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THE OBJECTIVE IN WAR
National Object and Military Aim

A lecture delivered
at the Naval War College
on 24 September 1952, by
Captain B. H. Liddell Hart

In considering this subject, we must be clear about the dis-
tinction between the political objective and military objective.

The two are different but not separate. For nations do not
wage war for war's sake, but in pursuance of policy. The military
objective ig only the means to a political end.

Hence, the military objective should be governed by the pol-
itical objective, and serve it faithfully—subject to the baslic con-
dition that policy does not demand what is militarily—that is, practi-
cally—impossible.

Thus, any study of the problem ought to begin and end with
the question of policy.

The term “objective,” although common usage, is not really
a good one. It has a physical and geographical sense—and thus
tends to confuse thought.

It would be better to speak of “the object,”” when dealing with
the purpose of policy, and of “the military aim,” when dealing with
the way that forcea are directed in the service of policy.

The object in war is a better state of peace—even if only from
your own point of view. Hence, it is essential to conduct war with
constant regard to the peace you desire.

RESTRICTED 1
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That applies both to aggressor nations who seek expansion
and to peaceful nations who only fight for self-preservation—
although their views of what is meant by a better state of peace are
very different.

History shows that gaining military victory is not in itself
equivalent to gaining the object of policy.

Victory, in the true sense, implies that a nation’s prospect
after the war is better than if it had not gone to war.

But, as most of the thinking about war has been done by men
of the military profession, there has been a very natural tendency
to lose sight of the basic national object, and identify it with the
military aim,

In consequence, whenever war has broken out, policy has
too often been governed hy the military aim — and this has been
regarded as an end in itself, instead of as merely a means to the
end.

The ill-effects have gone further. For, by losing sight of the
proper relationship between the object and the military aim—be-
tween policy and strategy-—the military aim became distorted, and
over-simplified.

For a true understanding of the problem, essentially complex,
it is necessary to know the background of military thought on this
subject during the past two centuries, and to realize how conceptions
have evolved.

For more than a century the prime canon of military doctrine
has been that ‘“the destruction of the enemy’s main forces on the
battlefield” constituted the only true aim in war. That was univer-
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sally accepted, engraved in all military manuals, and taught in all
staff colleges.

If any atatesman ventured to doubt whether it fitted the na-
tional object in all circumstances, he was regarded as blasphemous-
ly violating holy writ—as can be seen in studying the official records
and the memoirs of the military heads of the warring nations—par-
ticularly in and after World War 1.

S0 absolute a rule would have astonished the great command-
ers and teachers of war-theory in ages prior to the 19th century. For
they had recognized the practical necessity and wisdom of adapting
aims to limitations of strength and policy.

Clausewitz’s Influence

The rule acquired its dogmatic rigidity largely through the
posthumous influence of Clausewitz and his books upon the minds of
Prussian soldiers, particularly Moltke—and thence more widely
through the impact that their victories in 1866 and 1870 made upon
the armies of the world, which copied so many features of the Prus-
sian system. Thus, it is of vital importance to examine his theories.

As g0 often happens, Clausewitz’s disciples carried his teach-
ing to an extreme which their master had not intended,

Misinterpretation has been the common fate of most prophets
and thinkers in every sphere. Devout, but uncomprehending, dis-
ciples have been more damaging to the original conception than even
its prejudiced and purblind opponents.

It must be admitted, however, that Clausewitz invited misin-

terpretation more than most. A student of Kant, at second-hand,
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he had acquired a philosophical mode of expression without develop-
ing a truly philosopohical mind.

His theory of war was expounded in a way too abstract and
involved for ordinary soldier-minds, essentially concrete, to follow
the course of his argument—which often turned back from the direc-
tion in which it was apparently leading. Impressed, yet befogged,
they grasped at his vivid leading phrases—seeing only their surface
meaning, and missing the deeper current of his thought.

Clausewitz’s greatest contribution to the theory of war was in
emphasizing the psychological factors. Raising his voice againat the
geometrical school of strategy, then fashionable, he showed that the
human spirit was infinitely more important than operational lines
and angles. He discussed the effect of danger and fatigue, the value
of boldness and determinaton, with deep understanding.

It was his errors, however, which had the greater effect on
the subsequent course of hiatory.

He was too continental in outlook to understand the meaning
of sea-power. And, on the very threshold of the mechanical age,
Clausewitz was led to declare his “conviction that superiority in
numbers becomes every day more decisive.”

