
he notion of an adversarial civil-military
relationship is at the very heart of the

Powell Doctrine.  More a set of criteria than a
comprehensive strategy, it espouses that US mil-
itary forces only be committed when vital

national interests are at stake, when the strategic, oper-
ational, and tactical objectives are clear, when the use of
force will be decisive, and when the support of the
American people is assured.  These are stringent, even
restrictive, guidelines.  But during Colin Powell’s four
years as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), US
military forces did “operate in murky, unpredictable cir-
cumstances.”1 The Persian Gulf War (1991) and the
humanitarian intervention in Somalia (1992-1993) both
failed to meet the standards of Powell’s criteria to the
letter, yet the United States embarked on all of these
missions, and Powell did not resign.  This suggests that
Powell’s doctrine was less an end-state for policy than a
start point — a first volley by the military aimed at tem-
pering the sometimes capricious, sometimes myopic,
strategic impulses that led to disaster in Vietnam.  This
article traces the roots of the Powell Doctrine, from its

inception to the end of Powell’s chairmanship of the
JCS, and assesses its impact on US policy.  

More than anything, the Vietnam War shaped Colin
Powell’s views on statecraft and the use of military
force.  For Powell, as for most Americans, it was a
watershed, a bad experience that scarred all sectors of
society.2 By any measure, the costs were enormous.
Fifty-eight thousand American lives, 167 billion dollars,
expanding government deficits and double-digit infla-
tion: these were the more immediate and measurable
consequences.  Among the less measurable effects, it
undermined Americans’ confidence in the institutions
that sent their sons abroad for reasons that were unclear
and, to most, unimportant.  Government, the military,
the foreign policy process: all were scrutinized as
Americans tried to redress the reasons they lost a war
for the first time in their history.  The War Powers Act
of November 1973, for example, attempted to restrict
the presidential prerogatives that led to the debacle in
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Vietnam and make the Executive Branch more account-
able to the Congress.3 As far as national decision-mak-
ing was concerned, Vietnam ended the era of “President
knows best.”4

Not least among those to think that way were the
veterans who fought the war to stop the spread of com-
munism in Southeast Asia.5 Like their fellow citizens,
they harboured deep mistrust of the government and the
institutions that sent them to Vietnam — only theirs ran
deeper.6 Especially to those who experienced ground
combat, the government committed them to a war it
appeared either unable or unwilling to win.  Worse, all
the pronouncements of the strategists, the experts and
the analysts seemed to be at odds with their war at the
cold-face of combat.  The macabre measures of success
— “the phony measure of body counts, the comforting
illusion of secure hamlets, the inflated progress
reports”7 — belied what was plain to the average soldier
by 1969: the United States was losing the war.
Historian Walter A. McDougall was one such soldier
who had an epiphany of sorts following an intense com-
bat experience:

[T]he conclusion I drew was that something
very serious was wrong with this war: that all
the firepower in our arsenal could never extin-
guish a guerrilla force spread out over hundreds
of square miles of jungle, a force expert in the
digging of underground tunnels and bunkers,
and always free to run to the neutral sanctuaries
of Laos and Cambodia.8

The military means would not, perhaps could not,
yield the desired political end.  Even if body counts may
have indicated some degree of tactical success, strategi-
cally they mattered little.  Still, in spite of the apparent
shortcomings of the war effort, US combat troops con-
tinued to operate in South Vietnam until 1973.   

And Powell was one of them.  Like McDougall, he
had difficulty making sense of his experience.  In 1963,
as a military advisor to the Army of the Republic of
Vietnam (ARVN), he made his first acquaintance with
the quantitative analysis of Secretary of Defense,
Robert S. McNamara’s Pentagon: “We rated a hamlet as
‘secure’ when it had a certain number of feet of wire
around it, a militia to guard it, and a village chief who
had not been killed in the last three weeks.”  Whatever
these ‘indicators’ indicated, winning was not it.
Powell’s reaction to McNamara’s 1963 claim that
‘every quantitative measure’ showed that the US was
winning the war was disbelief: “Beating them?  Most of
the time we could not even find them.” 

