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r. Jon Sumida is the author

of the latest scholarly effort

focused on understanding

the difficult theorist of war,
Carl von Clausewitz, and his work, On
War. Decoding Clausewitz: A New Ap-
proach to On War provides a critical
and potentially controversial, indepth
insight into the work of one of the
most influential minds of the Western
world. Dr. Sumida, an associate pro-
fessor of history at the University of
Maryland, has taught at the National
Defense College and the Naval War
College and leads an annual Clausewitz
seminar at the Marine Corps School of
Advanced Warfighting. He also held
the MajGen Matthew C. Horner Chair
for military theory at the Marine Corps
University from 2004-06. While pri-
marily a naval historian, Dr. Sumida’s
decade-long foray into Clausewitz has
resulted in a book uncovering issues
significant to those whose professional
interests involve either the formulation
of our national military strategy or the
professional education and develop-
ment of military officers.

Clausewitz’s On War heavily influ-
enced the foundation of our military
doctrine beginning in the post-Vietnam
era and continuing until 11 September
2001 (9/11). In the wake of the wars re-
sulting directly from 9/11, our doctrine
writers and our professional military ed-
ucation institutions have largely aban-
doned serious consideration and study
of On War. Current prevailing wisdom
holds that Clausewitz was concerned
only with nation-state warfare, and
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modern military theorists like General
Sir Rupert Smith, in his book, The
Utility of Force (Vintage, 2008, re-
viewed in the Aug07 Gazette), have as-
serted that the Western world has seen
the end of these types of conflicts. Dr.
Sumida, in his treatment of Clausewitz,
simply invalidates these arguments. His
highly credible intellectual efforts
should resonate powerfully among
those responsible for guiding our future
through the development of national
military strategy.

In Decoding Clausewitz, the author
challenges a common understanding of
On War as an unfinished text. Dr.
Sumida views the text as a complete
work at publication in which Clause-
witz expresses fully supported argu-
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sons of illuminating the education of a
nation’s military leadership. Due to
war’s nonlinear and unstable nature,
Dr. Sumida suggests Clausewitz recog-
nized no potential for a truly satisfac-
tory theory for war. On War, Sumida
argues, is not a book for understanding
the phenomenon of war, but instead is
a text in which Clausewitz presents two
significant ideas. ClausewitZ’s first as-
sertion is that the defense is the
strongest form of war. His second in-

In Decoding Clausewitz, the author challenges a com-
mon understanding of On War. . . .

ments as opposed to what has before
been viewed as a collection of incom-
plete thoughts. He furthermore chal-
lenges conventional wisdom of On
War as a work describing the nature of
war, arguing instead it is a theory of
practice written for the practical rea-

volves the combined use of history and
theory for the study of war to inform
the intuitive decisionmaking skills of
military leaders.

Dr. Sumida focuses first on Clause-
witz’s description of the relationship
between the studies of history com-
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bined with the use of military theory
to educate military officers. Sumida ar-
gues that Clausewitz understood his-
tory alone to be a flawed vehicle for
understanding war. The most impor-
tant insights into the psychology and
decisionmaking of the commander
were omitted in any historical effort to
capture the chronological chain of
events. Clausewitz, Dr. Sumida argues,
a man who had thought long and hard
about military education as a disciple
of Scharnhorst and who had been a
firsthand witness to the military genius
of Napoleon, wrote of the combined
use of history and a theory for the prac-
tice of war to provide experience for of-
ficers through reenactment. Sumida
argues that On War was not written to
be a description of the phenomenon of
war, but instead provides a theory for
the practice of war to fill historical gaps
through surmise into the thoughts of
the commander for the use of students
of war.

This insight into the use of history
and theory for the education of officers
is profound and maintains as much rel-
evance for military professionals today
as it did when On Warwas written. Dr.
Sumida focuses on Clausewitz’s pre-
scription, not for war itself, but for in-
forming, honing, and educating the
intuitive decisionmaking capabilities of
military commanders. In the past, and
as will hold true in the chaotic future,
the intuitive skills of the commander
are the single most critical factor for
success in war. The commander with
the best intuitive feel for the battlefield
will make the best decisions, no matter
the character of war or the national sta-
tus of the actors engaged.

