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EDITORS NOTE

"The reader may wonder why another English translation of Vom Kriege
is needed when two aireaci) exist. The first, made by Colonel |. |.
Graham in 1874, was republished in London in 19og. The second, by
Professor O. J. Matthijs Jolles, appeared in New York in 1943 But
Graham’s translation, apart from its dated style, contains a large num-
ber of inaccuracies and obscurities; and while Jolles” translation is more
precise, both his version and Graham's were based on German texts that
contained significant alterations from the first edition published in 1832,

The growing interest in Clausewitz’s theoretical, political and histori.
cal writings in recent years suggested that the Hime had come for an
entirely new translation. We have based our work on the fisst edition of
1832, supplemented by the annotated German text published by Profes-
sor Wemer Hahlweg in 1932, except where obscurities in the original
edition-~which Clausewitz himself never reviewed—made it seem advis-
able to accept later emendations.

In all but one respect we have followed the original arrangement of
the text. The first edition printed four notes by Clausewitz on his theo-
ries, dating from various periods between 1816 and 1830, as introduc-
tions to On War itself——a practice adopted by most subsequent German
and foreign editions. We have abandoned the haphazard arrangement in
which these have always appeared, and instead print them in the order
in which we believe the notes to have been written. Read consecutively
they help to indicate how On War took shape in Clausewitz’s mind, and
suggest how it might have further developed had he lived to complete it.
We have also included Marie von Clausewitz’s Preface to the first edition
of Clausewitz’s posthurnous works, which adds information on the gene-
sis of On War, and on the manner in which the manuscript was prepared
for publication. A brief note she inserted at the beginning of the thixd
volume of Clausewitz’s Works, immediately preceding Book Seven of On
War, has been deleted since its primary concern is not with On War but
with other historical and theoretical writings.

‘We have attempted to present Clausewitz's ideas as accurately as pos-
sible, while remaining as ¢lose to his style and vocabulary as modern En-
glish usage would permit. But we have not hesitated to translate the same
term in different ways if the context seemed to demand it. For instance,
we have translated Mordd and mordische Kraft varicusly as “morale,”

xi



EDITORS' NOTE

“moral,” and “psychological” Clausewitz himself was tar from consis-
tent in his terminology, as might be expected of a writer who was less
concerned with establishing a formal system or doctrine than with
achieving understanding and clarity of expression. At times he writes
Geisteskrifte, Seelenkrifte, even Psychologie instead of mordlische
Kraft or mordlische Grogsen, and a similar flexibility characterizes
his use of such terms as “means,” “purpose,’ “engagement,” "battle,”
etc. As he writes m Book Five, Chapter Seven: “Strict adherence to
terms would clearly result in little more than pedantic distinctions,”

The task of translation was initially undertaken by Mr. Angus
Malcolm, formerly of the British Foreign Ofhee, who to the deep regret
of his many friends died while he was still engaged on the project. He
had however already done much valuable preliminary work, for which
we are greatly in his debt. We should like to thank Mrs. Eisheth Lewin,
editor of World Politics, and Professor Bernard Brodic of the University
of Califernia at Los Angeles for checking the manuscript and helping us
resolve many ambigaities, and Messts, Herbert 5. Bailey, Jr. and Lewis
Bateman of Princeton University Press for the care they took in prepar-
ing the manuscript for publication. Financial assistance by the Center of
International Studies of Princeton University facilitated the earlv phases
of our work. Finally, it is a pleasure to express our gratitude to Professors
Klaus Knotr of Princeton University and Gordon Craig of Stanford
University, without whose interest and encouragement this task would
never have been underfaken.

NOTE FOR THE 1984 EDITION

We have corrected some errors and attempted to remove a few infelicities in
our translation of Clausewitz’s text. As in the past, however, we believe that
this work dernands translators who combine a deep respect for the author
with the willingness to seek equivalents whenever too close a correspondence
with the original would lead to artificiality.

In the introductory essays, minor changes were made in “The Genesis of
War,” and two paragraphs on the Marxist interpretation of Clausewitz were
added to “The Influence of Clausewitz.” The only other change from our
original edition is the inclusion of an index, which Mrs. Rosalic West has
cornpiled on the model of the index in Professor Wemer Hahlweg's 1952,
1972, and 1980 German editions of On War.

MicHarL Howarp PETER PareT
Oxford University Stanford University
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INTRODUCTORY ESSAYS

By Peter Paret, Michael Howard,
and Bernard Brodie






PEYTER PARET

The Genesis of On War

Despite its comprehensiveness, systematic approach, and precise style,
On War is not a finished work. That it was never completed to its au-
thor's satisfaction is largely explained by his wavs of thinking and wiit-
ing. Clausewitz was in his early twenties when he jotted down his first
thoughts on the nature of military processes and on the place of war in
social and political life. A pronounced sense of reality, skeptical of con-
temporary assumptions and theories, and an equally undoctrinaire fasci-
nation with the past, marked these observations and aphorisms and lent
them a measwre of internal consistency; but it would not be inappropri-
ate to regard his writings before 1806 as essentially isolated insights—
building-blocks for a structure that had not vet been designed.

The presence of a few of his earliest ideas in On War suggests the con-
sequentiality with which his theories evolved, though in the mature work
these ideas appear as components of a dialectical process that Clausewitz
had mastered in the course of two decades and adapted to his own pur-
poses. An example is his concept of the role genius plays in war, which
lies near the source of his entire theoretical effort. Survivors of a some-
what different kind are his definitions of stzategy and tactics, which he
first formulated when he was twentv-four, or the characteristically un-
rosantic comparison of war to commercial transactions, dating from the
sarne time. Most of his carly thoughts, however, expanded and acquired
new facets in the vears between Napoleon's defeat of Prussia and the
Russian campaign. Clausewitz was a member of the loose alliance of
reform-minded civilians and soldiers who attempted with some success
to modernize Prassian institutions at this time, and his manifeld activi-
ties as staff officer, administrator, and teacher further stimulated his in-
tellectual interests and his creativity. Numerous passages from memo-
tanda, lectures, and essays written during the reform cra reappear, barely
changed, in On War, After 1815, by which time his manuscripts on poli-
tics, history, philosophy, strategy, and tactics ran into thewsands of
pages, Clausewitz set to work on a collection of essays analyzing various
aspects of war, which gradually coalesced into 2 comprehensive theory
that sought to define universal, permanent elements in war on the basis
of a realistic interpretation of the present and the past, In the course of
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PETER PAREYT

a decade, he wrote six of eight planned parsts, and drafted the remaining
two. By 1827, however, be had developed a new hypothesis on what he
called the “dual” nature of war, the systematic exploration of which de-
manded & farrcaching revision of the entire manuscript. He died before
he could rewrite moze than the first chapters of Book One!!

On War thus presents its author's thoughts in various stages of com-
pletion. They range from the magnificent opening sequence of logically
unfolding propesitions te the rich but at times one-sided or contradictory
discussions of Books Two through Six, to the essayistic chapters of the
Tast two books, which suggest with brilliant strokes what a final version
might have contained. Nothing can take the place of this unwritten ver
sion; but we should remember that Clausewitz's decision in 1827 to re-
vise his manuscript had not implied a rejection of carlier theories—he
only meznt to expand and refine thern. As we read the present text of On
War, we can at least approximate Clansewitz’s intention by keeping his
closely related hypotheses of the dual nature of war and of its political
character clearly in mind. It will be useful, at the end of this discussion,
to return to his ultimate hypotheses and outline their most significant
aspects, the more so since he never fully developed their implications to
theory.

"That, despite the unevenness of its execution, On Wiar offers at: essen-
tially consistent theory of conflict is indicative of the creative power of
Clausewitz’s method and ideas, Anyone prepared to enter into his man-

L Much of the older Bterature on the different phases of the writing of On War
is based on inadequate sowces and can be disregarded. Sl valuable today is the
shott book by R, v. Caemnmerer, Clousewitz {Berdin, 1905}, and the suggestive article
by H. Rosiaski, “Die Entwickleng ven Clausewitz’ Werk ‘Vom Kriege” im Lichte
seiner Vorreden' wnd ‘Nachnchten, ” Historische Zeitschrift, sv1 (1033}, ppe
278-293, which was amended in fmporiant respects by E. Kessel's respomse “Zur
Entstehungsgeschichte von Clamsewite” Werk vom Kriege,” Historische Zeitschrift,
rez {1935}, pp. g7~100. W. M, Schering's speculations in his snthology of Clanse-
witz's writings, Geist und Tat (Stuttgart, 1041}, are full of contmdictions and
factual errors; but since Schening was familiar with Clausewitz’s unpublished drafts
and seems to have been the last scholar to work on them befote they disappeared
at the end of the Second World Wae, his interprctations cannot be ignored, In a
knowledgeable essay “Clavsewitz,” in Makers of Modern Strategy, od. E. M. Farle
{Princeton, 1043), pp. 03~113, H. Rethfels wirtes (p. 108, n. 61): “Clawsewitz
revised Book Kight and parts at least of Book One {probably Chapters One-Three)
sad of Book Two {certainly Chapter Two}.” Bat he adds that Clansewitz regarded
only Book Gne, Chapter One a5 complete, I beliove that Rothfels considerably over-
states the extent of Clawsewity’s revisions affer 1827, He gives no reason for his views
other than internal evidence, but the passage from Book Eight he ¢ies a5 proof of 3
late revision can be found in almost identical form in Clausewitz’s manuscript on
strategy of 1804, The best-informed evaluation of the entite question, incorporating
the findings of a contury of scholamship, is contained in E. Kessel's brilliant “"Zar
Genesis der modernen griegsiehre," Wehrwissengehafttiche Rundschau, 3 {3951),
fne. 9, pp. 405423,
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THE GENESIs oF On War

ner of reasoning will grasp his thoughts on the timeless aspects of war.
But our reading of On War can only benefit from an awareness of
its genesis and intellectual context. What political and military experiences
influenced its author? What were the assumptions and theories he reacted
against? What, in his view, were the methodological requirements of sound
analysis? Even a brief consideration of these questions will cast light on
the development of Clausewitz’s ideas and on the forms his ideas assumed
in the various strata of On War?

Clausewits, the son of a retired licutenant who held a minor post in the
Prussian internal revenue service, fust encountered war in 1793 as 2
twelve-year-old lance corporal, In the previous vear the French legis-
lative assembly had declarcd war on Austria, with whom Prussia had
recently concluded a defensive alliance, The French action was caused
fess by considerations of national interest than by internal politics, but
it openeé twenty-three vears of conflict between r{:voiutlonaw and later
imperial France and the rest of Eurepe. Aside from the Duke of Bruns-
wick’s initial invasion, which came to a halt at Valmy, the Prossians did
reasonably well in a war to which they never committed more than part
of their militarv resources. They defeated the French repeatedly in
Alszce and the Saar, and captured thousands of prisoners; when the
fighting ended in 1795, they controlled the line of the Rhine. But these
achievements brought no political returns. As might be expected, the war
with its exertions, bloodshed, and unspectacular outcome made a strong
impression on the voung Clausewitz; he himself later wrote of its impact
cn his emotions and thought. In the following vears, while stationed in
a small provincial garrison, he drew some tentative conclusions from
these early experiences, three of which in particular were to have a last-
ing influence: There was no single standard of excellence in war. The
rhetoric and policies of the French Republic, which proclaimed the com-
ing of 2 new age, by no means overpowered the armies of the ancien
régime. Mercenaries and forcibly enrolled peasants, led by officers whose
effectiveness still rested as much on aristocratic self-esteem as on profes-
stonal expertise, proved a match for the levée en masse. On the other

* Any interpretation of the genesis of Classewitz’s thought on war must rest not
only on his works on military theory and history but aho on his extensive writings
on stch subjects as education, politics, the theory of art, and an his comrespondence.,
Especially valuable analyses of aspects of his broad intellectual development are
H. Rothtels’ Cal von Clausewitz: Politik und Krieg (Redin, 1920), and E. Xessel's
intioduction to C. v. Clausewitz, Strategie aus dem Jahr 1804 (Hamburg, 1937).
Primary and secondary sovrces are discussed in detsil in my book, Clausewitz end
the State {New York, 1976}, on which much of the following is based.
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hand, Prassian drill failed to sweep away the revolutionary armies. As
the Republic gained in stability and experience, it would have much to
teach its opponents, whose sbility to learn and to respond effectively
remained in doubt. These events and his first readings in history sug-
gested to Clausewitz that nio one system was right to the exclusion of ali
others. Military institutions and the manner int which they emploved vio-
lence depended on the economie, social, and political conditions of their
respective states. Furthermore, political structures, like wars, could not be
measured by a single stanéazd. States were shaped by their parficular past
and present circumstances; very different forms had validity, and all were
subject to continuing change.

Linked to this individualizing, antirationalist view of history and of
social and military institutions was a second conclusion, which placed the
voung officer in opposition to prevailing opinion in Prussia and, indeed,
Euwrope. He thought it was a mistake to believe that war could be mas-
tered by observing this or that set of rules. The variety and constant
change in war could never be fully caught by a system. Any dogmatic
simplification-~that victory depended on the control of key points, for
instance, or on the disruption of the opponent’s lines of communication
—only falsified reality. Possibly Clausewitz already distrusted the con-
viction, held by most military theorists of his day, that the scope of
chance in war should and could be reduced to 2 minimum by the em-
plovment of the correct operational and tactical doctrine. For someone
who passionately wanted to understand war in 2 systematic and objec-
tively verifiable manner it was particularly hard to accept the power of
chance; but by the time he was in his midtwenties his realism and the
logic of his view of historical change had brought him to the point of re-
garding chance not only as inevitable but even as & positive element in
war,

Finally, the campaigns of 1793 and 1794 set Clausewitz on the path
of recognizing war as 2 political phenomenon. Wars, as everyone knew,
were fought for a purpose that was political, or at Jeast always had politi-
cal consequences. Not as readily apparent was the implication that fol-
lowed. If war was meant to achieve a political purpose, everything that
entered into war—social and econoimic preparation, strategic planning,
the conduct of operations, the use of violence on 3ll levels—should be
determined by this purpose, or at least accord with it. Even though sol-
diers had to acquire special expertise, and function in what in some
respects was a separate werld, it would be a denial of reslity to allow
them 1o carry on their bloedy work undisturbed until an armistice
brought their political employer back into the equation. just as war and
its institutions reflected their social environment, so every aspect of fight-

6



THE CENESIS oF On War

ing should be suffused by ifs political impulse, whether this impulse was
intense or moderate. The appropriate relationship between politics and
war occupied Clausewitz throughout his life, but even his earliest manu-
scripts and letiers show his awareness of their interaction.