The growing list of American casualties only hard-
ened Powell’s disdain for McNamara’s ‘slide-rule com-
mandos.’9 During his first tour, American involvement
in Vietnam centred on the Military Assistance
Command Vietnam (MACV), numbered no more than
16,600 troops, and resulted in relatively few casualties.
By the time Powell returned to Vietnam in 1968-1969,
the US commitment had reached its peak of 543,400
troops, and American soldiers were dying at a rate of
five hundred per week — some of Powell’s closest
friends among them.10

That affected him.  He viewed — still does — the
Army as ‘a family,’ one in which all the members
depended on each other.11 To a Black American coming
of age in the 1960s, that was important.  Quoting one of
his late friends, Powell makes the point: “We’re all sol-
diers.  The only color we know is khaki and green.  The
color of the mud and the color of the blood is all the
same.”12 In the Army, Powell excelled in a way that
would have been difficult in life out of uniform: “The
Army was living the democratic ideal ahead of the rest
of America.  Beginning in the fifties, less discrimina-
tion, a truer merit system, and more level playing fields
existed inside the gates of our military posts than in any
Southern city hall or Northern corporation.”13

The Army was not just a family; it was his family
and he did not like seeing it bled for reasons that were
never stated clearly, much less understood.  His anguish
is revealed in his recollection of one young infantry-
man, dying after having stepped on a mine:

He was just a kid, and I can never forget the
expression on his face, a mixture of astonish-
ment, fear, curiosity, and, most of all, incom-
prehension.  He kept trying to speak but the
words would not come out.  His eyes seemed to
be saying, “Why?”  I did not have an answer,
then or now.  He died in my arms….14

Faces like this one have resonated long and loud in
Powell’s memory.
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General Colin Powell, as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.



There is a definite sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’ that per-
meates Powell’s views on statecraft and the use of mil-
itary force.  His ‘us’ is definitely his extended family
— the armed forces of the United States.  Powell’s
‘them’ are the civilian masters, including the President,
the Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of State, and
their advisors, experts and academics.15 As Powell sees
it, one of the overarching problems with the American
effort in Vietnam was that the senior military leadership
— those charged with representing the ‘us’ point of
view — went over to the other side.  By doing that, they
eliminated a necessary tension and left a huge imbal-
ance in the civil-military relationship.  It was too easy
for ‘slide-rule commandos’ to pursue a campaign with-
out clearly defined strategic aims, to reduce decision-
making to a series of impersonal and rational calcula-
tions, to waste lives — nobody countered their argu-
ments or influenced their decisions. 

Our senior officers knew the war was going
badly.  Yet they bowed to groupthink pressure….
As a  corporate  ent i ty,  the  mi l i tary  failed to
talk straight to its political leaders or to
itself.  The top leadership never went to the
Secretary of Defense or the President and
said, “This war is unwinnable the way we are
fighting it.”16

Like so many so American officers of his genera-
tion, ‘never again’ became Powell’s credo.17

He was not the only soldier to search for lessons
since the fall of Saigon.  In 1978, the former Commander
in Chief Pacific, Admiral Grant Sharp offered the blunt
explanation: “It [the Vietnam War] was lost in
Washington D.C.” because an exaggerated fear of
Chinese or Soviet intervention prevented US forces
“mov[ing] decisively with our tremendous air and naval
power.”18 The inability to link the appropriate military
force with political goals is also a central theme in the
work of Colonel Harry S. Summers Jr.19   Unlike Sharp,
however, Summers does not lay sole blame for the dis-
connect on civilians.  He saves that for the military
leadership:

What was missing was the link that should
have been provided by the military strategists
— how to take the systems analyst’s means and
use them to achieve the political scientist’s
ends…. [I]nstead of providing professional
military advice on how to fight the war, the
military more and more joined with the sys-
tems analysts in determining the material
means we were to use.20

Even, the Commander of US Forces in Vietnam
(1964-1968), General William C. Westmoreland, came
to similar conclusions: “I myself as the man perhaps
most on the spot may have veered too far in the direc-
tion of supporting in public the government’s policy.”21

But it was not Westmoreland or any other field com-
mander that became the largest objects of scorn — it
was the JCS.  In accusing the ‘five silent men’ of abro-
gating their responsibility to the American people, H.R.