The second major idea from On
War identified by Dr. Sumida is the
idea that, from a strategic perspective,
the defense is the strongest form of war.
Building on his original assertion that
Clausewitz produced a complete work,
and leveraging an understanding of
Clausewitz’s personal experienced bases
schema, Dr. Sumida argues that
Clausewitz’s discussions of people’s war,
absolute war, and limited war all build
upon the foundation of the defense as

Marine Corps Gazette » March 2009

AN

the strongest form of war. Again, as
with Sumida’s description of Clause-
witz’s use of historical reenactment,
these ideas hold significant relevance in
the security environment of our mod-
ern world. Dr. Sumida’s assertions re-
garding Clausewitz’s insight are
stunningly relevant today and should
be carefully considered by those fram-
ing our national strategy for the long
war. This is critical especially in rela-
tionship to topics such as preemption
and our understanding of enemy em-
ployed concepts, such as offensive and
defensive jihad.

Decoding Clausewitz bears the cred-
ibility of many years of scholarly effort.
Dr. Sumida devotes his first chapter to
comparing On War to the works of
other military theorists to include Jo-
mini, Corbett, and Liddell Hart, only
one of whom was an advocate of
Clausewitz’s ideas. He carefully ex-
plains their perspectives and in a bal-
anced approach identifies their most
significant influences. Dr. Sumida’s sec-
ond chapter examines the ideas of
other contemporary Clausewitzian
scholars, carefully chronicling their
personal backgrounds and major argu-
ments in contrast with his own. He
searches for congruence in the inde-
pendent thoughts of scholars while
identifying concepts and ideas he con-
siders to be inaccurate interpretations.
These chapters clearly reflect the depth
of Dr. Sumida’s scholarly research and
analysis underwriting the credibility of
his total work.

In a chapter labeled “Antecedents
and Anticipations,” Dr. Sumida exam-
ines Clausewitz himself from the per-
spective of his personal history in an
effort to illuminate the many factors
brought to bear in the writing of On
War. Clausewitz is rightfully depicted
as a man with unprecedented experi-
ence with war. He is shown as a soldier
from an early age participating in and
shaped by some of the most significant
conflicts and battles of his age. His per-
sonal political challenges, coloring his
perspective, come to light. Also com-
municated are his experiences with the
great military educator Scharnhorst as

well as his personal observations of the
military genius of Napoleon. This
chapter further examines and con-
cludes with Clausewitzs thoughts in
light of the influence of both philoso-
phy and science.

The book’s final chapter synthesizes
Dr. Sumida’s arguments regarding mil-
itary education and the superiority of
the defense. He carefully examines and
cites On War as a complete text link-
ing passage after passage to support his
assertions. He demonstrates the coher-
ence of On War as the life’s work of a
man who knew war intimately and
who spent an intellectual lifetime
working to develop ideas that would be
of practical use to preparing his nation
for war. In this chapter Dr. Sumida
provides previously unexpressed clarity
into On War. He organizes for the
reader ideas previously incomplete or
without context. Through his efforts
and without oversimplification, Dr.
Sumida has made a complete under-
standing of Clausewitz’s idea accessible,
contrasting conventional understand-
ing gained through past scholarship.

Dr. Sumida’s objective in writing his
book was to “make Clausewitz accessi-
ble to general readers and military pro-
fessionals alike in a form that does
justice to its coherence, originality, and
power to provoke insight.” Decoding
Clausewitz readily accomplishes this
goal. The book sheds new light on On
War, a text that is most relevant today
as our political and military leadership
attempt to make sense of the strategic
context. Dr. Sumida’s discussion of
military genius, decisionmaking during
wartime, and the relationship between
history and theory in military educa-
tion is profound. His ideas reflect a
synthesis of the philosophy underpin-
ning the founding of, among other in-
stitutions, the Marine Corps Uni-
versity. This book is a new must-read
for national strategists and anyone who
strives to be a serious student of war.
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