The ease with which this link-—always acknowledged in the abstracto
cai be forgotten in specific cases, and Clausewitz's insistence that it
must never be overdooked, are iHlustrated by his polite rejection toward
the end of his life of 4 strategic problem set by the chief of the Prassian
General Staff, in which every military detail of the opposing sides was
spelied out, but no mention made of their political purpose. To a friend
who had sent him the problem for comment, Clausewitz replied that it
was not possible to draft a sensibie plan of operations without indicating
the political condition of the states involved, and their relationship fo
each other: “War is not an independent phenomenon, but the continua-
tion of politics by different means. Consequently, the main lines of every
major strategic plan are largely political in nature, and their political
character increases the more the plan applies to the entire campaign and
to the whole state, A war plan results directly from the political condi-
tions of the two warring states, as well as from their relations to third
powers. A plan of campaign resuits from the war plan, and frequently—
if there is only one theater of operations—may even be identical with it.
But the political element even enters the separate components of a cam-
paign; tarely will it be without influence on such major episodes of war-
fare as s batfle, etc. According to this point of view, there can be no
question of a purely military evaluation of a great strategic fssue, nor of
a purely military scheme to solve it.7*

In the second half of the 1700s, the young Clausewitz had taken only
the first steps on the intellectnal journey that was to lead to this conclu.
sion; but, as I suggested earlier, from the ontset he traveled z straight
road, with few tangents or interruptions. The five years he spent as sub-
altern in the small town of Neuruppin have cornmonly been dismissed
as a time of stagnation, but it seems that biographers have been too lit-
eral in their interpretation of a characteristically critical and self-critical
comment on the period that he made years later. In reality his situation
was not without advantages. Far from serving in an undistinguished pro-
vincial unit, he belonged to a regiment that had a member of the royal
family, Prince Ferdinand, as honorary colonel and patron. Near the town
lay the residence of another Hohenzoller, Prince Henry, Frederick the
Great’s most gifted brother, whose hbrary, opera, and theater were open

3 C. v, Clausewitr to C. v. Roeder, 22 December 1827, in Zwei Briefe des Generals von
Clausewitz, special issue of the Militdrwissenschaftliche Rundschau, 2 {March 1937),
p. 6. Enghish edition forthcoming.
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to the officer corps. Most important, the regiment was known throughout
the army for its innovative educational policies, financed largely by the
officers themselves. On its return from France the regiment had orga-
nized a primary and trade school for the children of the rank and fle,
and a more advanced school for its cadets and ensigns, which also ad-
mitted sons of the local gentry. It is probable though not certain that
like other lientenants, Clausewitz taught classes in the latter institution;
and there can be no doubt that his exposure to a serious teaching pro-
gram deepened the interest he already felt in education. A a fifteen-year.
old, he later wrote, he had been captivated by the idea that the acquisi-
tion of knowledge could lead to human perfectibility, Soon the goal of
improving society reinforced that of self-improvement, and his desire to
learn was joined by concern with the methodology of education. The
ways in which abstractions might accurately reflect and convey reality,
the manner in which men can be taught to understand the truth, and
the ultimate purpose of education—which, he held, consisted not in the
transmission of techmical expertise but in the development of indepen-
dent judgment-—all came to be major considerations in Clausewitz’s the-
oretical work,

In :8c: Clausewitz gamed admission to the new War College that
Scharnhorst, recently transferred from the Hanoverian service, had or-
ganized in Berlin. Clausewitz graduated at the head of the class in 1803,
and was appeinted adjutant to a young prince, son of his former com-
mander Prince Ferdinand, an assignment that enabled him to remain in
the capital, in close contact with his teacher Scharnhosst. The impact that
Scharnhorst exerted on Clausewitz's life and on the development of his
ideas cannot be emphasized enough. Scharnhorst was an exceptionally
energetic, daring soldicr, as well as a scholar and a gifted politician—a
harmonious combination of seeming opposites that his favorite pupil was
never to equal. This is not the place to discuss his opinions on strategy,
on conscription, and on command- and staff-organization, which consti-
tuted a pragmatic reconciliation of the old and the new; important for
our purpose is the intellectual independence with which he approached
the fundamental military issues of the age, as well as his sympathy with
the abms of humanistic education, and his conviction that the study of
history must be at the center of any advanced study of war. Clausewitz’s
tentative attitudes on military theory and on education were confirmed
and guoided further by Scharnhosst, who also deepened Clausewitz's
awareness of the social forces that determined the military style and
energies of states. Scharnhorst, the son of a free peasant who had risen
to the rank of squadron sergeant-major, had had a difficult career in the
Hanoverian army, where he had been repeatedly slighted in favor of

8
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well-connected noble comrades, The experience did not turn him nto a
democrat, nor—having achicved professional success, including a title of
nobility—did he fall into facile acceptance of privilege. What mattered
to him was not the particular structure of society or the form taken by
its institutions, but the spirt that animated them. To give a specihc ex-
ample, in the regimental school for seldierss’ children at Neuruppin
Clausewitz had witnessed something of the humanitarian, paternalistic
concern for the poor that was a pronounced feature of the late Enlighten-
ment in Prussia. Scharnhorst taught him that this was adeguate neither
for the individual nor for the state. I the French Revolution had proved
anything, it was that states wishing to preserve their independence must
become more efficient in tapping the energies of their populations, Elites
existed in every society, and were justified so long as they strengthened
the community, remained open to talent, and rewarded merit. But noth-
ing could justify the continuation of privilege that protected mediocrity
while depriving the state of the abilities and enthusiasm of the common
man. It was this attitude that a few years later was to determine the di-
rection of the Prussian reform movement—less perhaps in civil matters
than on the military side under the leadership of Schamborst and his
close associates. In the genesis of Clausewitz’s ideas, the essentially un-
idenlogical view of social and political amangements, which he had
learned in part from Scharnhorst and which he expressed as early as
1804 and 180g, cleatly parallels his undoctrinaire approach to war,
Statesrnan and soldier must shed fradition, convenience, any influerice
that interferes with their achieving the major ohjective. Similarly, the
theorist, wishing to understand the nature of the state and the nature of
war, must never allow his thoughts to diverge far from the element cen-
tra to each-—power in politics, violence in war,

The most important task that faced Prussian soldiexs in the opening
years of the nineteenth century was to come to terms intellectually and
institutionally with the new French way of warfare. Within one decade
the resources that France mobilized for war had nsen to unprecedented
levels. The number of soldiers now available to her generals made possi-
ble campaigns that accepted greater risks, brought about battle more fre-
quently, spread over more temritory, and pursued political goals of
greater magnitude than had been feasible for the armies of the ancien
régime, This new technique was used by Napoleon with a brilliance that
shocked as much as did his ruthiessness. For most Germans it was diff-
cult enough to understand his system, which combined the gifts of an
exceptional individual with social, administrative, and psychological
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achievements of the Revolution, which were necessarily alien to them,
For theorists of any nationality it was even more difficult to recognize
Napoleonic strategy and tactics as a historical phenomenon, inevitably
subject {0 change, rather than as the ultimate in war, 2 permanent
standard of excellence for war past, present, and future.

European military literature commented with considerable insight on
separate elements of this system, but, as Clausewitz saw early on, failed
inn attempts at comprehensive analysis. The best work in this area was
done by the Prussian theorist Heinrich von Biilow and the Swiss-French
staff officer Antoine Jomini on whose writings Clausewitz sharpened his
theoretical skills in the years preceding and immediately following the
Prussian debacle of 1806. Billow had grasped the value of such recent
tactical developments as skirmishing in large numbers, rapidity of move-
ment, and aimed fire; at the same time he discounted the effectiveness of
battle in the new age, regarded it as a “resort of despair,” and instead
postulated a strategic system of points of domination and angles of ap-
proach, whose geometric patterns combined in a fantastic manner with
his paeans on the natural, unfettered fighting man. In his first published
work, 2 long essay on Bilow, Clausewitz acknowledged the usefulness
of some of his terminolegy, as he was to find merit in some of Jomini's
concepts, but pointed out that his method of analysis wag flawed and
that its conclusions were unrealistic. In his urge to rationalize war, turn
it into 2 science, and make it predictive, Billow attributed dominant roles
to geographic features and the appropriate arrangement of the supply
systern, while largely ignoring the physical and psychological effects that
might result from unexpected movements of the opponent, from vio-
lence, from the fortuitous. Strategy, Clausewitz objected, comprises “niot
only the forces that are susceptible to mathematical analysis; po, the
realm of the military art extends wherever in psychology our intelligence
discovers a resource that can serve the soldier.”™

jomini came closer to contemporary reality, but erred, Clausewitz
thought, in taking one part of war-~major armies secking a decisive vic-
tory—for the whole. His claim that he had distilled general principles of
war from the operations of Napoleon, and from supposedly similar,
though inferior, operations of Frederick, Clausewitz dismissed as absurd.
He wrote in 1808 that Jomini's principles would lose their absolute valid-
ity if it could be shown that earlier generations had good reasons to
ignore them. Caesar or Eugene of Savoy, responding to the social, tech-
nological, and political realitics of their times, were not inferior to Napo-
leon hecause they did not fight in a manner that the French Revolution

#[C. v, Clausewitz], “Bemerkungen tiher die teine und angewandte Strategie des
Hermn von Bitlow,” Neue Bellona, g {1805}, no. 1, p. 270
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had made possible. And just as the past could be understood only 1n 1ts
own terms, men, too, must be interpreted as individuals, not as abstrac-
tions. Jomini had unrealistically imposed one rational standaid of be-
havior on men with such different personalities as Frederick and Napo-
teon, and besides had ignored the differences in their experiences, to
which each naturally reacted in his own way.®

If the present did not provide the ideal against which war in the past
could be measured, Clausewitz was equally insistent that Napoleonic
war could not establish standards for the future.* What did this mean for
theorv? To Clausewitz the answer was obvious: The theory of any activ-
ity, even if it aimed at effective performance rather than comprehensive
understanding, must discover the essential, timeless elements of this ac-
tivity, and distinguish them from its ternporary features. Violence and
political impact were two of the permanent characteristics of war, An-
other was the free play of human intelligence, will, and emotions. These
were the forces that dominated the chaos of warfare, not such schematic
devices as Biilow's base of operations or Jomini's operating on interior
fines.

There was nothing new about stressing the significance of psychologi-
cai factors in war. But even those writers who attributed predominance
to the emotions had hite of substance to say about them; discussions of
courage, fear, and morale figure only on the margin of the works of
Maurice de Saxe or Henry Llovd. By contrast the voung Clausewitz
placed the psvchological at the center of his theoretical speculations. But
since psychology was still a rudimentary discipline that offered him few
of the taxonomic and interpretive tools he needed, he did so in & manner
that modern readers may find puzzling: he subsumed a large part of his
interpretation of emotional and moral characteristics under the concept
of genius. It is essential to understand that by genius Clausewitz meant
not only originality and crestivity zised to their highest power but also,
as he wrote in On War, gifts of mind and temperament in general, Ge-
nivs served as his favorite analytic device fo conceptualize the various
abilities and feelings that affected the behavior of more ordinary as
well as of exceptional men.

Even in his early writings Clavsewitz had no dificulty in exposing the

s In Bis addition to his essay “On Abstract Principles of Strategy,” a later addition
to his manuseript on strategy of 18a4, printed in g;rategie auf?em Jahr 1804, pp.
VERVES

@ See for instance Dis essay “On the State of Military Theory,” written in his
twenties, which opens with the declaration that contrary to the belief of some writ-
ers the art of war had not yet attained perfection: “Any scientific discipline-—anless
lke logic it is complete unto itself—must always be capable of growth, of constant
aceretion. In any event it 5 not all that easy to set limits to the human intellect.”
Geist und Taz, p. 52,
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inadequacy of prescriptive systems when faced with the infinite re
sources of the mind and spirit. In his essay on Billow he wrote that there
must be no conflict between common sense and sound theory since
sound theory rested on commos sense and genius, or gave them
expression.” He was to hold fast to this thought; it occurs repeatedly in
On War, not only in the chapter “On Military Genius,” but elsewhere
as well, for example in the chapter “On the Theory of War,” where char-
acteristically it is linked to a sarcastic attack on the surrender of such
systern-builders as Billow and Jomini before the nnpredictable riches of
the spirit: “Anything that could not be reached by the meager wisdom
of one-sided points of view was held to be beyond scientific control: it
lay in the realm of genius, which rises above dll rules. Pity the soldier
who is supposed to crawl ameng these scraps of rales, which are not
good enough for genius, which genius can ignore or laugh at. No; what
genius does is the best rule, and theory can do no better than show
how and why this should be the case. Pity the theory that conflicts with
reason!”® Theory and its resultant doctrines are thus subordinate to the
great creative talent, and to the universals of reason and feeling that it
expresses,

Clausewitz himself wag sbil far from fornlating a theory that ex-
plained why and how the action of genius should be the finest rule. He
needed to develop additional analytic devices before he could advance
appreciably, and it might be added that he never fully overcame the dif-
ficulties inherent in the dual role that he ascribed to the concept of
genius, The problems of theory, however, were not identical with the
probiems of historical understanding; here attention to the emotions of
individuals and groups combined readily with belief in the particulanty
of past epochs. Clausewitz’s history of Gustavus Adolphus in the Thirty
Years War, written about 1803, constitutes his imitial effort to integrate
these two interpretive principles on a large scale” It was 2 remarkably
successful atteript, and only the first of many historical studies he was
to write in the course of his life. Indeed, if quantity i the measure,
Clausewitz was more of a historian than a theorist. That he was innova-
tive in this discipling, too, tends to be forgotten-possibly because his
most original historical writings were not published for decades, and be-
cause German historical scholarship soon developed and expanded the
vein which he had been among the first to work, while as a theorist he
remained without true successors. For a man of his time, he took an un-

*{C. v, Clausewitz], “Bemerkungen,” Neue Bellona, ¢ {18c3], no. 3, pp. 276-277.

8 “Cm the Theory of War,” Book Two, Chapter 2, On War.

*The study, “Gustav Adelphs Feldalige von 1630-1633,” some hundred pages

tong, was published in 1837 in volume ¢ of Clausewitz's collected works, Himter
lagsene Werke des Generals Carl von Clausewitz, 10 vols. (Berlin, 2832~1837}
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usually straightforward approach to the past. He did not hide an ironic
interest in the passions and limitations of his characters, especially when
writing about recent events; but he rarcly showed ideological or patriotic
prejudice. As well as he could, he tried to discover how and why things
happened as they did. His urge to be objective was intensified by his be-
tief, based on personal predilection and Scharnhorst’s teaching, that mili-
tary theory in a variety of wavs was dependent on historv. His mature
conclusions on their appropriate relationship are best discussed when we
come to the writing of On War.

The defeat of Prussia in 1806 confirmed Clausewitz in his view that
war could not be considered in isolation, as an essentially military act.
Tt wag ohvious to him that the politics of the previous decade had largely
decided the issue before fighting began, while social conditions of long
standing in the Prussian monarchy had created military institutions and
attitudes that proved helpless against an opponent who was numerically
superior and attuned to the new forms of fighting. For Clausewitz per-
sonally the campaign was once more an infantryman’s war; he served
with 2 grenadier battalion until his unit was compelled to surrender.
After internment in France and a sojourn in Switzerland he returmed to
Prussiz in the spring of 1808, For the next four years he acted as con.
fidential assistant to his former teacher Scharnhorst, who employed him
in a variety of assignments related to the modernization of the army:
recrganizing and reequipping the troops, drafting new tactical and opera-
tional instructions, disseminating the new doctrine as teacher at the War
College and military tutor to the crown prince. Finally, Clausewitz
played a larger part than might be expected of a junior officer in the evo-
Tution of the political and strategic thinking of the reform partv. The
practical experience he acquired was unusually broad, and further
strengthened the pragmatic note that ran through his theoretical as well
as his historical writings. During these years he married. His wife, a
sophisticated, intelligent woman, shared his literary and philosophic
interests, and fully supported his growing political and professional in-
dependence; only the lack of children marred an otherwise exceptionally
happy marriage. He also formed a lasting friendship with the second
leader of the military reformers, Gneisenaun, a relationship that was to
shape much of his subsequent career. After Prussia was forced to con-
tribute a corps to the army that Napoleon was assemnbling for the inva-
sion of Russia he resigned his commission, and in the spring of 1812
accepted a staff appointment in the Russian army.