Such a “commandment” gave reinforcement to the instinctive
conservatism of soldiers in resisting the possibilities of the new form
of superiority which mechanical invention increasingly offered.

It also gave a powerful impulse to the universal extension and
permanent establishment of the method of conscription—as a simple
way of providing the greateat possibie numbers.

This, by its disregard for psychological suitability, meant that
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armies became much more liable to panic, and sudden e¢ollapse. The
earlier method, however unsystematic, had at least tended to ensure
that the forces were composed of good “fighting animals.”

Clausewitz contributed no new or strikingly progressive ideas
to tactics or strategy. He was a codifying thinker, rather than a
ereative or dynamic one,

He had no such revolutionary effect on warfare as the theory
of the “divisional system” produced in the 18th century or the
theory of “armoured mobility” in the 20th.

But, in seeking to formulate the experience of the Napoleonic
warg, the emphasis he put on certain retrograde features helped to
cause what might be termed a “revolution in reverse' back toward
tribal warfare.

Clausewitz’s Theory of the Military Aim

In defining the military aim, Clausewitz was carried away
by his passion for pure logic:

“The aim of all action in war is to disarm the
enemy, and we shall now show that this, in theory
at least, is indispensable,

If our opponent is to be made to comply with our
will, we must place him in a situation which is more
oppressive to him than the sacrifice we demand; but
the disadvantages of thias position must naturally not
be of a transitory nature, at least in appearance, other-
wise the enemy, instead of yielding. will hold out in the
hope of a change for the better,

RESTRICTED 5
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Every change in this position which is produced
by a continuation of the war must, therefore, be a
change for the worse,

The worst condition in which a belligerent can be
placed is that of being completely disarmed.

If, therefore, the enemy is to be reduced to sub-
migsion........ he must either be positively disarmed or
placed in such a position that he is threatened with
it. From this it follows that the complete disarming
or overthrow of the enemy........ must always be the
aim of warfare.”

The influence of Kant can be perceived in Clausewitz's dual-
ism of thought—he believed in a perfect (military) world of ideals
while recognizing a temporal world in which these could only be im-
perfectly fulfilled.

For he was capable of distinguishing between what was
militarily ideal and what he described as “a modification in the
reality.” Thus he wrote:

“Reasoning in the abstract, the mind cannot stop

short of an extreme . ... But everything takes a dif-
ferent shape when we pass from abstractions to
reality.”

“This object of war in the abstract . ... the dis-
arming of the enemy, ig rarely attalned in practice
and is not a condition necessary to peace”

Clausewitz’s tendency to the extreme is shown, again, in his
discussion of battle as a means to the end of war. He opened with

6 RESTRICTED
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the startling assertion—'“There is only one single means—it is the
fight.” He justified this by a long argument to show that in every
form of military activity “‘the idea of fighting must necessarily be
at the foundation.”

Having elaborately proved what most people would be ready
to accept without argument, Clausewitz said:

“ ... the object of a combat is not always the des-

truction of the enemy's forces . ... its object can often
be attained as well without the combat taking place
at all.”

Moreover, Clausewitz recognized that:

.. .. the waste of our own military forces must,
ceteris paribus, always be greater the more our aim
is directed upon the destruction of the enemy’s power.
“The danger lies in this—that the greater efficacy
which we seek recoils on ourselves, and therefore has
worse consequences in case we fail of succeas.”

Out of his own mouth, Clausewitz here gave a prophetic
verdict upon the consequences of following his own gospel in World
Wars I and II.

Not one reader in a hundred was likely to follow the subtlety
of his logic or to preserve a true balance amid such philosophical
jugglery, But everyone could catch such ringing phrases as—

“We have only one means in war—the battle.”
“The bloody solution of the crisis, the effort for the
destruction of the enemy’s forces, is the first-born
son of war.”

RESTRICTED 7
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“Only great and general battles can produce great
results.”

“Let us not hear of generals who conquer without
bloodshed.”

By the reiteration of such phrases Clausewitz blurred the
outlines of hia philosophy. already indistinct, and made it into a
mere marching refrain--a Prussian Marseillgise which inflamed
the blood and intoxicated the mind. In transfusion it became a
doctrine fit to form corporals, not generals.

For, by making battle appear the only “real warlike activ-
ity,” his gospel deprived strategy of its laurels, and reduced the
art of war to the mechanics of mass-slaughter. Moreover, it incited
generals to seek battle at the first opportunity, instead of creating
an advantageous opportunity.

