Deciding on Military Intervention
What Is the Role of Senior Military Leaders?

John Garofano

ELIBERATIONS ON THE POSSIBLE USE OF FORCE have usually

failed to provide U.S. leaders with the information and advice
necessary to make informed decisions. In Korea, Vietnam, the Do-
minican Republic, Panama, and Kosovo, among other interventions,
decision makers were enlightened about certain political and mili-
tary realities only after the fact of military involvement. Even in cases
where intervention was avoided, such as Laos in 1961, or where it
achieved significant success, as in the Gulf War, historical inquiry
shows that policy makers labored in various shades of darkness
about the costs and risks of various courses of action. How can this
be improved?

The counsel offered by senior military leaders has long been recog-
nized as central to making informed decisions on using force. Yet for
both analysts and policy makers, prescriptions hinge to a great ex-
tent on transient historical interpretation rather than on a durable
conceptual framework. The John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson
administrations concluded from the Bay of Pigs invasion and the Cu-
ban missile crisis that senior military officers ought to view national
security issues through the same lens political leaders use. After
Vietnam, it was argued that the military leadership should instead
focus on winning wars and on making clear what they need to do so.
This view was boosted by the experiences in Beirut and Grenada, and
it was partly realized with the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act. Kosovo,
the 1998 readiness hearings, and revisitations to the Vietnam War
are once again stirring the pot. H. R. McMaster’s Dereliction of Duty
(reportedly required reading among military leaders and staffs in
Washington) argues that the Joint Chiefs of Staff never made clear
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what they knew to be necessary for victory in Vietnam, in part due to
personal failures and in part because scheming politicians outwitted
them. During the Kosovo war, some commentators thought the
book’s message was relevant but was being ignored.

In fact, the performance of the American military leadership in ad-
vising the president has varied considerably. In some cases, its views
were ignored, and in others it failed to make them known—the Joint
Chiefs were not taken into the process as true counselors. In yet
other cases, the advice military leaders gave was defective—based on
unsound information or faulty analysis. In still other cases, one side
of the civil-military equation misunderstood the assumptions and’
concerns of the other—advice was bound to be ineffective. Among
this trio of problems—the military voice, the quality of military advice,
and miscommunication—the first has received the most attention.

This article discusses the importance of these problems and how
each might be corrected, by examining several cases of deliberations
on military intervention. The cases are analyzed in a rudimentary
framework based on a Clausewitzian dilemma and on literature sug-
gesting how information and advice is best used by decision makers
facing complex tasks. We seek to answer such questions as: How can
the military leadership ensure that it provides accurate and effective
advice to senior policy makers? At what stages should it be more or
less forceful in providing advice? What is the proper balance be-
tween making recommendations and providing information and op-
tions? By examining pre-1965 cases, we can view decisions on
Vietnam and subsequent deployments in a different light than do
most current interpretations.

The analysis suggests that we may need to move beyond
Goldwater-Nichols requirements in several areas. First, senior mili-
tary opinion must be given greater autonomy from the bureau-
cratic-political process. To some extent this can be accomplished by
formulating guidelines regarding the nature, form, content, and tim-
ing of the advice provided by military leaders. Second, the views of
the chiefs—and perhaps other military experts—should be more
readily available to political decision makers. Thus, the exclusive na-
ture of the chairman as principal military advisor should be re-
dressed. Third, the services—or, if they fail, the Congress—must
commit themselves to excellence in the quality and content of senior
military counsel. To this end the services need to take a longer-term
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view of the training, education, and selection of their senior leaders
and military staffs. In sum, high-quality decisions are a function of
both the quality of the individuals making the decisions and of a vari-
ety of structural and procedural conditions.

The military does not bear sole or even primary responsibility for
the quality of the overall decision-making process. Senior military
leaders do, however, play a critical and relatively under-studied role
in that process. It is important to debate these matters now, as evolv-
ing security issues will place senior military leaders in new and unfa-
miliar roles. As the use of force is considered for terrorist,
humanitarian, and alliance-driven tasks, such issues as the balance
between informational and advocacy roles or the point at which se-
nior military leaders should “fall on their swords” and resign will
only increase in complexity. As the military is asked to depart from
its traditional war-fighting roles, for example, its leaders may tend to
move from a passive, consultative role to one of recommending spe-
cific courses of action (this may explain in part General Colin
Powell’s preference for intervention in Somalia over Bosnia). Con-
versely, future experiences with alliance operations like Kosovo may
push military leaders toward an informational or general advisory
role. Neither of these trends should be allowed to determine the es-
sential nature of military advice and how it is provided.
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The first section of this article discusses what the proper role of se-
nior military leaders should be in strategic decisions, viewing the is-
sue from a Clausewitzian perspective—which continues to frame
debate today but has reached the limits of its utility. The article then
outlines the components of a healthy foreign-policy decision process
and deduces the characteristics of military advice that are conducive
to such a process. Then three broad categories that are useful for il-
lustrating problems and pitfalls in the offering of military advice are
presented, in brief discussions of decisions on Korea, Laos, Vietnam,
and Dien Bien Phu. The article concludes by suggesting directions
for study and organizational change that would allow the military to
play a more vital and appropriate role in strategic decisions.