The richness as well as the volume of his wiitings during these very
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active years is astonishing. To outline only the major hypotheses that
Clausewitz advanced in fields as seemingly diverse as grand strategy and
national character would take up more space than is possible here; but
even a brief introduction ought not to ignore the conclusions he reached
on the nature and function of military theory, since they were to deter-
mine the approach he followed in On War. Something must also be saxd
about the analytic method he was developing. Finally, his many advances
in the content of theory can at least be suggested by discussing one rep-
resentative conceptualization of this period—the concept of friction, with
which he complemented earlier ideas and made them productive in scien-
tific enquiry.

By 1808 Clausewitz firmly distinguished between the utilitarian, peda-
gogic, and cognitive functions of theory. The first—improving the sol-
dier's effectiveness—was the major, often the only, aim of contemporary
military theorists, Clausewitz shared their wish to define and respond to
the practical issues of modern war, and never more so than in the years
when he was passionately involved in rebuilding the Prussian army for
the inevitable second contest with Napoleon. But on grounds of logic as
well as realism he grew skeptical about the direct link between theory
and performance that military theorists took for granted. His study of
Kantian philosophy before 1806 gave him at least some of the intellec-
tual tools he needed to resolve his doubts—his most significant borrow-
ings being the view of theory held by late-Enlightenment writers on
agsthetics, and their concepts of “means” and “purpose,” which came
to play a pervasive role in On War, An essay “Art and Theory of Art”
lustrates his use of aesthetics to explore the violent art of defeating
one’s ememies. “Art,” he wrote, “is a developed capacity, It it is to ex-
press itself it must have a purpose, like every application of existing
forces, and to approach this purpose it is necessary to have means. ... To
combine purpose and means is to create, Art is the capacity to create; the
theory of art teaches this combination [of purpose and means] to the
extent that concepts can do so. Thus, we may say: theory is the repre-
sentation of art by way of concepts. We can easily see that this consti-
tutes the whole of art, with two exceptions: talent, which is fundamental
to cverything, and practice”—neither of which can be the product of
theory.'® In short, even the most realistic theory could never matceh real-
ity. It followed that all attempts to establish rules with prescriptive power
were pointless in an activity such as fighting, and that military theory
could never be immediately utilitarian, As Clausewitz wrote in the same
essay, “rules are not intended for individual cases, and action in the in-

* Geist und Tat, p. 159, The essay i3 undated, but was probably wetten dusing
the reform pesiod.
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dividual case can be determined only by [applying the concepts of| pur-
pose and means.”** Al that theory could do was to give the artist or sol-
dier points of reference and standards of evaluation in specific areas of
action, with the ultimate purpose not of telling him how to act but of
developing his judgment.

It was this process of refining the judgment and “instinctive tact” of
the acting individual that constituted the pedagogic function of theory,
not drawing up rules to be learned by rote. {Another pedagogic aspect
of theory, important to Clausewitz personally, had to do with the creative
process. By developing an analytic framework for war, Clausewitz
strengthened his intellectus] capacities and implemented the program of
self-education from which he had not swerved since adolescence,) But
although only serious speculative inquiry could set the mind free, Clause-
witz believed that most men were neither capable of achieving intellec-
tual mastery over complex areas of human activity nor much interested
i it. To help them through the confusion of war they demanded relative-
ty firm guides. How were these to be provided? According to Clausewitz,
experience went a long way, but in the end appropriate guides for con-
duct could only grow out of a comprehensive and scientific analysis.

This was the cognitive side of theory. Nonutilitanian analyses, con-
cerned sclely with gaining a deeper understanding, might bring about
improvements in operational and strategic performance. But for Clause-
witz scientific inquiry needed no justification. While he never lost inter-
est in the military here and now, understanding as such was what even-
tually mattered most to him, and it was to this task that On War
addressed itself.

When Clausewitz first began to think of writing & study that would
explore the whole of war, not merely some of its parts, he chose as intel-
lectual models such books as Montesquieu's De FEsprit des lois and
Kant's Critique of Practical Reagon. 1f in its final version On War bore
little resemblance to these works, they nevertheless indicate something
about the method employed by its author. Easlier I characterized this
method as dialectical. It was that, but in a special sense. Certainly, he
did not proceed in a formal, highly structured manner. Hegel’s thesis,
antithesis, synthesis, fo mention an approach that has often been read
into On War, would have seemed inappropriate to Clausewitz, as did
any system, the Jogical and intellectual symmetry of which were achieved
at the expense of reality. But he frequently did develop his ideas in what
may be called 2 modified form of thesis and antithesis, which permitted
him to explore the specific characteristics of 2 particular phenomenon
with z high degree of exactitude. Purpose and means, strategy and tac-

1% thid., p. 162,
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tics, theory and reality, intent and execution, friend and enemy--these
are some of the opposites he defines and compares not only to gain a
truer understanding of each member of the pair but also to trace the
dynamic links that connect all elements of war into a state of permanent
interaction, One of the stroking features of this way of thinking is that
it defines cach clement as sharply as possible while insisting on the
absence of discrete limits, War and politics, attack and defense, intelli-
gence and courage—to meption some additional pairings—are never
absolute opposites; rather one flows into the other.

Again German philosophy, together with certain analytic and struc-
tural assumptions of the natural sciences, provided Clausewitz with a
fundamental attitude and with the intcliectual tools to express it, Belief
in the need to ascertain the essence of cach phenomenon, or its regulative
idea—as violence, according to Clausewitz, was the essential idea of the
phenomenon “war"—combined with a universal view and with the sense
that smali details contained the key to large forces, as knowledge of one
fiower was basic to the understanding of nature, or knowing why and
how a man fought was essential to understanding war,

bt was in accord with this larger cuitural outlook as weli as with his
personal tendencies that Clausewitz eschewed generalization and simul-
tancously rejected the aparchy of pure pragmatism. His aim was
to achieve a logical structuring of reality. He believed this could be done
if the search for regulative ideas and their elaboration were informed and
controtled by the theorist’s respect for present and past reality. Conse
guently, his method consisted in a permanent discourse between observa-
tion, historical interpretation, and speculative reasoning. As the analysis
proceeds it tries to take account of every clement of war in its present
and past dimensions, accomrmodate itsel to all, integrate all, and never
emphasize one to the exclusion of others. We will see that this charac-
teristic also hoids true of the resulting theory, which floats, Clausewitz
said, between the major phenomena of war, without stressing any one in
particular, The dangers of exaggeration, of being blinded by conteinpo-
rary conditions, let alone of onesided advocacy, are thus largely
avoided.

An example of the way in which Clausewitz’s method transformed
reality into snalyzable form is provided by his development of the con-
cept of friction. He first used the term during the campaign of 1806 to
describe the difficulties Scharnhorst encountered in persuading the high
command to reach decisions, and the further difficulties of having the
decisions implemented. Uncertainty, ignorance, confusion, fatigue, error,
countless other imponderables--ail interfered with the effective applica-
tion of force. During the reform era Clausewitz expanded the concept,
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and linked it with other ideas, until by 1812 he had fully graspeci its the
oretical implications, An essay he addressed to the crown prince at the
end of his tutorials concluded with a section on friction, which both in
content and wording became the basis for the chapter “Friction in War”
in On War, and for the discussion of friction that runs through the en-
tire work.'” Waging war Is very difficult, he wrote, “but the difficulty is
not that erudition and great talent are needed | . . there is no great art to
devising a good plan of operations. The entire difficulty hies in this: To
remain faithful in action to the principles we have laid down for
ourselves.”

To explain why this should be so, Clausewitz resorted to a simile:
“The conduct of war resembles the workings of an intricate maching with
tremendous friction, so that combinations which are easily planned on
paper can be executed only with great effort. Consequently the com-
mander’s free will and intelligence find themselves hampered at every
turn, and remarkable strength of mind and spirit are needed to overcome
this resistance. Even then many good ideas are destroyed by friction, and
we must carry out more simply and modestly what in more complicated
form would have given greater results.”

Friction, he continued, even if it is created by physical forces—bad
weather, for instance, or hunger—always has a psychologically inhibiting
effect; psychic energy must therefore take a part in overcoming it: “In
action our physical images and perceptions are more vivid than the im-
pressions we gained beforehand by mature reflection, But they are only
the outward appearances of things, which, as we know, rarely match
their essence prec;sci We therc§ore run the risk of sacnﬁcmg mature
reflection to first impressions.” In the face of these pressures, men must
hold to their convictions and retain confidence in their knowledge and
tudgment; otherwise they will succumb to the force of friction. Friction,
he was to conclude in On War, 15 the only notion that more or less come
prises those matters that distinguish the real war from war on paper.’?

By creating the concept of friction he rendered one of the most impor-
tant efements in his image of war-~chance—subiject to theoretical analy-
sis. Insofar as friction interfered with one's own actions, it stood only for
the negative aspects of chance. The positive aspects of chance were rep-
resented by the equally pervasive force of Friction on the enemy’s side.
To appreciate the significance of this development we must recall that
the military writers of the Enlightenment, while often acknowledging the

t2'The essay, “Die wichtigsten Grundsitze des Kregfithrens . . . " has been
brought out in English by H. Gatzke under the somewhat misleading title Principles
of War (Hamisburg, Pa., 1941}, For the following quotations, which sre in my

transkation, compare Gatzke, pp. 6o-01, 67
1 “Friction in War,” Book One, Chapter Seven, On War.
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power of the fortuitous, did their best to reduce the scope of chance.
Their spiritual successors Biilow and Jomini strove for the same goal by
means of systems that extended the enormously detailed rules of eigh-
teenth-century masch, camp, and tactical arrangements to strategy. Suc-
cess could be assured by choosing “correct” techniques. Other writers
claimed modern war to be anarchic, susceptible only to empirical treat-
ment. Scharnhorst, on the contrary, held that the natural behavior of
societies and individuals in war could be understood and thus to some
extent guided, and Clausewitz gave this belief theoretical form. In their
view, to exclude or deny chance was to go against nature; indeed, chance
was to be welcomed because it was part of reality. It was not only a
threat but also a positive force to be exploited. Napoleon expressed this
idea perfectly in his operational dictum: Engage the enemy, and see what
happens. The commander put himself in the way of chance; the power
at his disposal and his will to use it enabled him to turn chance into a
new reality,

The force that could most effectively create and exploit this reality was
genius. Thus the concept of friction came to form the counterpart in ex-
ternal Life to the result of Clausewitz’s carlier analyses of the inner life
of the individual, Obscrvation and reflection had led him to clevate ge-
nius--the harmonious combination of cxceptional gifts, and by exten-
sion, intellectual and emotional qualities in general—40 a central position
in his conceptualization of war. The concepts of genius, friction, chance,
in their manifold interaction, now made it possible for the theorist to sub-
ject vast areas of military reality to logical, svstematic analvsis.

Druring the war of 1812 Clausewitz served as staff officer with several
Russian commands, his ignorance of the language Hmiting him to the
role of observer until the end of December, when he took part in talks
between: Russian authorities and the commander of the Prussian corpsin
the Grande Armée that led to the strategically and pelitically important
separation of the Prussian forces from French control. As the fighting
moved west he devised the plan for organizing the East Prussian militia,
a further significant step in the process of detaching Prussia from French
dominance. In the spring campaign of 1813, still in Russian uniform, he
acted as adviser to Schamborst and Gneisenzo antdl the former’s death,
and then became chief of staff of 2 small international army that covered
the Baltic flank of the Allies. Though strict momarchists, inclading the
king himself, continued to resent his earlier refusal to follow official pol-
icy and fight for the French, he eventually gained readmission to the
Prussian service. During the Waterloo campaign he served as chief of
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staff of one of the four corps making up the Prussian field army, and
fought at Ligny and Wavre, where his corps tied down Grouchy's su-
perior force until the main French army was beyond help. In 1816 he
became chief of staf of Gneisenau’s new command, with headquarters
at Coblenz on the Rhine; two years later he was transferred to Berlin as
Superintendent of the War Academy. His new duties were neither oner-
ous nor particularly rewarding. Several times he sought to exchange the
army for diplomacy; but since his reformist politics made him unaccept-
able to the court, he remained in his administrative position for twelve
years, not displeased, on balance, with the opportunity of giving much
of his time to study and writing.

It was in the early years of peace, after the violent interval of the last
campaigns against Napoleon, that Clausewitz retumned seriously to theo-
retical work. A note found in his papers, which his wite quotes in her in-
troduction to On War, indicates that while stationed in the Rhineland
ke began writing brief essays on strategy, addressed to the expert.’* None
of these pieces seerns to have survived; but we possess at least one pre-
liminary study from which Clausewitz hoped to distill the aphoristic
essay he was aiming for: “On Progression and Pause in Military Activ-
ify.” It provided the basis for Chapter Sixteen in Book Three of On
War, which in turn elaborates one of the key arguments in the &rst chap-
ter of the work: real war falls short of the total violence that is its essence
in theory because, among other reasons, war does not consist in a single
act or in a group of simultaneous actions, but extends over time with
periods of action and inaction alternating. Amother, much less signifi
cant, essay may have been the discussion on army organization that is
wsually printed as an appendix in German editions of On War. Its
essential points can be found in Chapter Five of Book Five.

These essays, concise as they are, do not match the extreme brevity
of the chapters in Montesquiew's works, which, Clausewitz writes, served
him as a kind of general model at this Hime. Nor does the structure of his
argument resemble Montesquien’s. But the character of De UEsprit des
lois, and the personality of its author, indicate clearly enough the basis
for Clausewitz’s sense of affinity, The introduction, to mention one

1 M, v, Chusewitz, “Preface,” On Wer, The quotation from her hushand appeass
on p. 83, In time of wrting this & the second of four introductory motes by
Clawsewitz to On War, The first, “Asthor's Preface,” dates from 18:6 10 1518, and
refers ko the essays Clansewitz was writing in those yeass {pp. 62621, The second,
included in his wife's pieface, refers to the expansion of the original scheme. The
third, dated 10 Joly 1827, constitutes the first half of the “Notice,” and mentions
Clausewitz's plan for a complete revision of Books One to Six, and of the sketches
for Books Seven to Eight {pp. 65703, The second part of the “Notice™ was written
later, possibly in 1830, and indicates that Clausewitz had not progressed very far
with his revision (pp. vo—43 1.
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example, contains sentences that Clausewitz himself might have written:
“1 ask for a favor that I fear will not be granted~-do not judge the labor
of twenty years at a moment’s notice; approve or reject the entire work,
not 2 few of its statements. If one wishes to seek the author’s intention,
it can be discovered only in the scheme of the work.,” A subsequent pas-
sage in which Montesquieu states that while writing he “knew neither
rules nor exceptions” can hardly be improved on as a description of
Clausewitz's attitude to the study of war.®*

The essays, each singling out a particular phenomenon or concept, had
the advantage of revealing the major features of each with great clasity,
but their inevitably fragmented analysis left Clausewitz dissatisfied. As
he added new sections and revised existing ones, the compressed aphoris-
tic character of his work gave way to fuller treatment, which responded
to his preference for the systematic development of ideas and the uni-
form application of concepts on a broad range of phenomena. Coinci-
dentally, an expanded and more explicit analysis would be suitable, he
felt, for a wider audience than he had had originally in mind. The result
was On War essentially as we know it today, except for the limited re-
visions made from 1827 on.

