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“Colonel Harry G. Summers, a veteran soldier who through personal experience knows the “bayonet point reality” of war but who also, in this book, demonstrates a capacity for careful research and scholarly analysis … [On Strategy is] a worthwhile contribution toward illuminating a part of American history which, though recent, is clouded and distorted by misunderstanding and emotion.”

—Gen. Hamilton H. Howze, USA (Ret.)




“The most thorough and devastating analysis of the impact of theorizing intellectuals of all kinds on the US military machine and its concept of itself and war.”

—Correlli Barnett, RUSI, Journal of the Royal
United Services Institute for Defense Studies




“Heads the list of required reading for today’s and tomorrow’s Army leaders at all levels of command and staff … could be the most important analytical military literature produced by a member of our armed forces.”

—Gen. Andrew P.O’Meara, USA (Ret.), ARMOR Magazine




“I have now read your study of the Vietnam war with very great interest and admiration … your application of Clausewitz’s principles seems to me highly perceptive and of the greatest possible value. In particular, your use of his distinction between ‘preparation for war’ and ‘war proper’ appears to me to provide a conceptual framework which deserves the widest possible publicity.”

—Michael Howard




“Superb … From [On Strategy], we must begin a useful professional dialogue about Vietnam’s lessons in the context of today’s and tomorrow’s world environment. This is must reading!”

—Gen. Donn A. Starry, USA (Ret.), Military Review
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Adapted from Map 6, Vietnam from Cease-Fire to Capitulation by Colonel William E. LeGro, USA. Washington, U.S. Army Center of Military History, 1981, p. 37.
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Foreword

First issued as “On Strategy: The Vietnam War in Context” at the Army War College in 1981, the study was not intended to be a history of the Vietnam War. As Army War College commandant Major General Jack N. Merritt noted, “It is not a detailed account of day-to-day tactical operations or an examination of the many controversies of the war. What was intended was a narrow focus on the war in the areas of major concern to the Army War College—the application of military science to the national defense.”

It was to have an impact beyond anyone’s expectations. Approved for publication by then Army Chief of Staff General Edward “Shy” Meyer, who sent copies to all army active and retired three- and four-star generals, copies were also sent to all members of the House and Senate by a then relatively unknown congressman, Newt Gingrich of Georgia, now speaker of the House, who at the time was active in the military reform movement.

Particularly gratifying, however, was the book’s validation by those who had fought the war, the military students at the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine Corps War and Staff Colleges, where the book was used as a teaching text. In the early 1980s, almost all these students were Vietnam combat veterans who could and did evaluate the work in terms of their own personal battlefield experiences.

But the most unexpected aspect was the reception from outside the military. Drew Middleton, the renowned military correspondent for The New York Times, called it “just about the best thing I have read on Vietnam,” a comment that prompted the book’s commercial publication in 1982 under its present title. On Strategy was adopted as a teaching text by many civilian colleges and universities. The book became so central to the teaching of the Vietnam War that in April 1995, the Center for Study of the Vietnam War at Texas Tech University held a symposium, “Winning and Losing: A Reexamination of the Summers Thesis and the Vietnam War.” “Most historians,” said a news account of the conference, “agreed with the main point in Summers’s thesis explaining why the United States lost the war.”

One of the anomalies of the Vietnam War is that until recently most of the literature and almost all the thinking about the war ended with the Tet Offensive of 1968. As a result, the common knowledge was that America had lost a guerrilla war in Asia, a loss caused by failure to appreciate the nuances of counterinsurgency war.

But the truth was that the war continued for seven years after the Tet Offensive, and that latter phase had almost nothing to do with counterinsurgency or guerrilla war. The threat came from the North Vietnamese regular forces in the hinterlands.

The final North Vietnamese blitzkrieg in April 1975 had more to do with the fall of France in 1940 than it did with guerrilla war. In fact, the North Vietnamese commander, Senior General Tran Van Dung, does not even mention the role of the Viet Cong in his account of his “Great Spring Victory.”

As former CIA director William Colby noted in his book Lost Victory, Saigon did not fall to barefoot black-pajama-clad guerrillas. It fell to a 130,000-man 18-division invasion force supported by tank and artillery. Thus it was apparent to me when I began my analysis of the war in 1979 that the key to understanding our failure did not lie in counterinsurgency theory, but in the long-since-discarded theories of conventional war.

As Colby stated, the U.S., without even noticing, had won the “people’s war.” One reason it didn’t notice is that Washington was more concerned with “signaling” than with war fighting. Corroborating my findings on the neglect of conventional war doctrines, Harvard University’s Stephen Peter Rosen examined the war in the terms of limited war theory. His 1982 analysis found two major reasons for our failure in Vietnam.

As is explored in depth in On Strategy, first was the failure to factor the American people into the strategic equation. Political scientist Robert Osgood, among the most influential of the limited-war theorists, “concluded that even though the American people will be hostile, because of their traditions and ideology, to the kind of strategy he proposes, that strategy must still be adopted.”

Second, as is also explored in On Strategy from a somewhat different perspective, was the refusal to see Vietnam as a war. As Rosen explains, “we had adopted a limited war signaling strategy.” It was conceived by such academic limited-war theorists as Robert Osgood and Thomas Schelling, who shared “the happy belief that the study of limited war in no way depended on any actual knowledge about war.” According to Osgood, “military problems are no proper part of a theory of limited war because limited war is an essentially diplomatic instrument, a tool for bargaining with the enemy.… Military forces are not for fighting but for signaling.”

A prime disciple of such theorist was Defense Secretary Robert S. McNamara. In his 1995 apologia, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam, he reveals the degree to which he consciously sabotaged President Lyndon B. Johnson’s orders to “Win the war!” Admitting that as early as 1965 he believed the war to be militarily unwinnable, he then set out to make it so by deliberately eschewing a war fighting strategy.

The North Vietnamese minister of defense, General Vo Nguyen Giap, said he would fight ten years, twenty-five years, fifty years until victory was achieved. McNamara, his American counterpart, writes that in 1967 he “proposed a political-military strategy that raised the possibility of compromise … and [adoption of] a more flexible bargaining position while actively seeking a political settlement.” As the limited-war theorist had prescribed, the U.S. was sending signals to the enemy. Unfortunately the signal was that the U.S. was not serious about waging war. But the North Vietnamese were playing by the old rules, where the very object of war is victory. And those old rules proved decisive.

“The quintessential ‘strategic lesson learned’ from the Vietnam War is that we must once again become masters of the profession of arms,” concluded On Strategy in 1981. The Persian Gulf War a decade later was proof positive that the Armed Forces of the United States had done just that.

H. G. S.
Bowie, Maryland
June 1, 1995


INTRODUCTION

TACTICAL VICTORY, STRATEGIC DEFEAT


“You know you never defeated us on the battlefield,” said the American colonel.

The North Vietnamese colonel pondered this remark a moment. “That may be so,” he replied, “but it is also irrelevant.”

Conversation in Hanoi, April 19751



One of the most frustrating aspects of the Vietnam war from the Army’s point of view is that as far as logistics and tactics were concerned we succeeded in everything we set out to do. At the height of the war the Army was able to move almost a million soldiers a year in and out of Vietnam, feed them, clothe them, house them, supply them with arms and ammunition, and generally sustain them better than any Army had ever been sustained in the field. To project an Army of that size halfway around the world was a logistics and management task of enormous magnitude, and we had been more than equal to the task. On the battlefield itself, the Army was unbeatable. In engagement after engagement the forces of the Viet Cong and of the North Vietnamese Army were thrown back with terrible losses. Yet, in the end, it was North Vietnam, not the United States, that emerged victorious. How could we have succeeded so well, yet failed so miserably? That disturbing question was the reason for this book.

At least part of the answer appears to be that we saw Vietnam as unique rather than in strategic context. This misperception grew out of our neglect of military strategy in the post–World War II nuclear era. Almost all of the professional literature on military strategy was written by civilian analysts—political scientists from the academic world and systems analysts from the Defense community. In his book War and Politics, political scientist Bernard Brodie devoted an entire chapter to the lack of professional military strategic thought.2 The same criticism was made by systems analysts Alain C. Enthoven and K. Wayne Smith who commented: “Military professionals are among the most infrequent contributors to the basic literature on military strategy and defense policy. Most such contributors are civilians.…”3 Even the Army’s so-called “new” strategy of flexible response grew out of civilian, not military, thinking.

This is not to say that the civilian strategists were wrong. The political scientists provided a valuable service in tying war to its political ends. They provided answers to “why” the United States ought to wage war. In like manner the systems analysts provided answers on “what” means we would use. What was missing was the link that should have been provided by the military strategists—“how” to take the systems analyst’s means and use them to achieve the political scientist’s ends.

But instead of providing professional military advice on how to fight the war, the military more and more joined with the systems analysts in determining the material means we were to use. Indeed, the conventional wisdom among many Army officers was that “the Army doesn’t make strategy,” and “there is no such thing as Army strategy.” There was a general feeling that strategy was budget-driven and was primarily a function of resource allocation. The task of the Army, in their view, was to design and procure material, arms and equipment and to organize, train, and equip soldiers for the Defense Establishment.

These attitudes derive in part from a shallow interpretation of the Army’s mission. While it is true that the National Security Act transferred operational command to the Department of Defense, leaving the Army with the task to “organize, train, and equip active duty and reserve forces,” the Army General Staff is still charged with “determination of roles and missions of the Army and strategy formulation, plans and application; Joint Service matters, plans, and operations.…”4 In addition, Army officers assigned to the Office of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and to operations and planning positions in unified commands also have responsibility for Army (i.e., land force) strategy. Further, to argue as some do that in our democracy only the President can “make” strategy is to confuse the issue, since in most cases the President does not formulate military strategy but rather decides on the military strategy recommended to him by his national security advisors, both military and civilian.

Unconsciously, such attitudes reflected a regression in military thought. As early as 1971 then Lieutenant Colonel Albert Sidney Britt III, Department of History, United States Military Academy, noted that “the modern philosophy of limited war derives in part from the practice of the 18th century.”5 Colonel Britt’s observations were borne out in the classic critique of 18th century warfare, Carl von Clausewitz’s On War. His 150-year-old description of “the art of war” closely paralleled the conditions bitterly attacked by such critics as Richard Gabriel and Paul Savage in their widely quoted book Crisis in Command (New York: Hill & Wang, 1978)—an army more concerned with management than with military strategy. Describing these conditions, Clausewitz said:


[In the 18th century] the terms “art of war” or “science of war” were used to designate only the total body of knowledge and skill that was concerned with material factors. The design and use of weapons … the internal organization of the army, and the mechanism of its movements constituted the substance of this knowledge and skill.6



Using this criterion for the art and science of war, it can be argued that the system worked, that it did everything that it was asked to do. Such arguments are the Army’s version of Leslie H. Gelb and Richard K. Betts’ analysis of the Vietnam-era political-bureaucratic system. Examining the structure of the system, they found that it did everything that it was designed to do.7 If the Army is, as some would have it, merely a logistics and management system designed to “organize, train, and equip active duty and reserve forces,” it was an unqualified success.

The illogic of such an analysis springs from a faulty understanding of military theory. In his clarification of military theory Clausewitz said, “The activities characteristic of war may be split into two main categories: those that are merely preparation for war, and war proper.” All that is required from the first group, he said, is “the end product”—trained and equipped fighting forces. “The theory of war proper, on the other hand, is concerned with the use of these means, once they have been developed, for the purposes of the war.”8 During the Vietnam war we confused these two activities. There are those who would have it that the reason was that there were so many conflicting definitions of “strategy” that we lost our way. But such an excuse is not supported by the facts. According to the Joint Chiefs of Staff Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms, the official definition of military strategy is “the art and science of employing the armed forces of a nation to secure the objectives of national policy by the application of force, or the threat of force.”9 As we saw earlier, the “missing link” in strategy was the failure to address the question of “how” to use military means to achieve a political end. Yet this missing link is contained in our own definition of military strategy—employing the armed forces … to secure the objectives of national policy.

To find where we went wrong, Part II, The Engagement, will examine our military strategy in Vietnam in detail. For now, suffice it to say that, by our own definition, we failed to properly employ our armed forces so as to secure U.S. national objectives in Vietnam. Our strategy failed the ultimate test, for, as Clausewitz said, the ends of strategy, in the final analysis “are those objectives that will finally lead to peace.”10

Seeing war in 18th century terms not only had an influence on the battlefield, it also influenced the actions of the government and the perceptions of the American people. As we will see, this latter effect may have been the more deadly of the two. On the battlefield the effect was confusion between the administrative requirements of war preparation and the operational requirements of war proper. In the political domain the difference was between seeing the Army as an instrument of the government and seeing it as an instrument of the people. According to Clausewitz:


In the eighteenth century … war was still an affair for governments alone, and the people’s role was simply that of an instrument … the executive … represented the state in its foreign relations … the people’s part had been extinguished … War thus became solely the concern of the government to the extent that governments parted company with their peoples and behaved as if they were themselves the state.11



Such a neo–18th century outlook goes a long way toward explaining why the government decided not to mobilize the American people and why it did not seek a declaration of war. It also explains why to many Americans the Vietnam war was “Johnson’s war” or “Nixon’s war” or “the Army’s war” rather than the American people’s war.

The task of the military theorist, Clausewitz said, is to develop a theory that maintains a balance among what he calls the trinity of war—the people, the government, and the Army. “These three tendencies are like three different codes of law, deep-rooted in their subject and yet variable in their relationship to one another,” he says. “A theory that ignores any one of them or seeks to fix an arbitrary relationship between them would conflict with reality to such an extent that for this reason alone it would be totally useless.”12 Part I, The Environment, will examine the relationship between the Army and the American People. It will emphasize how public support must be an essential part of our strategic planning, and how Congress has the Constitutional responsibility to legitimize that support. It will then examine the natural friction that exists between the American people and its Army, the friction inherent in our national security bureaucracy and the friction caused by our own doctrine.

It might seen incongruous that much of the analysis in both Parts I and II will be drawn from a 150-year-old source—Clausewitz’s On War. But the fact is that this is the most modern source available. In economics one does not have to return to Adam Smith but can read Milton Friedman, John Kenneth Galbraith, or Paul Samuelson for an understanding of economic theory. In political science one does not have to return to Plato but can gain an understanding of the political process from a variety of contemporary scholars. In military science, however, On War is still the seminal work. As the late Bernard Brodie observed, “Clausewitz’s work stands out among those very few older books which have presented profound and original insights that have not been adequately absorbed in later literature.” Addressing the question of pertinency, Brodie notes that “most of the contemporary books [do] not, as Clausewitz does, have much to say of relevance to the Vietnam war.”13

Clausewitz can also assist us in understanding North Vietnam’s actions. Although we usually ascribe their actions to Mao’s “people’s war” theories, it is important to note that as an avowed Marxist-Leninist state they also drew from Clausewitz. In September 1971, Illinois State University Professors Donald E. Davis and Walter S. G. Kohn drew attention to the influence of Clausewitz on V. I. Lenin and detailed Clausewitz’s contribution to Marxist-Leninist military thought.14 More recently in June 1980, Wilhelm von Schramm, one of Germany’s foremost authorities on Clausewitz, noted Clausewitz’s influence on the founders of world communism, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, as well as on Lenin. He goes on to say that as a result Clausewitz’s theories (in distorted form) “became part of the dogma of Leninism.” “Thus,” he says, “Clausewitz attracted more and more interest—first in Moscow, where the study of his works was made a compulsory subject at the Frunse Military Academy. From there, his fame radiated to most other orthodox communist countries, including the China of that time. When [Federal Republic of Germany] Chancellor Helmut Schmidt visited Peking he was told of the high esteem which Mao Tse-tung held for the German philosopher of war.”15

By analyzing the Vietnam war against a source untainted by today’s bias, we should arrive at a better understanding of the deficiencies in military theory that led to our problems there, and the changes necessary for the future. “The primary purpose of any theory,” said Clausewitz, “is to clarify concepts and ideas that have become, as it were, confused and entangled.”16 The purpose of this book is to lay out such a theory, using our Vietnam war experience as the vehicle.
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