The Nature and Proper Role of Military Advice

There is little agreement, within or outside of the military, on the
proper role of senior military leaders in counseling political decision
makers. Clausewitz explored the issue in Book Eight, chapter 6, of
On War; he began with the well-known argument that war, as a con-
tinuation of politics with the addition of nonpolitical means, must be
determined by policy. Policy, he argued, should not extend to opera-
tional details, such as the posting of guards or the employment of pa-
trols, two examples that today would be considered clearly in the
“tactical” realm. On the other hand, political considerations do
shape the “planning of war, of the campaign, and often even of the
battle.” Thus policy intrudes deeply into military affairs.!

The only question, Clausewitz maintained, is whether the political
point of view should disappear and be subjugated to the military, or
the other way around. For Clausewitz it was one or the other—lead-
ers cannot consider the military, then the administrative, then the
political points of view. There is only one vantage point from which
the essential truth of a problem can be known, and for Clausewitz on
the problem of war, that vantage point was political. Policy is and
must be “the guiding intelligence” and war only its instrument. “No
other possibility exists, then, than to subordinate the military point
of view to the political.” Yet from this argument flowed his some-
what paradoxical conclusion that there is no such thing as a “purely
military opinion” that can helpfully serve policy. Indeed, such opin-
ions are “unacceptable and can be damaging.”
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Nor indeed is it sensible to summon soldiers, as many governments
do when they are planning a war, and ask them for purely military ad-
vice. But it makes even less sense for theoreticians to assert that all
available military resources should be put at the disposal of the com-
mander so that on their basis he can draw up purely military plans for
a war or a campaign. . . .

No major proposal required for war can be worked out in i gnorance
of political factors; and when people talk, as they often do, about
harmful political influence on the management of war, they are not re-
ally saying what they mean. Their quarrel should be with the policy it-
self, not with its influence. If the policy is right—that is,
successful—any intentional effect it has on the conduct of the war can
only be to the good. If it has the opposite effect the policy itself is
wrong.?

Political imperatives only make for bad policy when they ask mili-
tary operations to accomplish things “foreign to their nature.” The
fact that this had occurred repeatedly in history led Clausewitz to
conclude “that a certain grasp of military affairs is vital for those in
charge of general policy.” How is one to make war in a way that fol-
lows its essential logic and yet is “fully consonant with political ob-
jectives”? He presented two options: combine the soldier and
statesman in one person, who presumably will make the decision; or
“make the commander-in-chief a member of the cabinet, so that the
cabinet can share in the major aspects of his activities.”3

Clausewitz wanted military views to be known during delibera-
tions but not to determine their outcome. He supported the point
with historical examples of disasters that had befallen countries
whose war policies were decided upon by generals. He added that the
European leaders of the late eighteenth century had failed to under-
stand the revolutionary changes in warfare then emanating from
France: they had viewed the elements of warfare through military
lenses, whereas political developments in France had been generat-
ing a “revolution in military affairs” through the harnessing of na-
tionalism for military purposes. Politicians had relied heavily on
military advice, but military leaders had missed the political bases of
revolutionary changes in warfare; military advice had been therefore
“no corrective” to the “errors of policy” that resulted. This
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transformation of war based on political developments, and the po-
litico-military misreading of it, Clausewitz argued, shows that mili-
tary and political views are deeply and irrevocably connected.

The Clausewitzian ideal of shared political-military wisdom
in conjunction with military subordination, then, is exceed-
ingly difficult in the contemporary world.

From our point of view, Clausewitz raises several critical issues
and leaves several others open to interpretation. Military action
must be subordinated to policy, but the knowledge required for wise
policy consists of both military and political wisdom. Furthermore,
both kinds of wisdom must somehow reside in the body that makes
the ultimate decision. How this balance between shared wisdom and
military subordination is to be worked out in a modern democracy is
the heart of the matter. A related problem is how to guarantee the
requisite wisdom in senior political and military leaders in the first
place.

Clausewitz’s argument also raises contradictions, both a potential
human one and one imposed by contemporary conflict. The human
problem is how military leaders—who presumably understand the
“essence” of the military problem—can ensure that this essence is
fully appreciated in the minds of political decision makers and yet
follow orders—political decisions—that violate purely military logic.
In effect, Clausewitz leaves this problem unresolved. Notions of ulti-
mate “civilian control” do not address the problem head-on, for
these simply force military leaders who feel misunderstood either to
follow a foolish policy or resign. In other words, the traditional
civil-military problématique, focused as it is on control rather than
knowledge, does not address the fundamental issue.5

The second problem is a more practical one. Terrorism, humani-
tarian intervention, limited missile strikes, precision weapons, and a
host of other technology-driven developments make it unlikely that
the “essence” of a political-military problem can be fully under-
stood—at least not across a wide diversity of situations—by the
small number of individuals who happen to be members of the Na-
tional Security Council at any given point. While war has in many
ways retained its essence since Clausewitz’s and indeed since
Thucydides’ time, in other ways it has changed; at the very least, it
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has become much more complex. It is foolhardy to assume that the
nation will be so fortunate as always to enjoy service chiefs of staff,
their chairman, a secretary of state, a secretary of defense, and (most
importantly) a president who can grasp—all in fundamentally the
same way—the essential military and political logic of all of today’s
national security challenges. The failure of political, analytical, and
academic circles to produce an overarching strategy; the severe polit-
ical divisions that have arisen on issues as fundamental as isolation-
ism versus engagement, and on such decisions as national missile
defense or a test ban treaty; continuing disagreement over whether
American lives should be spent on humanitarian causes; the emer-
gence of threats from weapons of mass destruction, international
crime, and terror organizations; and worry about factors still largely
unforeseen—all point to the difficulty of locating a Clausewitzian
combination of politico-military wisdom in a few individuals whose
tenures in office seldom exceed a few years.

