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STRATEGIC FAILURES 

Presented at the National Strategy Workshop 

l"ationa.1 Defense Universlty 

July 3,-" 1980 

by 

Paul F. Gorman, Gen~ral. U.S. Hrmy ,ketlredl 

i"his is a timely conference In that the President S Blue Ribbon 

CommlSSlon on Defense Management has just concluded ltS work. ~s one 

of the Commissloners. j ieJt that the slnole most lmportant 

recommendatlon we presented to the ~resldent was our propos~) for 

brlnqlnq the Lommander-in-Chief directly to bear upon the prQce~s bv 

which grand strategy for the natlon 1S devlsed~ and transformed lnto 

defense bUdgets, force structure. and weapon systems. We of the 

Packard Lommlssion came to realize that many more millions of 

dollars. conceivably billions, are wasted annually on strategic 

redundancies and lacunae than on overpriced toilet seats and ash 

trays, and we became convinced that existing strategic procedures 

~eed overhaul. Let me characteri%e the state of affairs ~s 1 

personnallv perceived them: 

• Strategy. a word which in its Greek root reiers to the 

affairs of the top milltary leader, has largely been 
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dictated by civilians. 1 rue the fact I rarelv 

he~r any ~enior military offIcers discu~sing thp ~erm 

other than in its modern reference to Intercontinental 

nuclear warfare. I think it proper that professional 

mIlitary advice ~or the Presldent and the NSC on m~tters 

of strategy has been wIdely questIoned of late • 

• Within the Organization of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. the 

most promlnent strategists seem to nave been HdmlraJ 

inadvertence and 6en~raJ ConfUSIon. 

• The Off i ce of I"lanC'lgement and Budget has ,"Jaged guet-r 111 a 

warfare against Defense budgeteers! lnduclng the latter to 

resor~ to classic flscal counterinsurQency, emplovlnq 

paddlng and "gold watch" tactlcs. 

• ~nd. anent the purposes O~ this gathering, Congress 

has clCi.ri-tied all thjs by \li dIctating trlat our 

senIor military leadership shail be a committee In the 

image and likeness of those on the Hill; (~} dealIng wlth 

any ~dmlnistration's Defense budget either by addressing 

'it In the aggregate, plUS or mInus a marginal percentage! 

or by mlcromanaglng lts mlnutia, the thousands o~ "line 

items" which control the amount and rate 0+ e~·:penditLlrE 

~or goods and serVlces which are the stuf4 of local and 

regional politIcs; \3i largeJy Ignoring natic,nal. 

oDjectives or grand strategy; and (4) converting the 

annual process of authorl%ation and appropria.tIon Into ~ 
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pondet-OLIS.. convol uted" sta-r -f -donn nated e~·:erCl se in oel a·v, 

c)rJ'tl.t=..c;:t.tlon .. and uncertainty. "ihe Longt-esslonal role se:-em5 

to assure that ~I!Y milItary strategy, hO~Jever eu-tiully 

conceived. will be converted lnto a mish-m~sh 0+ fits ~no 

starts, ~lawed in conception and deprIved oi that 

deception which confounds --and deters-- would-be foes. 

1 belIeve that the Bill which prompted this convocation is going to 

have to go considerably futher if we are to address cogentlY the very 

sIgnificant iailures which have characterized our national ~pproach 

to strat~gy. Those faIlures are numerous and egregious~ and are 

certainly not attributable to any political party or any set oi 

leaders. Professor Rostow might have me start wjth ~resioent 

Truman s failure to insist on elections in Eastern Europe, but I 

propose to confIne my comments to the last three decades. I suggest 

that in that period there h~ve been iour main -failures: 

Failures of process. 

Failures of perception. 

Failures of persistence. 

Failures of priorities. 

Concerning process, I think the Packard Commission has done the 

n~tion a service by recommending procedures which, if adopted, will 

reqUIre our Commander-tn-Chief, the President, to assume a more 

active role in formulating national strategy, and therebv Jead a mor~ 

rational and effective pursult of national goals. That we~ a~ter ~00 

years of independence, should still be fumbling with how to arrive ~t 
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strategy 15 in itself an indictment of failure. And here I might 

remark that this buildlng was erected early In th15 century to house 

an institution which was supposed to redress perceived ~laws in the 

formulation of strategy. 

Let me remind you of how the Packard Commission formulated its advlce 

on process: 

Defense planning would start with a comprehensive 

statement of national security objectives and priorities, 

based on recommendations of the National Security Council 

(NSC) • 

Uf course, I understand all the inhibitions against following that 

particular advIce. HS a former official of the Natlonal Intelligence 

t.,;ounci 1 II I kno,,"J that II X et-o:·: c'phobi a ,I wi 11 cause many pol i cymakers to 

resist puttIng down on paper any meaningful statement of strategy. 