Clausewitz contributed to the subsequent decay of general-
ship when in an oft-quoted passage he wrote—

“Philanthropists may easily imagine that there is
8 skillful method of disarming and overcoming the
enemy without great bloodshed, and that this is the
proper tendency of the Art of War . ... That is an er-
ror which must be extirpated.”

It is obvious that when he wrote this he did not pause to
reflect that what he decried had been regarded as the proper aim of
generalship by all the masters of the art of war—including Na-
poleon himself.

Clausewitz's phrase would henceforth be used by countless
blunderers to excuse, and even to justify, their futile saquandering
of life in bull-headed assaults.
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The danger was increased because of the way he conatantly
dwelt on the decisive importance of a numerical superiority. With
deeper penetration, he pointed out in one passage that surprise lies
“at the foundation of all undertakings, for without it the preponder-
ance at the decisive point ia not properly conceivable.”

But his diaciples, struck by his more frequent emphasis on
“numbers,” came to regard mere mass as the simple recipe for
victory.

Clausewitz’s Theory of the Object

Even worse was the effect of his theoretical exposition, and
exaltation, of the idea of “absolute” warfare— in proclaiming that
the road to success was through the unlimited application of force.
Thereby, a doctrine which began by defining war as only “a con-
tinuation of state policy by other means” led to the contradictory
end of making policy the slave of strategy—and bad strategy at
that.

The trend was fostered, above all, by his dictum that—

“To introduce into the philosophy of war a prin-
ciple of moderation would be an absurdity. War is an
act of violence pushed to its utmost bounds.”
That declaration has served as a foundation for the extrava-
gant absurdity of modern total warfare.

His principle of force without limit and without calculation
of costs fits, and is only fit for, a hate-maddened mob. It is the
negation of statesmanship and of intelligent strategy-—which seeks
to serve the ends of policy.

If war be a continuation of policy, as Clausewitz had else-
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where declared, it must necessarily be conducted with a view to post-
war benefit, A state which expends its strength to the point of ex-
haustion bankrupta its own policy.

That hard truth of experience, which hag been brought home
to us after victory in 1918 and 1945, had been well appreciated
two centuries earier—in ‘“‘the age of reason.”

A long series of mutually exhausting and devastating wars,
above all the Thirty Years War, had brought statesmen by the 18th
century to realize the necessity, when engaged in war, of curbing
both their ambitions and their passions in the interest of their
purpose,

This realization tended to produce a tacit limitation of war-
fare-—an avoidance of excesses which might damage after-the-war
prospects. On the other hand, it made them more ready to negotiate
a peace if and when victory came to appear dubious of achievement.

Their ambitions and passions frequently carried them too
far, so that the return to peace found their countries weakened
rather than strengthened—but they had learnt to stop short of na-
tional exhaustion,

Claugewitz himself had qualified his principle of ‘‘utmost
force” by the admiassion that—

£

', .. . the political object, as the original motive
of the war, should be the standard for determining
both the aim of the military force and also the amount
of effort to be made.”

Still more significant was a reflective passage in which he
remarked that to pursue the logical extreme entailed that—

10 RESTRICTED
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“ ... the means would lose all relation to the end,
and in most cases the aim at an extreme effort would
be wrecked by the opposing weight of forces within
itself.”

His clasic work “On War” was the product of twelve years’
intensive thought; if its author had lived to spend a longer time in
thinking about war, he might have reached wiser and clearer con-
clusions.

As his thinking progressed, he was being led towards a dif-
ferent view—penetrating deeper. Unhappily, the process was cut
short by his death from cholera in 1830.

It was only after his death that his writings on war were
published, by his widow, They were found in a number of sealed
‘packets, bearing the significant and prophetic note—

“Should the work be interrupted by my death,
then what is found can only be called a mass of con-
ceptions not brought into form . . , . open to endless
misconeeptions.”

Much of the harm might have been avoided but for that
fatal cholera germ, For there are significant indications that in the
gradual evolution of his thought he had reached a point where he
was about to drop his original concept of “absolute” war, and re-
vise his whole theory on more common-sense lines—when death
intervened.

In consequence, the way was left open to “endlesa misconcep-
tions’ far in excess of his anticipation—for the universal adoption of
the theory of unlimited war has gone far to wreck civilization.

The teachings of Clausewitz, taken without understanding,
largely influenced both the causation and the character of World
War I. Thereby it led on, all too logically, to World War II.

RESTRICTED 11
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Theory in Flux—Afier World War 1

The course and effecta of the first World War provided am-
ple cause to doubt the validity of Clausewitz's theory, at least as
interpreted by his successors. On land, innumerable hattles were
fought without ever producing the decisive results expected of them.

