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ON WAR
(excerpts)

Carl von Clausewitz, 1832
(edit. trans. by Michael Howard and Peter Paret)

Book One, Chapter One: What isWar ?

2. Definition

| shall not begin by expounding a pedantic, litgrdefinition of war, but go straight to the heafttloe matter, to the
duel. War is nothing but a duel on a larger sdqatuntless duels go to make up war, but a pictuieasf a whole can be
formed by imagining a pair of wrestlers. Each ttle®ugh physical force to compel the other to @owtill; his imme-
diateaim is tothrow his opponent in order to make him incapable ahtr resistance.

War is thus an act of force to compel our enengotour will.

Force, to counter opposing force, equips itselhwiite inventions of art and science. Attached todare cer-
tain self-imposed, imperceptible limitations hardigrth mentioning, known as international law amngdtom, but they
scarcely weaken it. Force — that is, physical fofeemoral force has no existence save as exptésgbe state and the
law — is thus theneansof war; to impose our will on the enemy is @sject To secure that object we must render the
enemy powerless; and that, in theory, is the timed warfare. That aim takes the place of the dbjdiscarding it as
something actually part of war itself.

3. The Maximum Use of Force

Kind-hearted people might of course think there wame ingenious way to disarm or defeat an enentlyout too
much bloodshed, and might imagine this is the gae of the art of war. Pleasant as it sounds, fiallacy that must be
exposed; war is such a dangerous business thatithakes which come from kindness are the very waitse maxi-
mum use of force is in no way incompatible with gimultaneous use of the intellect. If one sidesuseces without
compunction, undeterred by the bloodshed it in&lwehile the other side refrains, the first willigghe upper hand.
That side will force the other to follow suit; eaefil drive its opponent toward extremes, and thé/dimiting factors
are the counterpoises inherent in war.

This is how the matter must be seen. It would Iéefa even wrong — to try and shut one's eyestiatwar re-
ally is from sheer distress at its brutality.

If wars between civilized nations are far less tarm destructive than wars between savages, #somdies in
the social conditions of the states themselvesratitkir relationships to one another. These agddhces that give rise
to war; the same forces circumscribe and modetaleney themselves however are not part of waly #leeady exist
before fighting starts. To introduce the principfenoderation into the theory of war itself woulevays lead to logical
absurdity.

If, then, civilized nations do not put their prigwa to death or devastate cities and countriés biecause intel-
ligence plays are larger part in their methods affare and has taught them more effective waysiofguforce than the
crude expression of instinct.

The thesis, then, must be repeated: war is anfdotae, and there is no logical limit to the applion of that
force. Each side, therefore, compels its opporefullow suit; a reciprocal action is started whitlst lead, in theory,
to extremes. This is thfest case of interaction and the first 'extremraed meet with.
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4. The Aim Is To Disarm the Enemy

| have already said that the aim of warfare isitaign the enemy and it is time to show that, astl@atheory, this is
bound to be so. If the enemy is to be coerced yost put him in a situation that is even more urgd@athan the sac-
rifice you call on him to make. The hardships ddtthituation must not of course be merely transieat least not in
appearance. Otherwise the enemy would not givauinsould wait for things to improve. Any change ttmaight be
brought about by continuing hostilities must thanleast in theory, be of a kind to bring the enestily greater disad-
vantages. The worst of all conditions in which ditperent can find himself is to be utterly defeless. Consequently,
if you are to force the enemy, by making war on,Himdo your bidding, you must either make himréity defenseless
or at least put him in a position that makes tlaisgkr probable. It follows, then, that to overcaheenemy, or disarm
him — call it what you will — must always be thenadf warfare.

War, however, is not the action of a living forqeon a lifeless mass (total non-resistance woulddear at all)
but always the collision of two living forces. Thétimate aim of waging war, as formulated beforeistrbe taken as
applying to both sides. Once again, there is iotera. So long as | have not overthrown my opponerh bound to
fear he may overthrow me. Thus | am not in conthel;dictates to me as much as | dictate to hinms &hthesecond
case of interaction and it leads to the secondéexe.'