“Good” Strategic Decisions: Theory and Organization

The Clausewitzian ideal of shared political-military wisdom in
conjunction with military subordination, then, is exceedingly diffi-
cult in the contemporary world. We are left with the problem of how
the uneven and conflicting stores of knowledge possessed by mili-
tary and civilian advisors can best be combined to make reasonable
policy and strategic decisions. The answers sometimes suggested for
the Vietnam and Kosovo cases—“give the military the means to do
the job”—is as inapplicable today as it was in the 1860s or 1960s;
helpful solutions have not yet been put forward. We may begin to
understand the proper role for senior military leaders, however, if we
examine what a healthy decision process should look like and then
compare this to actual cases.

The Ideal “Type” of a Healthy Decision Process. Foreign policy deci-
sions are said by analysts to be “complex” in that two or more values
are affected by the decision; the deciders must make trade-offs be-
tween the values, meaning that a gain in one implies a loss of the
other; there is uncertainty and ambiguity in the correspondence be-
tween information and the environment; and the power of decision
is dispersed among a group of individuals.
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The study of foreign policy decisions has led to certain conclusions
about what constitutes a healthy decision process in such situations
of complexity. When confronted with a challenge to important inter-
ests, the decision-making group seeks out advice from experts or
constitutionally mandated advisors in order to assess the nature of
the environment, the interests at stake, the threat to those interests,
and the available means of dealing with the challenge. Alternative
courses of action are laid out, and the likely outcomes of each are as-
sessed. As the search for information continues, the initial assess-
ment and policy options are revised as appropriate. When a decision
is required, deciders are expected to choose the course of action that
offers the greatest advantage to the national interest. The decision
should be based upon a free and fair hearing of all views as to which
course of action should be pursued. The process may be said to fall
into five stages: the diagnosis of the essential situation; the search for
relevant information; the revision of initial views in response to the
information gathered; the evaluation of possible courses of action and
their outcomes; and the choice of a single course of action.”

In reality, few administrations have lived up to this ideal in crisis
situations. The national command authorities operate collectively as
an organic being rather than as a machine performing sequential
functions. Personal shortcomings, relations between the president
and his advisors, competition among advisors (for intellectual, per-
sonal, or bureaucratic reasons), and domestic and alliance politics all
impinge on the ideal of a rational decision process. Nevertheless, the
ideal type described above offers a useful breakdown of the stages
through which foreign policy choices are made, even if the stages are
not executed explicitly or efficiently. Even if, for example, a deci-
sion-making body expends little effort diagnosing a war on which it
is about to embark, we do well to recognize that this step is desirable
and that military leaders have a role in seeing that it is taken seri-
ously.

In an ideal world, military opinion should have a role at each stage.
While the national leadership diagnoses the situation, military ex-
perts would give a rough outline of the dimensions of the problem,
the order of battle of opposing forces, the prospects for major
changes in the near future, and a sketch of courses of action as possi-
ble responses to each foreseen eventuality. The initial estimates
would be wupdated as new information flows in to the
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decision-making group. As that group evaluates the likely outcome
of each course of action, military leaders would project their costs,
risks, and requirements. In the final stage, military leaders should
advise which course of military action is most likely to achieve na-
tional goals if adequate resources are provided. In sum, the military
should make its views clear as options are formulated; ensure that
the costs, risks, and requirements of each course of action are as_
clear as they can be made; and do what they can to ensure that the ul-
timate choice is a fully informed one.

Again, the reality is always different. In some cases, political lead-
ers choose not to listen to the military. In others, the military is
overly politicized, in the sense that it loses independence of thought
on strategic or operational matters. In still others, the military is ill
equipped to provide the information necessary for informed deci-
sions in the national interest. Reasons may include poor training of
leaders, lack of time to perform the necessary background work, and
overreliance on individuals’ views to the detriment of in-depth staff
studies.

Implications for Senior Military Counsel. Nevertheless, the ideal type
described above is a useful starting point for discussing how accurate
advice can be generated by the military and then provided to decision
makers when it is most needed. In particular, the ideal type suggests
four characteristics of military advice that should be better institu-
tionalized: its nature, form, content, and timing.

