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EVOLUTION OF
THE CONCEPT
OF LOGISTICS

Although many efforts have been
made to define precisely the concept of
logistics, there remain today many
shades of meaning for this term. It is
important to understand precisely what
the concept encompasses in order that
planning and communication may be
facilitated.

An article prepared

by

Lieutenant Colonel Graham W. Rider, U.S. Air Force

Logistice has been, is, and probably
will continue to be a most controversial
military subject. There is absolutely
nothing wrong with controversy when it
leads to better understanding, better
organization, or hetter operations, With
regard to military logistics, however,
these objectives have escaped our grasp
time and time again because very few of
us have cver appearcd to be talking
about the same thing, Onc has only to
compare any two definilions of logiatics
to gel the point. Yet, if you were to
compare all of the definitions of logis-
tica that are available, you would recog-
nizc that logistics is a function of
warfarc, that it has social and economic
purpose, that it is a funetion of the
organization, and that most of these
definitions say the same things cven
though they differ widely in detail.

Reading definitions is a rather dry
academic pursuit which should be left
to academicians, On the other hand,
most of us arc deeply interested in
understanding our profession, and logis-
tics is a part of it. This artiele proposcs
to improve that understanding through
an investigation of the origins ol the
word logistics and its conceptual appli-
cations to military organizations from
its lirst use by the French Army of
1670 to its more recent use by U.S.
Armed Forces in World War 1I. There
then follows a brief look at develop-
ments concerning logistics in the post-
war period. These have been sponsored
by the servicea. The article concludes by
describing a research study undertaken
to resolve the current confusion sur-
rounding the military concept of logis-
tics.
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The Origin of the Military Word
Logistica, In the beginning there were
two words, logistikos and logisticus. The
first is Greek, the sceond, Latin, and
they both had the same meaning—
calculation or reasoning in a matheinati-
cal sense. At some later time the word
took on a second meaning, so that
today logistics in current usage can take
cither one of two totally different defi-
nitions. The first meaning, to rcason
mathemalieally, has remained eonstant
for eenturies.

We can trace the sccond meaning of
logistics back to some obseure carly
usage of the latin root, log-. Latham
states that logluguea, a noun meaning
lodge or hut, appeared in records dated
1350; and logio, a verh mcaning to
lodge or dwell, appearcd in 1380." He
attributes the French verh, loger, mean-
ing “to lodge™ Lo this Latin antceedent,
and we might note that the root’s usage
is eurrent. You can still buy a ticket for
a loge scat in some local movic theaters.

The French verb loger leads us di-
reetly to the second meaning of logis-
tics. As civilized sociclics grew out of
the Medieval Age and began to acquire
sophistieation, so too did the nature of
the warfare in which thesc socictics
engaged. Armies grew in size, and the
problems of administering them also
grew. Sometime near the year 1670 an
adviser Lo the French King, Louis X1V,
proposed a solution for thesc military
problems in the form of u new staff
structure for the army. One of the
newly created positions was that of
Mareehal General des Logis, whose Litle
came from the verb loger. This officer
was responsible for planning warches,
seleeting camps, and regulating transpor-
tation and supply.? This instance ap-
pears as the first applieation of the new
meaning of logistics and the first organi-
vational usage of logistics us we recog-
nize it loday.

There are some who would argue
with the last point by recalling that
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there was an officer in the Roman Army
called the Logista. However, Lutham
statcs that the first recorded usage of
the term oecurred in 1574 and that it
was the title for an aceountant. This
seems perfeetly in keeping with the first
meaning of logistics and the carly Latin
word logisticus. Tven if the tille was
used in the Roman lLegions, probahly
the official would bave heen a pay-
master or an administrator. There is
another argument that traces from the
title of Quartermaster General. That
title appeared in Buropean armics at
about the same time that the Freneh
created  the Marechal General  des
Logis.® Since, as we shall sec later, the
two titles mean cssentially the same
thing, the argument goes that the carli-
cst logistician was called the Quaestor,
another official of the Roman Army.
lowever, Latham states that this office
originated as a judge, or more properly
as an inquisitor, and later it hecame the
title of the paymasters of the legions.
From another source, H.M.D. Parker,
who is an authority on the Roman
Army, we find that ncither Logista nor
(Juaestor were uscd as titles for legion-
ary officers. Instead, he lists the Prae-
fectus Castrorum (person in charge of
the camp), and he descrihes this officer
us a sort of glorified quartermaster who
in time of peaec was in charge of the
camp and the specialists who were
assigned to it. In time of war this same
officer was in charge of the legionary
train and supervised the provision of
raupplics.4