5. The Maximum Exertion of Strength

If you want to overcome your enemy you must matohryeffort against his power of resistance, whieh be ex-
pressed as the product of two inseparable fact@rsthe total means at his disposahdthe strength of his willThe
extent of the means at his disposal is a mattareugh not exclusively — of figures, and shouldneasurable. But the
strength of his will is much less easy to detern@nd can only be gauged approximately by the stheofgthe motive
animating it. Assuming you arrive in this way ateasonably accurate estimate of the enemy's powesistance, you
can adjust your own efforts accordingly; that isuycan either increase them until they surpasstieeny's or, if this is
beyond your means, you can make your efforts aat gi® possible. But the enemy will do the same;paiition will
again result and, in pure theory, it must agaicdoyou both to extremes. Thistise third case of interaction and the
third 'extreme.’

6. Modifications in Practice

Thus in the field of abstract thought the inquirmgnd can never rest until it reaches the extreorehere it is dealing
with an extreme: a clash of forces freely operating obedient to no law but their own. From a meorcept of war
you might try to deduce absolute terms for the cbje you should aim at and for the means of adhgeit; but if you
did so the continuous interaction would land yoextremes that represented nothing but a playefrttagination is-
suing from an almost invisible sequence of logmabtleties. If we were to think purely in absolteems, we could
avoid every difficulty by a stroke of the pen anggaim with inflexible logic that, since the extne must always be
the goal, the greatest effort must always be edeAay such pronouncement would be an abstractohveould leave
the real world quite unaffected.

But move from the abstract to the real world, dr@whole thing looks quite different. In the abstnaorld, op-
timism was all-powerful and forced us to assumg Itloéh parties to the conflict not only sought petfon but attained
it. Would this ever be the case in practice? Yesould if: (a) war were a wholly isolated act, aoéng suddenly and
not produced by previous events in the politicatldjo(b) it consisted of a single decisive act aeh of simultaneous
ones; (c) the decision achieved was complete arfdqten itself, uninfluenced by any previous esttmof the political
situation it would bring about.

10. The Probabilities of Real Life Replace the Exte and the Absolute Required by Theory

Warfare thus eludes the strict theoretical requineinthat extremes of force be applied. Once theem is no longer
feared or aimed at, it becomes a matter of judgwbiat degree of effort should be made; and thisordy be based on
the phenomena of the real world and ltn@s of probability Once the antagonists have ceased to be mererfigrofa
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theory and become actual states and governments) whr is no longer a theoretical affair but aeseief actions
obeying its own peculiar laws, reality supplies da¢a from which we can deduce the unknown thatdieead.

From the enemy's character, from his institutidhs,state of his affairs and his general situate@ath side, us-
ing thelaws of probability forms an estimate of its opponent's likely cowasd acts accordingly.

11. The Political Object Now Comes to the Fore Agai

A subject which we last considered in Section 2 rioses itself on us again, namely thelitical object of the war
Hitherto it had been rather overshadowed by thedaextremes, the will to overcome the enemy anéentdam pow-
erless. But as this law begins to lose its forog amthis determination wanes, the political airth reassert itself. If it
is all a calculation of probabilities based on givedividuals and conditions, thmolitical object which was therigi-
nal motive must become an essential factor in the equatiba.smaller the penalty you demand from your opptne
the less you can expect him to try and deny itdo; yhe smaller the effort he makes, the less yardmake yourself.
Moreover, the more modest your own political aihg kess importance you attach to it and the Idsstantly you will
abandon it if you musthis is another reason why your effort will be nfiedi

Generally speaking, a military objective that matlthe political object in scale will, if the latis reduced, be
reduced in proportion; this will be all the moreasothe political object increases its predominambes it follows that
without any consistency wars can have all degréémportance and intensity, ranging from a war gfeemination
down to simple armed observation. ...

17. The Superiority of Defense over Attack Oftersieys the Effect of Polarity, and This Explaine Buspension of
Military Action

... if the side favoured by present conditions is sudfficiently strong to do without the added adegets of the
defense, it will have to accept the prospect oihgctinder unfavourable conditions in the future.fight a defensive
battle under these less favourable conditions rtilyps better than to attack immediately or to madeace. | am con-
vinced that the superiority of the defensive (@htly understood) is very great, far greater thapears at first sight. It
is this which explains without any inconsistencystnperiods of inaction that occur in war. The weake motive for
action, the more will they be overlaid and neubedi by this disparity between attack and defense,tlae more fre-
qguently will action be suspended — as indeed e&pee shows.

18. A Second Cause Is Imperfect Knowledge of thaaBibn

There is still another factor that can bring militaction to a standstill: imperfect knowledge loé situation. The only
situation a commander can know fully is his owrs bpponent's he can know only from unreliable ligighce. His
evaluation, therefore, may be mistaken and canh@ado suppose that the initiative lies with themy when in fact it
remains with him. Of course such faulty appreciai®as likely to lead to ill-timed action as tbtilmed inaction, and
is no more conducive to slowing down operations tiidas to speeding them up. Nevertheless, it maisk among the
natural causes whichyithout entailing inconsistency, can bring militaagtivity to a halt Men are always more in-
clined to pitch their estimate of the enemy's gtkerioo high than too low, such is human naturear®eg this in mind,
one must admit that partial ignorance of the situats, generally speaking, a major factor in diglgythe progress of
military action and in moderating the principlettoaderlies it.

The possibility of inaction has a further modergteffect on the progress of the war by dilutingsd,to speak,
in time by delaying danger, and by increasing tleams of restoring a balance between the two sides.

20. Therefore Only the Element of Chance is Ne@dellake War a Gamble, and That Element is NeveeAbs

It is now quite clear how greatly the objectiveuratof war makes it a matter of assessing probi@siliOnly one more
element is needed to make war a gamble — chareeetly last thing that war lacks. No other humaiviyg is so con-

tinuously or universally bound up with chance. Ahtbugh the element of chance, guesswork and laokecto play a
great part in war.

Nobuo Hayashi International Humanitarian Law
Main Principles IHL 4/8 Oslo, 5 September 2011



21. Not Only Its Objective But Also Its Subjectidature Makes War a Gamble

If we now consider briefly theubjective naturef war — the means by which war has to be fougintwill look more
than ever like a gamble. The element in which waste is danger. The highest of all moral qualitre$ime of danger
is certainlycourage Now courage is perfectly compatible with prudealculation but the two differ nonetheless, and
pertain to different psychological forces. Daring, the other hand, boldness, rashness, trustihgcknare only varia-
tions of courage, and all these traits of charasxtek their proper element — chance.

In short, absolute, so-called mathematical, factenger find a firm basis in military calculatiorfiom the very
start there is an interplay of possibilities, proiities, good luck and bad that weaves its wapuighout the length and
breadth of the tapestry. In the whole range of huawivities, war most closely resembles a ganeaads.

23. But War Is Nonetheless a Serious Means to ial8eEnd: A More Precise Definition of War

When whole communities go to war — whole peopled, @speciallivilized peoples — the reason always lies in
some political situation, and the occasion is abvdye to some political object. War, therefor@risact of policy. Were
it a complete, untrammeled, absolute manifestationiolence (as the pure concept would require), wauld of its
own independent will usurp the place of policy thement policy had brought it into being; it wouleh drive policy
out of office and rule by the laws of its own na&tuery much like a mine that can explode onlyhim tnanner or direc-
tion predetermined by the setting. This, in fastthe view that has been taken of the matter whansayme discord
between policy and the conduct of war has stimdl#ieoretical distinctions of this kind. But in ligathings are dif-
ferent, and this view is thoroughly mistaken. lality war, as has been shown, is not like thatvikéence is not of the
kind that explodes in a single discharge, but ésdffect of forces that do not always develop iactly the same man-
ner or to the same degree. At times they will expsunficiently to overcome the resistance of irsedr friction; at oth-
ers they are too weak to have any effect. War isgpion of violence, variable in strength and tf@m variable in the
speed with which it explodes and discharges isggn&¥ar moves on its goal with varying speeds;ibatways lasts
long enough to be changed in one way or anotheng &nough, in other words, to remain subject &attion of a
superior intelligence. If we keep in mind that vggrings from some political purpose, it is natuhalt the prime cause
of its existence will remain the supreme considenain conducting it. That, however, does not imgigt the political
aim is a tyrant. It must adapt itself to its chose@ans, a process which can radically change titthgepolitical aim
remains the first consideration. Policy, then, \p#irmeate all military operations, and, in so fatleir violent nature
will admit, it will have a continuous influence tmem.

24. War Is Merely the Continuation of Policy by @tiMeans

We see, therefore, that war is not merely an agotity but a true political instrument, a contitioa of political in-

tercourse, carried on with other means. What resnpétuliar to war is simply the peculiar naturét®imeans. War in
general, and the commander in any specific instasantitled to require that the trend and desigfngolicy shall not
be inconsistent with these means. That, of coiss®y small demand; but however much it may affeditical aims in

a given case, it will never do more than modifynth@ he political object is the goal, war is the meaf reaching it,
and means can never be considered in isolation finem purpose.

25. The Diverse Nature of War

The more powerful and inspiring the motives for wthe more they affect the belligerent nations drefiercer the
tensions that precede the outbreak, the closemitlapproach its abstract concept, the more irapowill be the de-
struction of the enemy, the more closely will thiitary aims and the political objects of war caithe, and the more
military and less political will war appear to &n the other hand, the less intense the motivedeis will the military
element's natural tendency to violence coincidd wilitical directives. As a result, war will beivin further from its
natural course, the political object will be mordamore at variance with the aim of ideal war, #mal conflict will

Nobuo Hayashi International Humanitarian Law
Main Principles IHL 5/8 Oslo, 5 September 2011



seem increasinglgolitical in character.

At this point, to prevent the reader from goingagtit must be observed that the phrasenttaral tendencyf
war, is used in its philosophical, stricllygical sense alone and does not refer to the tendentitbe dorces that are
actually engaged in fighting — including, for insta, the morale and emotions of the combatantsinfgs, it is true,
these might be so aroused that the political fastmuld be hard put to control them. Yet such a lcinivill not occur
very often, for if the motivations are so powertfubre must be a policy of proportionate magnit@e.the other hand,
if policy is directed only toward minor objectivale emotions of the masses will be little stiregd they will have to
be stimulated rather than held back.

27. The Effects of This Point of View on the Undansling of Military History and the FoundationsTdfeory

First, therefore, it is clear that war should neverbmught of asomething autonomoumit always as amstrument of
policy; otherwise the entire history of war would contcadis. Only this approach will enable us to peatetthe prob-
lem intelligently.Secondthis way of looking at it will show us how waraust vary with the nature of their motives and
of the situations which give rise to them.

The first, the supreme, the most far-reaching &idgment that the statesman and commander haveke is
to establish by that test the kind of war on whiody are embarking; neither mistaking it for, myirtg to turn it into,
something that is alien to its nature. This isfifet of all strategic questions and the most carhpnsive. ...

28. The Consequences for Theory

War is more than a true chameleon that slightlyptxlés characteristics to the given case. As @ fhenomenon its
dominant tendencies always make a war a paradotxio@tly — composed of primordial violence, hatredd enmity,
which are to be regarded as a blind natural fatée play of chance and probability within whitte creative spirit is
free to roam; and of its element of subordinatasan instrument of policy, which makes it subjeatason alone.