But the responsible leaders were slow to adopt their aim to
circumstances or develop new means to make the aim more poasi-
ble. Instead of facing the problem, they pressed theory to a suicidal
extreme, draining their own strength beyond the safety limit, in
pursuit of an ideal of complete victory by battle which was never
fulfilled.

That one side ultimately collapsed was due more to empti-
ness of stomach, produced by the economic pressure of seapower,
than to loss of blood—although the blood which was lost in the
abortive German offensives of 1918, and the loss of spirit in con-
sequence of their palpable failure to gain the victory, hastened the
collapse.

If this provided the opposing nations with the semblance of
victory, their efforts to win it cost them such a price, in moral and
physical exhaustion, that they, the seeming victors, were left in-
capable of consolidating their position.

It became evident there was something wrong with the
theory, or at least with its application—alike on the planes of tactics,
strategy, and policy. The appalling losses suffered in vain pursuit
of the “ideal” objective, and the post-war exhaustion of the nomi-
nal victors, showed that a thorough re-examination of the whole
problem of the object and aim was needed.

Besides these negative factors, there were also several posi-
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tive reasons to prompt a fresh enquiry. One was the decisive part
that sea-power had played, without any decisive battle at sea, in
producing the enemy’s collapse by economic pressure.

That raised the question whether Britain, in particular, had
not made a basic mistake in departing from her traditional strategy
and devoting so much of her effort, at such terrific cost to herself,
to the prolonged attempt to win a decisive victory on land.

Two other reasons arose from new factors. The development
of air forces offered the poasibility of striking at the enemy’s econ-
omic and moral centres without having first to achieve “the destrue-
tion of the enemy’s main forces on the battlefield.”

Airpower might attain a direct end by indirect means—hop-
ping over opposition instead of overthrowing it.

At the same time, the combined development of the petrol
motor and the caterpillar track opened up a proapect of developing
mechanized land forces of high mobhility.

This, in turn, foreshadowed a newly enlarged possibility
of producing the collapse of “the enemy’s main forces” without &
gerious battle—by cutting their supply-lines, dislocating their con-
trol-system, or producing paralysis by the sheer nerve-shock of
deep penetration into their rear.

Mechanized land forces of this new kind might also provide
—like air power, though in a lesser degree—the possibility of strik-
ing direct at the heart and nerve-system of the opposing country.

While air-mobility could achieve such direct strokes by an
overhead form of indirect approach, tank-mobility might achieve
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them by indirect approach on the ground aveiding the “obstacle” of
the opposing army.

To illustrate the point by a board-game analogy, with chess
—air-mobility introduced a knight's move, and tank-mobility a
queen’s move, into warfare,

This analogy does not, of course, express their respective
values, For an air force combined the vaulting power of the knight’s
move with the all-ways flexibility of the queen’s move. On the other
hand, a mechanized ground force, though it lacked vaulting power,
could remain in occupation of the “square” it gained.

These new air and land developments were bound to have a
profound influence on the military aim, and choice of objectives in
future war.

They increased the capacity of applying military action
against civil objectives, economic and moral, while making it more
powerful in effect.

They also increased the “range” of military action against
military objectives, making it easier to overthrow an opposing
“body"”—such as an army—by paralyzing some of its vital organs
instead of having to destroy it physically and as a whole by hard
fighting.

To nullify opposition by paralyzing the power to oppose, is
far better economy of force than actual destruction of opposition,

which is always a more prolonged process and more costly to the
victor.

Air power promised new scope for producing such paralysis
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of armed opposition—besides its capacity to evade opposition and
strike at civil objectivea in the enemy country.

The sum effect of the advent of this multiplied mobility, both
on the ground and in the air, was to increase the power and im-
portance of strategy relatively to tactics.

The higher commanders of the future would have the pros-
pect of achieving decisive results much more by movement than by
fighting, compared with their predecessors.

While the value of winning a decigive battle would not dis-
appear, and the chances of doing so would actually be increased by
the new powers of mobility, even such & battle would have less of the
traditional battle form. It would become more like the natural com-
pletion of a astrategic manoeuvre. “Battle’” ia really a mianomer for
such a consecutive operation.

Unfortunately, those who were at the head of the armies
after the World War 1 were slow to recognize the need of a fresh
definition of the military aim in the light of changed conditions and
war instruments.