McMaster’s Dereliction of Duty captured the consensus
of post-Vietnam military officers.22 McMaster makes
the case that, despite their conviction that it would take
at least 123,000 troops to stabilize the situation in 1965,
the JCS supported President Lyndon Johnson’s claim
that it would be enough to win — the definition of win-
ning having been modified to one of  ‘stalemate’ or ‘to
prove to the VC/DRV [Democratic Republic of Vietnam]
that they cannot win in South Vietnam.’23 The reason
for Johnson’s reluctance toward immediate and large-
scale escalation was fear of undermining the domestic
initiatives of his ‘Great Society’ program.  Thus, in sup-
porting the President’s obfuscations, McMaster believes
the service chiefs allowed domestic agendas to dictate
military strategy.  The lesson that he and many post-
Vietnam officers drew was this: if another debacle is to
avoided, senior military leadership must not merely
advise, but insist on matters of strategy24 — insist that
the political aim is articulated, that the strategic goals in
support of that aim are clear, and that the costs (human,
material, economic, political) be made plain.  

Colin Powell, who had witnessed the trickle-down
consequences of JCS failure in the eyes of a dying sol-
dier, came to the same conclusions, and resolved to do
something about it:

Many of my generation, the career captains,
majors and lieutenant colonels seasoned in that
war, vowed that when our time came to call the
shots, we would not quietly acquiesce in half-
hearted warfare for half-baked reasons that the
American people could not understand or sup-
port.  If we could make good on that promise to
ourselves, to the civilian leadership, and to the
country, then the sacrifices of Vietnam would
not have been in vain.25

How he would make ‘them’ listen was another
question.

Before his time came to ‘call the shots,’ Powell
became an adroit Washington operator, whose practical
education in policy-making began in 1972-1973 as a
White House Fellow in the Office of Management and
Budget.  There he first got a feel for the federal bureau-
cracy, and worked under the tutelage of such influential
people as Caspar Weinberger and Frank Carlucci.26

Between 1977 and 1981, he worked as a staff officer in
the Office of the Secretary of Defense, an office to
which he returned as Military Assistant to the Secretary
in 1983.  In 1986, he accepted the position of Deputy
National Security Adviser under Frank Carlucci, and, a
little over a year later, he succeeded Carlucci as
National Security Adviser to President Ronald Reagan.
It was as complete an education in policy-making as any
soldier ever received.27

Comfortable as Powell may have been with the
likes of Weinberger and Carlucci, the ‘us’ and ‘them’ of
his Vietnam years never fully faded.  But the estrange-
ment was not all one-sided.  Civilians of the so-called
policy-making elite questioned both the usefulness and
appropriateness of military input into foreign and
defence policy.  
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The growing ‘gap’ between the US military, policy
insiders and American society has been the subject of
much scholarship.28 In an extensive survey of three
groups — military officers, the policy-making elite and
the general public — Peter D. Feaver and Richard H.
Kohn found that the greatest gap in attitudes was
between the military and the policy-making elite.29

Feaver and Kohn also found that a number of factors
directly related to Vietnam have exacerbated the differ-
ences.  First, the abolition of the draft made fewer citi-
zens liable for military service.30 Thus, the likelihood
of elites putting either themselves or their children in
harm’s way is even less remote now than it was during
the Vietnam War, when many took draft deferrals.31

This makes their personal stake in military matters min-
imal, something that is a source of continuing resent-
ment from the military.32 Second, and related to the first
point, senior military officers are more willing than ever
to state their policy preferences.33 There are historical

underpinnings to this development.  Since 1816, there
has been a direct correlation between the number of war
veterans in the Congress and US affinity for foreign
ventures: the greater the percentage of veterans, the less
likely military actions abroad.  And since the percentage
of veterans among the policy-making elite continues to
decline, senior military officers, particularly those who
served in Vietnam, believe that ‘knee-jerk’ impulses
toward military intervention need to be tempered, if not
restrained.34 On the other side, the idea that senior offi-
cers believe they should have input, not only on how to
fight a war but also on whether it is worth fighting in the
first place, does not sit well with many civilian deci-
sion-makers. 