Although we could go into greater
detail in investigating the origins of the
logistics profession, it seems enough to
say that someonc has always had o
furnish supplics and transportation for
military forces. That office has had a
numher of titles down through history,
but it was the French who gave us the
modern term logistics. Very soon after
the ercation of the office of Marechal
General des Logis, his duties were heing
described as Iz logistique.
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Early Application of Logistics.
Jomini [liest used the teem lo logistique
whieh has been translated to Fnglish as
logistics. He can be ealled the “father”
of military logistics. He drew upon his
expericnees in a number of wars, prin-
cipally from those campaigns when he
was a staff officer for Napoleon, to
write the following:

If it be acknowledged that the
ancicnt logistics was only a sei-
ence of dctails for regulating
everything material in regard to
marches; if it be asserted that the
functions of the staff embraee at
this day the most elevated fune-
tions of stralegy, it must be
admitted also that logistics is no
longer mercly a part of the scienec
of the staff, or rather that it is
neeessary to give it another devel-
opment, and to make of it a new
seicnce which will not only be
that of the staff but that of
generals—in—chicf.5

The duties of the Marechal General
des Logis expanded and Look on new
dimensions. Logisties did not long re-
main on this high plane. In fact, it was
cclipsed and, as we shall see, remained
virtually so until World War IL The man
who cast the shadow was nonc other
than Karl von Clausewitz. In a very
short span of time, the leading military
men of the world adopted the Prussian
interpretation of Clausewitz’s theory of
wir. Since he makes no mention of
logistics in all of vomn Kriege (On War),
the eoncept of logistics lost most of the
military meaning that Jomini had given
it.? For example, ahout 40 years later,
in 1876, an English major general pub-
lished a dietionary in which he defined
logistics: “With reference to military
seience, il is the study of the military
resources of countries, whieh forms part
of the information gathered hy the
intelligenee department of armics.™

Edward S, Farrow, an instructor of

tactics at West Point, in 1895 brought
logistics back toward its original mean-
ing but probably fathercd a migconcep-
tion mentioned carlier:

Bardin eonsiders the application
of this word by some writers as
more ambitious than accurate. It
is derived from Latin Logista, the
Administrator or Intendant of the
Roman armics. It is properly that
branch of the military art em-
bracing all the details for moving
and supplying armics. It includes
the operations of the ordnance,
quartermaster’s, subsistenee,
medieal, and pay departments. It
also embraces the preparation and
regulation of magazines, for open-
ing a eampaign, and all orders of
march and other orders from the
Genceral-in-Chief relative to mov-
ing and supplying armies.®

A few years carlier, in 1888, Lt
Charles C. Rogers, USN, introduced the
subject of Naval Logistics at the Naval
War College, just 4 ycars after the
institution’s founding. Since that time
the subjeet has had varying degrees of
importance and emphasis in the curricu-
lum.® The nature of the subjeet as it
was studicd there just prior o World
War [ is illustrated by this quotation
from a lecturc presented by Comdr.
G.T. Vogelgesang, USN, in I911:
“...Logistics comprehends all the
operations eoudueted outside the ficld
of battle and whieh lead up to it, it
regulates the execution of those move-
ments whieh in eombination become
the funetions of strategy . . ..”'¢

Logistics had nol yet regained the
position of a new seience of warfare
accorded Lo it by Jomini. A bright spot
did appear in a hook written in 1917 by
L. Col. George C. Thorpe, a Marine and
a graduate of the Naval War College.
The book was called Pure Logistics, and
in its preface Thorpe resurrceted
Jomini:

