfare (Clausewitz cited in Howard, 2002, p. 27). Physical forces are 

those that are more commonly linked to warfare and include the armed 

forces, their composition and armament (Clausewitz, 1993, p. 157). A study 

of the literature reveals that most examinations of the offensive focus purely 

on the physical forces, yet Clausewitz’s perspective perceives this as 

incomplete as all warfare involves psychological forces. These 

psychological forces Clausewitz terms ‘moral forces’ and include courage, 

morale, and the skill of the commander (Clausewitz, p. 96, 221; Howard, 

2002, p. 25; Wallach, 1986, p. 5). This thesis will employ the perspective 

that physical and moral forces intertwine to produce the final result, 

therefore an army is more likely to be the victor in warfare if they marshal 

both physical and moral forces. 

The aim of the research is to analyse how Allied and German Forces 

utilised their physical and moral forces and to determine the effects in doing 

so. The physical forces will form the foundation due to their measurability 

which will be followed by a deeper analysis of the moral forces. This will 

include analysing the individual and group sources of the adversaries moral 

forces as these effect the output of both forces as “war is a trial of moral and 

physical forces by means of the latter” (Clausewitz cited in Howard, 2002, 

p. 27). The Ardennes Offensive is an ideal battle to analyse through this 

perspective as the German Army held a vast physical superiority in the 
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offensive’s initial stage, yet failed to capitalise on this advantage to produce 

success. 

As the last major German offensive of the war, and the United States 

largest land battle of World War II, the Ardennes Offensive is frequently 

examined in the literature (Cole, 1965; Forty, 2000; Goolrick & Tanner, 

1979; MacDonald, 1993). Despite this, historians continue to focus 

primarily on physical aspects, suggesting that physical forces were the 

single influence on the final result (Blanchette, 1998; Cole, 1965; Dupuy et 

al., 1994; Forty, 2000). While many authors briefly mention moral forces 

(Ambrose, 2001; Blumenson, 1985), the failure to provide a deeper analysis 

reveals that there is no comprehensive study of the offensive which then 

limits our understanding of the offensive, and consequently warfare itself, to 

a battle defined solely by physical aspects. This gap within the literature can 

be filled by an analysis employing Clausewitz’s perspective on moral forces 

that has not previously been applied to the Ardennes Offensive. In doing so, 

this thesis aims to answer the following research questions: 

1. Using Clausewitzian theory, what does an analysis of World War 

II’s 1944-1945 Ardennes Offensive reveal about the utilisation and 

effects of physical and moral forces? 

2. To what degree was the Ardennes Offensive determined through 

physical or moral forces? 

3. What were the main events, operations or situations that effected 

moral forces in the Ardennes Offensive? 
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This thesis employs historiography to conduct the historical analysis 

and provide a re-interpretation of the Ardennes Offensive. Historiography is 

the most appropriate methodology as it allows for the discovery of the 

various interpretations of the offensive through the study of primary and 

secondary sources, most notably official histories, memoirs and interviews 

(Berg, 2001; Lundy, 2008). By analysing the various interpretations 

presented in the literature, this thesis will produce a re-interpretation of the 

Ardennes Offensive through the perspective of Clausewitzian theory by 

applying a connection between the theoretical concepts outlined by 

Clausewitz to the offensive to provide an explanation for Allied success in 

the Ardennes. 

This thesis is structured according to subjects to allow for a clear and 

organised analysis. Beginning with Chapter One, the thesis will outline the 

theoretical perspective, review the literature and describe the methodology. 

Chapter Two examines the events and decisions leading up to the Ardennes 

Offensive to provide perspective on its significance to both Germany and 

the Allies. This chapter will also provide background to the planning of the 

offensive whilst introducing the German and Allied leaders involved. 

Chapter Three begins the analysis of the physical forces to establish how the 

adversaries utilised these forces and conclude the effectiveness of the 

manner in which they were employed according to Clausewitz’s theory. 