But I belIeve it is true that in recent years the proceedings of the 

National SecLlrity Council have been reC'sonably secure. 1n any event, 

we do not need great, thIck documents to Implement any o~ the 

recommendations of the LommisSlon. What we need IS a dlsclIssion in 

the National SecurIty CounCil, properly entered into Etnd understaood 

by the participants, which will lead to concensus on secllrlty 

objectives and prior1ties. 

10 continue with the recommendations of the LOmmlSSlon: 

Based on these objectives, the President would issue, 
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at the outset of his Administration and thereafter as 

required~ provisional five-year budget levels to the 

Department of Defense (DoD). These budget levels would 

reflect competing demands on the federal budget and 

projected gross nation~l product -and revenues and would come 

from recommendations of the NSC and the Office of 

Management and Budget. 

The idea in the la:-t paragrC\ph is crucial: the DMB mLlst be committed, 

by instruction o~ the President; to the budget levels before the 

ue+ense Depvrtment begins to work on strategies and programs. we were 

intent on eliminating the last-minute raids on the defense budget 

--the Christmas knifings-- which have become so familiar ln recent 

years. Assuming that requlsite guidance is prOVIded to 05D: 

The Secretary ~ Defense would instruct the Chairman of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) to prepare a military 

strategy for the national objective5 y and options on 

operational concepts and f~ey de-fense issues for the budget 

levels provided by the President. 

Al though I do not know whether P:resi dent Reagan and Secretary 

Weinberger will implement those recommendations, I would have YOU 

note that Dave Pack~rd and all of his CommiSSioners agreed that 

responsibility would then devolve upon the broad Sholilders of him who 

preceeded me to this po_dl~'m, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

E.taff: 
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The Chairman would prepare broad military options with 

advice from the JCS and the Commanders-in-Chief of the 

Unified and Specified Commands (CINes). Addressing 

operational concepts and key defense issues (e.g., 

modernization, farce structure, readiness, sustainability, 

and strategic versus general purpose forces) the Chairman 

would frame explicit trade-offs among the Armed Forces and 

submit his recommendations to the Secretary of Defense. The 

Secretary of Defense w'ould make such modifications as he 

thought appropriate and present these to the President. 

r~;e C,c,mmi ~·:i on 1111 Qht be f c3ul ted for f ai 1 i nq to use the word 

"priori.ties" 1n theot last par~.grc?ph, but I believe that "expllcit 

tr'ade-offs" says it wE·II enough. 

The Chairman, with the assistance of the JCS and the 

Director of Central Intelligence, would prepare a net 

assessment of the effectiveness of United States and Allied 

Forces as compared with those of possible adversaries. The 

net assesssment would be used to evaluate the risks of 

options and would accompany the recommendations of the 

Secretary of Defense to the President. 

The President would select a particular military program 

and the associated budget level. Thi~ program and budget 

level would be binding' on all elements of the 

Administration. DoD would then develop a five-year defense 

plan and a two-year defense budget conforming to the 
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President-s determination. 

The President would submit to the Congress the two-year 

budget and the five-year plan on which it is based. Congress 

would be asked to approve the twa-year budget based on this 

plan. It would authorize and appropriate funding for major 

weapons systems at the two key milestones of full-scale 

engineering development and high rate production. 

In short, I think it signiiicant for our present purposes that 

the Packard Commission, c~lled into being to deal with re~l and 

presumed scandals relating to materiel acquisition by the Armed 

Services, should propose to the President remedi~l action oeglnning 

wIth his ~rticulation o~ the national objectives which would 

underw,,-ite military strategy, and proceed through a process. 

Including two-year budgeting by Congress, which would lead to more 

stable. c:tnd cost-e-r-rective expenditures for implementing that: 

strategy. I think it particularly important that the Commission 

proposed fixing on the senior military officer of the land. th~ 

L~alrman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, responsibility for preparing 

military strategy, and that it called upon the Congress to ~dopt 

biennial budgeting, which would go a long way toward smoothing out 

the whole disorderly mechani 'sm for allocating resources to carry out 

nat i onal - strategy. 

But neither I, nor as far as I know, any other member of the Blue 

RibbDn Commission, entertain any illusion that process. however 
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Improved, wIll le~d inevitably to a failure-free future. The trouble 

is, after all, thAt reasonablp men sitting in the NSC or in the halls 

oi Congress cBn, and often do, disagree on what our national 

interests may be, or on how to evaluate threats thereto, or how to 

assign natIonal priorities. It is certainly no less dIiiicult ior 

our leaders to differentiate between situations In which they 

are leading the nation to a new realiiation of mission, and those in 

whi ch they are di sregardi ng va}: populj_ to the haz ard 0+ liS all. 