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1970
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The terms “pure” and “applied”
may he used with the same mean-
ing as to Logistics as to other
sciences. Pure Logistics is merely a
scientific inquiry into the theory
of Logistics—its secope and fune-
tion in the Secicnee of War, with a
hroad outline of its organization.
Applied Logisties rests upon the
pure, aud coneerns itsclf, in accor-
danee  with  general  principles,
with the detailed manner of
dividing labor in the logistical
ficld in the preparation for war
and in mamtammb war during its
duration.

Thorpe™s influence was not immedi-
ately felt. In faet, many conlinued lo
regard logistics solely in terms of its
application. For example, Farrow re-
vised his dictionary again in 1918 and in
it offcred a definition of logistics which
was Buccinet in comparison with his
carlier work: “Logistics—That branch of
the military art which embraces the
details of moving and supplying
armies,” ?

Bringing Logistics Up to Date. A
number of definitions of logistics that
appeared during the 1920° and 1930
said cssentially the same thing that
Farrow raid in his last revision. Logistics
was in the doldrums. Apparcntly,
nothing of note was done organization-
ally or otherwise that could have given
logistics a push cither in theory or in
practice. However, World War 1l
changed the situation—it made logistics
a houschold word.

The task of moving and supplying
armies assumed by our Nation during
World War 1[ was grealer than cver
hefore experienced in military history.
Troops and supplics were moved to the
South, Central, and North Pacific Ocean
areas; Lo China, Burma, and India; to
Russia through the Persian Gulf and 1o
the Barents Sea; the Mediterranean; and,
of course, to Furope. The Army judged
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its prewar organization inadequate for
this huge task. Accordingly, it re-
organized carly in the war to form the
Army Scrvice Forces along with the
Army Ground Forces and the Army Air
Forces. The Service Forees scemed
equal to the task of moving and supply-
ing armics all around the world, hut iu
the opinion of the headquarters staff,
the words “supply” and “scrvice™ were
not. Logistics secmed more appropriate,
and hy the time the organization dis-
banded, following the war, its use had
become official. The Army Service
Forees™ final report was titled Logisties
In World War H, and its introduction
explained the use of the word in this
manner:

The word “logistics”™ has been
given many different shades of
meaning. A common definition is:
“That branch of the military art
which ¢mbraecs the details of the
transport, quartering, and supply
of troops in mllltary operations.’
As the word is used in the follow-
ing pages, its meaning is even
broader. It embraces all military
activitics not included in the
terms “strategy” and “lactics.” In
this sense logistics includes pro-
curement, storage, and distribu-
tion of equipment and supplies;
transportation of troops and cargo
by land, sea, and air; construction
and maintenance of facilities;
communication by wire, radio,
and the mails; care of the sick and
wounded; and the induction,
classification, assignment, wel{are,
and separation of personnel.!

Now this was a significant develop-
ment for logistics. It oceurred in one of
the largest organizations ever assembled
by man, and it contributed to victory in
one of the largest wars ever engaged in
by man. Since one usually does not
argue with success, logistics was ac-
cepted in the postwar years as much

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss10/4
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more than moving and supplying armies
—the concepl wus cxpunded to include
conslruclion, communication, medicine,
and personnel. Tn 1948 a very slightly
reworded version of the italicized part
of the preeeding quote appeared as Lhe
official JCS definition of logistics, How-
cver, iL was not universally aceepted by
the Military I'stablishment. Presnmably,
the doctors, communicalors, personnel
managers, and others did not sec them-
sclves in quite the samc way that the
Army Service Forees did. Furthermore,
one really cannot sce uny differcnce
hetween that definition and one describ-
ing the entire field of military adminis-
tration. In any cvent, altempts were
made in the next few years to reword
the delinition so it would conform to
uctual mililary applications. The result
was uchicved in 1953 and has remaincd
virtually unchanged since.

