1. Who was Carl von Clausewitz?

Carl Phillip Gottfried (or Gottlieb) von Clausewitz (1780-1831) was a Prussian soldier and intellectual. [Issues regarding Clausewitz's name are discussed Here.] He came from a middle-class social background, though his family claimed noble origins and these claims eventually received official recognition. He served as a practical field soldier (with extensive combat experience against the armies of the Revolutionary France), as a staff officer with political/military responsibilities at the very center of the Prussian state, and as a prominent military educator. Clausewitz first entered combat as a cadet at the age of 13, rose to the rank of Major-General at 38, married into the high nobility, moved in rarefied intellectual cirles in Berlin, and wrote a book which has become the most influential work of military philosophy in the Western world. That book, On War (in the original German, Vom Kriege) has been translated into virtually every major language and remains a living influence on modern strategists in many fields. [You can directly compare the original German and the 1873 English translation HERE.]

2. Why is he so famous?

Clausewitz's fame is largely due to the importance and influence of his magnum opus, On War, unquestionably the most important single work ever written on the theory of warfare and of strategy, although both the book and its impact have been interpreted and misinterpreted in wildly varying ways. His theories are of interest to military strategists, historians, political scientists, business thinkers, and scientists (although Clausewitz's own discussion is not overtly mathematical and Clausewitz laughed at the notion of a "science of war"). A fuller discussion of his modern importance is HERE, and a discussion of problems in the modern application of his works is HERE. Clausewitz has been read—or at least commented upon—by a great many important soldiers, writers, and thinkers, among them the Duke of Wellington, Moltke (the elder), Hans Delbrück, Spenser Wilkinson, Julian Stafford Corbett, John McAuley Palmer, B.H. Liddell Hart, J.F.C. Fuller, Lenin, Hitler, Mao, Patton, Dwight Eisenhower, Henry Kissinger, Caspar Weinberger, and Colin Powell.

However, Clausewitz was an interesting personality in many other ways. Even though he was a relatively junior foreign officer in the Russian army in 1812, he appears as a minor character in Tolstoy's War and Peace. The romance and unusual intellectual relationship between Clausewitz and his wife, Countess Marie von Brühl, have attracted the attention of biographers for reasons that have little to do with his military reputation. He played an important though subordinate role in the resurrection of Prussia after its near-destruction by France in 1806/07, and the  Prussian army corps of which he was chief of staff played a key role (fighting at Wavre) in the final victory at Waterloo. His writings (On War represents only three of the ten volumes of his collected works) provide important first-person, historical, and analytical commentaries on key events of the dramatic Revolutionary era.

3. Why are people still so interested in his ideas today?

Of all the "great books" in the Western canon, only two address the fundamental problems of war and strategy. One is by the Athenian writer Thucydides: The Peloponnesian War (c.400 B.C.). The other is Clausewitz's On War (1832). Unlike many other great books, however, the ideas Clausewitz proposed have never been fully absorbed into the mainstream in the manner of, say, Adam Smith's work on capitalism. This is due partly to the depth and difficulty of the original work and to the unusual dialectical character of Clausewitz's approach, but also to the startling modernity of his concepts: Recent studies have made clear the similarities between Clausewitz's world-view and such modern scientific approaches as nonlinearity and complexity theory. After more than a century and a half, Clausewitz's work remains the most comprehensive, perceptive, and (in key respects) modern contribution to political/military and strategic thought. In whole or in part, it remains required reading in America's intermediate-level and senior military schools, as well as in many civilian strategic studies programs. For example, the National War College's AY 2002 instructor's guide to On War is HERE.

Clausewitz's approach is also increasingly taught in business schools. An ambitious recent abridgement of On War aimed at business strategists, originally published in the U.S.A., has been translated into German, Korean, Japanese, Polish, Portuguese, and Russian. Comments on Clausewitz by Jack Welch, the famous Chairman and CEO of General Electric, are HERE.

A major attraction of Clausewitz for modern strategic thinkers is that he does not attempt to sell them a program or prescribe solutions. He understood that his readers would face a strategic world unpredictably different in many respects from his own. Rather, his theory is essentially descriptive of the nature of human-on-human strategic problems; his purpose is to develop our human capital—i.e., to help the reader develop his or her own strategic judgment in order to deal with the ever-changing strategic environment.