Readers of this work and of the studies leading up to it may ask why
Clausewitz felt it necessary to assert repeatedly that violence is the es.
sence of war, and dismiss his reiteration as a pedantic insistence on the
obvious. But Clausewitz stressed the point not only because experience
and the study of the past had convinced him of its truth; he was also re-
sponding to the surprisingly numerous theorists whe continned to claim
that wars could be won by maneuver mather than bloodshed, What mat-
ters, in any case, are the deductions he drew from the self-evident. When
he was twenty-foar he had written that war must always be waged with
the greatest possible amount of energy—that only “the most decisive
operations accord with the nature of war”?® Eight years later he in-
structed his pupil, the crown prince, that war always demanded the full-
est mobilization of resources, and their most energetic exploitation.?
Here were specific implications derived from the concept of absolufe
war, of war that ideally should be waged with the extreme of violence
ideally, because the extreme of violence accorded with ifs nature. If war
was an act of force, Clausewitz could discern no logical “internal” or
self-imposed lmits on the use of force. His insistence on extremes during
the Napoleonic era resulted, of course, not only from logic but aiso from
the historical situation. Between 17¢2 and 1815 exceptional effort and

1t Montesquiew, De I'Esprit des lois, Geneva, 1944, pp. i, vi
18 “Plan of Operations,” Strategie aus dem Jahr 1804, pp. 5152,
7 Prineiples of War, p. 46,
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the willingness to take great risks were, in fact, needed to preserve Bu-
rope’s independence, or to regain it. But even in the years of greatest
challenge Clausewitz recognized that the demand of absolute or utmost
violence, though logically valid, was rarely satisfied in reality. Absclute
war was a fiction, an abstraction that served to unify all military phesom-
ena and helped make their theoretical treatment possible. In practice the
use of force tended to be Hmited. The power of friction reduced the
abstract absolute to the modifications it assumed in reality. The major,
unrevised part of On War is dominated by the mutually clarifying dia-
lectical relationship between absolute and real war.

But was it actually true that real war always modified the abstract ab-
solute? And, secondly, was it valid to deduce from the concept of the abso-
lute that all wars, whatever their cause and purpose, must be waged with
supreme effort? In 1804 Clausewitz already distinguished between wars
fought “to exterminate the opponent, to destroy his political existence,”
and wars waged to weaken the opponent sufficiently so that one could
“impose conditions fon him] at the peace conference.”*® Yet while draw-
ing this distinction, Clausewitz denied that himited aims justified a imita.
tion of effort. He argued that even if no more were intended than com-
pelling the opponent to agree to terms, his power and will to resist must
be broken. For political and social as well as for military reasons the pre-
ferred way of bringing about victory was the shortest, most direct way,
and that meant using all possible force. In this view, as I have suggested,
expérience buttressed the demands of logic. It was not difhcult to believe
that from the first campaign of the Revolution fo the wars of 1806 and
180 France emerged victorious because her opponents would not exert
themselves to the utmost. And it was in part because contemporary re-
ality seemed to confirm that every war was a modification of the absolute
and that every war shouid be waged without restrictions being placed on
the rational application of force that these arguments retained what
might be called a formal supremacy in Clausewitz’s work even as he was
coming to appreciate that they were onesided.

His essay on “Progression and Pauvse” indicates that by 1817 he was
no longer content to impute the modification of military activity wholly
to the force of friction. Because war consisted in a series of interactions
between opponents, it was proper both in logic and reality that not every
minute should pass at the highest pitch of effort and violence. Numerous
hints in Books One through Six of On War point in the same direction,
By the middle of the 1820"s Clausewitz fully recognized that the second
type of war in actuality—a war fought for limited goals—was not neces-
sarily a modification or corruption of the theoretical principle of absolute

18 “Plan of Operations,” Siretegic aus dem Jahr 1804, p. 51,
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war. As he stated in his “Notice” and in the last revision of Chapter One
of Book One, 2 second type of war existed that was as valid as absolute
war, not only in the field but alse philosophically, Limited wars might be
a modification of the absolute, but need not be, if the purpose for which
they were waged was also limited. Violence continned to be the essence,
the regulative idea, even of limited wars fought for limited ends; but in
such cases the essence did not require its fullest possible expression. The
concept of absolute war had by no means become invalid, it continued
to perform decisive analytic functions; but it was now jeined by the con.
cept of limited war,

The dual nature of war, as Clausewitz formalated it in the last years
of his life, is expressed in bwo pairs of possible conflicts, each defined
according to the purpose involved: War waged with the aim of complete-
iy defeating the ¢nemy, in order {1} to destroy him as a political orga-
nism, or {2) to force him to accept any terms whatever; and wars waged
to acquire territory, in order (1} to retain the conquest, or {2} to bar-
gain with the occupied land in the peace negotiations. In the “Notice”
Clausewitz stated his intention of revising the entire text of On War to
develop these different types systematically. But he went further. As a
second major theme the revision would trace the political character of
war. The distinction he drew between the two themes is puzaling since
the previous paragraph declares that political motives determine whether
a conflict is himited or unlimited. Clausewitz did not explain his separa-
tion of the dual nature of war and the political character of war, but
Eberhard Kessel has suggested a reason based on arguments and obser-
vations that recur throughout Clausewitz’s writings.* War is influenced
by objective and by subjective political factors. The objective factors
comprise the specific characteristics and strengths of the state in ques
tion, and the general characteristics of the age—political, economic,
technelogical, intellectual, and social. The subjective factors consist in
the free will of the leadership, which should conform to the objective
realities, but often does not. Put differently, Clausewitz separated the
political conseguences of general conditions and those ansing from indi-
vidual intelligence, emotions, genius, He may have sought analytic clasity
by linking his discussion of the objective political realitics mainly to the
concept of the dual natuze of war, and the issues of leadership mainly to
the concept of the political character of wax But however Clausewitz’s
programimatic statement is interpreted, the reader of On War will find
imself in accord with ifs author if he gives the political motives and

1o Kessel, “Yur Genesis der modemen Kregslehre” pp. 415-417, See abo the
sampe auther's “INe deppelte Art des Krieges,” Wehrwissenschaftliche Rundschau, 4
{July 19534}, no. 7.
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character of war more prominence than they receive in much of the text,
and, further, if he amends the unrevised sections to the effect that limited
wars need not be a modification, but that theoretically and in reality two
equally valid types of war exist.

Clausewitz came to the recognition of the dual nature of war largely by
way of historical study, which convinced him that limited conflicts had
often occurred not because the protagonists’ means precluded greater
effort or their leadership had faltered, but because their intentions were
too limited to justifv anything more. In the face of the historical evi-
dence, theory had to be corrected. As Clausewitz insisted throughout his
life, the present could claim no final superionity over the past; and to be
valid at all, theory must be universally valid. From the first, as we know,
history helped guide his ideas on war. It may be thought that this was
hardly unusual, Just as few theorists failed to acknowledge the role psy-
chological factors played in war, so most proclaimed the value of military
history for a sound understanding of war. But what Clausewitz had in
mind differed profoundly from the unreflective chronicles and utilitarian
iustrations of strategic and tactical “laws” that passed for historv in the
military literature. He did not regard history as a book of examples from
which soldiers could learn, directly or by analegv. His individualizing
way of thinking, which enabled him to single out the force of character
and intelligence in the clash of mass armies, and fo interpret institutions,
societies, and nations as larger personalities—separate and different from
each other-.extended to his view of the past. History, too, was marked
by constant variety, not subject to patterns—the march of progress, for
instance, or man’s search for God-which o Clausewitz were simply
assumptions created by fashion, themselves always changing. Fach pe-
riod existed for itself, not as part of a grand scheme, and could be under-
stood only on its own terms. Certain Iarge themes recurred throughout
time; they derived from the eclementary human desires for safety,
strength, knowledge, but thev expressed themselves in constantly chang-
ing forms. Like military theory, history had no lessons or rules to offer
the student, it could only broaden his understanding and strengthen his
critical judgment,

In Clausewitz’s pedagogic and theoretical work, history had the addi-
tional function of expanding the student’s or reader’s experience, or sub-
stituting for it when experience was lacking. History depicted reality and
stood for reality. The role of theory, on the contrary, Clausewitz once
declared, was merely to help us comprehend history—a highly telling
reversal of roles that few other theorists would have agreed with or even
understood *

20 Principles of War, p. 64,
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This conception tmposed certain demands on the writing and study
of history that constitute a further difference between Clausewitz and
most of his contemporarics, Generalized accounts of the past he consid-
ered useless; far better, he said, to study one campaign in minute detail
than to acquire vague knowledge of a dozen wars, His own historical
writing shows a concern for specifics that in his day was exceptional, the
more s6 since the mass of statistical, organizational, and cartographic
data is combined with verv extensive speculations on intentions and im-
plications. On War is full of historical references. They have often been
criticized—and sometimes deleted--as unnecessary, outdated detail; in
fact thev are depictions of reality that alone justifv the theoretical super
structure, and $hat should stimulate the modern reader to reflect on his
own experiences, o have recousse to his knowledge of events of his own
time as well as of the past.

When Clausewitz decided that the text of On War must be recast to
take sufficient account of the dual nature and political character of war,
he did not complete the manuscript but instead turned to historical re-
sezrch. Between 1824 and 1830, when new duties interrupted his
studies, he revised only a few chapters of On War; most of his time was
given to writing histories of the campaign of 1815 and of two limited
wars, the Italian campaigns of 1796 and 17992 He needed to under
stand how his ideas worked in reality before he could proceed to their
systematic theoretical treatment. When he might have felt ready to re-
turn to On War, external circumstances intervened. His transfer to the
army’s artillery inspectorate compeiled him to familiarize himself with
a branch of the service of which he knew relatively little. Hardly had he
taken up his new assignment when the French Revolution of 1830
brought about another change. His friend Gneisenaun was recalled to
active service to command the army that Prussia mobilized, and he asked
for Clausewitz as his chief of staff. As the cautious foreign policy of the
new French regime and the Polish uprising against Russia shifted the
crisis to the east, Gneisenau's forces were deployed along the East Prus-
sian border to protect the country against Polish incursions and the
cholera, which had spread from Russia to Poland. The epidemic could
not be halted, however, and in August 1831 Gneisenau became one of
its victims. On 16 November, shortly after he had returned to his regular
duty as Inspector General of the Stlestan artillery, Clausewitz died sud-
denly, probably of a hcart attack brought about by a relatively mild case
of the cholera.

Even after his ultimate.revisions Clausewitz had known that his ideas

# ‘The manuscripts, which were published in volumes 4 through 6, and 8 of his
collected works, add up to 1,500 pages in print.
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needed further development, and passages in On War and in the corre-
spondence of his last years point to important additions to theory that
he never worked out in detail. Book Six, for instance, explicitly states
that the dual nature of war applies to defensive as well as offensive war,
but the definition in the opening chapter of the work refers only to the
side that initiates the conflict. Perhaps this was one reason why in the
“Notice” he singles out his treatment of the defensive as being little more
than a first attempt that must be completely reworked. Again, his defini-
tions assume that altimnately political and military goals were paraliel,
even though he was aware that their relationship tended to be more com-
plex and that goals might change i the course of fighting. Despite the
remarkable invention of the concept of escalation, Clausewitz never suf-
ficiently explored the various ways in which one side influences the other,
particulatly in the defensive. But these are comments not criticisms.
They remind us once more of the manner in which Clausewitz formed
and refined his ideas, They also suggest the vitality of these ideas, which
never coalesced into a finite system, but led to hypotheses that over a
century-and-a-half have shown the capacity for continuing growth that
Clansewifz believed to be the mark of true theory.

25






MICHAEL BOWARD

The Influence of Clausewitz

When Clausewitz’s widow published On War in 1832 a year after her
husband's death, it was received with a respect which may have owed
more to Clausewitz's reputation as one of the great generation of Prus-
sian military reformers, a pupil of Scharshorst and a closs colleague ot
Crneisenau, than to any deep or widespread study of its contents. “The
streams whose erystal floods pour over nuggets of pure gold,” wamed one
tactful reviewer, “do not flow in any flat and accessible river bed but in 4
narrow rocky valley surrounded by gigantic Ideas, and over its entrance
the mighty Spirit stands guard like a cherub with his sword, turning back
all who expect to be admitted at the usual price for a play of 1deas.”” In
other words he found it heavy geing, and he was clearly not the only
reader to do so. The first edition of 1300 copies was still not exhausted
twenty years later when the publishers decided to issue a new one. This
time many of the obscurities in the original text—obscurities perhaps in-
evitable in the posthumous publication of so large and complex a work
by a devoted but inexpert widow—were clarified by the liberal revisions
and corrections of the auther's brotherindaw, the Count Friedrich ven
Brithl, No further edition then appeared until 1867, In that vear the mili-
tary writer Wilhelm Ristow devoted a chapter to Clausewitz in his sur-
vey of The Art of War in the Nineteenth Century but said of him that
he was “well-known bat little read,” an aphorism which has lost none of
its accuracy with the passage of time. But even those who had not read
him knew that his teachings embodied that freedom of thinking, that
emphasis on the creative action of the individual and disdain for formal-
isrn which had lain at the root of Scharnhorst’s reforms of the Prussian
Army and which Scharnhorst’s successor as War Minister, Hermann
von Boven, tried to keep alive during the sterile and reactionary period
of the 1840's. The military conservatives preferred the teaching of Gen-
eral von Willisen, whose Theorie des grossen Krieges {1840} laid down
positive rules and principles with Jominian dogmatism. Their domi-

t Preussische Militair-Literatur Zeitung, 1832, Quoted by Wemer Hahlweg in his
introduction to the sixteenth edition of Vo Kriege (Bonn, 1952). Hereafter referred
to as Hahlweg.
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nance in positions of influence at this time may have played some part
in preventing Clausewitz’s ideas from being more widely known.?

But the basic cause for Clausewitz’s continuing obscurity must be
sought in the text itsclf. So also must the wide divessity of interpretations
to which it was to be subjected. Clansewitz himself had warned that if he
did not live to complete his task he would leave behind “a shapeless mass
of ideas” which would be endlessly misinterpreted and “made the target
of much half-baked criticism.” It was also a mass from which, because
Clausewitz did not live to mold it into a finished and coherent shape,
later writers were to quarry ideas and phrases to suit the needs of their
own theories and their own Hmes. Clausewity, as i turned out, had less
cause to fear his critics than te be wary of many of his professed
admirers,

In the introductory note he wrote in 1827 Clausewitz made the posi-
tion clear. He had completed six books. The seventh and eighth were still
only rough drafts. When these were finished he would go through the
entire work again and bring out the two great themes which would re-
ceive their final clarification in the last book. The first theme was the
“dual nature” of war, as an instrument which could be used either to
overthrow the enemy or to exact from him a limited concession. The sec-
ond was the point “that must be made absolutely clear, namely that war
is simply the continuation of policy by other means.” This, he warned,
“if firmly kept in mind throughout . . . will greatly facilitate the study of
the subject and the whole will be casier to analyze” {sce below, p. 69},
But he had to rely on his readers to keep it in mind. His own revision
went no further than the first chapter of Book One where he introduces
us to the three elements in his theorv: the intrinsic vielence of war; the
dominant role of rational policy in shaping and controlling it; and the ali-
important dimension of chance,

The above-quoted note makes it clear that had Clausewitz Lived to
finish the work it would have been the second of the above three cle-
ments which would have received the most emphasis: the dominance
which the political end should exert over the military means. As it is,
however, Clausewitz has very little to say about this ¢ven in Book Three
on strategy. Strategy he defings baldly as “the use of the engagement for
the purposes of the war” {see below, p. 177). It is here that we find the
doctrine which was to be seized on so avidly by later writers: “The best
strategy is to be very strong: first everywhere, and then at the decisive
point” (see below, p. 204}. The two types of war and the possibility that

¢ Hetlweg, pp. 12-13. Ristow's work was published as Die Feldhermkunst des
neunrehnten Jahrhunderts (Ziirich, 1867}, See also Eugene Carrias, La pensée mili-
taire allemande (Paris, 19438}, pp. 224-228.
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esch wight need to be conducted according to different principles re-
ceives here only the most glancing of references. In general the strategy
dealt with in this book is simply the strategy, as Clausewitz saw it, of
Napoleon; of war as “absolute” as the dictates of a powertul political
meftivation could make it.

