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EDITORIAL NOTE

Fighting with the enemy is by no means the only task of servicemen. Depending on the need of the hour we should
have the ability to fit into any role particularly when our civilian counterparts resort to trade union action. Even at
times of national disasters servicemen have played a decisive role.

Armies are globally accepted as white elephants particularly during peace time. Making use of this well trained
disciplined human resource in development work is the best possible cost effective alternative that we have in
today’s context which is currently happening in our country.

The loyalty to the services and the responsibilities of its members does not cease at retirement. We were moulded to
what we were by our predecessors, we could carry our duties to the best of our abilities because of the corporation
of our erstwhile colleagues and we are duty bound to share with the younger generation our experiences for them
to be stronger, to enable them to face challenges and last but not least for them not to make the same mistakes that
we made during our days.

We have a conceptual liability not only to share our knowledge but also to create opportunities for the younger
folks to learn from men of repute through education and facilities available and accessible.

Some of our colleagues are no more. But we have amongst us their kith and kin whom they had to leave behind in
their pursuit to safeguard the territorial integrity of the motherland. Looking after the kith and kin of our war heroes

becomes a priority and also becomes a professional social responsibility.

Making appropriate recommendations regarding matters of interest in the field of National security and defence are
areas within our purview but not specifically within our influence.

As retired servicemen the only option we have is to formally submit our views which explicitly become a collective
responsibility of our organization consisting of high ranking officers of the three services.

It should not be the norm to expect people to help us to meet our requirements by way of charity. Time is now ripe
for us to look outside the box and to develop our own innovative methods to raise funds.

An alarming reality is our numbers are not increasing proportionately with those retiring. There has to be some
mysterious reason for this and take immediate remedial measures.

The need of the hour is an effective membership drive!
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A THEORY OF VICTORY

By

J. BOONE BARTHOLOMEES, JR.

The United States is developing a reputation
much like Germany had in the 20th century of being
tactically and operationally superb but strategically
inept. Often stated as a tendency to win the war but
lose the peace, this problem has a huge theoretical
component that the national security community has
only recently begun to address. In fact, the concept
of victory is the biggest theoretical challenge facing
security professionals today. We simply do not really
understand what victory is and how it happens.
Worse, we do not have the necessary intellectual
framework to think about the problem.

Doesn’t everyone instinctively understand
winning and losing—or at least hasn’t everyone been
taught since early childhood to understand those
concepts? While there is truth in that assertion, it
is not completely accurate in the field of warfare.
What people understand as winning comes from the
context with which they are most familiar—games
and sports. In sports, winning is scoring more
points or going faster than the other guy, usually
within some pre-established parameters like time
or distance. Card games, board games, and even
computer games are similar in that there are clearly
established conditions for winning—even if there
might be multiple sets of potential outcomes that
satisfy those conditions or multiple strategies for
achieving them. The problem is that the concept
of winning in sports and games is completely
inadequate for understanding victory in war.
Whatever war is, it is neither a sport nor a game,
and analogies to either of those activities always
fall short. In terms of a theory of victory, the first
place a sports/game analogy falls short is specifically
that there are no established or even universally
accepted rules or conditions for winning in war.
One might counter that soldiers and statesmen
know-perhaps instinctively or perhaps as a result of
training and study-that defeating the enemy’s army
produces victory. That may often be so, although it
demonstrably does not work in every case, but our
knowledge and understanding stops there. How does
beating the enemy’s army produce victory, and what
can one do when that does not work?

The problem is that the security .profession
lacks a basic theoretical construct within which to
think about winning wars. Because of this lack of
theory, mankind has fought wars for at least 5000
years without systematically understanding why
they are won or lost. In a sense, victory or defeat
has always been a matter of serendipity or luck
or intuition or genius or sheer hard fighting rather
than the result of a well-thought-out and understood
intellectual exercise. Gallons of ink have been
expended over the centuries on how to win wars,
but that effort has largely been uninformed by even
a rudimentary theory of victory. Many existing
theories of war skip over what victory is and why
one theoretically wins or loses, to directly address
the seemingly more difficult issue of how one wins
a war militarily. When theorists do address winning,
itis usually in passing, as an assumption from which
their analysis proceeds, or as a tangential excursion
from their primary topic. Clausewitz is an exception
to this broad assertion, but his musings on winning
are scattered and incomplete. There is a school of
thought that claims theory is not necessary for
competent performance. While that might explain
how mankind has done without a theory of victory
for so long, it does not negate the utility of theory.
William C. Martel of the faculty of the Fletcher
School at Tufts asserts that the theory of victory is
and must be distinct from the theory of war. Whether
that is true or not, security professionals need to
think systematically about winning. That is not to
imply that military victory without luck or genius or
hard fighting is either possible or desirable, or that
existing theories of war are somehow wrong. They
Just might benefit from some supplemental thought
specifically on winning and victory. Fortunately, the
extant theoretical literature contains enough material
that we can begin to construct a theory of victory.