Recently published major books in English about Clausewitz (at least seven since 2000), are available from Amazon.com or elsewhere and can be found listed HERE. European interest has spiked as well--possibly motivated by well-founded suspicions that the Americans have missed or misconstrued a few of his key points, despite all the attention they've paid to Clausewitz since the debacle in Vietnam. Evidence of this renewed European interest (interestingly, Sweden is currently a hot-zone) can be found in our English, French, German, Japanese, Spanish/Portuguese, and "Other" bibliographies, though much of this European work tends to be published (primarily or in translation) in English.

4. Why are Clausewitz's ideas so controversial?

Clausewitz's views inspire a lot of antagonism. A cynical—but entirely accurate—explanation for much of this antagonism is simply that Clausewitz's famous book is very long and quite difficult to read, and the many translations of On War into other laguages have magnified these  problems. The original German is itself notoriously difficult—many modern Germans actually prefer to read it in the latest English translation for its relative clarity. Clausewitz's world-view is hard to understand without some grasp of the historical period in which he worked and the cultural currents of German Idealism. His understanding of cause-and-effect relationships in real-world events seems odd to readers reared in the purely rationalist tradition that stems from the French version of the Enlightenment—though it is not at all surprising to those familiar with modern nonlinear science. These difficulties are compounded by the fact that On War is based on a set of unfinished drafts, assembled into a finished book by his wife after his untimely death.

More substantively, many writers unfamiliar with Clausewitz's actual purpose and meaning are repulsed by his famous line that "war is merely the continuation of policy by other means." These critics argue (quite correctly, for both ethical and practical reasons) that war should not be seen as just another routine tool for politicians—but Clausewitz would have agreed with that argument in practical terms, with some important caveats. They also object to his rejection of moderation in war as an essential element of war itself (and fail to note his explanation as to why moderation is nonetheless and necessarily pursued by civilized societies as a matter of practical policy). The claim is frequently made (especially by British historians) that Clausewitz's ideas "caused" the disasters of World War I. An actual look at the evidence (so rare an undertaking!) indicates that this is quite false—or at best simplistic to the point of meaninglessness.

Much of the disagreement over On War, however, reflects fundamental issues that Clausewitz did not address in any detail. That is, On War is a book that, for all its length, attempts to focus narrowly on the practical problems of conducting a war—it does not attempt to describe the character of the physical universe or the nature of man, nor to define such basic concepts as policy, politics, society, or the state (although it is a mark of the book's profundity that discussion of it inevitably raises all of these issues). Writers with varying views on these fundamental matters inevitably interpret Clausewitz in varying ways—especially when they deal only with isolated statements (or rumors of statements) from the book rather than comprehensively with Clausewitz's overall treatment of the problem.

On the other hand, much of the controversy over Clausewitz reflects the pedestrian fact that he was a German soldier and military thinker. His writings accept the existence of political violence as inevitable—a view that any honest examination of human evolution and history must sustain. Nonetheless, in the wake of German wars of aggression in the 20th century, that background is inherently suspicious to many people. So is the fact that Clausewitz's theories are widely alleged to have been adapted in various ways by Marxists like Engels, Lenin, and Mao. Clausewitz's reputation has also been clouded by British and French propaganda written during the World Wars, writings that sought to draw a straight line from the aggressions of Frederick the Great, through Clausewitz, to Hitler. More confusion has been generated by the distortions or honest misunderstandings of would-be competitors, most notably B.H. Liddell Hart from the 1920s to 1970 and Martin van Creveld today, and by the sheer ignorance of pop-historians like John Keegan. (Keegan demonstrably knows nothing about Clausewitz, and has never read any of his writings, but he has become widely accepted as a major commentator nonetheless.) Van Creveld's notion of "non-Clausewitzian war,"—i.e., "non-trinitarian war"—is based on a misreading of four key paragraphs in On War by another writer, Colonel Harry G. Summers. There is as well the odd fact that Clausewitz's own proponents tend to tie his reputation too tightly to their own idiosyncratic notions and contemporary concerns. For instance, his 1908 British editor, Colonel F.N. Maude, enthusiastically inserted all sorts of anachronistic imperialist and Social Darwinist notions into his edition of On War. Anatol Rapoport, the editor of the 1968 Penguin paperback edition (still sold today) severely abridged Clausewitz's own writings but unaccountably retained Maude's extraneous introduction, commentary, and notes—and then used Maude's errors to condemn Clausewitz as a monster. [Maude's introduction is HERE.] [Do you know which translation you have?]