Logistics. ‘The science of planning
and carrying out the movement
and maintenance of forces. In its
most comprehensive sense, those
aspects  of military  operations
which deal with:

(u) design and development,
acquisition, slorage, movement,
distribution, maintenance, evacua-
Lion, und disposilion ol matericl,

(b) movement, cvacuation,
and hospitalization of personncl;

(c) acquisilion or construc-
tion, mainlenance, operation, and
disposition of [acilitics; and,

(d) acguisilion or [urnishing of
services. !

Thns, onr exploration of logistics
ends with a current definilion. L is a
long way [rom Lhe original meaning of
mathematical calculation and the later
added meaning of lodging troops and
ordering marches, Along the way,

military scholars like Jomini and Thorpe
have claimed that logistics is a science,
hut for most of the time it was ne-
glected or relegated to a scrics of tasks
that, hopefully, somebody clse would
do. World War 1l brought logistics Lo

center stage for military men.

Post-World War Il Developments. In-
lerestingly cnough, those who have he-
come involved with logistics, parlicu-
larly thosc wilth an inclination toward
military scholarship, have given less than
enthusiastic support to the official defi-
nition. In whole or in part they have
tended to ignore it. Their cfforts have
taken the form of intensive scholarly
inquiry and practical organization cx-
perimenting, most of which began with
the book U.S. Neval Logistics in World
War H written by Duncan Ballantine
and published in 1947 at ahout the
same time as was the report of the
Army Serviee I"orces mentioned carlicr,

Ballantine was a historian and was
encouraged and supported by the Navy
to record the history and lessons of
naval logistics during the war, e saw
logistics as a process in which: ©. .. the
raw warmaking capacity of the nation is
translated into instruments ol force
recady to he employed in pursuit of
strategical or tactical objeclives. As such
it is holth an economic and military
underlaking.”"*  Using this as a be-
ginning, we can hriefly deserihe some of
the post-World War 11 developments
that have taken place before getting into
g delailed description of u study of
these same developments whicli resuleed
in a modern definition of the concept of
military logistics,

Navy Developments. In 1949 the
Navy eslablished The George Washing-
ton University Fogistics Rescarch Proj-
ect. As mentioned previously, the sub-
ject of logistics had been taught at the
Naval War College as [ar back as 1808,
Beneliting greatly from the results of
the ongoing lLogistics Rescarch Project,

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1970
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the War College was able Lo place new
emphasis on the subject in its curricu-
lum. Rear Adm. Ilenry . Fecles partici-
pated in the research project and in the
Naval War College educational program.
He has been a key figure in the latter
and has written three books on logistics
as well as numcrous arlicles, Using his
own studics and research Lo build upon
Ballantine’s foundation, Kecles olfered a
perceplive  definition  of logistics in
1959: “Laogistics is the provision of the
physical means by which power is exer-
cised by organized forees, In military
terms, il is Lhe cerealion and sustained
supporl of combalt forces and weapons.
lts objeclive is maximum sustained com-
bat effecliveness.™!

Army Developments. The Army
also encouraged hislorians Lo work
under ils auspices in World War It and
allowed them unlimited aceess Lo its
files hoth during and after the war.
Many Army studies have been pub-
lished, bul the mosl nolable were lwo
volumes written by Leighton and Coak-
ley and lwo by Ruppenthal which dealt
wilh global logistics and Furopean logis-
tics, respeetively.'? Their studies imply
the same concepl of logistics as was
proposed by Ballantine. Leighton and
Coukley observed in 1955 thal, in spite
of the official definition of logislics
then published by the Joint Chiels of
Stalf, there existed differing military
interpretations of logisties. These were
found in speeches and wrilings by mem-
bers of the services and especially in
organizational applications (hat varied
widely from the official definition.
They coneluded that there was a:

.. widespread uncertainly in the
military profession itself as to
preciscly where logistics stops and
somcthing else hegins. Lvidently
the term is still in process of rapid
and healthy growth. Until it na-
tures o scitles down, we must
aceepl it, perforee, in whatever
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guise it appears—thal is 1o say,
with the speeific shape, content,
and emphasis it derives from ils
conerete envirgnment.'®

In the years since World War LI, the
Army created the Logisties Management
Center at Fort Lee, Va., whose respon-
sibilities range from academic to prae-
tical organizational applications ol logis-
tics, Army schools, parlicularly the
Command and General Stall School at
Fort Leavenworth, emphasize logistics
in their curricula. The Army has also
been a major contributor Lo the evolu-
Llion ol the modern coneepl of logistics.