Chapter Four explores the moral forces involved; this analysis progresses 

from the discussion of physical forces in Chapter Three and explores further 

by focusing on specific events occurring within the offensive, notably the 
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Siege of Bastogne. Lastly, Chapter Five investigates military leadership in 

the Ardennes, discussing the influence of both German and Allied leaders 

on the utilisation of physical and moral forces and the result of decisions 

and actions made throughout the planning and execution on Allied success 

and German failure. The analysis of physical and moral forces in the 

Ardennes Offensive offers a unique perspective that contributes to the study 

of the psychological and emotional influence on warfare. 
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Chapter One 

Theory 

Carl von Clausewitz (1780 – 1831) is a well-known military theorist 

whose text, On War (1993), originally published in 1832, is considered by 

many historians to be the most significant text on warfare (Louise Wilmott 

cited in Clausewitz, 1997, p. ix). Clausewitz’s theory of warfare 

encompasses almost all aspects relating to the operation, ranging from the 

relationship between attack and defense, political and military objectives, 

and the tactics of combat. On War, and its precursor, Principles of War 

(2003), originally published in 1832, were developed during his experiences 

in the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars; it was through these experiences 

that Clausewitz became observant to the human dimension of warfare 

(Howard, 2002, p. 5). This human dimension, or emotionally based element, 

became what is known as ‘moral forces’ - forces that are unquantifiable for 

instance courage and morale, but have a great effect on the execution of war 

on all levels. Clausewitz’s perspective is that moral forces are just as 

important as ‘physical forces’ - forces that are more commonly associated 

with warfare as they include weapons, equipment, and troop numbers 

(Handel M. I., 2001, pp. 83, 106; Kleemeier, 2007). It is through this 

theoretical perspective in which the analysis of World War II’s Ardennes 

Offensive will take place. 
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Clausewitz’s (1993; 2003) notion of physical forces consists of three 

elements: the size of the armed forces, their composition and their armament 

(1993, p. 157). Unlike moral forces, physical forces have the ability to be 

quantified and thus make it easier to determine a connection to the outcome 

of an offensive. Clausewitz’s principles on the application of physical forces 

include utilising a maximum use of force by employing surprise and speed, 

and having superiority in terms of numbers. Clausewitz states that with 

physical forces being equal between opponents the determining factor in 

war would be the moral forces (Howard, 2002, p. 30). Thus, it is the 

interaction between physical and moral forces that determine the victor as 

“war is a trial of moral and physical forces by means of the latter” 

(Clausewitz cited in Howard, 2002, p. 27). Michael Handel author of the 

classic text, Masters of War (2001), expresses Clausewitz’s perspective of 

the relationship between the forces in his article, Who Is Afraid Of Carl von 

Clausewitz. A Guide To The Perplexed (1997): 

In addition to mobilizing and using all possible 

physical/material force, the opponents simultaneously marshall 

all of the moral and spiritual forces available (e.g., motivation, 

dedication, and spirit of sacrifice). When one side has reached 

the limits of its material strength, it can always add to its 

military efforts by mobilizing all possible moral strength. Moral 

forces thus act as a force multiplier… (p. 7) 
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The Ardennes Offensive is an ideal battle to analyse due to the large 

physical superiority initially held by the German Army. 

 Moral forces are those that underline all aspects of war and are 

endless; those that Clausewitz discusses include courage, morale, and the 

skill of the commander. According to Clausewitz, everything in war is 

uncertain due to the influence of these moral forces; thus “all military action 

is intertwined with psychological forces and effects” (Clausewitz cited in 

Howard, 2002, p. 25). It is this notion that has formed the lens through 

which the analysis of the Ardennes Offensive has taken place to reveal how 

moral forces were utilised and the effects of this; which is then used to 

determine the influence on the troops and consequently their utilisation of 

physical forces. It is important to note the weakness of the theory which lies 

in the inability to provide quantifiable standards by which to measure moral 

forces; regardless the utilisation and effects can be discussed in detail. The 

three forces that will be analysed are courage, morale and military 

leadership. Courage: “the highest of all moral qualities in times of danger” 

(Clausewitz, 1993, p. 96), assists troops in fighting through constant danger 

and fear and is a result of either habit or positive motivations (p. 97, 158). 