By nature of advice we mean whether military leaders provide ob-
jective-informational, policy-option, or subjective-advocacy assess-
ments. These may be viewed on a continuum from the most general
and passive (basic data) to the most active and specific (recommen-
dation of a preferred course of action). The advice of the chiefs dur-
ing the Cuban missile crisis, for example, clearly fell into the
advocacy category, stating clearly that a full blockade, air strikes, and
invasion of Cuba constituted the only proper course of action. Other-
wise General Curtis LeMay would not have told President Kennedy
that his preferred blockade-only option was “almost as bad as the ap-
peasement at Munich.”® By contrast, during the months of DESERT
SHIELD General Powell appears to have moved from initially advocat-
ing the use of sanctions to a more objective presentation of options
and associated costs and risks.?
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By form we mean the way in which information and advice is com-
municated to political authorities. Does the principal military advi-
sor whisper in the ear of the president or secretary of defense? Is a
clear estimate of the situation and courses of actions produced and
given the imprimatur of the chairman? Are the views of the combat-
ant commander used explicitly? The one example of a high-quality
decision process discussed below suggests the need for a written; au-
thoritative strategic estimate that plainly lays out the costs, risks, and
assumptions of various policy options. Seldom produced, strategic
estimates may serve as useful correctives to political pressures that
can otherwise skew decisions.

The quality of the content of advice may also be made better by
committing it to writing. By content we refer to the accuracy with
which the military authorities understand the political as well as mil-
itary aspects of the proposed intervention. Political factors include
the readiness of U.S. and “target country” citizens to support their
respective governments. Military factors include such issues as de-
termining whether the war is essentially a conventional, guerrilla, or
otherwise unconventional one, and anticipating the ability of the en-
emy to utilize asymmetric strategies.

Finally, the timing of advice and counsel can be critical. Particularly
for political leaders with fairly little knowledge of military funda-
mentals, early and frequent advice is important for setting the tone
of deliberations and the parameters of possible military action. The
longer national policy planning proceeds without strong and clear in-
put from the military, the more difficult it will be to imbue any inter-
vention with military realism, should that be lacking.

Current Organization for Senior Military Counsel. The responsibilities
of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff are specified in Section 153
of Title 10 of the U.S. Code, derived from the Goldwater-Nichols De-
partment of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986. They include strate-
gic, logistical, mobility, and contingency planning; net assessments
of the United States and major potential enemies; the identification
of deficiencies, requirements, programs, and budgets for combatant
commanders; the development of doctrine for joint training and edu-
cation; and periodic reports on changing roles and missions due to
altered threat environments.



50 Naval War College Review

The advisory roles of the chairman, on the other hand, are de-
scribed only superficially. The 1986 law designates the chairman as
the principal military advisor to the president, secretary of defense,
and National Security Council. Service chiefs may submit divergent
opinions to the chairman, who must forward them along with his
own advice; the chiefs may also respond individually, with advice or
opinions, to requests from the president, secretary of defense, or the
National Security Council. The chairman and individual chiefs are
also to provide advice on request from the president, secretary of de-
fense, or (after informing the latter) from Congress.

The intent of the law was to remove the reputed civilian filter rep-
resented by the secretary of defense and to prevent the suppression
of dissenting opinions. Success in this regard and the net benefits of
the arrangement are debatable. What is clear is that the law does not
describe the nature, form, content, or timing of advice to be expected
from the military when the use of force is being considered. It turns
out that these aspects of advice matter, sometimes critically, to the
outcome of deliberations.

Good, Bad, and Ugly Intervention Decisions

In this section, we will focus on the process itself, in three catego-
ries of decisions—the palpably poor, the ambivalent, and the suc-
cessful.

The Ugly. A truly defective decision process would be one that risked
American lives and treasure without satisfactorily fulfilling most of
the four stipulations noted above—appropriate nature, form, con-
tent, and timing of military advice. Such a decision would involve, at
its worst (that is, in its purest, “ideal” form): policy advocacy at the
total expense of the presentation of options or contrary information;
verbal opinion, perhaps unrecorded, given and accepted at the ex-
pense of formal studies of a more objective nature; inaccurate or mis-
informed assessments; and late input into the decision.

The decisions to intervene in Korea in 1950 and not to intervene in
Laos in 1961 roughly match such a model. The commitment of land
forces to a war that eventually claimed some forty thousand Ameri-
can lives was made after a decision process characterized by poor
military advice and repeated refusal, on the part of civilians, to
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secure the best advice that was available. The same conclusion holds
for the passive, de facto “decision”—a failure to make any decision at
all—to allow General Douglas MacArthur to order UN ground forces
to march north and unify Korea.

Twice since 1947, the Truman administration and the Pentagon
had concluded that American troops should be withdrawn from the
Korean Peninsula. With the fate of Europe and the possibility of gen-
eral war with the Soviet Union its primary concerns, the administra-
tion concluded that the peninsula was of no strategic value. It
surmised that the North would probably attempt an invasion and the
South would not be able to withstand it; nevertheless, there is no ev-
idence of thinking about, much less serious planning for, the deploy-
ment of American forces should that happen.!°

. . . Prescriptions hinge to a great extent on transient histori-
cal interpretation rather than on a durable conceptual frame-
work.

