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lETTEr TO ThE EDiTOr

I 
would like to respond to a few issues raised by 
Andrew Godefroy in his recent article in the Journal, 
entitled: “Letting Clausewitz Go: The Lesson the 
Canadian Army Must Learn from Afghanistan.” (Vol. 
10, No. 3, Summer 2010) At the beginning of the 

article, he makes the statement: 
“Nearly two decades of war in the 
Balkans and Southwest Asia has 
shown us repeatedly and quite 
plainly that no matter how hard 
one  rubs  th i s  imposed 
Clausewitzian intellectual touch-
stone (here he is referring to On 
War), there is in reality very little 
to be gained from trying to re-
invent ourselves as 19th Century 
Prussian philosophers and general 
staff officers.” In point of fact, 
carefully read, studied, and under-
stood, Carl von Clausewitz has a 
very great deal to say to us today 
on the subject of war and conflict 
at all levels – tactical, operational, 
strategic, and political. 

In 1995, in his book 
Philosophers of Peace and War, 
the British political philosopher 
(and Second World War infantry 
major) W. B. Gallie wrote that On 
War was the first, and, to date, the only book of outstanding 
intellectual eminence published on the subject of war. The 
noted American international relations theorist, Richard 
Lebow, comments in The Tragic Vision of Politics that 
Clausewitz addresses some of the same questions as his illus-
trious predecessor, Thucydides, and has interesting and origi-
nal things to say about them. Many of his insights, substan-
tive and epistemological, Lebow maintains, remain relevant to 
the contemporary world. And in Fighting Talk: Forty Maxims 
on War, Peace and Strategy (2007), the renowned strategic 
theorist Colin S. Gray opined that with regard to strategy, if 
Thucydides, Sun Szu and Clausewitz did not say it, it proba-
bly is not worth saying. These testimonials reflect the belief 
of their authors that On War provides a brilliant account of 
the nature of any war, and many valuable insights on the 
inter-relationships among politics (policy), strategy, opera-
tional art, and tactics. They all agree with Clausewitz that the 
specific character of war may change, but its nature does not.

Clausewitz repeatedly advised his readers, in On War and 
in other works, that he was not writing a prescriptive or pre-
dictive treatise that could be used as military doctrine. Rather, 
he sought to encourage reflection and a deep understanding of 
the phenomenon of war. He had created a work that within 
limits, he hoped, would be timeless. In this, I believe, 
Clausewitz succeeded. His penetrating and trenchant observa-
tions concerning war and conflict often equals or even exceeds 
those of many of today’s international relations and military 
theorists, and most doctrine writers.

Clausewitz’s On War is suffused with the understanding 
that war is an inherently complex, non-linear phenomenon. In 
a profoundly unconfused way, he understood that seeking 
exact analytical solutions does not fit the reality of the prob-
lems posed by war. Unlike a number of his contemporaries, 

influenced by the desiccated ratio-
nalism of much of the philosophy 
of the late-Enlightenment, 
Clausewitz was not seeking ‘laws’ 
governing war. He stood in direct 
opposition, for example, to the 
contention of Baron de Jomini that 
all strategy is controlled by invari-
able principles only awaiting dis-
covery by the positivistic mind. As 
he put it: “In war everything is 
uncertain and calculations have to 
be made with variable quantities. 
Other theorists direct their inquiry 
toward physical quantities, 
whereas, all military action is 
intertwined with psychological 
forces and effects. They consider 
only unilateral action, whereas, 
war consists of a continuous inter-
action of opposites.” This assess-
ment applies with ever greater 
effect as one ascends the hierarchy 
of the general system of war and 
conflict, from the tactical to the 

political. Today, this assessment applies with even greater 
force to the complex nature of tactical operations in conflicts 
such as Iraq and Afghanistan than it did in Clausewitz’s era.

