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Clausewitz wrote that war is an instrument of policy and, given the time and context of his studies, war was an instrument of state policy.

But in 2004, there were as many as 60 wars being fought around the world, and few of these were wars between states; indeed, in a considerable number of these conflicts one of the parties was not what may be considered polities.

In that case, one is left to ponder the relevance of Clausewitz and On War.
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Preface and Acknowledgments

The origins of this book lie in the time that H. P. Willmott spent as a member of the faculty in the Department of Military Strategy and Operations at the National War College in Washington in 1992–1994. There, in Course II that dealt with the theoreticians of war, he was introduced to Clausewitz as the answer to all questions: he was the writer who initiated military thought, provided comprehensive analysis of war in his own time, and left a legacy that provided the start point, the terms of reference, for all subsequent knowledge and understanding of war, and for military planning.

The treatment thus afforded Clausewitz and On War did not commend itself to Willmott. On War may well provide a start point for the study of war, but the status of sacred text, when aligned with what amounted in intellectual terms to a fawning sycophancy, did not commend itself to Willmott who resolved, at some time in the future, to work on an historical analysis that would attempt to examine and explain war in the two centuries that have passed since the time that Clausewitz lived and fought. The objective was not to try to displace On War but to supplement it and for obvious reason. The place that Clausewitz and his book commands in terms of military art and science is secure and not to be shouldered aside by some pretentious tome and author: On War is endowed with status and relevance that means its place in history and in war is assured, though perhaps the process is but little understood. Clausewitz’s relevance lies in the fact that, in the midst of a quarter century of all but continuous and immensely destructive warfare that seemingly toppled the ancien régime and all that it held sacred, he saw that war, seemingly so chaotic, was or should be an act of rational behavior, that is, policy conducted by other means. The following two centuries have allegedly followed this latter notion but more often than not in the breach rather than the observance, for example, the Western Front battles of 1916–1917, the air campaign against Germany 1942–1945, the counter-insurgency campaign in Algiers 1956–1958. These, and other, points present themselves for consideration and in part provide the rationale for a subsequent study that could do no more than complement On War in terms of examination of conflict and related matters that have been set in place since the time of the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars.

A number of books, different establishments and courses, and a proliferation of professional problems ensured that more than a decade passed before Willmott was able to turn attention to this study, and when he did so he found himself at The Citadel, the Military College of South Carolina, where among his colleagues for the year he found a certain Brigadier General Michael Barrett. Barrett and Willmott were possessed of very different interests and commitments but shared a certain skepticism with reference to the treatment afforded Clausewitz and On War in general and with reference to contemporaneous U.S. military practice. Thus was born an association that over the years very slowly pieced together a tome that hopefully reflects the better elements of their respective academic and military backgrounds, brings together learning and standards of two very different societies and cultures, and, hopefully, embraces a shared modesty and proper reticence.

For Barrett, the proddings of Willmott in many conversations and the questioning from students over the course of three decades of teaching, asking the inevitable why, deserve acknowledgement as the reason for this look at the fundamentals of war. Over the years, many colleagues and friends have offered encouragement and friendship, and in naming a few, I run the risk of leaving out many, who hopefully will understand the limitations of memory. Specifically, the late Joseph F. Tripp, John S. Coussons, Wm. G. Nichols, W. B. Moore, Jr., Isaac S. and Cam Metts, Carey and Nancy Rushing, Patrick and Jennie Speelman, and Kyle Sinisi. On the home front, my son and wife, Michael M. and Sara M. Barrett, have always stood behind whatever I have done, and their love and encouragement are instrumental.

For Willmott, specific acknowledgement needs be made to certain individuals who have afforded advice, support, and comfort not simply in the writing of this screed but at a time of very considerable personal and professional misfortune and without whose quiet companionship what was bad might well have been nigh-impossible. Among those I would acknowledge my debt of gratitude to Patrick Birks, Anthony Clayton, Bernard Cole, Michael Coles, Paul Harris, Nigel and Martine de Lee, William Spencer and Andrea Johnson and family, John Andreas and Tine Olsen, Gerard Roncolato, Jack and Gee Sweetman, Tohmatsu Haruo, Spencer C. and Beverly Tucker, and Steven Weingartner and to Ken Franklin, Andrew Orgill, and John Pearce. To all of these people I would simply state my thanks and appreciation for help and camaraderie that are beyond my poor powers to acknowledge properly.