Once confronted in June 1950 with a blatant challenge to the U.S.
position in Asia, the Truman administration decided in rapid succes-
sion to ease restrictions on the Commander in Chief, Far East (Gen-
eral MacArthur, in Tokyo), to use air and sea power, and, within a
week, to commit ground forces to combat. The decision to send
ground troops was based on a bold but unrealistic assessment by
MacArthur, who claimed that a single regimental combat team,
along with a “possible” buildup to two divisions, would allow him to
launch an “early counteroffensive” and drive the North Koreans back
across the thirty-eighth parallel. The North Korean People’s Army
was already pouring across the Han River and approaching Suwon,
routing the Republic of Korea army in its path. In Japan, there was no
regimental combat team in a state of combat readiness, and there
were insufficient aircraft to airlift supplies and weapons, which
meant they would have to be moved by sea. Equipping and landing a
full two divisions, which would be green when they arrived, would
take even longer. Between 27 June and 9 July MacArthur doubled his
estimates twice, eventually claiming that up to eight divisions would
be necessary to drive the enemy from South Korea. The Army con-
sisted of ten active divisions altogether, several of them
understrength, protecting Europe, or otherwise unsuitable for early
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combat in Korea. The initial assessment, however, was what mat-
tered.!!

The original estimate, moreover, had been communicated during a
brief teleconference between MacArthur and the Chief of Staff of the
Army, J. Lawton Collins, who passed it along to the Secretary of the
Army, who in turn telephoned the president, who immediately made
the final decision—while shaving, before 5 A.M. There were no civil-
ian or military “second opinions” or independent assessments of the
request for ground troops. Not until 28 June—two days before the
decision to send troops—had the Army undertaken a study resem-
bling a net assessment of theater forces. The National Security
Council did not convene to discuss the introduction of ground
troops; the council had met in the previous days, but as was to be the
case in 1964 and 1965, the implications of employing air and naval
power had not been considered explicitly. Moreover, MacArthur’s
opinions were not far from those of the air and naval chiefs, who
early on told the president that “a terrible pasting from the air” and a
blockade from the sea would end the North Korean invasion.!2

Only a few weeks later, the administration realized that it was in
uncharted territory. In the words of Secretary of State Dean Acheson,
it had “bought a colt,” and it had now to readjust its views of the mil-
itary and financial requirements of the war it had undertaken. In the
months that followed, the approval of MacArthur’s plan for the inva-
sion at Inchon, the passive decision to enlarge the war aims to in-
clude the unification of the peninsula, and the decision to march
American troops to the Chinese border were to be made with equally
bad input from senior military leaders, and equally bad use of what
was offered.!3

The problems with such decisions are to be distinguished from
what caused the problems. Political decision makers may choose not
to listen to military advice, or they may make decisions so quickly
that the military has little opportunity to act. There was, in the
spring of 1950, a lack of appreciation for the political impact of such
military developments as an attack on a country that was a symbol of
the U.S. presence in Asia. This precluded adequate planning, which
in turn made likely excessive reliance on a single individual when
time was short. There was the added problem that no one—even his
seniors in the military chain of command—was willing to challenge
MacArthur’s judgment.!* The point is not primarily to lay blame but
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to describe a bad process, so that the sources of the defects can be ad-
dressed. In this case, the nature, form, content, and timing of mili-
‘tary advice were all inadequate.

Occasionally, as noted, a bad process leads to propitious results.
This may be claimed either for the ultimate result of intervention in -
Korea or for nonintervention in Laos a decade later. Laos was' the
first major foreign-policy crisis of the newly installed Kennedy ad-
ministration. By some accounts and readings of the primary docu-
ments, prior to January 1961 outgoing president Dwight Eisenhower
had warned president-elect John Kennedy that American credibility
was on the line in Laos and that he must intervene alone if allies
would not go along.!* Military intervention was considered through-
out the spring of 1961, with the chiefs recommending actions rang-
ing from the movement of troops into Thailand to the deployment of
a hundred thousand combat troops to Laos, South Vietnam, and
Thailand.

Military advice was unimpressive during this crisis and appeared
to perplex the new president, who was “appalled” at the “lack of de-
tail and unanswered questions.” The chiefs once recommended
sending troops, at the maximum rate of a thousand per day, to two
airstrips in Laos surrounded by five thousand guerrillas. The presi-
dent learned after questioning them that the landing zone was only
usable by day and that it would take a week for troops to reach the
area by land. When asked what would happen if the enemy allowed
troops to land for two days and then attacked, the military gave the
appearance of not having thought of the possibility. On other occa-
sions, when the chiefs reverted to their then-common claim that
they could guarantee victory if given the right to use nuclear weap-
ons, they were unable to provide a meaningful definition of “vic-
tory.”'6 Primary sources reveal little evidence that senior military
leaders even thought in terms of clearly assessing costs and risks of
intervention, much less that they conveyed this to policy makers.

In the event, it was not the careful weighing of advice but rather
the Bay of Pigs adventure in mid-April that precluded the interven-
tion. The administration’s official historian would record that
shortly after the failed invasion the president came to a meeting wav-
ing cables from the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff regarding an
invasion of Laos and remarked, “If it hadn’t been for Cuba, we might
be about to intervene in Laos. . . . I might have taken this advice
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seriously.”'” The chiefs appeared to be in disarray, even after Cuba.
On the 1st of May, McGeorge Bundy advised the president that that
morning the chiefs had been unanimously in favor of a military oper-
ation to secure the Laotian panhandle; he noted, however, that just
two days before they had been evenly split, with the Navy and Air
Force in favor and the Army and Marine Corps opposed.!®

This was not the finest hour of the uniformed Pentagon leader-.
ship. Its advice was irresolute and at times unclear, qualities com-
pounded by the administration’s moves from crisis to crisis. This
period, together with what the administration concluded was ag-
gressive and faulty advice in the second Cuban crisis, produced in the
Kennedy administration and its holdovers in the Johnson era a
deep-seated distrust of the nation’s senior military advisors.!?