Unfortunately, also, those who were at the head of the air
forces were too exclusively concerned to assert their independence,
and thus concentrated too narrowly on exploiting the possibilities
of striking at civil objectives-—without regard either to its limita-
tions or to its detrimental results.

Filled with a natural enthusiasm for the new service to which
they belonged, they were excessively confident that it could produce
either the speedy moral collapse of the opposing people or the econ-
omic stranglehold of seapower in an intensified form and with much
more quickly decisive effect.
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Practice in World War 11

When the next war came, the handful of new land forces of a
mechanized kind that had been created amply fulfilled the claims
that had been made for them, and for their decisive effect if em-
ployed for long-range strokes at strategic objectives.

A mere six divisions of this kind were largely instrumental
in producing the collapse of Poland within a few weeks. A mere
ten such divisions virtually decided the so-called “Battle of France”
before the main mass of the German Army had even come into ac-
tion—and made the collapse of all the Western countries an almost
inevitable sequel.

This conquest of the West was completed in barely a month’'s
campaign, with amazingly small coat to the victor. Indeed, the
“bloodshed” all round was very slight, and in the decisive phase
trifling, by any Clausewitzian standard.

While this sweeping victory was attained by action against
objectives of a military nature, it was mainly through action of a
manoeuvre form—astrategic more than tactical.

Moreover, the effect of cutting the opposing armies’ com-
munications, and dislocating their control-system, in the deeply
penetrating drive, is hard to distinguish from its accompanying ef-
fect in shaking the people’s morale and disrupting civic organiza-
tion. So it could be termed as, at least in part, a proof of the new
effectiveness of operating against civil objectives.

Similar reflections apply to the even swifter conguest of the
Balkans in April, 1941—which once again demonstrated the para-
lyzing effect of the new instruments and their strategic application.

"
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“Battle” was insignificant in comparison, and “destruction” palpalby
an inappropriate term for the way that the decision was achieved.

When it came to the invason of Russia a somewhat different
method was tried. Many of the German generals—particularly
Halder, the Chief of the General Staff—complain of Hitler’s tend-
ency to aim at economic rather than military objectives. But analysis
of the operational orders and of their own evidence does not bear out
the charge.

While Hitler was inclined to think that the economic aim
would be more effective, it is clear that in the erucial period of the
1941 campaign he conformed to the General Staff’s preference for
fighting battles. The pursuit of this aim did not prove decisive, al-
though it produced several great victories in which immense forces
of the enemy were destroyed.

Whether concentration on economic objectives would have
been more decisive remains an open question.

But in reflection some of the ablest of the German generals
consider that the best chance of defeating Soviet Russia was lost
by aiming to win battles in the “classical” way, instead of driving
through as fast as possible to the moral-cum-economic objectives
offered by Moscow and Leningrad—as Guderian, the leading ex-
ponent of the new achool of mechanical mobile warfare, wished to do.

On this key question, Hitler had sided with the orthodox
school.

In the series of swift German conquests, the air force com-
bined with the mechanized elements of the land forces in produe-
ing the paralysis and moral disintegration of the opposing forces
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and of the nations behind. Its effect was terrific, and must be rec-
koned fully as important as that of the Panzer forces.

The two are inseparable in any valuation of the elements
that created the new style of lightning warfare—the blitzkrieg.

Even greater was the contribution that the British and Am-
erican air forces made, later in the war, to the succesas of the Allied
armies and navies. It was due to the air forces, above all, that the
Allied invasion of the Continent became possible in the first place,
and then an assured advance to victory. By their action against
military objectives—particularly communications—they had a de-
cisively crippling effect on the ability of the German armies to
counter the Allied moves.

The Air Staffs, however, never showed the same eagerness
to conduct operations of this kind as they did to pursue inde-
pendent operations against ‘“civil” objectives—the attack on the
industrial centres of the opposing country,

Its purpose, as conceived, was to combine a direct economiec
and moral effect on the opposing nation, in the belief that it would
prove more decisive, and more quickly decisive, than co-operative
action against the enemy’s armed forces,

Although the Air Staffs termed this “strategic bombing,” the
term was really a misnomer, for such an aim and action lies in the
sphere of grand strategy. It would be more correctly defined as
“grand strategic bombing,” or, if that seems too cumbrous a term,
as “industrial bombing,” a term which covers moral as well as econ-
omic effect.

The actual effect which this kind of bombing achieved as a
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contribution to victory is very difficult to assess, despite much de-
tailed investigation.

The estimation of the data is confused by partisan assessments
—both by those who favoured industrial bombing, and by those who
opposed it on various grounds.