BOOK I

On Clausewitz and Vom Kriege


CHAPTER 1

The Clausewitzian Context: The Modern Era

On War must be one of the most irritating books ever written, and for two very obvious reasons: first, no matter how carefully and painstakingly one studies its contents, every time one opens its pages one finds something that one had never previously noticed, and, second, it is a book that if it did not give rise to the comment, “more quoted than read,” then most certainly it could well have done so.1 But one would suggest that even Clausewitz (1780–1831), if he were allowed the indulgence of considering the treatment afforded On War, would have just cause for irritation. At a wholly personal level he could not but be flattered by the treatment afforded the book and himself, but one would suspect that his reasoned response would be somewhat different, and again on two counts. First, On War was clearly written in an attempt to explain, not to describe, and in a very obvious sense it sought to present questions and to provide the basis of understanding. But so much of recent and present treatment of On War starts from a premise that Clausewitz himself would question: most certainly the status of holy writ and the mantle of uncritical acceptance of self-evident truths are ones with which Clausewitz, intellectually, would be uncomfortable. Second, despite the acclaim afforded On War, there is no escaping the fact that the analysis is dated and much of its contents have been overtaken by events. And the simple fact is that there have been such massive changes in terms of war and warfare, the nature and conduct of war, and the state and society, that there is a need for a recast On War that may serve as the basis of understanding conflict at the present time.

If one is permitted, one would give but one example of the manner in which On War is dated, and it is perhaps the one element of Clausewitz’s writing with which most people with an interest in matters military will be familiar, namely the concept of the trinity. The idea of a trinity is very much 18th century, the period of the Enlightenment, the Age of Reason, and, of course, it also has a religious base, and one that was consciously and deliberately employed by Clausewitz: if the individual could grasp the idea of the Holy Trinity in terms of the relationship of parts and their combining to make up the whole, then the individual could grasp the idea of war as a trinity. But Clausewitz was very much the product of his time: the whole rationale for On War lay in the attempt, and the need, to analyze war in order to understand the changes that the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars represented. But if Clausewitz had been a product of the 19th century it is more than likely that a pair rather than a trinity, or perhaps a pair of pairs rather than a single pair, would have provided the basis of analysis, and in any case one would suggest that the idea of a trinity is something of a disservice to the cause of understanding for a reason that may not appear obvious. The outcome of war may indeed be the product of violence, chance, and reason, and most certainly does involve (or more accurately at the time of Clausewitz’s writing did involve) the state direction of policy, the professional qualities of the army, and the attitude of the people. But, and leaving God out the equation, the concept of a trinity naturally invokes one image, the image of the triangle, and specifically the image of the equilateral triangle with the obvious implication being the equality of importance and contribution of the constituent parts. That, of course, was not what Clausewitz stated or indeed intended with reference to war. Perhaps the best representation of the Clausewitzian trinity is the screen saver ubiquitous to most computer monitors, with the triangle portrayed in perpetual motion, moving through three dimensions and with sides and angles constantly moving and changing relative to one another, one being of specific importance and relevance at one time and another on a different occasion but always related to the others.

One would suggest, moreover, that Clausewitz and his concept of war is peculiarly 18th century in the sense that the latter is curiously antiseptic and possessed of a simplicity that, if it did not die in the 19th century, most certainly was killed in the 20th. The basis of this statement lies in the fact that, for Clausewitz, war was an instrument of state policy and there was a clear distinction between war and peace. The 19th century saw many changes but one would suggest that its impact in terms of war was two-fold. The 19th century was about the cultivation of hatred, the 20th century about the reaping. The 19th century played host to an increasingly assertive nationalism and racism, but the real point in terms of Clausewitz and war was the fact that this century saw the emergence of the concept of struggle as the permanent feature of existence—between classes, according to Karl Marx (1818–1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820–1895), for existence per se, according to Charles Darwin (1809–1882) and Herbert Spencer (1820–1903), and between races, according to Arthur de Gobineau (1816–1882) and Houston Stewart Chamberlain (1855–1927)—and this basically rendered war and peace as nothing other than parts of a struggle with the obvious implication: if war was merely an instrument of policy in the process of struggle then so, too, was peace, and if both were instruments of policy then war and peace were one and the same or, perhaps more carefully, the two sides of a single coin. Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (1870–1924) most definitely recognized and embraced this idea, one that has survived the demise of the state that he and his comrades created.2