The same lmitation applies even more strongly to Book Four, “The
Engagement.” Here we find not 2 word about the two types of war or the
supremacy of the political object. The centerpiece of this book is the
major battle (MHauptschiacht) and its consequences; what Clansewitz
termed “the true center of gravity of the war.” Yet almost by definition
“Hmited wars”" are conflicts in which the issue is not brought to such a
massive decision. It might be pleaded that this book emphasizes the cen.
tral paradox of sll was, the dialectic between the forces of violence and
the forces of reason, and that the political requirernent for rational con-
trol can no more mitigate the essentially violent nature of the means than
the precise manipulation of an oxyacetylene flame diminishes its heat.
Clausewitz was indeed at pains to reiterate this point in the revised first
chapter of Book One, which must be taken as his considered view on the
subject: “"Kind-hearted people might think that there was some ingenious
way to disarm or defeat an enemy without too much bloodshed and
might imagine this is the true goal of the art of war. Pleasant as it sounds,
this is a fallacy that must be exposed” {see below, p. 7¢). Thus, there is
no reason to suppose that Clausewitz would in his revision have aban-
doned any of the heliefs expressed in Book Four, beliefs set out in
phrases of dreadful vividness, the outcome of his own terrible experi-
ences in 1806 and from 1812 to 1815, But perhaps he might have con-
sidered more deeply how this inexorably destructive flame could be mod-
erated and controlled to serve the political ends he regarded as
paramount.

As it was Clausewitz did not survive to make these revisions. In the
text which he left behind him we find that, of the three elements in his
theory, the political element, that by which e came to set the most store,
is dealt with only in the last book and the first chapter of the first. It is
the other two elements, the intrinsic violence of war and the ommipres-
ence of chance, together with the derands which both make upon moral
qualities, which are stressed throughout the rest of the work—except
indeed in the long, rich, and complex Book Six on defense, which badly
neaded revision if its lessons were to be clearly brought out.

These were certainly the aspects of Clausewitz’s work which most
forcibly impressed posterity, not least the great Melmuth von Moitke,
who became Chief of the Prussian General Staff in 1857, and who played
the leading part in bringing Clausewitz’s work to the attention of his
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countrymen, Moltke was to cite On War together with Homer and the
Bible as one of the truly seminal works which had meolded his own
thinking.® He had been at the War Academy when Clausewitz was
Superintendent but since Clausewitz had had virtually no contact with
the students, there could have been no question of direct influence.
Moreover, as Moltke’s most recent biographer has pointed out,* many of
the ideas we now think of as peculiarly Clansewitzian and to which
Moltke was so signally to give effect in his campaigns—the annihilation
of the enemy's main force, the concentration of effort at the decisive
point, the overriding importance of moral forces, the need for self-
reliance in the commander and flexibility in tactical method—were
comimonplaces among voung Prussian officers who had shared the
Napoleonic experience. As with so many thinkers, many of the ideas
which Clausewitz codified and transmitted to postexity may have been
shared generally, if unconsciously, among his contemporaries, and so
intelligent and sensitive a pupil as Moltke would have quickly picked
them up from his environment. Moltke’s thinking should perhaps be
seen rather as reinforcing and demonstrating Clausewitz’s ideas than as
simply deriving from them.

But it was Moltke's achievement in the German wars of unification in
1866 and 1870 which drew attention to the abiding validity of Clause-
witz's work. In Moltke’s own writings we find over and over again pas-
sages which echo Clausewitz, “Victory through the application of armed
foree is the decisive factor in war . . . it is not the occupation of a shice
of terrtory or the capture of a fortress but the destruction of the enemy
forces which will decide the outcome of the war. This destruction thus
constitutes the principal object of operations.” And again “Strategy is a
system of expedients. It Is more than a science, it is a science applied to
everyday life . . . the art of acting under the pressure of most arduous
circumnstances.””® And peshaps the most influential reflection of all: “In
war it is often less important what one does than how one does it. Strong
determination and perseverance in carrying through a simple idea are the
surest routes to one’s objective.™ This was the kind of thing that ap-
pealed to practical soldiess.

But what one does not find in Moeltke, or indeed in any of his disciples
or successors, is any reflection of Clausewitz’s insistence on the need for
military means to be subordinate to political ends. He showed no signs,
gither in his writings or his work as Chief of Stafl, of understanding

% Fberhard Kessel, Moltke {Stattgart, 19573, p. 168.
+Ibid.

= See the passages quoted in Cardas, Lo pensde militaire allerande, pp. 238~241.
8 Kessel, Molike, p. g31.
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Clausewitz’s requiremnent for war to be versatile if it were to serve the
political object. For Moltke war was not so much an instrument of policy
as the incvitable fate of mankind, to be stoically endured and efficiently
conducted. Certainly, he accepted the supremacy of the political author-
ity so long as it was the King himself, the War Lord whose uniform he
wore and to whom he had sworn allegiance. But it did not extend to the
King's political advisers, who had no business whatever, in Moltke's
view, to meddle in the matters which the King had delegated to him.
When war broke out, he considered, “at the moment of mobilization
the political adviser should fall silent, and should take the lead again
only when the Strategist has informed the King, after the complete
defeat of the enemy, that his task has been fulfilled.™

All this of course was totally at variance with Clausewitz’s teaching
about the relationship between the military and the political authorities
as set out in Book Eight of On War. This assumed the continuing direc-
tion of the campaign by the cabinet as a whole, suggesting indeed that
the military commander should be made a member of that body so that
it could take part in making crucial strategic decisions® But it was
Moltke’s view of the matter, not that of Clausewitz, which became domi-
nant in Imperial Germany toward the end of the nineteenth century,
even theugh it was during these vears that Clausewitz was being most
widely acclaimed. A fourth edition of On War appeared in 1880, The
esteemn in which Clausewitz was now held in Germany can be judged by
the words with which, in 18832, Colmar von der Goltz opened his fa-
mous work Das Volk im Waffen, which 1an into many editions and was
translated into English as The Nation in Armgs: “A military writer who,
after Clausewitz, writes upon war, runs the risk of being likened to the
poet who, after Goethe, attempts g Faust, or, after Shakespeare, 2 Ham.
let. Evervthing of any importance to be said about the nature of war
can be found stereotyped in the works left behind by that greatest of
military thinkers.”®

In 190g a fifth edition was published with a commendatory introduc-
tion by the then Chief of the General Staff, Count Alfred von Schiieffen.
Three more were to follow before the outbreak of the Great War, and
no less than fve during the war itself.

During this period Clausewitz's teaching about the relationship be-
bween war and policy was not ignored. Indeed it caused a certain bewil-
derment among his admirers. General von Caemmerer, the most distin-
guished Clausewitz scholar of his generation, drew attemtion to the

* Rudolph Stadelmann, Moftke und der Staat (Krefeld, 1950}, p. 206,
# Por the significance of this passage see helow, p. 6ol
# Cohnar von der Coltz, The Nation in Arms {London, 1913}, p. 1.
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divergence on this subject between Clausewitz and Moltke, and
expressed himself comvinced “of the correctness in every respect of
Clausewitz’s views.** But von der Goltz expressed the majority view in
refusing to accept this. It was not that he ignored the political element in
the Clausewitzian frinity, He considered it o be no longer relevant. The
situation, he claimed, had changed since Clausewitz had written. Now
“if two European Powers of the first order collide, their whole organized
forces will at once be set in motion to decide the quarrel. All political
considerations bred of the halfheartedness of wars of alliance fal to
the ground.” War was certainly an instrument of policy in that war arcse
from a political situation; but, he continued: “War will on that account
be in no way lowered in importance nor restricted in its independence,
if only the commander in chief and the leading statesmen are agreed
that, under all circumstances, war serves the end of politics best by 4
complete defeat of the enemy. By attention to this maxim the widest
scope is allowed in the employment of the fighting forces,”?

Thus, ingeniously, von der Coltz made the best of both worlds, recon-
ciling the supremacy of policy with the independence of the commander.
Given the increasing difficulties of military planning as armies grew ever
larger, less flexible, at the mercy of railway timetables, it was probably
the best that could be done to adapt Clausewitz’s teaching fo the exi-
gencies of military policy in the Withelmine Era.

For it was not only in Germany that Clausewitz’s views on this matter
were seen, at the beginning of the twentieth century, to be increasingly
anachronistic. In France Colonel Foch wrote in 1go3 in his Principles
of War, “You must henceforth go to the very limits to find the aim of
war. Since the vanquished party now never yields before it has been de-
prived of all means of reply, what you have to aim at is the destruction
of those very means of reply.”** Even a very much more balanced French
authority, Colonel Colin, whose The Transformation of War still ranks
as the outstanding summary of the military sitvation in Europe on the
eve of the Creat War, wrote in exactly the same terms:

Without speaking of the passions that wouid animate most of the bel-
ligerents, the material conditions of modern war no longer admit of
the avoidance of the radical decision by battle. The two armies oc-
cupying the whole area of the theatre of operations march towards
each other, and there is no issue but victory. . . . Therefore the indica-
tions which a government should give to a general on the political
12 Rudoliph von Csemmerer, The Development of Strategical Sciences during the
Nineteenth Century (London, 1905}, p

1t Von der Goltz, Nation in Arms, p. 143.
12 Ferdinand Foch, The Principles of War {London, 1918}, p. 37.
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object is reduced to-a very small affair. Once the war is decided on, it
is absolutely necessary that a gencral should be left free to conduct it
at his own discretion, subject to seeing himself relieved of his com-
mand if he uses his discretion with but littie energy or competence,

Such was the philosophy which was to animate, not only the Germans,
but all the belligerent powers at the outset of the Great War. But it was
not the strategic thinkers, nor even the requirements of military tech-
nology, that molded the experience of 1914 and the termble years that
followed. Clausewitz himself had written: “The aims a belligerent adopts
and the resources he employs must be governed by the particular char-
acteristics of his own position; but they wili also conform to the spirit of
the age and its general character.”* It is in the light of this aphorism that
the experience of the Fist World War has to be understood.

If there were understandable reasons, technical, political, and psycho-
togical, why Clausewitz's teaching about the subordination of the mili-
tary means to the political end were no onger seen to be relevant in
1914, the same can hardly be said about his views on defense as the
stronger form of war; views which had become more significant with
practically every new development in military technology since 1870.
Meoitke himself had endosed them, as had Caemmerer,'® but very few
other German writers did, and even fewer French. Von der Goltz was
typical of the former.?® “To make war means to attack,” he wrote, and
“happy the soldier to whom fate assigns the part of the assailant.” In
concluding an account of an imaginary battie he summed up: “In de-
scribing a battle we have been led, in spite of ourselves, to depict an
offensive battle. What German soldier could do otherwise?” In fact, one
German soldier had done otherwise, and that was Clausewitz himself.
His picture of a battle in Chapter Two of Bock Four was that of a gruel-
ing bataille d'usure; not all that different, on a very much smaller scale,
from the battles which developed on the Western Front between 1915
and 1g17. But, suggested Goltz, Clausewitz might have “changed his
views as to the superiority of the defense over the attack if he had
had the opportunity of carefully revising his original text”; an argu-
ment frequently used by admirers of Clausewitz—the present writer not
excepted—who find aspects of his work not wholly to their liking.

If Clavsewitz’s teaching about the defensive was ignored and his views
on the relations between war and policy were considered anachronistic,
why then was he so admired in the German army? Primarily for his

1 |, Colin, The Transformation of War (London, 2912}, p 343

14 See below, . 504

15 Caeranerer, Development of Strategical Sciences, p. g3.
¢ Von dey Goltz, Nation in Arms, pp, 262-283, 345,
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achievement, as Hans Rothfels has stated,’® in turning strategic thought
away from a mechanistic concern with geometrical relations “to man and
man's actions in the midst of all the uncertainties which are the proper
element of war.” Caemmerer singled ount the chapters on “The Genius
for War,” “‘Friction in War,” and “Tension and Rest in War,” together
with the first and third books generally as being the most influential in
educating the Prussian army. “They freed us from sall that artificiality
which gave itself such airs in the theory of war and have shown us what,
after all, is the real point.”*® Withelm Blume, in his widely read Stra-
tegie (first published in 1884) echoes Clausewitz when he wrote that
“Bvery theory . . . which seeks to bind the reciprocal action of living
forces by dead theories, must be rejected, for i# will in practice have di-
sastrous results.”™® And it was to this aspect of Clausewitz’s teaching that
von Schlieflen drew attention in his introduction to the ffth edition of
On War in 1905, Clausewitz, he wrote, had taught “that every case in
war must be considered and thought through in its own nght (nach
seiner Eigenart).” It was, he said, “the awakening of this recognition as
a reality for which the Prossian and now the entize German army owes
the great thinker everlasting thanks,”#

Second, Clausewitz was quoted for his emphasis on the preeminence
of moral forces in war. Clausewitzian phrases about the will-power of the
commander, his need for resolution, self-confidence and coup doeil re-
sound through German military writings; though pethaps it was the in-
fluence of Moltke rather than of Clausewitz which stressed the need for
these qualities at cvery level of command and not simply in the com-
manderin-chief. The emphasis on simplicity and directness rather than
on ingenious maneuver, on resolution rather than on subtiety, on bold
initiative rather than on elaborate calculation was to be found in every
German textbook between 1870 and 1g:4* all the more so since the
conditions of twentieth-century warfare clearly made these qualities even
more vital {0 military success than they had been in the Napoleonic era.
In the enormous armics of 1goo, their communications dependent at best
on fragile ficld-telephones, their size and complexity rendering claborate
manenver out of the question, commanders-in-chief could give only the
broadest of directives to their subordinates and rely on their intelligence

1t Hans Rothfels, “Clausewitz,” in . M. Easle, od,, Makers of Modern Strategy
{Princeton, 1043), p. zoo. “In 4 way,” went on Rothlels, “this was a Copersican
revolation.” This is an unhappy analogy. Copernicus dethroned man as the center
of the universe: Clansewitz and his contemporaries restored him,

18 Caemnmierer, Developrent of St{qregical Sciences, p. 82.

18 Quoted in Cartias, Lo pensde militaire allemande, p. 263,

# Clansewitz, Vom Kriege, 5th ed. {Berlin, 1gog), pp. ii—vi,
2 Gee the examples in Carrias, La pensée militaire aflemande, pp. 268 ff.
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and initiative to carry them out in detail. Junior officers were likely to
find themselves isolated on vast battlefields in a strange, sometimes bare-
Iy endurable environment, with no recourse save their inner strength to
keep them going and their common sense to tell them what to do. For
these circumstances Clausewitz’s teaching was marvelously appropriate,
and his disciples did very well to stress it

And what was the object of all this resolution, all this common sense?
Again Clausewitz seemed to provide a clear and simple answer; the an-
nihilation of the enemy; the aspect of his teaching which Schlieffen
stressed in his introduction to the fifth edition of On Wer. As to whether
this was always and necessarly so, whether Clausewitz's doctrine of the
two kinds of war did not imply a valid alternative objective in the attri-
tion of the eneimy, a scholarly controversy raged in military and historical
periodicals for thirty years, a controversy centering on the military his-
torian Hans Delbriick, who as early as 1881 put forward the thesis that
if Clausewitz had lived to revise his work he would have devoted far
more appreciation and atiention to this strategy of attrition {Ermat-
tungsstrategie) which had distinguished cighteenth-century warfare and
the campaigns of Frederick the Great, as against the strategy of annihila-
tion (Vernichtungsstrategie) characteristic of Napoleon® The experi-
ence of the Fist Wordd War was most gloomily te justify Delbriick's
view that the former strategy was no less valid than the latter; but since
no echo of that view found its way into German military textbooks be-
fore 1g14, the question remained acadernic. The object of strategy, Ger-
man soldiers were taught, was the destruction of the enemy armed forces
by battle; and the greater the battle, the more effectively could that ob-
ject be achieved.

Of course, all this was to be found in Clausewitz. Not only was the
concept of battle central to his strategic thought, but he wrote about #
with a vigor and a vivacity which. make those chapters leap from the
pages like a splash of scarlet against a background of scholarly gray.®
The famous phrases about the inevitability of bloody slaughter in a suc-
cessful battle and of bloody battles in a successful strategy were taken
up and quoted with grisly relish; not so much in serious military text-

22 Delbeiick first set out his arguments in the Zeitschrift fHir preussische Ceschichte
und Landeskunde, vols. 13, sz {3881), and repeated them in his Geschichte der
Kriegskunst im Rahmen der politischen Geschichte (Berlin, 1920}, 4¢ 430-444. The
controversy was concluded only in 1920 with an exchange with Otto Hintze in
Forschungen rur brandenburgisehen und preuseisefien Geschichte, vol. 13, See also
the essay or Delbriick by Gordon Craig in Eatle, Makers of Modern Strategy.

23 For some inferesting speculations as to the psychological reasons for this see
Bemard Brodie, “Clansewitz: s Passion for War,” World Politics z5, 2 {January,

1573}
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books as in the popular militaristic weitings of von der Goltz, Bernhardi,
and their innwmerable Imitators in the Wilhelmine Reich. The name of
Clausewitz became associated in the pepular mind with battle and bloed.
As for the military specialists, the concept of annihilation as the object
of strategy was no less dominant—if only because they could not see how
else, under the conditions of early twenticth-century warfare wars, espe-
cially wars conducted by Germany on two fronts, could concelvably be
won. As Schilieffen himself wrote: “It is not possible to conduct a strat-
egy of atirition when the support of millions of combattants runs into
milliards of marks.”** If Germany could not destroy one or other of her
principal adversaries as rapidly and as totally as she had destroyed
French military power in 1870, she was likely eventually fo be squeezed
to death between them. To that extent the strategy of annihilation ap-
peared inevitable. What Schlieffen and his successors underrated were
the limitations of a strategic plan which, in concentrating on the destrue-
tion of a major land power, provoked the antagonism of a major sea
power. But then Clausewitz himself never considered the significance of
sea power in the Napoleonic wars. With all its depth and genius, his
strategic thinking was intensely parochial, conceived as it was within the
framework of a land-locked Prussia. By his own definition strategy was
concerned with the movement of armies. None of his disciples consid-
ered how his teaching might be adapted to the reguiremnents of 3 German
Empire with aspirations to world power.

S6 far we have considered the influence of Clausewitz on the German
army alone. Bat the German army was, at the beginning of the twentieth
century, the model for all others, and in imitating its training methods
and tactical doctrines foreign armies absorbed the doctrines of Clause-
witz as much unconsciously as consciously. But the French did so quite
consciously. A French translation of On War had been published s early
as 1845 and four years later a commentary on it was published by a
professor at Saint-Cyr.® Neither work appears to have made much
impression on a Freach army which assumed inborm genius in its com-
mander and required of its junior officers only obedience to orders, a
good seat ont a horse, and unflinching bravery ander fire. The events of
1840 proved these to be insufficient equipment for the responsibilities
of modern warfare, but as 2 result most French military writers set about
studying, not why the Prussian army had wosn, but what the great Napo-
leon would have done had he been presented with the same problem.
Clausewitz was comsidered, insofar as he was considered at all, as one
interpreter of the true Napoleonic doctrine among many, and one who

22 Graf von Schlieffen, Gesammelte Schriften,  vols, {Berdin, 1913}, 1: 17
2 Fugene Carrias, La pensée militaire frongaise {Paris, 1960}, p. 252
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had as often as not distorted the pure beams of that sacred truth.*® But
one French writer had begun independently to explore the relationship
of moral to physical forces in war--Colonel Ardent du Picq, who was
killed at Metz in 1870 and whose Ftudes sur le Combat, when it was
published ten vears later, won immediate acclaim. Attention was thus
already becoming focused on the question of morale when an instructor
at the Ecole de Guerre, Lucien Cardot, was inspired by reading von der
Goltz to give 4 course of lectures on Clausewitz in 1884 which was to in-
fluence an entire generation of French officers; the generation which was
to mold the thinking of the French anmy at the turn of the century and
to lead it during the Great War®

These men seized upon the Clausewitzian teaching about morale,
about the battle, and about the offensive spinit, and preached it with an
enthusiassn which outmatched even the Germans. Their ardor was
fanned by a national mystique about the furia francese and by the con-
temporary poptilar philosophy of Henry Bergson, with all its emphasis
on I'élan vital. Tt was a mood rather than a doctrine, and one which
found its greatest exponent in one of the officers who had attended Car-
dot’s lectures: Ferdinand Foch. In fact, by the end of the century the
Freach army had become as totally imbued with these oversimphified
neo-Clausewitzian ideas as had its German adversarics, Witness the Ficld
Service Regulations of 18¢5: “Combat may be offensive or defensive,
but it always has for its end to break by force the will of the enemy and
to Impose on him our own. Only the offensive permits the obtaining of
decisive results, The passive defense is doomed to certain defeat; it is to
be rejected absolutely.”#

And this teaching seemed justihed by the lessons of the next major
conflict between great powers, the Russo-Japanese War of 1904, In their
conduct of operations, the Japanese army displayed all the qualities so
lauded by Clausewitz: the offensive spirit, the simple and divect strategy,
the initiative at every level, as against the passivity of their Russian ad-
versaries. Whether the Japanese army would have performed in the same
maner if they had not been trained by an enthusiastic disciple of Clanse-
witz, General vonn Meckel, is a reasonable matter for speculation; but
certainly On War had been transiated into Japanese, and the japanese
commanders politely acknowledged their debt to it.®®

26 1hid. See especially the work of Genen! Bonpal and Colonel Camon for gro-
tesque examples of this kind of chauvinism.

27 Dattas . Irvine, “The French Discovery of Clausewitz and Napoleon,” fournal
of the American Military Institute, 4 {31940} 143,

# Ouoted by frvine, ihid.

 In 1904 the publishers of Vom Kriege, Ditmmier Verlag, sent advance copies of
the forthcoming &fth edition to the Japanese commander Count Kuroki, He replied
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The debt was noted by the military observers of that other island Em-
pire, Great Britain, who observed the performance of their new ally in
the Far East with particular interest.® After the humikiating performance
of the British army against the Boer Republics in South Africa, 18gg-
1oz, & revival of military thinking was under way in Britain—a revival
hastened by a growing perception of the possibility that in the not far
distant future Britain might become involved in land warfare against the
Cerman army. An English translation of On War by Colonel |. |
Graham had appeared in 1874, but it had long been out of print. The
general contemptuous ignorance in which Clausewitz was held by British
soldiers was probably well summed up by the most admired of all the
teachers at the Staff College, Colonel G.F.R. Henderson, who in & lec-
ture at the Royal United Services Institution in 1894 on “Lessons of the
Past for the Present” bad mentioned Clausewitz enly to say, sarcastically
and inzccurately: “Clausewitz, the most profound of all writers on war,
says that everyone understands what moral force is and how it is applied.
But Clausewitz was a genius, and geniuses and clever men have a dis-
tressing habit of assuming that evervone understands what is perfectly
clear to themselves,”®

This complacent anti-intellectualism, which has long been the pre-
dominant characteristic of a British army which takes a perverse delight
in learning all its lessons the hard way, was temporarily shaken in the ten
vears before 1914.%* Clausewitz began to reccive almost as much atten-
tion at Camberley as he did in Continental Staff Colleges. A new, trun-
cated translation was published by T. M. Maguire in 190g, but simul-
taneously Colonel Giaham's translation was reprinted, with an
introduction by Colonel F. N. Maude drawing attention to its relevance
for an army kkely to have to encounter the Germans, in the three red
volumes through which so many British and American readers have
come to know On War for the past seventy years. But, more interest-
ingly, Clausewitz was studied also by Britain’s leading naval historian,
Sir Julian Corbett, who in his Principles of Maritime Strategy {1911}
based on the lectures he had given at the Royal Naval College Green-
wich, both indicated Clausewitz's relevance to the problems of naval
warfare, and added 2 new and significant dimension te his concept of

that the work had been already translated into Japanese and had been influential in
the conduct of the campaign. Mahlweg, p. g2,
32 See especially the articles by The Times military correspondent, Colonel Reping-
ton, reprinted in The Times History of the War in the Far Fast {London, 1905},
, 548553,
ppalbﬁepgi%ged in G.F R. Henderson, The Science of War {London, 1905}, p. 172,
52 See John Gooch, The Plans of War: The General Staff and Brigish Military
Strategy 1g0o-1516 {London, 1944}, passim.
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Limited War. Corbett was one of the very few thinkers who not only
interpreted Claunsewitz for his own generation but constractively devel-
oped his ideas **

Hardly had Clausewitz become known in the Anglo-Saxon world than
a powerful reaction set in against him. After 1914 British readers saw
him, especially as interpreted by Bernhardi and von der Goltz, as a
prophet of that bloodthirsty “Prussianism” against which they had taken
up arms. Liberals on both sides of the Atlantic seized on garbled versions
of his teaching about the relationship of war to policy as evidence of
naked and unashamed militarism, Clausewitz’s popularity in Germany
during the Great War was reason enough for him fo be unpopuiar with
Cermany’s enemies. And this unpopularity was to be inherited by a post-
war generation which saw in the holocaust of the First World War the
direct result of Clausewitz’s teaching. Nor were they entirely wrong,
Clausewitz can hardly be blamed for those distorted notions of the offen-
stve which sent nearly a million young Frenchimen to their deaths in 1914
and 1915, But in the grinding battles of attrition of 1916 and 1917 and
the arguments used to justify them, one can clearly trace a Clausewitzian
philosophy both of tactics and of strategy. The skepticism for strategic
maneuver; the accumulation of maximum force at the decisive point in
order to defeat the ¢nemy main force in battle; the conduct of operations
so as to infiict the greatest possible number of losses on the enemy and
compel him to use up his reserves at a greater rate than one was expend-
ing one’s own; the dogged refusal to be put off by heavy casualiies; all
these familiar Clausewitzian principles were deployed to justify the con-
tinuation of attacks on the Western Front by British commanders who
almost seif-consciously embodied those qualitics of calm, determination
and perseverance which Clausewitz had praised so highly,

It is not surprising therefore that the leading British postwar critic of
the Western Front strategy, Captain B. H. Liddell Hart, should have
extended his censures to include Clausewitz himself as well as his dis-
ciples. Liddell Hart in his many writings admitted that those disciples
had often misunderstood Clausewitz because of the “obscurity” of his
writings, but his own comments often revealed a comparable degree of
misunderstanding, Clausewitz, he wrote, “had proclaimed the sovereign
virtues of the will to conquer, the unique value of the offensive carvied
out with unlimited vielence by a nation in arms and the power of military
action to override everything else™ (my italics}. In view of Clausewitz’s
explicit and repeated insistence on the need to subordinate military

23 (On Corbett sec the essay fn Donald M, Schurman, The Eduealion of a Navy:
the Development of British Naval Strategic Thought 18671914 {London, 166¢1],

=184,
Wg 1. dede}ﬂiart Foch: Man of Orleans {Londosn, 1938}, p. 22.
39



MICHAEL HOWARD

means to political ends this final assertion is puzzling. Even more curions
was Liddell Hart's anathema of Clausewitz in his book The Ghost of
Napoleon published at the height of the reaction against the Western
Front strategy in 1933: “He was the source of the doctrine of ‘absolute
war,” the fight to a finish theory which, beginning with the argument that
‘war is only a continuation of state policy by other means,” ended by
making policy the slave of strategy . . . Clausewitz looked only to the end
of war, not beyond war to the subsequent peace.”

Clausewitz did, Liddell Hart agreed, recognize “a modification in the
reality” and taught that “the political object should determine the effort
made™; but “unfortunately his qualifications came on later pages and
were conveyed in a philosophical Janguage that befogged the plain sol-
dier, essentially concrete minded.™* Of course the “qualifications” are
very emphaticaily set out, as an intrinsic part of Clausewitz’s argument,
not “on later pages,” but the very first chapter; but of this chapter Lid-
del} Hart was to write “Not one reader in a hundred was likely to follow
the subtlety of his logic or to preserve a true balance among such phile-
sophical jugglery.”" The reader will have to judge the correctness of this
verdiet for himself,

Finally Liddell Hart, having castigated the Clausewitzian concept of
“absolute war,” proposed in its place a “strategy of limited aim.” A gov-
ernment, he suggested,

may desire to wait, or even to limit its military effort permanently,
while economic or naval action decides the issue. It may calculate that
the overthrow of the enemy’s military power is 2 task definitely beyond
its capacity, or not worth the effort-.and that the object of its war
policy can be assured by seizing territory which it can either retain or
use as bargaining counters when peace is negotiated. . . . There is
ground for inquiry whether this “conservative” military policy does
not deserve to be accorded a place in the theory of the conduct of
war.®®

One does not need to read very far in Clausewitz—no further, indeed,
than the first paragraph of the “Notice” of 10 July 1827—before finding
the most explicit and lucid exposition of precisely this doctrine of “lim-
ited aim.”

o many respects Liddell Hart’s critique of Clausewitz was quite just:-

# B H. Liddell Hart, The Ghost of Napoleon {London, 1933}, p. 123,

38 Ihid., p. 123.

37 B. H. Liddell Hart, Strategy: The Indirect Approach, 3d ed. {London, 1954},
p. 355 This work contains verbatim many other passages critical of Clinsewitz
which frst appeared in The Ghost of Napoleon.

58 Strategy, p. 324.
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hed: the reiterated emphasis on battle, the small concern for maneuves,
a definition of “strategy’” which ignored all save purely military means,
the ignoring of naval and economic factors, the tortuous and self-contra-
dictory quality of much of the writing; all these were shortcomings which,
however understandable in their context, needed and still need to be
pointed out. But the final picture Liddell Hart painted of Clausewitz’s
teaching was distorted, inaccurate, and unfair, And since Liddell Hart
was in his time probably the most widely read military writer in the
Fnglish-speaking world, this picture was by the Second World War very
generally accepted as true.

In Germany however Clausewitz lost none of his populanty. Dunng
the 1920's General von Seeckt continued to hammer home to the Reichs-
wehr the lessons Schiieffen had derived from him: the importance of the
initiative, of moral forces, of flexibility and self-reliance, of the study of
historical examples a5 guides to action.®® A fourteenth edition of On War
was published in 1933 to celebrate the one hundredth anniversary of
Schlieffen'’s birth, and the commander-in-chief of the new Wehrmacht,
General von Blomberg, declared: “In spite of the fundamental transfor-
mation of all technical modalities, Clausewitz’s book On War remains
for all time the basis for any rational development in the Art of War"#
Further popular editions followed during the 1930s as well as another
complete cdition in 1937, and articles by such scholars as Karl Linne-
bach, Hans Rothfels, Herbert Rosinski, Walther Schering, and Eberhart
Kessel frequently appeared in historical and malitary periodicals ! Since
he was seen, incorrectly, as a pioneer of German nationalism as well as
the greatest of all writers on war, Clausewitz enjoyed high esteem in the
Nazi pantheon,

The same could not be said of all his students, and two of the most
eminent of them, Hans Rothfels and Herbert Rosinski, had to seek ref-
uge from racial persecution in the United States. Apart from some per-
ceptive comments in his book on The German Army {1940} most of
Rosinski’s studies on Clausewitz remained unpublished, but his lectures
at universities and service colleges introduced his work fo a wide range
of audiences, Hans Rothicls published a seminal article in E. M, Earle’s
collection of studies, Makers of Modern Strategy (1943} which revealed

3% See the collection of von Seeckt's speeches collected fn Thoughis of a Soldier
{ London, 1030).

30 Wigsen und Wekr, 1933, p. 477,

#L See particularly Historische ZLeitschrift for xgyy amd 1043, and W:ssen untd
Wehr for 1931, 1933, and 1936, In the Hidorische Zeilsehrift, 164 {1943): 41,
the Historian Gerhard Ritter published an acule analysis of Clausewiiz’s dactnne of

the political sense of war and the difficulty of applying it in the conditions of the
twentieth cemtury, It was reprinted in bis Stuatskunst und Kriggshandwerk {Munich,

1954}, 11 6796,
.1.1
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to 2 new generation the Clausewitz who had for so long been studied and
admired by German scholars as well as German soldiers, and went a long
way to dissipate the false image which had dominated the English-speak-
ing world since 1914. A new translation by O. ]. Mattijs Jolles was pub-
lished in the United States in 1943, clanifving many of the obscurities in
the Graham version of On War.

There is Little to suggest that Clausewitz was intensively studied in
American military schools between the wars. As Bernard Brodie has
made clear, Jomini's influence there had remained alinost unchallenged
since the davs of the Civil War, But those aspects of Clausewitz’s
thought which had dominated European steategic thinking in 1914 had
certainly crossed the Atlantic by the end of the First World War. US.
Armv Field Service Regulations for 1927 stated: “The ultimate objec-
tive of all military operations is the destruction of the enemy’s armed
forces by battle. Decisive defeat in battle breaks the enemy’s will to war
and forces him to sue for peace.”*

This was certainly the attitude that led General Marshall, when plans
had to be made for the defeat of Germany in the Second World War, to
held s stannchly to his plan for concentrating the bulk of American
forces at the decisive point, Northwest Europe, the only place where the
strength of the German Wehrmacht could be broken in batéle s

But it was the next great conflict in which the United States took part,
that in Korea in 1950-1933, that led to a serious renewal of Clause-
witzian studies on both sides of the Atiantic. That war compelled the
American government to grapple with two of the problems which
Clausewitz had studied most deeply: the relationship between the civil
and the military powers in the conduct of 4 war, and the conduct of a war
for a limited aimn—that 5, one not aimed at the toal overthrow of the
enemy. The commander of the United States forces in the Far East, Gen-
eral Douglas MacArthur, was a firmn believer in the creed which had ani-
mated European military thinkers in 1914, and he set it out in terms
reminiscent of Moltke himself:

A theater commander {he informed the Senate after his dismissal) is
not merely limited to the handling of his troops; he commands the
whole area, politically, economically and militarily, At that stage of
the game when politics fails and the military takes over, you must trust

12 (Qgted by Maurice Matloff, “The American Approach to War 1914-2045," in
Michael Howard, ed,, The Theory and Practice of War (Londos, 1985}, po 221

12 8e¢ especially Maurice Matloff and Edwin M. Snell, Strategic Planming for
Coalition Warfare 19411042 { Washingion, D.C,, 1033), pp. 174~197, and For-
rest . Pogue, George C. Marshall: Ordedl and Hope 193942 {New York, 1966},
pp. 303320
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the militarv. . . . I do unquestionably state that when men become
locked in battle, that there should be no artifice under the name of
politics which should handicap vour own men, decrease their chances
for winning, and increase their losses. **

This statement and the attitude which it expressed caused deep con-
cern both in government circles in the United States and among the
growing community of strategic thinkers on both sides of the AHantic,
The development of atomic weapons by both sides already made it likely
that the kind of military solution advocated by General MacAsthur
might involve a quite unacceptable degree of reciprocal destruction,
which the advent of thermonuclear weapons would soon raise to an in-
conceivable order of magnitude. It became almost impossible to
visualize any political objective for which the use of such weapons would
be appropriate. It was hardly necessary to read Clausewitz in order to
rediscover the concept of “limited war.” Like Moliére’s M. Jourdain,
who had never realized that what he had been talking zll the time was
prose, the American forces and their allies in Korea had been fighting a
Clausewitzian “Hmited war” without knowing it.

Few of the numerous writers who during the 1950's wrote about “him-
ited war” needed to acknowledge any debt to Clausewitz® They thought
the idea through for themselves, But some, notably Robert Osgood and
Bernard Brodie, found in Clausewitz a pattern of thought whose contri-
bution to their own they generously acknowledged, and through the in-
fluence of these and other writers Clausewitz began to be studied again,
and by a wider readership than ever before,*® This time he was not only
read by soldiers concerned with the conduct of war but by students of
international politics concerned with the preservation of peace. I the
ninetecnth century had laid stress on Clausewits's teaching about moral
forces, readers in the mid4wenticth were to concentrate—perhaps al-
most equally fo excess—on his emphasis on the primacy of the political
aim.

This has certainly been the case with the Marxist disciples of Clausewitz.
When Friedrich Engels first came across On War it was not, in fack, this
aspect of Clausewitz’s writing that struck him most forcefully. It was the
analogy between war and commerce o which he drew Marx's aftention;

# QOuoted in Walter Millis, Armg ond the State {New York, :958), p. 325,

+ Wiitings on “limited war” in this period are conveniently cataloged in Morton
. Halpesin, Limited War in the Nuclear Age (New York, 1963}

+ Robert B, Osgood, Limited War: the Challenge to American Strategy {Chicago,
1957): Bernard F. Brodie, Strategy in the Missile Age (Princeten, NJ., 10307,
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“A remarkable way of philosophizing about the question,” he commented,
“but very goed.” Marx expressed equal approval; “the rascal has a ‘common
sense’ bordering on wit” he replied.+” However, it was on the congept of “War
as the Continuation of Politics by other {i.e. violent) means” that Leain fo-
cussed in the study Socialfsm and War (1g615). “This dictum,” he wrote, “was
uttesed by one of the profoundest writers on the problems of war, Marxists
have always rightly regarded this thesis as the theoretical basis of views on the
significance of any war.*¥ Every war, he explained, in this and socceeding
pamphlets, was indissohsbly linked with the political order whence it derived,
and with the policy pursued by the ruling class, Hs character was “not deter-
mined af the point where the opposing arenies take their stand, [but byl what
policy is carried on by the war, what ciass is conducting the war and what
obijectives it is purssing in the course of it.+

This gencrous homage legitimized the bousgeois philosopher in the eyes
of Marzist-Leninists. Stalin, to be sure, dismissed him as “representative of
the hand-workers era” who had nothing to teach the industrial age. But re-
spectful references continued to be made in Soviet military literature, until a
new generation felt it necessary to purge Soviet thought of such alien intrusions.
A comprehensive study by B. Byely and others declared that by denying the
class basis of politics, Clausewitz “propounded a false, idealistic view of politics,
which he called the mind of the personified state. . . . [He] completely ignored
the fact that politics is conditioned by deep causes rooted in the economic
system of society.” Instead they propounded their own definition: "“war is the
continuation of the politics of definite classes and states by other means,”5
Thus modified, Clausewitz is allowed to retain his place in the communist
pantheon, and few Marxist textbooks on strategy fail o pay at least lip-service
to him.

It is thus entirely appropriate that On War should today be studied as
mauch in univetsities as in military academies. But it must not be forgot-
ten that Clausewitz was 2 soldier writing primarily for soldiers; that
he looked forwsrd to the continuation of war as something natural and
inevitable; and that his teaching was intended for successive generations of
patriotic Germans fighting for their Fatherland-.niot for world statesmen con-
ducting international politics in an age of nuclesr plenty. Too much should
niot be read in Clausewitz, nor should more be expected of him than he intended
to give. |t remains the measure of his genius that, although the age for which
he wrote is long since past, he can still provide so many insights relevant to a
generation, the nature of whose problems he could not possibly have foreseen,

47 Marx-Engels, Werke, Bd. 20 (Berlin, 1063), pp. 257, 226,
< Ouoted in Bernard Semmmel {ed. ) Marxism and the Science of War (Oxford, o1y,

B &1
# Werner Hahiweg, introduction o Vom Kriege (Bonm, 980}, p. 98
% Marzvism.Leninism on War and Army (Moscow, 1¢72} pp. 1910,
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The Continuing Relevance of On War

The late Herbert Rosinski, in his classic study The German Army called
On War “the most profound, comprehensive, and systematic examina-
tion of war that has appeared to the present day.” However, Rosinski
also had some concern about il effectiveness, because elsewhere he
wrote: “The fact that it towers above the rest of military and naval lit-
crature, penctrating into regions no other military thinker has ever ap-
proached, has been the cause of its being misunderstood.”
Misunderstood indeed it often has been, but Rosinski’s explanation
semewhat misses the mark. He was a close student of Clausewitz and of
war, and his characterization of the book is sound encugh, but when On
War is misunderstood the reason lies not in any inherent difficulty in
comprehending its ideas. Clausewitz’s ideas, though densely packed in,
are generally simple and are for the most part clearly expressed in
jargon-free language, both in the original and in the present translation.
However, these qualitics may deceive the casual reader into thinking he
is reading mere commonplaces, That may have been why a retired Brit-
ish officer of exalted rank, who was certainly not lacking in intelligence,
remarked to this writer some years ago: “1 once tiied reading Clausewitz,
but got nothing cut of it.” If he had encountered strange new ideas re-
quiring some effort to comprehend them-like some recent strategic
essays that use mathematics, game theory, and the like-he might well
have made that effort and perhaps carried away a feeling of being suit-
ably rewarded. Instead he encountered wisdom, and thought it was noth-
ing new, Perhaps he also found some of the ideas not quite to his liking,
and not liking ideas is a common reason for misunderstanding them.
Inasmuch as an introductory essay should have a purpose that war-
rants interposing it between the reader and his object, the purpose of this
onc is mostly to help him avoid the experience of my distinguished mili-
tary acquaintance. One way to avoid it, naturally, is to aveid reading
Clausewitz, which has been the way chosen by all but 2 minute propor-
tion of literate people, including the great majority of those who have not
hesitated to cite or quote him. Civilians have not read his work because
t The fist of the two Rosinski quotations &5 from the mvised edition of The

Cerman Ammy {Washington, 1544}, p. 73, and the second is fom the origiml
edition {London, tg40), p. 122,
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they have erroneousty deemed the field recondite, or perhaps too remote
from their interests; and the military, except for some special few, have
had other reasons for ignoring it. The present reader, however, having
the book in hand, cbviously has the best of intentions. Let him, there-
fore, be assured at once that he will not be hindered by abstruse language
or difficuit-to-fathom ideas. Books on strategy are anyway not often of
that character. They may be dull or they may be wild, but they are rarely
difficult.

There are indeed some problems in reading Clausewitz, which we shall
attempt to explore, because directly confronting these problems helps to
diminish them. For one thing, large parts of the work are truly dated, and
other large parts sound more dated than they really are because the his-
torical examples cited to illustrate them are inevitably of older times.
Also, On War is a work in which one easily loses the forest for the trees.
Tts very length, stretched by innumerable qualifications to its proposi-
tions, contributes to this quality, and it #s certainly not on the same high
level throughout.

Clausewitz himself made clear, in the “Notice’ he left with his manu-
seript, that the revision he planned for the work would be drastic and
would “1id the first six books of a good deal of superfiuous material, fil
in various gaps, large and small, and make a number of generalities more
precise in thought and form.” In expressing his dissatisfaction with the
manuscript as it stood he meant what he said, though many of his most
dedicated interpreters seem to forget that. The contrast is often striking
between the one chapter he regarded as being revised and completed to
his satisfaction, which is the opening chapter of the work, and many of
the other chapters. We must, iun short, be prepared for a work which is
unfinished and therefore on the whole imperfectly organized, often repe-
titicus, and at times even rambling. Sometimes, on the other hand, it is
toe spare. Oceasionally the exact meaning of one or more points is ob-
scure, not from any inherent difficulty of comprehension but because the
author did not clearly set down his meaning. What exactly does he mean,
for example, by his important concept of “the culminating point of vic-
tory” when he seems, not by accident, to exclude Napoleon's march to
Moscow as an example of it? Actaally, his omitting it is a clue to his
meaning, though the casnal reader will not notice it.

Although we shall hold that Clausewitz is worth reading today because
he is basically timeless, evervone is a child of his age and his culture, and
he whose mind eagerly absorbs new ideas will be such in a quite special
way. We have already noted and will say more about the datedness of
much of Clausewitz's writing, but we encounter also a special idiom, not
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only of language but occasionally also of thought. A man who is a young
German at the beginning of the nincteenth century {and whose life will
be over before a third of that century is tun}, who is intensely intellec
tual but also with limited formal education, who is deeply sensitive and
passionate and yet lives in an age and is committed 1o a profession which
together expose him to an extraordinary experience with waz, and who,
like all of us, has certain peculiarities of personality and character, will
write in a manncr that somehow reflects these things. With Clausewitz
no more than with any other great thinker and writer are we dealing with
a disembodied intellect.

It would be space-consumning, probably tiresome, and in any case be-
yond our purpose to attempt the always hazardous business of linking
some special thought Clausewitz expresses to what we know of his ex-
perience or think we can guess of his character, but somctimes it cannot
be avoided. Many readers, for example, have been thrown into confusion
at the very outset of O War by the author’s notion of “absolute war”’ {a
term less used in this translation than in others), and by the metamor-
phosis that occurs within a few pages from concentration on the needs
and properties of the absolute or “pure concept” of war to discussion of
something much more practical. Yet what could be more natural to an
author living in the age and land of Kant and Hegel who is determined
to write what readers will recognize as the most deeply penetmating as
well as comprehensive treatise of war that has ever been written? Ac-
tually, Clausewits’s very slight infusion of metaphysics Into this work
poses nio problems that cannot be explained with relatively few words,
and it virtually disappears after those early pages. The greatest misfor-
tune that has resulted from it has been the reputation accorded Clause-
witz even by those who are supposed to know him well as someone who
is deeply philosophical, in the metaphysical meaning of that term. His
contemporary and rival, Antoine Henri Jomini, was already making such
remarks about him—besides calling his work “excessive and arrogant” -
and sach appraisals have continued to the present day.

The mood with which we approach Clausewitz is bound te be affected
by all the extravagant things that have been written about him and his
chief work. Rosinski, whom we have already quoted, also says the fol-
lowing: “Out of Scharnhorst’s fragmentary and aphonistic heritage he
developed the systematic, closely knit, perfectly balanced theory, in
which every factor, every aspect, every argument had its place from
which it could not be removed without fatally endangering the delicate
balance of the whole. From the decp appreciation of the revolution
wrought by Napoleon in the art of war, he reached an infinitely broader
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conception embracing within its elastic framework and majestic sweep
every conceivable form of warfare and strategy.”? This hyperbole i
clearly denied by Clausewitz himself. A work which has literally not one
word to say about naval warfare can hardly be covering “every conceiv-
able form of warfare and strategy” even for its own time, and we bave
already noted that Clausewitz was planning a revision whick would clear-
ly have removed some “factors” and “arguments.”

A French scholar of an carlier generation who wrote a book about
Clausewitz speaks of him as le plus Allemand des Allemands . . . A tout
instant chez lui on q la sensation d'étre dans le brouillard métophysique
{*The most German of Germans. . .. In reading him one constantly has
the feeling of being in a metaphysical fog”}).* This is simply nonsense.
Such quotations could be piled up, and they are by people who knew or
professed to know Clausewitz's work intimately, as Rosinski certainly
did. Awe may be an appropriate mood for some occasions, particularly
religious ones, but it is not conducive to calm, perceptive, and therefore
critical study.

We have aheady said something about readers not liking all the
Clausewitzian ideas. Both soldiers and civilians have disliked some of
them, often for contrary reasons. The soldier trained to revere offensive
spirit does not feel comfortable with the argament that the defensive is
obviously the stronger form of war, and he especially does not like being
told that the military aim must always be subordinated to the political
objectives laid down by the civilian leaders. Among civilians there may
be some who feel that there 1s more than a shade too much rathlessness
in Clausewitz, though this attitude 15 likely to characterize nonreaders
who have formed their opinions by hearsay rather than those who have
actually read the book. Clausewitz knew that war is not a pleasant affair,
and he enjoins the reader to be immediately clear about that too, so that
they can proceed jointly to consider the business in hand—which is to
understand basically what war is all about, on its varions levels of com-
mitment and of vioience. One purpose of such understanding is to in-
crease chances of success in this most demanding of pursuits.

By his time the idea was already ancient that war was inherently evil
and often also foolish. His countryman and older contemporary, Im-
manue] Kant, whose work he knew and respected, had written & tract,
Perpetual Peace (17¢%), reasserting that idea within the framework of
the new knowledge of his time. But this view enjoyed immeasurably less

2 The German Army, 2nd ed., 1044, P. 73.

# Hubert Camon, Cleusewitz (Patis, 1011}, p. vii, quoted by H. Rothfels in
“Clausewitz,” Makers of Muodern Strategy, E. M. Earle, ed. {Princeton: Prnceton
University Press, 1043), p. 03.
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acceptance then than it does today, which is not to say that it is alto-
gether commonplace now. Anyway, here was a man whose military
career was begun when he was age twelve, in an army still imbued with
the traditions of Frederick the Great, at a moment that marked the gnset
of nearly a quarter-century of wars with Revolutionary and Napoleonic
France. Also, from what clues he left in his letters and his personal be-
havior about the nature of his inner iife, he scems to have had something
more than the usual psychological need for recognition, which for him
could come only through some mode of excellence in the profession in
which he found himself. Thus there is no reason to wonder at his dedica-
tion to his grim subject. He was sufficiently sensitive to the extreme costs
and hazards of war, of which he had had no lack of personal experience,
to place a high value on competence in conducting it expertly and this
with optimum chance of success. Also, what is much rarer, he attached
compatable importance to understanding its purpose.

But the reader may have another and more stubborn concern. Can it
be, he witl ask, that a book written a century and a half ago, and on war
of all things, is really worth his time? That question would arise even if
nuclear weapons had never been invented, but those weapons do indeed
seem to make a totally new universe. Or do they? There has been z good
deal of fighting without nuclear weapons since the two were used on
Japan in 1045, including wars which for some of the participants repre-
sented total commitment. Still, if it is not yet an established fact it is at
minimum a strong possibility that, at least between the great powers who
possess nuclear weapons, the whole character of war zs a means of set-
tling differences has been transformed beyond all recognition. Why then
read Clausewitz?

In our crowded times, it is not enough to argue that a book has excep-
tional merit. Too many books do which we have no time to read. The
commitment to the reading of a substantial book like the present one
represents in striking fashion the play of what the economist calls “op-
portunity cost” {that relinguished object or benefit which might have
been gained for the same units of value). Reading time, even for the
most favored, is & sharply limited commodity. The reading of a serious
book is therefore always a sericus undertaking, rationally considered in
the form of the following question: Is the reading of this book at this
time worth more to me than the reading of any other works that I could
read with the same time?

It is well that we do not keep this question at the forefronts of our
minds, or we should worry so much each tirne whether we have made the
supremely right choice that we should get nothing read. Stll, except for
some circumstances where the choices are made for us, as in undergradu-
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ate counses, we do in fact tend to keep this question somewhere in the
backs of our minds, We pick and choose among books to read and put
many of them down unfinished. Among the books we skip are usually the
classics, especially those which are not purely literary, because we tend
to assume, first, that however great they were in their own times they are
not particularly pertinent to ours, and second, that whatever wisdom they
do contain which is relevant to our times has no doubt been absorbed
and exploited by later writers.

Clausewitz's On War does not conform with either assumption. Other
classics may sometimes be worth reading becanse they have a distinctive
favor not fully represented or captured even by those later writers who
have fally absorbed and refined their thought—Darwin’s Origin of
Species comes to mind, and there are others. But Clansewitz's work
stands out among those very few oider books which have presented pro.
found and original insights that have not been adequately absorbed in
later literature. Naturally, it will be read only by those who have some
strong interest, professional or otherwise, in the subject of ifs title, but
for them it is quite indispensable. Of course, there are other books in the
field much worth reading in addition to Clansewitz, certainly inciuding
some dealing with contemporary and especially nuciear weapons issues,
but none can equal it in importance or displace it in its timelessness.

Clausewit2’s work was, for example, far more pertinent to the prob-
lemns and issues of World War I than was Ferdinand Foch's Principles
of War, published in 1903, only eleven years before that war began. For
Foch and his followers the idea of the dominance of the political objec-
tive, of which Clausewitz made so much, simply did not apply to modern
times. In addition, they romanticized the role of the commander and
apotheosized the offensive to a fantastic degree that also proved, insofar
as it was followed in action, inordinately costly. Foch gave lip service to
the name of Clausewitz, whose work he claimed #o have read and ab-
sorbed, but his own writing is of totally different character,

Clausewitz indeed made much of the role and talent of the command-
ing general, but altogether more scberly than Foch. He weighed with
great care the relationship of the offensive to the defensive, concluding
that the latter was the stronger form of war, If it was 5o in his time, 1t wag
much more so in Foch’s, though the latter took the opposite view. For
the war of 19143918 Foch’s highly influential book may not have been
dated but it was dreadfully wrong, and it took a whole sea of blood to
prove it, There is ne utility in reading Foch today, except to observe to
what aberrant extremes thinking in this field can go and how ill-consid-
ered can be the slogans that guide the military policies of great nations.
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And, of course, reading it helps one to understand the stupendous catas-
trophe that was the First World War.

Another work written after that war which had enormous influence
on the organization especially of American forces and on the waging of
great campaigns in World War II, that of Giulio Douhet, is also today
a museumn piece. The several essays usually gathered together under the
name of the most famous of them-—Command of the Air—are brilliant,
but they are zlso narrow in outlock, dogmatic, and, as the Second World
War proved, in all their specific prescriptions altogether wrong. Alr pow-
er enthusiasts refer to Douhet reverently as the “prophet of air power,”
and they will therefore reject this appraisal, perhaps indignantly. But ali
they need do is read him carefolly, checking his detailed predictions
against the experience of the Second World War, which was the “‘war of
the future” he was writing about, He argued that battle lines on the
ground would remain static and that the decision would anyway be won
by the nation’s bombers in just a few days, Certainly that is not what
happened. It is no doubt true that his ideas would be more appropriate
to nuclear weapons than they were to the bombs he had In mind, but it
1s alse true that the nuclear age hardly needs a Douhet to tell it what
havoe and terror can be achieved by these weapons. In any case, his spe-
cific prescriptions would now be out of date. As with Foch’s book we
again have a body of work that has no utility today.

Coming down to our own em, Clausewitz is probably as pertinent to
our times as most of the literature specifically written about noclear war,
Ameng works of the latter genre we pick up a good deal of useful tech-
nological and other lore, but we usually sense also the absence of that
depth and scope which are pasticularly the halimark of Clausewitz. We
miss especially his tough-minded pursuit of the idea that war in all its
phases must be rationally guided by meaningful political purposcs. That
insight is quite lost in most of the contemporary books, including onc
which bears 2 title that boldly invites comparison with the earlier classic,
Herman Kahn's On Thermonuclear War, Kahn incidentally based his
main argument—that the United States could survive and therefore
ought not too much fear a thermonuclear war with its chief rival--on
technical premises which are certainly obsolete today, whether or not
they were realistic when his book was published in the notsodistant
year of 1060, Also, Kahn's book does pot, as Clausewitz's does, have
much to say of relevance to the Vietnam War which has intervened since
and which caused the United States so much soulsearching and agony,
though far less of the latter than that bome by the nation it set out to
save. Kahn may still usefully supplement Clausewitz, but only in a lim-
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ited sense is he more timely, and he does not in any way help to supplant
him,

From all this we deduce that there must be something about the feld
of strategic thinking and writing that makes it different from other fields
of intellectual endeavor. In most other fields the works of older writers
tend to become outmoded because they are either absorbed or disproved.
They are sometimes interesting to read for historical reasons and often
also for various intrinsic qualitics, but they are easily skipped without
significant penalty. I have mentioned the name of Darwin, who repre-
sents {as does Freud in another field) the great discoverer, whose con-
tribution is never quite matched by any successor. But there is also the
great innovator tather than the discoverey, like Adam Smith, whose life
span overlapped that of Clausewitz and who wrote In 2 field remarkably
akin to strategy in several respects, including a preoccupation with effi-
ciency in the use of resources for specified goals and with solutions which
are at least pragmatic, whether or not they confirm laws describing in-
vaniable behavior,

His great seminal work The Wedlth of Nations {1776} is generally
acknowledged to be the fountainhead of modern economics, owing some-
thing to others but nevertheless marking a distinctive break with the mer-
cantilist tradition which preceded it and to which no cconomist worthy
of the name would thenceforward return. But this great work has had
rmighty successors in the two centuries since its publication, and work in
this field continues today a most flourishing business, easily attracting its
due proportion of gifted minds. All of Smith's ¢ssential contribution was
fully absorbed and further developed by later writers, who recognized
their indebtedness to him. Clausewitz, on the other hand, though he
easily compares in talent and innovation with an Adam Smith, has had
no comparable cavalcade of brifliant successors.

Thus, in the more noteworthy writings on strategy there is a discon-
tinuity that is not observed in other fields, partly because those fields are
far more densely populated with eager workers and partly because of the
discontinuity of war itself. Adso, while genius has scarcity value in every
field of human endeavor, in the field of strategic writing it has & special
rarity. The reason is that soldiers are rarely scholars, and civilians are
rarely students of strategy. Clausewitz’s genius is indispufable, and also
in his eld unigue.

We therefore find ourselves with at least two reasons why Clausewitz
continues to be worth the most careful study: first, he was striving al.
ways, with a success that derived from his great gifts as well as his intense
capacity for work, to get to the fundamentals of each issue he examined,
beginning with the fundamental nature of war itself; and second, he is
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virtually alone in his accomplishment. His is not simply the greatest but
the enlv truly great book on war. Where varions other writers on that
subject seek to be analytical rather than simply historical, they mayv be
highly respectable in their achievements but as compared with Clause-
witz the invariable conchusion has o be that they do not come close.

One must so judge, for example, the work of Alfred Thayer Mahan,
who of course limited himself to the naval side of warfare and whose
writing is mostly historical. His dimensions and characteristics as a think-
er arc refiected in his owning himself greatly indebted to Jomini buat
hardly at all to the latter's greater contemporary, Clausewitz. Another
naval historian and analyst contemporary with Mahan, Julian S
Corbett, did indeed pay attention to the work of Clausewitz at great
benehit to his own. We might incidentally note, insofar as we are think-
ing of books being dated, that though Mahan and Corbett lived and
wiote in an age of essentially modern steam warships, their wiitings, so
tremendously influential especially in the case of Mahan, develop doc-
trines deriving almost exclusively from naval warfare in the days of sail,

Nevertheless, we must confront the issue of datedness and consider
to what extent this factor detracts from the utility of reading Clausewitz
today. Obviously, to the military historian it will detract nothing at all
but will make the work, on the contrary, advantageous and indeed neces
sary to read. If he wonders, for example, why the armies of Wellington
and Blicher were spread over so much territory when Napoleon came
up to fight them in June of 1814, he will gain some enlightenment from
Chapter Thirteen of Book Five, which happens to be on the subject of
billets, and the description there of that situation gains authority as
well as clarity from the fact that Clausewitz was then with the Prussian
army and fought in two of the ensuing battles. But much more than
that, Clausewitz was himself a keen military historian—On War repre-
sents less than a quarter of ali his work that uitimately found its way into
print, and much of the rest is historical in nature-wand he was finely
alert to the changes in military practices which separated his own time
from the genemtions preceding. Much of his shrewd observation on
these matters finds its way in highly condensed fashion into the present
work.

Naturally, military bistorians comprise a very small proportion of the
human race, and a smali proportion even of these who might want to
read Clausewitz. However, anyone interested enough in what Clausewitz
represents to wish to read his book ought surely not be deterred by the
fact that one will in the process gain some insights into how war was
fought in his day. Our own generation is unique, but sadly so, in prodac-
ing a school of thinkers who are aliegedly experts in military strategy and

53



BERNARD BRODIE

who are certainly specialists in military studies but who know virtaally
nothing of military history, including the history of our most recent wars,
and who seem not to care about their ignorance. Their skill in systems
analysis and related esoteric disciplines is undoubtedly of enormous
value in helping them to tread their way among the conflicting claims of
the sellers and proponents of different varieties of our extraordinarily
complicated modern weaponry, Yet the only empirical data we have
about how people conduct war and behave under its stresses is our ex-
perience with it in the past, however much we have to make adjustments
for subscquent changes in conditions,

Until this new school developed in the period following the Second
World War, it was axiomatic that an intimate knowledge of its history
was indispensable to an understanding of war, Clausewitz believed it
devoutly. “Undoubtedly, the knowledge which is basic to the ast of war,”
he says {in Chapter Six of Book Two}, “is empirical.” And also, “His-
torical examples make everything clear, and also provide the best kind
of proof in the empirical sciences.” Nor is he content with such generali-
zations, but instead goes on to a careful and characteristically penetrat-
ing analysis of the ways in which military history should be used to build
up theory.

Still, we cannot aveid considening the drawbacks which attend the fact
that Clausewitz died almost a century and a half ago as these lines are
written. This condition affects the present utility of his work in various
ways, the most obvious of which we have already mentioned. Clausewitz
himself asserts that the utility of an historical illustration is generally
inversely proportional to its age, and he announces that he will aveid in
this work examples antedating the War of the Austran Succession, the
beginning of which in 1740 coincides with the beginning of the First Si-
lesian War and, more significantly, the accession of Frederick Fi, later
“the Great,” to the throne of Prussia. Thus, one finds throughout On
War harély more than mention of another undoubted genius of war, the
Puke of Marlborough, and of his taiented colleague, Prince ugene of
Savoy, who collaborated in the brilliant campaign that ended with Blen-
heim only thisty-six years before Frederick’s accession.

Thus, Clausewitz, who as Peter Paret points cut wrote alse a study on
Gustavus Adolphus, confines himself in this work, with but rare excep-
tions, to historical examples deriving from the seventy-five years ending
with Waterloo, which was the last battle he knew and which occurred
sixteen years before his death. He dwells on the extraordinarily signifi-
cant changes in the art of war that occurred during that peried, and we
cannot help observing that those changes have to be compared to those
which have occurred since because of the vast technological revolution
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in warfare that began about when he died. After ali, the weaponry used
in Frederick’s time differed only slightly from that used in Napoleon's,
and to us it 15 remarkable that very significant changes in practice could
occur despite insignificant changes in arms