Air Force Developments. The Air
Foree also sponsored logislics rescarch
in the postwar era. The Rand Corpora-
Ltion, established on an Air Foree con-
tract in 1948, organized a logisties
rescarch departinent in 1954, Rand re-
scarch has helped the Air Force in its
cfforts to apply the concept of logistics
in everyday operalions.

On the academie level, the Air Foree
organized an Advanced Logistics Course
in October 1955 at Wright-Patterson
AR, Olio, in a residence program
oflercd by the Air Foree Institule of
Technology. In cooperation with Ohio
State Universily, this 6-month course
was pradually improved and expanded
into a l-ycar curriculum which leads Lo
the degree of Master of Science in
Logistics Management, The degree has
been fully  aceredited by the North
Central  Association of Colleges and
Secondary  Schools since 1963, and
some 300 graduates now hold the de-
gree. Thus the newest of our setvices has
made its contribution to the store of
logisties knowledge.

The Concepl of Logustics in 1970.
Obviously, the services have devoted a
great deal of their resources during the
past 25 years to the rescarch and study
of military logistics. s importance as a
function of war and as a primary organi-

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwe-review/vol23/iss10/4
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problem has been to translate the idea,
the concept, of logistics into a usable
framework so that it can be successfully
applied Lo military organization.

Since World War Il a great deal of
effort has been expended by the mili-
tary services on academic research,
study, and practical application in order
to define the scope of logistics. To
many obhservers these efforts seem to
have produced a myriad of conceptual
interpretations of logistics, each of
which has been construcled Lo meet the
individual need at hand.

However, an alert observer notes that
the differences are not so much con-
ceplual as they are semantic. The year-
long study reported in this article toak
notice of the fact that logistics is con-
ceived at three different levels of pur-
pose or funetion. They derive {rom the
viewpoints of the military authorities
who have studied and written about the
subject. These three levels were defined
as the social and economic purpose of
logistics at the highest level; the system
processes or steps through which the
purpose is achieved at the second level;
and the work-funclions or organiza-
tional tasks that must be performed to
make the system work form the third
level of the definition of logistics. Once
this key to wnderstanding the relation-
ship among the differing views of logis-
tics had been discovered, Lhe simple task
of calegorizing definitions and resolving
semantic  confusion, though time-con-
suming, was done with easc. The re-
sulting definition makes sense because it
reasons logically both inductively and
deductively. Many of the logstics
management problems that military or-
ganizations face today can be solved
through a rational application of this
conceplt.

Military Logistics: The social and
economic  function of Physical
Supply and Physical Distribution
that creates time and place value
for military goods and services. As

a military organizational system,
the purpose of logistics is accom-
plished through the processes of
Requirements Determination,
Acgquisition, Distribution, and
Conservation. The organizational
work-functions or physical tasks
that must be performed to accom-
plish the purpose of military logis-
tics are Traffic Management, Sup-
ply, Maintenance, and Facilities
Engineering.

There stands the concept of logistics
as it has evolved through the past three
centuries. Let us take advantage of our
knowledge to improve military organiza-
tions so that we can more effectively
and efficiently accomplish our national
purpose.
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[ don’t know what the hell this “logistics' is that Marshall is
always talking about, but [ want some of it.

E.J. King: To a staff officer, 1942

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol23/iss10/4



	Naval War College Review
	1970

	Evolution of the Concept of Logistics
	Graham W. Rider
	Recommended Citation


	tmp.1530195438.pdf.2x1AI