But, one would suggest, this is a matter that runs hand-in-hand with other items that one would consider, for the purposes of convenience, to be “errors of omission,” though in reality they are not; Clausewitz could not concern himself with such matters as strategic nuclear deterrence, air power, and the impact of the Information Revolution, and for obvious reason that needs neither definition or elaboration on this second page. But there is one matter that, if only for convenience, may be defined herein, and that is the example provided by Japan’s defeat in the Second World War in terms of Clausewitzian analysis. Clausewitz provided explanation of Japan’s defeat in the Second World War, a hundred years before it happened, and did so in one sentence:

The first, the grandest, the most decisive act of judgement which the Statesman and General exercises is rightly to understand (the nature of) the War in which he engages, not to take it for something, or wish to make of it something, which (it is not and) it is impossible for it to be.3

Now, in a sense, this comment can be used to explain any and every defeat and in that sense does not provide complete explanation,4 but in another sense it does offer the basis of explanation: Japan initiated two wars, one in China in 1937 and the other in the Pacific and southeast Asia in 1941, neither of which she understood in terms of the nature of her enemy and of the conflict thus initiated. But in Clausewitz’s writing, the clear point is the implication of the relationship between victory in war and military success, that victory on the battlefield is the sine qua non in terms of the realization of the state’s objectives in the prosecution of a war. In one sense, this cannot be disputed though it does need be noted that a state (or group of states) might win the campaign(s) yet still not win the war in which it found itself, 1991 being an obvious example in which victory in war proved elusive despite overwhelming victory by force of arms in the campaign. But in terms of Japan and the Second World War, it is possible to argue that Japan’s national defeat was assured if not from the time of the attack on the U.S. Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor then certainly from November 1943 and the start of the American offensive across the central Pacific. But if one accepts this argument, and the indisputable fact is that with the move into the Gilbert and Ellice Islands, the Americans initiated a process that the Japanese could not counter or even check, there is no escaping the fact that Japan’s losses to date had been minimal. Between 7 December 1941 and 19 November 1943 the Japanese losses in the Pacific and southeast Asia theaters could not have totaled much more than three or four divisions, but if the point of argument is shifted to naval losses then the situation is really little different. Between these dates the Imperial Navy lost 4 fleet and 2 light carriers, 2 seaplane carriers, 3 battleships, 4 heavy and 4 light cruisers, 47 destroyers, and 40 submarines from among its fleet units.5 Such losses really were very light, and they are not substantially different from American losses of 4 fleet carriers, 2 battleships, 6 heavy and 3 light cruisers, 38 destroyers, and 24 submarines, to all causes and in all theaters in this same period.6 In terms of fleet units, the losses incurred by the Japanese and U.S. navies were roughly the same, but if, as indeed was the case, on 19 November 1943 Japan stood on the brink of assured defeat just as certainly as the United States stood on the brink of assured victory, then one conclusion would seem to be obvious: if Japan’s defeat was assured because and in spite of such modest losses, then quite clearly factors other than battlefield victories and the balance of losses were at work in deciding the outcome of this war.

Clearly the more obvious of these other factors can be stated with relative ease. In China, Japan per se was incapable of adopting and putting into effect a genuine political program that could have ensured Chinese popular support while the Japanese Army faced an impossible numbers-to-space problem and was incapable of defeating the Chinese nationalist regime. In the Pacific, the Japanese faced the impossible task of fighting two wars, a naval war and a maritime war, across distance and time against an enemy possessed of an industrial capability that ensured that she was able to bring overwhelming mass and fire-power against an industrially inferior enemy that, by war’s end, had lost all semblance of strategic mobility and had not simply entered end-run production but faced the certainty of collapse of imports and the onset of widespread disease and starvation. A Clausewitzian trinity that defined the elements of defeat and victory—the political, the economic, and the military—would certainly be a useful tool for the purposes of analysis, but, of course, Clausewitz, in writing On War, was not concerned with the result of a given war and the factors that made for decision, and this example is provided for one reason. On War is not concerned with the sinews of power any more than it is concerned with industry and technology as the basis of state power and battlefield results, but a political-economic-military formula is relevant in terms of providing a basis of analysis, and a basis of understanding, of at least some of the wars of the 20th century and of the situation in which we find ourselves at the present time.

If Clausewitz and On War are to serve as a basis of analysis, and a basis of understanding, of war and the situation in which we find ourselves at this time, then two points need be noted at the outset. The first, cited en passant at this stage of proceedings, is to note something that is so obvious that it is seldom properly addressed, and it is, very simply, that the greater part of On War is not concerned with war; it is primarily concerned with soldiering or what might be defined as campaigning. It is concerned with the minutia and the detail in the field rather than with war per se. The second point, being the more immediately relevant, can be defined simply: any examination of the nature of war as presented by Clausewitz in On War must initially examine war in that period in order to set in place the basis of understanding of Clausewitzian logic and analysis. But where one starts such an examination cannot be defined quite so simply.