Since relatively few people read Clausewitz's original work for themselves, the present-oriented work of his proponents leads to a pattern of Clausewitz's being declared obsolete every time there is some broad change in the world political/military situation—as, for instance, with the end of the Cold War. Clausewitz invariably gets resurrected, however, as every new generation of creative thinkers goes looking in the classics for fundamental strategic insights with relevance to their own era--especially when popular "new" military or strategic ideas prove shallow or disastrously wrong.

5. What ARE Clausewitz's ideas?

The principal importance of Clausewitz's approach to strategic theory is its realism. By this we do not mean "realism" in its usual sense of mere cynicism about politics and naked power, although this is not lacking in On War. Rather, Clausewitz's approach is profoundly realistic in that it describes the complex and uncertain manner in which real-world events unfold, taking into account both the frailties of human nature and the complexity of the physical and psychological world.

Clausewitz's most famous argument is that "War is merely a continuation of politics"— or "of policy"—"by other means." This famous line is widely quoted and widely misunderstood. It is, in any case, subject to any number of very different—though sometimes equally insightful or useful—interpretations. This is true even if one is focused very narrowly on what Clausewitz himself meant by it. It is merely the tip of the iceberg of Clausewitzian theory, however. Some juicy quotations are HERE. The Clausewitzian phrases and concepts most frequently cited include:

    - strategic and operational centers of gravity — click Here or Here

    - the "culminating point of the offensive"

    - the "culminating point of victory"

    - the dialectical approach to military analysis

    - the methods of "critical analysis"

    - the uses and abuses of historical studies

    - the nature of the balance-of-power mechanism

    - The Relationship Between Political Objectives and Military Objectives in War

    - the asymetrical relationship between attack and defense

    - the nature of "military genius"

    - the "fascinating trinity" of war

    - limited war, unlimited war, "absolute war," and "real war"

    - the fundamentally social—rather than artistic or scientific—character of war

    - the "fog" of war

    - "friction"

    - the essential unpredictability of war

Unfortunately, the annoying thing about Clausewitz is that, in order to understand him, you actually have to read his book—rather than some convenient précis, written, most likely, by some wannabe-competitor, propagandist, special pleader, or historical hack writer. Even if it is honestly and competently done, any attempt to summarize Clausewitz is inherently misleading. This is true in part because Clausewitz's dialectical method is at least as important as any particular insight that he offers. But all of Clausewitz's insights are woven together in a fascinating whole; efforts to extract particular "nuggets" are destructive to a genuine understanding.

Instructors teach Clausewitz in a variety of ways—different styles, different purposes, and widely varying interpretations. Some merely assign him to individual students as a term-paper or book report/review subject. Others spend a day, a week, or an entire semester course on him.

For your convenience—and because it helps to know something about the man and his reputation before you try to read his works for yourself or teach them to others—we have included on the Clausewitz Homepage a number of reasonably honest summaries and teaching guides. More can be found in our comprehensive list of Bibliographies, and our Links page includes a number of student papers. We recommend the following:

    Christopher Bassford, "Clausewitz and His Works"—a summary.

    Michael Handel (Naval War College), "Who Is Afraid of Carl von Clausewitz? A Guide to the Perplexed."

    Ilana Kass (National War College), "An Instructor's Guide to Teaching Clausewitz."

    Jon Sumida (University of Maryland), Syllabus: HISTORY 419M—Special Topics in History. "Classical Military Strategic Theory: Clausewitz." This is a full-semester course on Clausewitz.

    Christopher Bassford (National War College), "Teaching the Clausewitzian Trinity." Tips and tools for teaching the capstone concept of Clausewitzian theory.

    Understanding the Dialectic in Clausewitz's On War.

We will be adding more to this list as opportunity permits.

6. How do I learn more about Clausewitz and his ideas, the ways he has been used or interpreted, the controversies about him, or his relevance today?

More excellent on-line readings on various aspects of Clausewitz and his ideas can be found HERE. For complete books by or about Clausewitz, try the Clausewitz Bookstore. Several of his writings, including an obsolete (but still useful) English translation of On War, and the original German, Vom Kriege, can be found HERE. A French translation is HERE. See also our bibliographies in several languages and subject areas. Recent news articles referring to Clausewitz are described and linked HERE. We also have a major book on this subject on-line, Christopher Bassford's Clausewitz in English: The Reception of Clausewitz in Britain and America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994).

Source:  http://www.clausewitz.com/CWZHOME/FAQs.html#Why2