Morale is the spirit or mood of the individual soldier or the mass; high 

morale is a result of frequent success or the use of maximum effort but will 

also depend on why each soldier fought (Clausewitz, 1993, p. 221; Wallach, 

1986, p. 5). It is a commander’s responsibility to understand the morale of 

his troops which leads into the final factor of military leadership. The ideal 



9 

 

military leader has a number of balanced characteristics, that of skilled 

judgement, a sense of intuition, courage, and determination (Clausewitz, 

1993, p. 96). The assessment on the quality of these forces will occur by 

evidence of the General’s adaptability according to actual conditions, 

displays of fortitude in the face of danger, understanding of their troops 

moral forces, and by evidence of following their intuitive thoughts. 

Evidently, moral forces often intertwine and affect not only each other, but 

also the utilisation of physical forces. Therefore, an army has a greater 

chance of success if they mobilise both physical and moral strength. 

Literature Review 

Clausewitzian Theory 

 

Carl von Clausewitz’s theory deviates from the theoretical writings of 

nineteenth century military theorists due, not merely to his argument on the 

importance of moral forces, but to the simple fact that he includes these 

forces in his argument at all. The literature notices this omission, yet it 

continues to be unknown as to why his contemporaries, including Antoine-

Henri Jomini, known for his work The Art of War (2006), fail to mention 

this human or emotional element. Gat (2001, p. 125) and Martel (2011) 

believe military theorists omit moral forces due to a dismissal as irrelevant 

or an inability to quantify these forces unlike physical forces. Michael 

Handel’s text, Masters of War (2001), is considered a classic text on the 

study of military theory and his examination of various military theories 

concludes that this gap is due to the explanations mentioned by Gat and 
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Martel, however he adds that physical forces are the most recognised 

element of warfare, thus naturally they become the focus of developing 

theories (p. 82). Clausewitz himself expected this, writing before his death 

that as moral forces are unquantifiable they are often dismissed (1993, p. 

216). He goes on to state that any theory that disregards this element is 

incomplete as all “warfare has psychological effects” (p. 217). 

Just as military theorists tend to ignore moral forces in warfare, so 

does the literature examining Clausewitz’s theory ignore, or note very 

briefly, his argument on moral forces as detailed in On War (1993) and 

Principles of War (2003). Clausewitz’s well known statement that “war is a 

mere continuation of policy by other means” largely dominates the focus of 

the literature (Paret, 1992; Roxborough, 1994; Waldman, 2010). However, 

the examination of moral forces has developed in recent years with authors 

such as Drohan (2006), Gibbs (1975) and Kleemeier (2007) publishing 

works which examine moral forces in detail. The development of literature 

on Clausewitz’s theory of moral forces appears to coincide with the public’s 

recent interest in the psychological effects of warfare and thus could 

potentially begin the academic body of work on the concept. 

Ulrike Kleemeier’s, “Moral Forces in War” (2007) is among the 

leading contributions on moral forces in the literature as he expands on the 

discussion as outlined by Clausewitz in On War (1993). Kleemeier provides 

an extension to the work by breaking down the individual elements of moral 

forces and is the most comprehensive study found within the literature. 
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However, he sees one major weakness to Clausewitz’s framework of moral 

forces, that of obedience. Kleemeier challenges Clausewitz’s perception of a 

soldier being largely independent as he states that this can create chaos and 

issues with leadership (p. 119). Adding obedience to the arrangement of 

forces, he asserts, will assist in combatting these issues. Brian Drohan 

(2006) completes a similar discussion in his work, Carl von Clausewitz, His 

Trinity, and the 1812 Russian Campaign, however his discussion appears to 

simply reiterate Clausewitz’s writings due to a similar but slightly different 

military direction than that of moral forces. Even so, Drohan’s work 

provides the connection of moral forces to additional elements of 

Clausewitz’s overarching theory. Baldwin’s (1981) work is similar, whilst 

not applying moral forces specifically, he discusses the influence of 

Clausewitz on Nazi Germany. Where the literature lacks further insight is 

through application of the theory of moral forces to actual warfare. This 

thesis attempts to fill this gap by analysing a modern offensive through a 

nineteenth century military theory to provide a re-interpretation of the event. 