Some commentators worry about the growing
‘gap’ between the military and civilian elites.35 Not
Powell — to him, the tension of the civil-military rela-
tionship is an inevitable and necessary factor in the

making of policy.  Consider his ideas on how the
National Security Council (NSC) should function.
While the role of NSC is to provide the President with
advice on national security matters, free of departmen-
tal bias, Powell believes that departmental bias exists
and should be used.  As National Security Adviser, he
used departmental differences of opinion to clarify
issues, develop options and, eventually, make recom-
mendations.  In a November 1999 interview, he rumi-
nated on the role of the National Security Adviser as a
‘conflict resolver’:

It is the role of the national security adviser to
get it all out — all the agendas, all the facts, all
the opinion, all of the gray and white and black
areas written down — and to use a highly qual-
ified staff, the National Security Council Staff,
to put all of these agreements and disagree-
ments into a form that can be sent back to the

two cabinet officers [Secretaries of
Defense and State], or however many
people are debating the issue and
say: “this is the issue as we under-
stand it.  These are the points of
agreement and disagreement….  So
let’s have a meeting.  Let’s fight
about it.”  And at some point, it’s up
to the national security adviser to
take all of those points, to do an inte-
gral calculus of the whole thing —
the area under the curve — and say
to the President: “Mr President, we
have heard all these points of
view…. This is what I think and this
is my recommendation to you.”  You
[as National Security Adviser]
make that recommendation, with
both the Secretaries of Defense and
State knowing what you are going
to recommend.  And then the
President decides.36

During Powell’s tenure as National
Security Adviser, the forum for compet-
ing interests actually took several forms.
Organizationally, there was a Policy

Review Group. It consisted of  ‘subcabinet officials’
from the State Department, the Defense Department,
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the Joint Chiefs
of Staff and a representative from the Vice President’s
staff.37 Yet organizational structure was not Powell’s
be-all and end-all to policy-making: “the greatest
designed NSC system or military system doesn’t mean
as much as the people who are involved.”38 On a more
personal level, as National Security Adviser, Powell
met with Secretary of State George Shultz and
Secretary of Defense Frank Carlucci for thirty minutes
daily.  In a typical meeting, “Frank would scream at
George, George would scream at Frank….  So it was
not just the Policy Review Group and not just the paper
process, but three guys talking to each other every
morning.”39 To Powell, the tension of the process dur-
ing his years on the National Security Council not only
yielded sound policy, it ensured adequate representa-
tion for his military family. 
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Secretary of State Powell with President Bush. 



This was not the case during the Vietnam War.
Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson effec-
tively shut the military out of strategic decision-making.
They had their reasons. With some justification,
Kennedy and his Defense Secretary, McNamara, were
unimpressed with JCS advice during the Bay of Pigs
fiasco and the Cuban Missile Crisis.  Especially after
the latter, Kennedy came to prefer the forum of ad hoc
committees and ‘dismantled’ the National Security
Council apparatus.  For his part, McNamara favoured
the counsel of ‘whiz kids,’ whom he believed more
capable of ‘thinking outside the box.’ Marginalized at
the NSC and the Department of Defense, the military
could only make token representation.40 This was the
apparatus Johnson inherited.  