Ihe resulting frictions lead ma~y to assay pat .ormuiae ~or resolvjnq 

these uncertaintIes, proffering strategic touchstones. SLlch as 

predefining the necess~ry and sufficient conditions for the use o~ 

military ~orce. In this respect, 1 really bell eve th~t tne deterrence 

':.>i Wi1r depe-r,ds:. , as GeneraJ Bet-nat-d Rogers often remi nds us. on 

tlinc~lcLllabllity". 10 the degree we induce uncertalnty among 

prospectIve enemles as to how and when we WIll use our strength in 

response to their using military force .. to t.hClt. extent 

deterrence 15 enh~nced~ and our neceSSIty to use military force 

becomes the more remote. 

Others advancing touchstones would have us practice some form of 

realpolitik --manipulating some Marxists to control others. or 

iorcing the world into strategic plgeon-holes uSlng genera1izations 

1 abel ed "doctrl ne" --preferabl y wi th a prefi >:ed name of a Presi dent 

--TrumC\n Doctrine, Nixon Doctrine, Carter Doctrine, Reagan Doctrine. 

Personally. I doubt that such formulae or touchstones are use~ul. 

even in the age oi television and ll-second thought-bites. and the 

imperative for explaIning our strategy to the ~merlcan people. 
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Personally I thInk that such aphorIsms misle~d more than they 

elucidate, ~nd that we need to find a better way of Informing the 

public. 

1 suspect that the nation is going to have to develop through trlal 

and error a more mature understandlng of our place In the world, and 

of our cap~bilities and limltations. Experience would suggest that we 

do not learn very well from our mistakes. and that, therefore. we 

WIll be a long time in adjusting our strategy to fit a dynamic world. 

This leads to the central issue of perception. One man s national 

interest is anotner s overdrawn threat. What is for some strategists 

a pin-prick annoyance 1S ~or others penetration of a vital security 

zone. Sun Tzu reminds his readers that strategy is, after al.1. iEt 

m~tter o~ illusions. How else can one explain the abiding Amerlc~n 

faith in international negotiations? I suppose compromise IS so 

deeply imbedded in our social mores, our law. ana our politics that 

it is perhaps i nevi tabl e that we project our val ues upon otnet­

participants in state-to-state relations. I also suppose that part of 

our difficulty is our propensity to conceptualize peace and war cas a 

dichotomy rather than a continuum. We thereby are led into error th~t 

Clauswitzian and Nar)(ist strategists are well taught to avoJd: 

despite numerous lessons to the contr~ry, Americans we have perSIsted 

in perceiving diplomacy and the exercise of military power as 

mutually exclusive, rather thBn complementary. 

I have before me a newsletter to constituents from a promInent memoer 

o~ Congress, in which the letter reports on a trlp to Central 
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Amerlca. Unli~e ~ome, the Congressman believes that the independence 

of th~ Central ~merlcan n~tlon~ i~ of vital concern to the Unlt~d 

~tates~ and that we have a very direct n~tlon~l interest in 

supporting democracy there. 1 agree with the ~ongre5~man. but 1 am 

dis~ppolnted that the strategy he advocates seems to include only 

negotiatlons and economIC aid. The Hondurans, Costa Rlcans, 

Salvadorans~ the Nicaraguan rebels, and others in the region confront 

determined men who are convinced by traInlng and experIence that 

political power grows from the barrel of a gun. There may yet be 

pec:\ce throLlgh negotiations in Central Hmerica, but j + so, it ~Ji 11 

only be because the Marxist-Leninists who threaten the peace there 

see a negotiated settlement as the only alternatIve to miJitary 

defeat and political bankruptcy_ I agree with Secretary of State 

Shltltz that diplomacy alone will not suffice +Ot- meetIng our 

objectives In Central AmericB_ any more than it could in the Middle 

t:.~st. or di d 1 n ·")i et I\lam. 

HS another instance of deiectlve strategic perception, I received a 

telephon~ call from a young action officer on Mdmiral Lrowe s staff, 

who said, "the Chairman is going to be talking about strategic 

success, and you·re talking about failure. We Just want to be sure 

that you're going to talk about different incidents. II I responded 

that part of the problem we both were addressing is that 1n any given 

tnstance, some authorities will perceive strategic triumph, and 

others set-back. 