Similar to Kleemeier (2007), Clausewitz scholar, Peter Paret (1985; 

1992) perceives limitations to Clausewitz’s approach. Paret believes 

Clausewitz’s approach in employing men like Napoleon as examples to his 

theory are unsatisfactory for practical application as he states the average 

soldier will not meet these standards (1992, p. 113). Nonetheless, this 

alleged ‘one-sidedness’ does not diminish the importance of moral forces as 

a whole. Jehuda L. Wallach (1986) approaches the theory in a different 

manner, stating the theory was never meant to be set rules but a guide. This 
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stance is more accurate as all soldiers have psychological differences and 

this is acknowledged by Clausewitz. Thus, no matter the example he utilised 

in his writings, the application would differ, making Paret’s argument 

irrelevant. Clausewitz utilised Napoleon as an example as he was involved 

in the Napoleonic War and was privy to these experiences and information 

that a study of historical warfare could not provide. Wallach believes that 

the knowledge presented by Clausewitz is beneficial as it stresses the need 

for commander’s to understand the importance of moral forces in warfare 

(p. 5). In The Dogma of the Battle of Annihilation (1986), Wallach very 

briefly discusses Clausewitz’s theory in relation to World War II and on the 

Ardennes Offensive in Chapter 19 of Book Three (p. 296-300). However, 

there remains no analysis of both the physical and moral forces in the 

Ardennes Offensive. 

The Ardennes Offensive 

The Ardennes Offensive was the largest land battle fought by United 

States Forces in World War II involving over half a million troops. 

Consequently it is heavily examined in the literature (Blanchette, 1998; 

Cole, 1965; MacDonald, 1984; Toland, 1999). These examinations began 

immediately following the offensive’s conclusion to the present day. The 

Ardennes Offensive commenced with very different physical forces in terms 

of size, composition and armament (Cole, 1965). Given this disproportion of 

physical forces, it is surprising that the state of moral forces has been 

neglected in the literature. Instead, the majority of the literature has focused 
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on providing a detailed examination of the offensive, with no theoretical 

foundation for analysis. A re-interpretation of the offensive employing 

Clausewitz’s theory of moral forces may fill the gap in our understanding of 

the offensive’s outcome and provide an alternative explanation for Allied 

success in the Ardennes. 

Hugh M. Cole’s, The Ardennes: Battle of the Bulge (1965), was 

published in 1965 as one part of the U.S. Army’s official history of World 

War II. This text is considered by scholars as the most significant work on 

the Ardennes Offensive and is often used as the foundation for further 

research (Blanchette, 1998; Dupuy, Bongard, & Anderson Jr., 1994). Each 

author’s extensive research supports the accuracy of Cole’s study, proving 

the methodology and production of results as appropriate. The literature on 

the physical forces in the Ardennes is vast, providing detailed information to 

be analysed. In contrast, information on moral forces in the literature is 

mentioned, yet most fail to investigate further. 