The author, unsurprisingly, is not alone in
believing we need a theory of victory. In fact,
the low-level debate that has been going on since
at least the 1960s about both the meaning and
possibility of victory has been substantially widened
since the events of September 11, 2001. Theoretical
discussions on victory and winning through the



end of the Cold War tended to center around the
possibility of victory in a nuclear exchange—could
one really win such an exchange? Authors tended to
assume both definition and understanding of victory.
More recent scholarship has addressed the theory of
winning more directly. The theorist Colin S. Gray
wrote a monograph on the possibility of decisive
victory that addresses the concept of winning,
although his primary thrust is at the concept of
decisiveness. William Martel published a book on
the theory of victory in 2007. Martel acknowledges
his is not a complete theory of victory, he calls it a
pre-theory, but he offers an excellent start. I certainly
cannot present a comprehensive theory of victory
either, but I offer the following thoughts to continue
the discussion and debate.

Webster’s Dictionary tells us a theory is
simply a plausible or generally acceptable body of
principles used to explain a phenomenon. A theory
should provide basic definitions, assumptions, and
testable hypotheses. The first task, then, is to define
winning or victory in war. To get at the definitions,
we will explore some hypothesis on victory around
the issues of what victory is, how victory works,
who decides the winner, and based on what criteria.
Finally, we will present some thoughts on how one
wins a war. These will be at a theoretical level rather
than the more common debate about attrition versus
maneuver, direct versus indirect approaches, etc.
Regrettably, this paper may pose more questions
than hard, reliable answers. That reflects the nature
of the topic and is perhaps inevitable at this stage of
the discussion.

WHAT IS WINNING AND VICTORY?

Victory in war is at the most basic level an
assessment, not a fact or condition. It is someone’s
opinion-or an amalgamation of opinions. In sports
terms, to use one of those bad analogies I warned
against, it is taking score at the end of a game, but
it is done by a combination of fans, sportswriters,
players, coaches, and league officials voting, each
with an indeterminate degree of impact on the
final result and each able to review and alter his
vote at any time. Victory in war may or may not
have anything to do with objective criteria like
respective casualties, territory taken or lost, tons of
bombs dropped, or facilities destroyed. In wirnning
a war, those things matter-at least at some level
and always in terms of their effect on perception-
but what matters most is the ultimate perception
of the situation, not the facts. And the perception
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will be of the effects, not the effort-there is no
credit for trying hard. Different people, depending
on their perspective, can legitimately differ in their
assessment. Initial assessments of victory are often
merely gut feelings, much like the Supreme Court’s
definition of pornography as something that depends
on community values and you know when you see
it. The assessment aspect complicates the issue
of winning exponentially, since it introduces the
uncontrolled variables of whose assessment counts,
for how much, and based on what criteria. More on
that later.

Related to this idea is the hypothesis that the
results of war can actually be different for the
opposing sides. Obviously, results from any direct
interaction of two bodies will be closely related and
interdependent. This is especially true of a contest
between them, but because winning is an assessment,
not a fact, the results of wars are independent for
each side and may vary by participant. That is, the
fact that one side won big does not necessarily mean
its opponent lost big. It may not even mean that
the other side lost at all, at least in terms of its own
assessment.

Second, winning a war (as opposed to a battle
or campaign) is a political condition. If war is a
political act, victory at the highest levels must
be defined in political terms. That is a fairly un-
controversial assertion today, but one with enormous
implications. Misunderstanding or misapplying this
simple concept is exactly why the United States gets
criticized for winning the war but losing the peace,
which is code for attaining decisive tactical and
operational victories that do not produce similarly
gratifying strategic results. The implication is that
military victory (tactical or operational victory)
without favourable political outcomes is sterile,
and by any reasonable assessment that is true. But
is knowing that victory is a political condition a
sufficient understanding of winning? Actually, I
believe it only serves to complicate or obscure the
issue.

Next, and an aspect hinted at above-because it
is a perception or assessment-victory or winning is
heavily dependent on perspective. In a military sense,
this translates into being sensitive to the level of war.
It is possible to have a smashing tactical military
victory that does not produce either operational or
strategic results. Is that really a win? It certainly is
from the point of view of the tactical commander—
the view from the perspective of the operational or