Apart from the fog thus created, a correct asseasment is
handicapped and made almost impoassible by the amount of
imponderabilic in the data—even more than in the evidence about
any other form of military action,

But it seems fairly certain, even on a reasonably favourable
view of its effects, that they were less decisive than the action of
air forces against strategic objectives—in the military sphere. In
any case, they were much less clearly decisive.

It is also clear that, stage by stage throughout the war,
the results fell far short of what was being claimed for this
kind of action by those who were conducting it.

Still clearer is the extremely detrimental effect of industrial
bombing on the post-war situation. Beyond the immense scale of
devastation, hard to repair, are the less obvious but probably more
lasting social and moral effects.

This kind of action inevitably producea a deepening danger
to the relatively shallow foundationa of civilized life. That common
danger is now immensely increased by the advent of the atomic
bomb,

Here we are brought to the fundamental difference between

strategy and grand strategy.
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The function of grand strategy is to co-ordinate and direct
all the resources of a nation towards the attainment of the political
object of the war—the goal defined by national policy. Whereas
strategy is only concerned with the problem of winning military vic-
tory, grand strategy must take the longer view—for its problem is
the winning of the peace,

Such an order of thought is not a matter of "putting the
cart before the horse,” but of being clear where the horse and cart
are going,

Air action against an object that is primarily “civil” is action
on the plane of grand strategy. It is called into question on that
very account. By the test of its own nature, it is seen to be an
unsound objective,

It would be an unwise choice as a military aim even if its
ability to decide a war were more conclusively proved, or at least
more clearly demonstrated, than it actually has been.

Further Revision of Theory

In trying to revise any theory and readjust it for better hal-
ance, it is a help to have a background of study in the subject—
as long as one is willing to modify one’s conclusions.

I was, so far ag I know, the first student of war after 1914-
18 to make a re-examination of the prevailing doctrines, derived
from Clausewitz, about the objective in war, After calling it in
question in a number of articles in the military journals, I dealt
with it more fully in Paris, or The Future of War, 1925,

This little book began with a criticism of the way that the
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orthodox aim, “the destruction of the enemy’s main forces on the
battlefield,” had been pursued in World War I—pointing out its in-
decisive and exhausting results.

It then went on to argue the advantages of the “moral ob-
jective,” showing—

(i) how armoured forces might deliver a decisive blow
againat “the Achillea’ heel of the enemy army—the
communications and command centres which form
ita nerve system”;

(ii) how air forces, hesidea co-operating in this strategic
action, might also strike with decisive effect direct
at “a nation’s nerve system,” its “static civil cen-
tres"” of industry.

The General Staff prescribed the book for the study of the
officers of the firat Experimental Mechanized Force when this was
formed two years later. The Air Staff, less surprisingly, made still
fuller use of it—there was then a lack of text-booka on air strategy,
and it fitted the developing trend of their views on the subject. The
Chief of the Air Staff distributed copies of it to his fellow Chiefs of
Staff,

What I have said now is thus a reviaion, after prolonged re-
flection, of what I wrote a quarter of a century ago—and an avowal
of error over part of the thesis. It shows how in correcting the bal-
ance one is apt to tilt it too far the other way.

T. E. Lawrence observed in a letter he wrote me in 1928:

“The logical syastem of Clausewitz is too com-
plete. It leads astray his disciples—those of them,
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at least, who would rather fight with their arms than
with their legs . . . . You, at present, are trying (with
very little help from those whose business it is to
think upon their profession) to put the balance
straight after the orgy of the last war, When you
succeed (about 1945) your sheep will pass your bounds
of discretion, and have to be chivied back by some later
gtrategist. Back and forward we go.”

In 1925 I myself went too far in arguing the advantages
of the air stroke at civil objectives—though I did qualify this by
emphasizing the importance of executing it in such a way as to
inflict

“the least possible permanent injury, for the
enemy of today is the customer of the morrow
and the ally of the future.”

My belief then was that

“a decigive air attack would inflict less total
damage and constitute less of a drain on the de-
feated country’s recuperative power than a pro-
longed war of the existing type.”

In further study I came to realize that an air attack on in-
dustrial centres was unlikely to have an immediately decisive ef-
fect, and more likely to produce another prolonged war of at-
trition in a fresh form-—with perhaps less killing but more devasta-
tion than the 1914-18 form.