1 had in mind that many ~mericans suppose that the lesson to be drawn 

from the k:ennedy-tc,ruschev con+rontat i on over Sovi et ml ssi 1 es 1 n Lllba 
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1n 1962 is that Russians are rational~ and can be negotiated with on 

any issue. MO=.t would list that event as a success ';'or Amerlcan 

strategy. Altogether too few of us remember that one factor bearing 

on those 1962 Soviet decisions was the overwhelming convention~] 

m1litary power the United States then mobiliz.ed Opposlte the island. 

I can readily agree that our strength may have been more 

apparent than real --we would have been hard pressed in landing armor 

in Cllba-- bllt the RUSSians could not be sure. 

it 1S also worth remembering th~t the handful of land-ba5ed misEles, 

removal of which was negotiated in 1962, have long sjnce been 

replaced with submarlne-based weapons of greater r~nge~ accuracy, and 

destructiveness. In fact, it is fair to say th~t the 1962 

"settlement" under~Jrote the secLu-ity 0": Cuba well erlollgh to per-ant 

Castro to make the 151 and a maJor center for sltbversi on and cr 1 ml n~ 1 

lntrigue throughout the Third World, to send his armed forces to 

Africa there to serve Soviet purposes, to handle callously emigration 

out of Cuba to the U.S., and mor~ recently, to sustain a large. 

dOlTli nant Cuban mi I i tary presence 1 n I"i caragua. In all these- 1 ~tt £?r 

respects, the U.S. was a net loser from the 1962 "understandings." 

Let me now turn to failure of strategic persistence. Hdmiral Crowe 

has well developed the argument that the nation articul~tes its 

strategy mainly with its defense budgets, and strateglc 

shortsightedness ~as often led to anemic military posture. 1 agree 

that we should thlnk of resource allocation not as a sprint, but as a 

marathon. I, for one, would settle for much lower levels of defens£? 

e>~penditures than those presently being sought if I could be assured 
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th~t the lower levels would be sustained over time. 

• 

e-ut 1 suppose that most of us, when we think of strateglc 

persistence, c~ll to mind our experience in Southeast Asia. But we 

must be very c~re+Ltl to draw the right lessons from that con~]lct~ 

many Americans have not. In my recent capacity as Commander-in-Chief, 

United States Southern Command, I was frequently subjected to pointed 

advice by senior officials of the government, and by non-governmental 

"e>; pert s ", on hO~1 to hand 1 e the war in El Sal vader and the develop i ng 

conflict along the borders of Nicaragua. Usually the advice included 

enjoinders not to repeat what they termed our errors in Vietnam. Fot"" 

example, there was a pronounced tendency to believe that 

COltnterinsugency as we had practiced it was an unrelieved ;-ai.lure, 

and in particular, to dismiss paCification, to take all of Robert 

I<omeor . s fine wo .... ·k and pi tch it ol,t as i rrel evant. The truth is that 

much that we did thet""e worked, ~nd could be emulated in Central 

America, provided that we used proper sensitivity to the obviou~ 

cultural differences. 

By 1970, when I returned to Vietnam from the peace talks in Paris 

for my second command, the country was largely paci~ied, and we 

enjoyed the tactical initiative. To that extent, we knew what we were 

doing. We were also aware that our problems were not military but 

political. We failed, in the long r~n, because we could not provide a 

political underpinning for our campaigns. We did not develop a 

reli~ble government --a popular government-- and an e~fective armed 

1-orce to take our place upon departure. We paid dearly for the-tIl and 

L can attest that the 1 esson was thot-oughl y I earned, and crften much 
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in mind in recent years. 

One Congressman came to me in Panama with a proposal that he~rings be 

held about the lessons of Southeast Asia, and their applicability to 

Central America. It was obvious that he wanted to assemble "e:{perts" 

to warn of an impending repetition ~f Vietnam. J think he was 

surprised by my assertion that Central America is different from 

Southeast Asi a preci sel y becaltse of those of LIS who brought to tne 

-tormulation and execution of OUt- strategy in CEI\lTAI"1 a thorough, 

first-hand appreciation o~ exactly what went right and wrong 1n the 

60's and 70·s. As a matter of fact~ I said, the Congressman would 

be hcu-d pressed to 1- i nd a more competent grOltO of 01 d Asi an hands 

than were there, in Central America, leading the U.S. effort. And we 

l·~et-e all detE?r-mi. ned to create a democrati c pol i ti cal undet-pi nni ng +c,r 

our undertakings there. 