Although the decision processes in themselves had been ugly in
the cases of Korea and Laos, the decisions themselves can be ap-
praised separately—ugly processes can have attractive outcomes. Yet
one ought not to rely on luck when deciding whether to commit the
nation to war.

The Bad. Although evidence is limited, due to the destruction in the
early 1970s of virtually all documentary evidence of JCS meetings
during the Vietnam period, the 1964-65 Vietnam decisions appear
to constitute a less egregious case of low-quality decision making.
The military had sufficient time and access to thrash out a position
and to make its case to the president, the national command author-
ity, and Congress. Meetings between civilian and military leaders
were regular and frequently frank. Senior military leaders believed
the chairman accurately represented their views and opinions to the
president and that he listened. Consequently, the individual chiefs
consciously chose not to exercise their legal right to see the presi-
déeng20

Senior military leaders failed to capitalize on this early and contin-
ual involvement. The roots of their failure lay in their inability to ar-
ticulate an agreed-upon, viable alternative to the limited war
advocated by civilian policy makers. In particular, they were unable
to pierce the argument that a larger commitment of force would in-
evitably be met with a larger opposing force and produce a geograph-
ically wider battlefield, that such a battlefield could not be sealed,
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and that the chances of a conflict with China would be much
higher.?!

In the face of this fundamental and irresolvable difference of opin-
ion over the likely response of the enemy and the acceptance of risk
of a major Asian conflagration, senior military leaders failed to make -
their case explicitly by presenting clearly the costs and risks of all
courses of action. “There was no recommendation that I can recall
for the total force,” according to the Chief of Staff of the Army, Gen-
eral Harold K. Johnson. Instead, there were two “comments,” one by
Johnson and the other by General Wallace Greene, Commandant of
the Marine Corps, that between 500,000 and 750,000 troops and five
to seven years might be required.?? We know that when such re-
spected advisors as George Ball and Clark Clifford later used such
figures, the general response was that they were “crazier than hell.”
Had senior military leaders staffed and presented their case more
clearly, the response may have been different.

But the military produced no strategic estimate evaluating the
costs, risks, and benefits of various courses of action and tying a pre-
ferred course to broader national security strategy. The closest thing
to a strategic estimate was a study by the director of the Joint Staff,
General Andrew J. Goodpaster, entitled “Intensification of the Mili-
tary Operations in Vietnam: Concept and Appraisal.” Commissioned
by verbal order from the chairman on 2 July 1965 and completed by
an ad-hoc group on 14 July, its purpose was to “assess the assurance
the United States can have of winning in [South Vietnam] if we do
‘everything we can.”” Its conclusion was a marginally qualified affir-
mative. Up to seventy-nine battalions might be required to quell the
insurgency, but as few as fifty-one might suffice.??

Unfortunately, the report confined itself to what Clausewitz
would have called “purely military analysis.” It made accurate as-
sessments and predictions about the deficiencies of the army of
South Vietnam, as well as about Chinese and Soviet support, re-
gional and United Nations political developments, and the evolution
of force ratios for all involved parties. It also correctly recognized
that political will was required to win. However, the study did not
analyze the effect of national will on the war effort, nor did it con-
sider the time necessary to win the war even under its own assump-
tions, or the impact on U.S. force levels with and without a reserve
call-up. Underlying the analysis was the view—wholeheartedly



56 Naval War College Review

supported by the service chiefs at this time—that the enemy would
fight large-unit battles. Finally, the report exaggerated the effective-
ness of airpower, even as it recognized its general limitations.*

If the nature and form of military advice was lacking in the Viet-
nam decisions, the content of that advice was the final failure. In
" short, the advisors misunderstood essential aspects of the nature of
the conflict. Civilians and military officers alike overestimated the ef-
ficacy of airpower, were convinced that the conflict was moving into
a Maoist “third phase” in which the enemy would fight large-scale
conventional battles, and neglected the importance of domestic sup-
port for the insurgency. They believed the enemy would not match
the U.S. buildup and that external infiltration and support were the
primary problems.?*

How is one to make war in a way that follows its essential
logic and yet is “fully consonant with political objectives”?

These beliefs and a general sense of, if not optimism, then
can-do-ism, characterize the preponderance of military advice in the
spring and summer of 1965. It is found in the weekly summaries of
the Commander, U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, which
made their way to the White House; in General Johnson’s March
1965 report following his trip to Vietnam; in the April 1965 Hono-
lulu Conference; and most of all during the July plenary meetings, at
which senior military leaders had an open floor with the president.?
This may explain why a concept of operations was not even agreed
upon for the deployed forces until after the critical decisions.