One is assured that wherever one starts an examination of war in order to try to understand present reality is certain to be condemned as fundamentally flawed or totally mendacious, in the correct meaning of that word. Certainly any number of points of departure recommend themselves, and each and every one commands reason and justification, justification; suffice it to note that here are given a number of possibilities that are offered to the reader on the proper basis: for what they are worth, if anything, and for the reader to decide upon value.

Whatever date or event is given as the point of departure the basis must be European, and on two counts: first, Clausewitz was European and his experience of war was an experience of war fought in Europe between 1792 and 1815, and, second, and more importantly, there is no escaping the fact that the world in which we live is a world that has been shaped by a whole number of different forces but that Europe has been specifically important in the process. The emergence and the definition of the state, of nations, of capitalist social orders, are the products of Europe. Moreover, Europeans have drawn virtually every border in the world. We have a year, a day, and a concept of time that are peculiarly European concepts. For good or ill, the mark the world wears is the mark of Europe, and if we are to understand war and the world in which we live one must understand how, why, and when it was that the least of the continents was to shape the world.

The obvious question that this premise invites is to ask the question of when did modern Europe, and with it modern warfare, emerge. A mediaevalist might suggest the end of the 13th century, and for two obvious reasons: the introduction of gunpowder to Europe—Crécy-en-Ponthieu (25 August 1346) allegedly was the first European battle in which cannon were used—and, much more importantly, the rise of mercenary forces. This choice of date, the end of the 13th century, does seem a little early on any number of counts, most obviously in light of the fact that the Combat of the Thirty took place in 1351 and, not least, the life and career of Pierre Terrail, seigneur de Bayard (1473–1524), the embodiment of mediaeval chivalry, straddled the 15th and 16th centuries. It does seem somewhat inconsistent to date the end of the Middle Ages as 1300 and identify its personification two centuries later. But it cannot be denied that this date does have certain points to recommend it. There took place the Christian re-conquest of Spain and Portugal between 1150 and 1275, which resulted in the recovery of classical antiquity from Arab sources and herein were the seeds of the Renaissance; 1300 saw the publication of Dante’s The Divine Comedy,7 and the concept of a universe bound together by faith but structured by reason is at least half modern rather than mediaeval, and there were the changes wrought to agriculture and society as a result of global cooling in the first quarter and of the Black Death in the second quarter of the 14th century. Certainly one could cite the end of the 13th century as marking the emergence of modern Europe, but equally one could move noughts and present the end of the 14th century, or the end of the 15th century, as the suitable point of departure—and one can suggest a whole series of specific events.

• 1354, which marked the last invasion of mainland Europe by a non-European army until 1943.

• 29 May 1453, which was a Tuesday, and the fall of Constantinople and the demise of the Eastern Empire. This was the date with which one was raised, the event that marked the end of the Middle Ages not least in terms of forcing Europeans to face westward in order to reach the east and to avoid the Ottoman Empire’s control of the trade routes within the Middle East. Most certainly this was an event important in the sense that it marked the end of the existence of the one institution afforded continuity over a thousand years to Rome and thence to the classical period and the element of rationalism that preceded Christianity.

• The introduction of printing or rather Gutenberg’s development of a printing press with movable type in or about 1454, which resulted in the publication of the Gutenberg Bible in 1457–1458 and, more importantly, was crucial over time in the diffusion of knowledge through the availability of the written word.8

• 12 October 1492, on which date the expedition commanded by Christopher Columbus (1451–1506) reached the Bahamas; subsequently the expedition reached Cuba and Hispaniola, this representing the European discovery of the new world to the west.

• 1494, which witnessed both the French invasion of Italy and the Treaty of Tordesillas.9

• 31 October 1517, when Martin Luther (1483–1546) nailed to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg the 95 Thesis that came to represent the challenge to church authority that was in turn to lead to the Protestant Reformation.

• September 8, 1522, on which date the Victoria completed the first circumnavigation of the world.10

• 24 May 1543, on which date into the hands of a dying Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543) was placed the first printed copy of De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium.

• 25 September–25 October 1555, in which brief period were witnessed first the conclusion of the Peace of Augsburg and second the abdication on the part of Emperor Charles V (1500–1558) as King of the Netherlands.11

• October 1556–January 1568, the period that marked the start of a process that can
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