The strategic failure in Southeast Asia grew out of incrementalism 

--the notion that any adversary has a threshold of intolerable p~ln 

and will'respond to "signals" conveyed by stepped-up attacks~ often 

referred to as "pressures". These notIons m~v have made sense 1n U.b. 

think-tanks and universlties~ but they did not in Hanoi. While it is 

true that, ultimately, it was military pressure WhlCh made diplom~tlc 

extrication posslble~ especially the devastating bombings of 

Chri stmas, 197 L" and the mi ni ng o-f Hai phong, up untj.1 then our 

strateglsts dabbled wlth our ~dversaries so inconsequently th~t we 

signaled weakness abroad, and -fractured ourselves domestically. We 

were unable to perSist, and eventually, of course, other strategjc 

considerations became irrelevant in the face of a massive 
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conventional invasion oi the South by North Vietnamese divisions. 

Iwly last category of failure, priorities, has no better e>:ample thCin 

one of the pillars of ~merican str~tegy over the last s]~ 

Hdministrations: the commitment of the United States to help others 

maintain theIr freedom from domination by communIsts. foresident 

NIxon 5 iormulation of our willingness to help others help 

themselves, set forth at Gllam to President Nguyen Van Thielt of the 

Republic of Vietnam, usually figures in any statement oi current 

strategy, often coupled with th~ assertion that while other natIons 

could IGok to the U.S. ~or aid in defending themselves, none should 

expect U.S. military intervention on their behalf. 

f8iled for three main reasons: 

That strategy h~s 

\1) U.S. Security Assistance funds~ which would presumeably be 

the principal instrument for implementing the strategy, nave 

Largely been preempted by our according priorlty to arming bo~n 

sides in rivalrIes such as those betwE?en Israel and ~gypt'!l or 

Greece and Turkey, and to ~urnlshing quid pro guo ior bases in 

Spain and the Philippines. This year ~ongre5s preserved these 

prioritIes, ecnd the Administration calculates that it will have 

a 60% shortfall in funds needed for security assistance 

elsewhere. 

,2) Other natlons offer more help for less money: 

adversaries like the U.S.S.R., NATO allies such as the U.~. and 

France, and friends like Israel and Brazil. We have asslgned 

little importance, let alone priority, to competIng to maintaln 
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\31 What the U.S. has available under Security Assistance, 

whether materiel or training, has become increasingly too costlv 

and too complicated for most Third World nations. Our Armed 

SerVices, understandably, have focused on our own readiness for 

conilict in defense of NATO~ or on behalf of U.S. interests in 

the Middle East, and have have given low prlorltv to eqllipment, 

training, or other requlrements --for ourselves or for friends-­

to deal with low intensity·canilict (terrorlsm~ 

subversion, guerrliia wariareJ. The upshot is a distinct lack of 

U.S. preparedness to hel~ friends deal with the sort of tnreats 

m~nIfest in Central America, the Philippines, or Southwest Asia. 

1 agree heartily with those who want to avoid commiting U.S. forces 

1n Third World areas like Central America. I hope we can aVOId th~t. 

But we gt'·avely increase Ollr risks oy fcdling to devote adequate 

resources to helping others provide for their own security. 

Across the spectrum of war, we must deal with novel problems of 

national security, and hence, we need new strategies. The U.S. 

Strategic Defense Initiative may have a fielded Sov1et counterpart In 

the form of physically h~rdened facilities. Mobile ICBMs seem 

imminent on both sides. Cruise missiles, nuclear or non-nuclear, grow 

in versatility and effectiveness. The European alliance seems to many 

Americans and Europeans to be outmoded. Ol,r future in t:.ast ,,",5] a w~nts 

better definition. Ir~n could defeat Iraq --and then what? Soviet 

pressure on Paki stan grows; what of Afghani stan? What shaul d be Ol.r 
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COLu-£·e vi 's a vis the t.urmoil in southern Airica? Can trle thrL'Et 

toward democracy and open society in th~ PhllljDines and L~tjn 

America be sustained? How should we act ~galnst intern~tional drug 

traff i ckers, t~rrorl sts, and sllbversi ves~· 

1 hope we can approaCh the -formulation of strategies for deEding wlth 

Sltch i SSUE?S wi th improved process; that .. Je can develop a sriur,d 

perception 0+ our ch~llenges. our strengths and our weaknesses: that 

whatever strategy we declde upon, \'~e pI.,rsLte wlth persistence; and 

that we put our re:;ources where" our strategic rhetoric has long been 

through careiully chosen priorities. Given our recent iallures in 

these respects, the Chairman of the Jojnt Chiefs of Staff, the 

Secretary of Defense, the National Security Council, and the 

Commander-in-Chief, face a very tough agend~. 
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