The inability to articulate an alternative strategy, the absence of a
strategic estimate, and the failure to comprehend or convey essential
aspects of the war must be kept in mind when we read, for example,
Dereliction of Duty, On Strategy, The Key to Failure, and such vignettes
as “The Day It Became the Longest War.”?” For some of these au-
thors, it was largely a matter of guts and guile—personal and moral
failures on the part of the chiefs to stand up to the bullies and manip-
ulators in the White House and present the proper, winning strat-
egy. This accusation may be satisfying in a certain way, but
vilification for lack of courage presupposes that a solution was
known to exist but was not bravely put forward. The chiefs pressed
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sporadically for more force but did not have a clear solution at the
“theater-strategic” level, where political and military realities
friget 2

In On Strategy II: A Critical Analysis of the Gulf War, Summers quotes
General Johnson as saying that he would go to his grave with the
knowledge of the “lapse in moral courage” of having failed to tell his
president what was necessary to win the war.? Yet in oral histories
shortly after his retirement, Johnson referred instead to two
mindsets that afflicted both civilians and military. One was the unex-
amined assumption that a display of American power would cause
the enemy to run; the other was that none of his “acquaintances
wanted to trigger a conflict with the Russians. No one wanted the
Chinese to come moving out of South China.” The threat may have
been “overstated, but nevertheless in many people’s minds it was
real, because unconditional surrender in World War II had pro-
longed that war in the minds of many people.”3°

The military had a set of divided and debatable preferences rather
than a communicable or convincing plan. Yet had the senior military
leaders presented even their competing, possibly flawed preferences
in terms that laid out their costs and risks, the outcome may have
been different. For regardless of their shortcomnings and motiva-
tions, neither Lyndon Johnson nor any of his advisors wished to de-
stroy the Great Society, ruin the prospects for the Democratic Party,
or tear the very fabric of American society. Confronted with the
likely costs of various courses of action, they may have made differ-
ent decisions. Requirements for continual written estimates may
help to overcome civilian stubbornness or divisions within the mili-
tary by confronting both with the stark facts of worst-case scenarios.

The Good. In 1954, the Eisenhower administration pondered send-
ing air, naval, and ground forces to save the French garrison at Dien
Bien Phu. Since at least 1950, official policy had held that a noncom-
munist Vietnam was a vital U.S. interest. At stake were a significant
population and territory, prospective strategic resources and miner-
als, and the image of the West as able to resist all forms of commu-
nist expansion. The United States also had made a clear public
commitment, in that it had supported France in its war against the
communists since the end of World War II. Thus the French could be
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optimistic when they came to the United States in the winter of
1954-55 to request military intervention.3!

The administration ultimately chose not to become involved in ei-
ther an air or a ground war. Over several months of deliberations, de-
cision makers came to believe that any use of air power would be
inconclusive and would so engage U.S. prestige that ground troops
would inevitably follow. A ground commitment would require sev- .
eral hundred thousand troops for years. It was decided that the inter-
est, however “vital,” was not worth the cost.

The role of the military’s information and advice in this decision is
still debated. In his memoirs, General Matthew B. Ridgway, Army
Chief of Staff at the time, stated (contra General Johnson) that he
could go to his maker knowing he had saved a great number of lives
that would have been sacrificed through muddy thinking. Eisen-
hower later stated that he did not recall Ridgway’s main briefing;
nonetheless, the Army’s behavior in this case is a useful model.
Ridgway sent a large team of specialists, representing every branch
of the Army, on an extended visit to Indochina. The result was a
comprehensive report stating that success in Indochina would re-
quire well over three hundred thousand U.S. troops, high rates of ca-
sualties for five to seven years, and an expansionist fiscal policy that
would reverse the constraints Eisenhower had placed on the budget
and in particular on the military.32 Ridgway registered his amaze-
ment that policy makers were seriously considering a major war
without taking due account of the costs and risks. By placing such es-
timates in writing and forcing their presentation to the National Se-
curity Council (NSC) and the president, Ridgway had a major impact
on the key political decisions—or would have, had the president
been inclined toward intervention.

General Ridgway’s behavior was only an extension of his views up
to that time. On several occasions he had prodded the NSC to face
the fact that if Indochina was a vital interest and the council truly be-
lieved in the domino theory, the resources necessary to securing this
interest had to be procured. Unfortunately, neither his actions nor
his critical attitude toward facing squarely the costs of living up to
major commitments were institutionalized. Indeed, defense reforms
in 1958, and even more notably the Kennedy administration’s selec-
tion of a new senior military leadership, served to rein in such
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independence of thought and action. The Goldwater-Nichols Act
does not help and may in fact even hinder it.33

To what extent can and should the 1954 Ridgway model be insti-
tutionalized? The question points to the double-edged nature of
healthy civil-military relations with respect to intervention deci-
sions. On the one hand, Ridgway pushed the logic of military action
as far as possible and clearly stated the costs and risks. He stayed.
“within his box,” fulfilling what he saw as the requirements of a mili-
tary-strategic assessment. He studiously avoided stepping over the
line and advocating policy in any direction—and openly scolded his
peers, including the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, when they recom-
mended specific strategic-level policies. On the other hand, Ridgway
did not avoid the political aspects of his strategic assessment, tack-
ling head-on the difficult questions of how long the war would take
(and by implication the need for domestic political support), the
number of troops, expected casualties, operational rules and condi-
tions, and wider fiscal requirements. It is precisely this combination
of hard military analysis with an understanding of political relevan-
cies that senior military leaders should emulate today.

Where Are We Now?