Further on in his article, Andrew maintains that 
Clausewitz advocated decisive war-ending battles of annihila-
tion – a strategy, Andrew argues, neither politically accept-
able nor operationally useful for modern democratic govern-
ments and armies. In fact, Clausewitz clearly identified two 
kinds of war and the logically associated strategy, depending 
upon the political objective set. If the objective was extreme 
or very ambitious, he indeed did outline the strategy of anni-
hilation to achieve the desired end-state. But if the objective 
was more limited or nuanced, Clausewitz advocated a bipolar 
strategy, combining battle with non-battle methods, including 
diplomacy, economic means, and political dialogue. This two-
pillared paradigm was further elaborated upon in the late 19th 
Century by the German military historian Hans Delbruk. 
Furthermore, it directly inspired post-1945 scholars such as 
Bernard Brodie (Strategy in the Missile Age), Charles Osgood 
(Limited War), and Hans Morgenthau (Politics among 
Nations). A careful reading of this dimension of On War may 
have better informed Donald Rumsfeld and Tommy Franks in 
‘Gulf War Two,’ and certainly shaped NATO’s thinking with 
regard to operations in Afghanistan. A very good and succinct 
description and explanation of these two ‘kinds’ of strategy 
can be found in a 2009 book by two Greek professors: 
Thucydides On Strategy: Grand Strategies in the 
Peloponnesian War and Their Relevance Today.
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Toward the end of the article, Dr. Godefroy quotes a pas-
sage taken from the British historian Hew Strachan’s Carl 
von Clausewitz’s On War: a Biography. It should be noted 
that this book is one of a short list of books in a series enti-
tled “Books That Shook the World.” Other titles include 
Plato’s Republic, Darwin’s Origin of Species, Adam Smith’s 
Wealth of Nations, and Machiavelli’s The Prince. To be 
included in this company surely speaks volumes about the 
enduring value of Clausewitz’s On War.

Unlike Andrew, after 44 years in the CF and DND, I have 
encountered very few officers who have actually read 
Clausewitz – and fewer still who have studied him. Since we 
began sending students to the US Army’s and US Marine 

Corps’ Schools of Advanced Military Studies, the situation 
has changed marginally. However, the proper study of 
Clausewitz has not been adequately introduced into the CF’s 
professional development system by any means. I conclude by 
asserting that the problem is not too much Clausewitz, but 
rather, far too little Clausewitz.  

L. William Bentley, PhD. 

Lieutenant-Colonel (ret’d) Bill Bentley, MSM, CD, PhD, is Director of 

the Canadian Forces Leadership Institute in the Canadian Defence 

Academy, Kingston.  

I 
read with interest Captain Doran’s article on re-evaluat-
ing the role of Reserve officers in the Canadian Forces 
(CF). [Vol. 10, No. 2, 2010]. This discussion is certainly 
not new, and, while Doran focuses upon the Militia, 
some of his points are rele-

vant to the Naval and Air Reserves 
as well.

It seems always to have been 
the case that the Reserve is the 
‘poor cousin’ of the Regular 
Force. If budgets are tight, it is 
the Reserve, typically, that suffers 
in terms of training and equip-
ment opportunities. This “beggar 
my neighbour” policy, when prac-
tised by the Regular Force, has 
had negative effects on Reserve 
retention, operational readiness, 
and morale.

But what do we want from our 
Reserve Force? Is it a body to pro-
vide good citizenship training for 
the young? Is it a body to under-
take specific tasks such as coastal 
or territorial defence? Or is it to 
provide a pool of semi-trained 
manpower for Regular Force aug-
mentation and recruitment?

In recent years, as the operational tempo of the CF has 
increased, the Regular Force has increasingly relied upon the 
Reserve to fill gaps on deployments. As Captain Doran notes, 
in many cases, Reservists go to ‘softer’ jobs, presumably 
releasing fully trained Regulars to undertake the ‘harder’ jobs, 
especially in combat units. This may seem unfair, but it prob-
ably does reflect that it is almost impossible for a Reservist to 
maintain training and capability levels comparable to those of 
full-time soldiers.

This brings us back to the question of what we want 
from our Reserve Force. The old territorial concept of citi-

zen soldiers and sailors who are ‘part-timers’ seems to be 
out of vogue. What the Regular Force wants are trained and 
battle-hardened personnel who can fill in for Regulars at any 
time and in any place, and who will enjoy the confidence of 

Regular Force commanders for 
being able to do so. If this is the 
case, we should probably apply 
our energy to recruiting into the 
Reserves those who have had 
training and experience at Regular 
Force levels, rather than relying 
upon a student population, as now 
appears to be the case.

Most Reservists, especially 
those who are trying to pursue and 
advance in civilian careers, do not 
have the time or commitment 
available to be ‘just like the 
Regulars.’ Those who do should 
probably join the Regular Force 
and pursue their military careers 
on a full-time professional basis. 
If one accepts the Reserve Force 
for what it was originally, namely, 
a cadre of partially-trained, enthu-
siastic, part-time citizen soldiers, 
sailors, and airmen, there will not 
be the expectation that all can, or 

should, fill Regular Force positions at will. In this particular 
situation, as in others in life, ‘mixing apples and oranges’ 
does not often work.

Sincerely,

David Collins, CD 
Lieutenant-Commander (ret’d) 

High Commissioner-Canada 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia


