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Instructional Period 6402

Title: War as Art: Clausewitz

Themes:

1. Influence of politics across the full spectrum of warfare

2. Importance of local circumstances

3. Challenges of converting military victory into political successes

Introduction: Carl von Clausewitz, writing under the immediate impact of the changes in warfare during the period of the French Revolution and Napoleon, produced the classic book On War in an effort to define the essential features of war. Although the book focuses on war, it also offers many useful insights into the broader issues of strategy. Clausewitz was an experienced soldier, entering the army when he was eleven and gaining his baptism by fire at the age of twelve. He performed ably during the disastrous campaign of 1806 and served with the Tsar’s army during Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812. His major work, On War appeared after his death. Most historians conclude that much of it was unfinished, although recent work has cast doubt on that proposition. Certainly the first sections are more polished than later chapters. The readings for this instructional period convey a good sense of Clausewitz’s basic propositions on the nature of war, the relationship of policy and military activities, the key elements in determining goals and means, and the underlying psychological aspects of warfare.

Scholars and officers continue to study Clausewitz for several enduring reasons. His writings have stood the test of time and have overcome nearly every objection raised to them over the past 170 years. He was the first and still the greatest “nonlinear” philosopher of war. His terms and ideas are ubiquitous; they dominate even his professed detractors. Many of his concepts and terms are integral to current American ideas on strategy and even operations. Clausewitz above all sought to develop a method of thinking about strategy and war so that basic principles of theory and analysis could be applied to the infinite varieties of war. Clausewitz regarded theory as a guide to thought, a method of inquiry, a path leading to understanding rather than a guide to action. His purpose, therefore, was to suggest how one might consider even the imponderables of war rather than to tell one what to think. 

Clausewitz stressed that the conduct of war is an art, a free creative activity largely without universal laws, rules, etc. He thus stands in direct contrast to those who would reduce strategy and war to pseudo-scientific systems of pre-ordained and deterministic procedures. At the least, his views on the role of theory and doctrine should serve as a caution against excessive formalism and reliance on pre-ordained prescriptions. His views on the relationship between policy (or politics) and strategy remain unsurpassed, even though practitioners (civilian and military) find them difficult to accept in many concrete cases. This is a profound work; the student should consider it carefully.

Lesson Objective: Assess the basic concepts of Clausewitz’s views on war and strategy and comprehend his emphasis on war as an art. PJELA: 1a, 1b, 2b, 3a, 3c, 4a. SAE: 2.
Desired Learning Outcomes:
1. Comprehend Clausewitz’s basic ideas on the nature of war, its critical elements, war’s imponderables and the role of theory and doctrine.

2. Assess the implications of Clausewitz’s view of the relationship between policy and war.

3. Assess these basic ideas in relationship to the Jominian approach.

Questions for Study and Discussion:
1. What is Clausewitz’s view on the relationship between policy (or politics) and war? How does the ends/means dichotomy figure in this? How does the principle of proportionality apply?

2. What are the elements of Clausewitz’s “paradoxical trinity?”

3. What does Clausewitz mean by “annihilation” of the enemy’s military forces?

4. What does Clausewitz mean by his concept of “general friction?”

5. What is strategy, according to Clausewitz, and why is a strong character necessary for its execution?

6. What is the most important distinction between absolute war and real war?

7. Is center of gravity a weakness or a source of strength?

8. Is doctrine in the modern sense fundamentally in conflict with Clausewitz’s views on the role of theory and doctrine in executing military strategy?

Assigned Reading:
Clausewitz, Carl von, On War, translated by Peter Paret and Michael Howard and best read in this order: pp. 75–81, 605–610, 87–112, 119–121, 177–180, 190–192, 579–81, 595–600. (Separate Issue)

Suggested Readings:
Aron, Raymond, Clausewitz: Philosopher of War, translated by Christine Booker and Norman Stone (Englewood N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1985 [1976]).

Gat, Azar, The Origins of Military Thought from the Enlightenment to Clausewitz (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), especially pp. 156–250.

Gray, Colin S., Modern Strategy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 48–128. (Separate Issue)

Paret, Peter, “Clausewitz,” Peter Paret, ed., Makers of Modern Strategy from Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age, pp. 186–213. (Separate Issue)
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