Recent experiences are no less indicative than these historical case
studies of the need to improve the rules and norms concerning how
and when the senior military leadership provides advice on the use of
force. According to a widely read account, General Colin Powell as
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff failed to offer options to Presi-
dent George Bush just after Saddam Hussein’s August 1990 invasion
of Kuwait, or in October, when the president wanted a more offen-
sively oriented strategy.’* Neither, it appears, did General Powell de-
velop options for coercive diplomacy in Bosnia, claiming that no
clear political objectives had been developed.?> American military
leaders (including retired admiral Jonathan Howe, acting as the UN
emissary in charge) appeared also to misunderstand the fundamen-
tals of clan structure and clan warfare in Somalia, contributing to the
mission creep that ultimately led to the fruitless hunt for Moham-
med Aideed. The war for Kosovo revealed not only an utter lack of
planning for a ground option but also a Vietnam-like unwillingness
to face the realities of ideationally motivated warfare.
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None of these failures should be blamed exclusively on the mili-
tary leaders themselves, of course. At least during the Bush adminis-
tration, the political elites shared the military’s basic premises on
Bosnia and did not wish to become involved more deeply. Later, dur-
ing President Bill Clinton’s two terms (as in the Vietnam years), the
Pentagon followed the White House’s lead. Ideally, civilians would
know what questions to ask and would understand the uses and lim-
its of military force. .

It is precisely these unhealthy symbiotic or subservient—as op-
posed to subordinate—relationships that legislation superseding the
Goldwater-Nichols Act should preclude. I offer four suggestions to
further debate.

First, the senior military leadership should be required by law to
generate a strategic estimate that describes the likely costs and risks of
several strategic options. These options should not be limited to those
already under consideration by the White House. Thus, for example,
if the White House does not wish to consider a ground war but the
military considers one a strong likelihood, the costs, risks and re-
quirements of that ground war should be analyzed and presented
formally. The costs and risks would include matériel, casualties, and
funding. Estimates of each option’s duration should always be added -
to these factors, as well as appraisal of the domestic support it might
enjoy. Together these building blocks point to the need for a “joint
strategic capabilities plan” for use-of-force decisions—standardized
procedures designed to guarantee consideration at the highest levels
of the most important issues.

Second, an independent body of advisors should be established at
the executive level (comparable to the Foreign Intelligence Advisory
Board) for decisions on the use of force. Some such boards work well
in Washington, though the overwhelming majority do not. We lack
studies on the factors bearing upon the effectiveness of such inde-
pendent bodies. However, the value of such an independent advi-
sory body, composed of retired military officers and diplomats,
academics, and policy analysts, would probably be widely acknowl-
edged after it participated in its first successful use-of-force deci-
sion.36

Third, some of the central tenets of Goldwater-Nichols need to be
revised. Especially in the post-Cold War world, the notion of a single
individual as the principal military advisor to the president is
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outdated. The merits of this arrangement have not been demon-
strated—it was not responsible for victory in the Gulf War, for the
initial accomplishments in Somalia, or for the limited achievements
of Kosovo. The drawbacks are great, however, and obvious. It pre-
vents a multiplicity of military views from reaching the president.
More importantly, it prevents the development of those views,

which must be diluted if they are ever to see the light of debate. The
power of the chairman over the vice chairman and the Joint Staff
needs to be decreased if a strategic estimate is to be effective.

Fourth, the selection and education processes for senior military
leaders, including the service chiefs and the chairman, need to be re-
examined. The present politicization of the selection process should
be decreased. Professional military education must also be focused
on areas relevant to tomorrow’s struggles: regional security studies,
the spread of technologies of mass destruction, the nature of interna-
tional criminal and terrorist organizations, ethnic conflict, nuclear
and conventional deterrence, the advisory and decision-making pro-
cesses and the ethics involved in them, and the evolution of interna-
tional norms and law. Mastery of any of these requires a serious
commitment to higher education, including the necessary time and
incentives; how this is to be squared with existing incentives for pro-
motion is the greatest challenge.?”

These and related changes will not be fully effective unless compa-
rable analysis and progress are made in the civilian realm. We have
relied so heavily on the principle of civilian control that we have ne-
glected to consider the need for civilian leaders and bureaucrats
knowledgeable about military power. That, however, is the subject
of another argument.

The goal of the nation’s military leadership in use-of-force deci-
sions should be to provide, in an effective way, useful advice to polit-
ical decision makers whatever their strengths and limitations.
“Effectiveness” refers to the ability to inject counsel concerning mili-
tary implications into the thinking of political decision makers. This
requires the communication of military perspectives on the costs,
risks, and benefits of various options. “Usefulness” refers to the ex-
tent to which information and advice promote decisions that further
the national interest as political decision makers define it—or ought
to define it, could they see more comprehensively. This requires of
senior officers a deeper understanding of the political, geographical,
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and technological bases of military issues than has previously been
evident except in a handful of individuals. Finally, they must bring
this advice together at the nexus of the operational and strategic lev-
els. If they choose instead to adhere to “purely military” advice or to
color their advice with the perspective of politicians—in any branch .
of government—senior military leaders will provide neither effective
nor useful counsel.

The emerging strategic environment requires a rethinking of the
civil-military relationship at the upper levels. The present obsession
with control needs to be replaced with an emphasis on advice, coun-
sel, and information, so that military and political institutions can
better collaborate in assuring the nation’s security.
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