The first of these aspects mainly concerns the lpedipe second the commander and his army; thd thi
government. The passions that area to be kindledainmust already be inherent in the people; tlopaavhich the
play of courage and talent will enjoy in the realfrprobability and chance depends on the particttaracter of the
commander and the army; but the political aimstlaeebusiness of government alone.
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DECLARATION RENOUNCING THE USE, IN TIME OF WAR, OF EXPLOSIVE PROJECTILES UNDER 400
GRAMMESWEIGHT

St. Petersburg, 29 November/11 December 1868

On the proposition of the Imperial Cabinet of Rassin International Military Commission
having assembled at St. Petersburg in order to ieveatine expediency of forbidding the use of cer-
tain projectiles in time of war between civilizedtions, and that Commission having by common
agreement fixed the technical limits at which tleeessities of war ought to yield to the require-
ments of humanity, the Undersigned are authorizeithé orders of their Governments to declare as
follows:

Considering:

That the progress of civilization should have tffeat of alleviating as much as possible the
calamities of war;

That the only legitimate object which States shardeavour to accomplish during war is to
weaken the military forces of the enemy;

That for this purpose it is sufficient to disalthe fgreatest possible number of men;

That this object would be exceeded by the employrmakarms which uselessly aggravate the
sufferings of disabled men, or render their deadévitable;

That the employment of such arms would, therefoeecontrary to the laws of humanity;

The Contracting Parties engage mutually to renguimcease of war among themselves, the
employment by their military or naval troops of apnojectile of a weight below 400 grammes,
which is either explosive or charged with fulmimatior inflammable substances.

They will invite all the States which have not takgart in the deliberations of the Interna-
tional Military Commission assembled at St. Peterglby sending Delegates thereto, to accede to
the present engagement.

This engagement is compulsory only upon the Cotitrggor Acceding Parties thereto in case
of war between two or more of themselves; it isapgtlicable to non-Contracting Parties, or Parties
who shall not have acceded to it.

It will also cease to be compulsory from the momeghen, in a war between Contracting or
Acceding Parties, a non-Contracting Party or a Aoceding Party shall join one of the belliger-
ents.

The Contracting or Acceding Parties reserve to gewes to come hereafter to an under-
standing whenever a precise proposition shall bgvrup in view of future improvements which
science may effect in the armament of troops, @epto maintain the principles which they have
established, and to conciliate the necessitiesanfwith the laws of humanity.

Done at St. Petersburg, 29 November (11 DecemiBég.1
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CONVENTION (I 1) WITH RESPECT TO THE L AWSAND CUSTOMS OF WAR ON L AND AND ITSANNEX:
REGULATIONS CONCERNING THE L AWSAND CUSTOMS OF WAR ON L AND

(excerpts)

The Hague, 29 July 1899

Considering that, while seeking means to preseeaeg and prevent armed conflicts among
nations, it is likewise necessary to have regarchses where an appeal to arms may be caused by
events which their solicitude could not avert;

Animated by the desire to serve, even in this ex¢rdnypothesis, the interests of humanity
and the ever increasing requirements of civilizgtio

Thinking it important, with this object, to reviske laws and general customs of war, either
with the view of defining them more precisely orlaying down certain limits for the purpose of
modifying their severity as far as possible;

Inspired by these views which are enjoined at ttesgnt day, as they were twenty-five years
ago at the time of the Brussels Conference in 1By4, wise and generous foresight;

Have, in this spirit, adopted a great number o¥/jzions, the object of which is to define and
govern the usages of war on land,;

In view of the High Contracting Parties, these gmns, the wording of which has been in-
spired by the desire to diminish the evils of wafar as military necessities permit, are destiioed
serve as general rules of conduct for belligerentkeir relations with each other and with popula-
tions;

It has not, however, been possible to agree fottham provisions embracing all the circum-
stances which occur in practice;

On the other hand, it could not be intended byHigh Contracting Parties that the cases not
provided for should, for want of a written provisjde left to the arbitrary judgment of the milytar
commanders;

Until a more complete code of the laws of war sied, the High Contracting Parties think it
right to declare that in cases not included inRlegulations adopted by them, populations and bel-
ligerents remain under the protection and empird@fprinciples of international law, as they résul
from the usages established between civilized nativom the laws of humanity, and the require-
ments of the public conscience;

They declare that it is in this sense especially Atrticles 1 and 2 of the Regulations adopted
must be understood;

The High Contracting Parties, desiring to concladeonvention to this effect, have appointed
as their Plenipotentiaries, to wit:

Who, after communication of their full powers, falim good and due form, have agreed on
the following ...
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