But when one began to point this out, one soon found that
the Air Staff was far less receptive to the revised conclusion than
to the original conclusions! They continued to cherish faith in a
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speedy decision, and when war experience compelled them to re-
linquish it, they pinned their faith instead to industrial attrition—
as fervently as the General Staff of the last war had done to man-
power attrition.

Nevertheless, a realization of the drawbacks and evils of
taking the civil fabric as the objective does not mean the restora-
tion of ‘‘battle” in the old sense as the objective.

The drawbacks of that Clausewitzian formula were amply
ghown in World War I. In contrast, World War II demonstrated
the advantages and new potentialities of indirect, or strategic, ac-
tion againat a military objective—amply confirming what had been
forecast in that respect,

Even in the past such action had been effectively exploited
by some of the “Great Captains,” despite the limitations of their
instruments. But now, with the help of new instruments, it proved
still more decisive—despite the increased strength of tactical re-
sistance.

The new mobility produced o flexibility, in varying the di-
rective of thrust and threat, which “disarmed” such resistance.

The time has come for a fresh revision of the doctrine of the
objective, or military aim, in the light of recent experience and
present conditions. It is much to be desired that it should be under-
taken on a Combined Service basis, to produce an agreed solution—
for there is a dangerous discordance of doctrine at present.

The outlines of a revised theory fitted to present conditions

RESTRICTED 23

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1952

25



Naval War College Review, Vol. 5 [1952], No. 10, Art. 2

RESTRICTED

and knowledge have emerged, I hope, in the course of this discussion
of the subject.

The key idea is “strategic operation” rather than “battle”
—an old term that has outlived its suitability and utility. Battles
may still occur, but should not be regarded as the objective itself.

To repeat an earlier conclusion that was strikingly vindicat-
ed in World War 11—

“the true aim is not so much to seek battle as to seek a
strategic situation so advantageous that if it does not
of itself produce the decision, ita continuation by a bat-
tle is sure to achieve this.”

GRAND STRATEGY

While grand strategy should control strategy, its principles
often run counter to those which prevail in the field of strategy.
For that very reason, however, it is desirable to include here some in-
dication of the deeper conclusions to which a study of grand
strategy leads,

If you concentrate exclusively on victory, with no thought
for the after-effect, you may be too exhausted to profit by the peace,
while it is almost certain that the peace will be a bad one, contain-
ing the germs of another war. This is a lesson supported by
abundant experience.

The risks become greater still in any war that is waged by a
coalition. For in such a case a too complete victory inevitably com-
plicates the problem of making a just and wise peace settlement.

Where there is no longer the counter-balance of an opposing
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force to control the appetites of the victors, there is no check on the
conflict of views and interests between the parties to the alliance.

The divergence is then apt to become 80 acute as to turn
the comradeship of common danger into the hostility of mutual
dissatisfaction—so that the ally of one war becomes the enemy
in the next.

Another conclusion which develops from the study of grand
strategy (national war-policy), against the back-ground of history,
is the practical necessity of adapting the general theory of strategy
to the nature of a nation’s fundamental policy.

There is an essential difference of aim, and must be a con-
sequent difference of appropriate method, between an ‘acquisitive’
and a ‘conservative’ State. ’

In the light of this difference it becomes clear that the pure
theory of strategy best fits the case of a State that is primarily
concerned with conquest.

It has to be modified if it is to serve the true purpose of a
nation that is content with its existing territorial bounds, and pri-
marily concerned to preserve its security and maintain its way of
life.

The acquisitive State, inherently unsatisfied, needs to gain
victory in order to gain its object—and must therefore court
greater risks in the attempt.

The conservative State can achive its object by merely in-
ducing the aggressor to drop his attempt at conguest—by con-
vineing him that ‘the game is not worth the candle. Its victory
is, in a real sense, attained by foiling the other side’s bid for victory.
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Indeed, in attempting more it may defeat its own purpose—
by exhausting itself so much that it is unable to resist other enemies
or the internal effects of overstrain. Self-exhaustion in war has
killed more States than any foreign assailant.

Weighing these factors of the problem, it can be seen that
the problem of a conservative State is to find the type of strategy
that is suited to fulfill its inherently more limited object in the
most strength-conserving war—so as to insure its future as well
as its present.

At first glance, it might seem that pure defence would be
the most economical method; but this implies static defence—and
historical experience warns us that this is a dangerously brittle
method on which to rely.

Economy of force and deterrent effect are best comhined
in the defensive-offensive method, based on high mobility that
carries the power of quick riposte.

The East Roman Empire was a case where such an actively
‘conservative’ strategy had been carefully thought out, as a basis of
war-policy—a fact which goes far to explain its unrivalled span
of existence.