Hal C. Pattison (cited in Cole, 1993, p. vii) states that before the 

offensive began the American soldier was “buoyed with success” with 

Whiting (1985, pp. 4, 33) adding that they were ‘relaxed’ and ‘tolerant’ with 

commanders confident as most were expecting the war to be over by 

Christmas. Historians including Forty (2000) connect this state of morale to 

the almost constant victory in offensive movements since the United States 

Army had landed on the continent (p. 83). Consequently, the Ardennes 

region of Belgium, Luxembourg, and France was a resting and refitting 
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ground for U.S. troops (Blanchette, 1998). Whiting describes the Ardennes 

in September, 1944: 

...the Ghost Front [Ardennes region] had settled into a kind of 

limbo, a haven of peace in the midst of war. Here the artillery 

fired mainly for the sake of registration, and patrols probed the 

enemy lines on the other side of the twin rivers only to keep in 

practice. (1985, p. 39) 

The presentation of the United States contentment can be compared to the 

presentation of the Germany Army’s passion once news of the offensive 

became known (Cole, 1965). While Whiting (1985, p. 4, 33) believes U.S. 

troops were relaxed, Forty disagrees (2000, 30-31). This appears similar 

with the Germans, Whiting stating they were nervous and tense (p. 88) and 

Forty believing they were still determined (p. 30). MacDonald (1984) 

continues this assessment stating that the SS Panzer Divisions had morale 

highest of all (p. 90). Ambrose’s (2002, p. 383) opinion differs, stating that 

the average soldier did not understand the offensive in the west at all which 

Whiting agrees as he states threats were used to produce effort (p. 56, 57). 

By connecting the various presentations within the literature on the state of 

moral forces between the adversaries to Clausewitzian theory it may provide 

a theoretical explanation for the offensive’s final result. As well as broad 

remarks on moral forces within the Allied and German Armies in their 

entirety, some authors, including Robert S. Rush (1999) and Stephen 

Ambrose (2001), have narrowed their focus. 
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 Robert S. Rush’s 1999 journal article, “A Different Perspective: 

Cohesion, Morale and Operational Effectiveness in the German Army, Fall 

1944” provides an interesting explanation for Whiting’s (1985) presentation 

of the German Army’s passion. Although Rush studies an individual Corps 

not directly involved in the offensive, the study provides useful information 

on the state of moral forces in 1944. Rush is one of many authors who state 

that the majority of German soldiers were continuing to fight even though 

they did not believe they would ultimately succeed (p. 497). The discussion 

then turns to the abuse of tactics, including threats of death, to produce the 

moral forces needed for soldiers to fight intensely which provides 

explanation for their continued effort. A collection of interviews with the 

senior German generals involved in the Ardennes Offensive including Gerd 

von Rundstedt, Josef “Sepp” Dietrich, and Hasso von Manteuffel, is 

assembled in Danny S. Parker’s text, Hitler’s Ardennes Offensive: The 

German View of the Battle of the Bulge (1997). Parker observes the lack of 

belief amongst the generals as to the possibility of success which aligns with 

Rush’s observation of German soldiers lacking the belief in success in the 

overall war. Kleemeier’s (2007) study of moral forces, in particular his 

addition of obedience, provides an interesting link to the typical German 

soldier’s disbelief in success but continued fighting in combat. The gap in 

the literature then lies in whether the belief or disbelief in success, and how 

moral forces were produced, effected the actions of the troops and produced 

greater force. 
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 Rush (1999) also provides another layer to the development of moral 

forces, stating that newly formed units are unlikely to have as high a state of 

morale as those that have served with one another for a longer period of 

time (p. 479). As the German Army had recently altered the drafting age to 

increase the amount of divisions available for the offensive, nearly one 

million soldiers were added to the Army (Blanchette, 1998, p. 17). Stephen 

Ambrose in his text, Band of Brothers (2001), follows one U.S. Company 

from their first days of combat training to the end of World War II, 

including their involvement in the Ardennes. These texts are invaluable, 

whereas Whiting (1985) and Forty (2000) provide overall depictions of the 

Ardennes and moral forces, Ambrose and Rush provide a more narrowed 

examination. The literature also accounts for specific events and situations 

within the Ardennes such as Weingartner’s (1979) focus on the Malmédy 

Massacre, an event that shook Allied morale, and Marshall’s (1988) focus 

on the Siege of Bastogne. 

The literature surrounding Allied and German leadership in the 

Ardennes Offensive is led by J. D. Morelock’s book, Generals of the 

Ardennes: American Leadership in the Battle of the Bulge, (1994). 