Another example, more instinctive than reasoned, is provided
by the strategy, based on sea-power, that England practiced in her
wars from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century. The value of it
was shown by the way that her strength kept pace with her growth,
while all her rivals broke down in turn through self-exhaustion in
war—traceable to their immoderate desire for the immediate satis-
faction of outright victory.

1t is folly to imagine that the aggressive types, whether in-
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dividuals or nations, can be bought off—or, in modern language,
‘appeased’—since the payment of danegeld stimulates a demand for
more danegeld.

But they can be curbed. Their very belief in force makes
them more susceptible to the deterrent effect of a formidable op-
posing force. This forms an adequate check except against pure
fanaticism—a fanaticism that is unmixed with acquisitiveness.

While it is hard to make a real peace with the predatory
types, it is easier to induce them to accept a state of truce, and far
less exhausting than an attempt to crush them, whereby they are,
like all types of mankind, infused with the courage of desperation.

The experience of history brings ample evidence that the
downfall of civilized States tends to come not from the direct as-
saults of foes but from internal decay, combined with the conse-
quences of exhaustion in war.

A state of suspense is trying— it has often led nations as well
ag individuals to commit suicide because they were unable to bear
it. But it is better than to reach exhaustion in pursuit of the mirage
of victory.

Moreover, a truce to actual hostilities erfables a recovery
and development of strength, while the need for vigilance helps to
keep a nation ‘gn its toes’

Peaceful nations are apt, however, to court unnecessary
danger, because when once aroused. they are more inclined to pro-
ceed to extremes than predatory nations.

For the latter, making war as a means of gain, are usually
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more ready to call it off when they find an opponent too strong to
be easily overcome.

It is the reluctant fighter, impelled by motion and not by
calculation, who tends to press a fight to the bitter end. Thereby he
too often defeats his own end, even if he does not produce his own
direct defeat.
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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH OF LECTURER

Mr. B. H. Liddell Hart was born 81 Qctober 1896 in Paris,
France, He received his education in England at St. Paul’s School
and at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge. Following this has been
a successful and spectacular career as Army officer, newspaper cor-
respondent, author, and great fame as a theorist in the art of war.

During World War I, Mr. Liddell Hart served with the British
Army and received a commiasion as Captain. He developed many
new tactical maneuvers which were later adopted by the armies of
many countries. These included the Battle Drill system and the
“expanding torrent” attack. In 192G he wrote the official British
“Infantry Training Manual,” and he also served as editor of the
“Small Arms Training.” Handicapped by wounds received during
the war, he was placed on the Army retired list in 1924,

Mr, Liddell Hart was an early and vigorous advocate of air
power, and an exponent of mechanized warfare. General Guderian,
creator of the German World War II armored forces, called himself
“one of Liddell Hart's disciples in tank affairs.” In 1942, Marshal
Rommel wrote: “The British could have avoided most of their de-
feats if they had better studied the modern theories expounded by
Liddell Hart.” General Patton told Mr., Liddell Hart, in 1944: “I
have been nourished on your books for twenty years, and gained
much from your ideas.”

Mr. Liddell Hart has been a recognized military authority for
many years. He paid a vigit to the French Army in 1926 and gave
advice on its reorganization. In 1929 he wrote a manual governing
the use of the armoured force. In 1932, he was approached by a
Russian delegation concerning his acting as military advisor to the
Red Army, but he turned this offer down. Mr. Liddell Hart's posi-
tion was well stated by Major General J, F, G. Fuller when he said:
“Tt has been said of him that he is the Clausewitz of the twentieth
century. Surely if a comparison is to be sought, he is far closer re-
lated to Francis Bacon, that empirical philosopher, who, because he
concentrated on facts and not on fancies, was go full of ideas.”
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In 1937, Mr. Liddell Hart was appointed personal advisor to the
British War Minister. However, he resigned his post a year later,
hoping to better arouse the British public to the urgent need for
build-up and recrganization in the armed forces by his writing rather
than from ingide the War Office.

Mr. Liddell Hart was military correspondent for the London
Daily Telegraph from 1925 to 1935 and for the London Times from
1935 to 1939. He is military editor of the Encyclopedia Britannica.
He is the author of some thirty books, including: The Eemaking of
Modern Armies, 1927, Thoughts on War; A History of the World
War (1) ; Why Don’t We Learn From History; 1944; The Other Side
of the Hill, 1948; and The Defense of the Weat, 1950.
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