Morelock focuses on six generals involved in the Ardennes from the 

Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces, General Dwight. D. Eisenhower 

through to Division level. Danny S. Parker’s collection of interviews and 

essays in his text, Hitler’s Ardennes Offensive: The German View of the 

Battle of the Bulge (1997) is similar; however this collection provides first-

hand accounts with the main German generals involved. Both Morelock and 
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Parker’s texts provide valuable details that can be analysed and linked for 

comparison purposes. An analysis of the literature on Allied and German 

leadership will provide the information necessary to discuss the use of 

leadership in the planning and execution of the offensive and the effects of 

this leadership throughout. 

Primary source documents are essential for the analysis to occur, 

providing unpolluted accounts of the events. Collections of letters, diary 

entries and various documents by Allied forces can be accessed through the 

Eisenhower Library. The study of memoirs written following the war, such 

as Eisenhower’s Crusade in Europe (1997), Patton & Harkin’s War as I 

Knew It (1995), and Bradley’s A Soldier’s Story (1975) occur through a 

critical eye due to natural or intended bias. However, the memoirs will be 

supported by biographical works which provide detailed examination of the 

situation and individuals (Ambrose, 1990; Blumenson, 1985). Cole (1965, 

p. 17) Dupuy, et al. (1994, p. 10), and MacDonald (1984, p. 22) agree that a 

common objective of the offensive was to cause chaos in Allied leadership. 

By analysing the decisions, actions and movements of Allied and German 

generals at the three major levels of leadership presented in the literature a 

conclusion can be made as to the effectiveness of the utilisation of 

leadership in the Ardennes.  
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Methodology 

 

 This thesis employs historiography as a methodology in its 

production. Historiography, or historical research, is the most appropriate 

methodology for this analysis as it allows for the different presentations and 

interpretations of the offensive to be revealed and allows for an in-depth 

study due to the vast amount of information able to be obtained, analysed 

and interpreted (Berg, 2001, p. 210-211). By analysing the presentation of 

statistical data and varying interpretations of the Ardennes Offensive, 

historiography will allow this thesis to provide an explanation as to the 

utilisation and effects of physical and moral forces and their effect on the 

outcome. 

 As historiography employs analysis and interpretation of sources it is 

reliant on both primary and secondary sources (Berg, 2001). This thesis will 

draw its research and evidence from both sources through document 

analysis (Lundy, 2008). Primary sources will be primarily from official 

histories, memoirs and interviews. The official histories will ensure the 

evidence used to support the thesis’ argument is accurate and verifiable, but 

will still require a critical eye to catch subjectivity (Andrews, 2008, para. 2). 

Secondary sources are also important as they provide analyses and 

interpretation of a variety of sources, particularly sources that are unable to 

be collected due to research restrictions or limitations. Secondary sources 

also often provide the main arguments on the topic following a thorough 

examination and can provide quantitative data essential for an analysis of a 
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military offensive as this data becomes the constant in which the analysis is 

formed around. The limitations as to this methodology are that the analysis 

is limited to research previously conducted and literature that is available to 

the public. 

 Historiography as a methodology and historical research and 

document analysis as methods allows for a relationship to form between the 

theoretical ideas of Carl von Clausewitz and the Ardennes Offensive 

(Edwards, 2000, pp. 7-11). Following this, the information obtained can 

provide evidence to support the argument that moral forces had a large 

effect on the execution and outcome of the Ardennes Offensive which has 

previously not been interpreted in such a manner. In doing so, this thesis 

will answer the following research questions: 

1. Using Clausewitzian theory, what does an analysis of World War 

II’s 1944-1945 Ardennes Offensive reveal about the utilisation and 

effects of physical and moral forces? 

2. To what degree was the Ardennes Offensive determined through 

physical or moral forces? 

3. What were the main events, operations or situations that effected 

moral forces in the Ardennes Offensive? 

 

 

 