The service chiefs made a difficult situation worse
through inter-service squabbling as the competition for
funds and limited influence undercut the ‘us’ position.
Even when they did present a united front, it was often
a weak consensus that did nothing to balance the views
of their civilian bosses.  Studying the problem in hind-
sight, Powell concluded that the deck was stacked
against the military: “In my opinion, this amorphous
set-up explained in part why the Joint Chiefs had never
spoken out with a clear voice to prevent the deepening
morass in Vietnam.”41

The Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 changed
the ‘amorphous set-up’ by increasing the power of the
JCS Chairman.  No longer constrained to presenting
either watered-down opinion or conflicting service
views, the Chairman now had the freedom to offer his
own thoughts directly to his political masters.  He alone
was the primary military adviser to the President, the
Secretary of Defense and the National Security Council.
This arrangement suited Powell perfectly, and he used it
to the fullest within weeks of becoming Chairman of the
JCS in October 1989.  

The issue was Panama.  What had started as annoy-
ance with a onetime anti-communist ally in Central
America developed into a significant security issue:
Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega was under indict-
ment on US drug-trafficking charges; he had suspended
elections he was sure to lose in May 1989; a US Marine
had been killed by his Panamanian Defence Forces
(PDF); an American sailor and his wife had been
detained and abused; and Noriega was brazenly threat-
ening US treaty rights in the Panama Canal zone.  In
short, Noriega was undermining US credibility, and the
Bush administration decided that he had to go.  And, as
well as the Bush administration could gauge, it now
believed it had sufficient justification for military
action in support of the political goal of deposing
Noriega and replacing him with a democratically elect-
ed president, one amicable to the United States. It also
appeared that the American public was likely to support
military intervention.  

With a reasonably clear political objective, Powell
sought to ‘link’ the military means to the goal.  Both he
and the Commander-in-Chief Southern Command,
General Maxwell Thurman, believed that the key to
eliminating Noriega, and ensuring that a ‘new strong-

man’ did not take his place, was the destruction of the
foundation of his dictatorial power, the PDF.
Accordingly, they developed a plan to do just that.  The
plan called for troops from all four services, including
ten thousand soldiers from the XVIII Airborne Corps,
the 7th Infantry Division, a battalion of US Army
Rangers, and thirteen thousand US troops already in
Panama.  There would be no Vietnam-style graduated
response for Operation “Just Cause”; overwhelming
force would be used to achieve strategic objectives,
decisively and quickly.  Powell’s criteria — clear polit-
ical goals in support of US national interest, achievable
military objectives in support of those goals, decisive
military force, reasonably assured support of the
American people — were as close to being met as they
would ever be, and he sold the plan to his Commander-
in-Chief. Bush approved the military action, as con-
ceived by Thurman and Powell, and US forces invaded
Panama on 20 December.

“Just Cause” was a huge success — for the United
States and for Powell.  Within two weeks, US forces had
achieved every one of their military objectives and cap-
tured Noriega, all at the relatively light cost of twenty-
four American lives.  For Powell personally, it was an
unqualified victory.  As Chairman of the JCS, he trans-
lated a political goal into concrete military objectives —
he won the approval of the President and oversaw the
first truly successful US military action since Vietnam.
His currency with the administration, the Congress and
the public soared.

How willing he was to spend that new capital was
evident during the Persian Gulf Crisis in 1990.   US
national interests were clear enough.  Following the
Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 1990, Saddam
Hussein was sitting on twenty percent of the world’s oil
reserves, and there was the potential for his gaining
another twenty percent if he crossed the Saudi border.42

After conferring with his ‘Gang of Eight’ key players,
the President drew a ‘line in the sand’ and committed
the US to the defence of Saudi Arabia.43 Powell was
sure that goal could be achieved with the plan prepared
by the Commander-in-Chief Central Command, General
H. Norman Schwarzkopf.  It called for the deployment
of approximately 250,000 troops, as well as significant
air and naval forces to the region.  That would keep
Saddam out of Saudi Arabia and give sanctions a
chance to work.  However, if the political objective
expanded to liberating Kuwait, Powell wanted to know.
That kind of goal would require an even larger build-up
of forces, one that would take weeks, even months.  He
pressed the administration on political goals: was it
“worth going to war to liberate Kuwait?”44 He was
spending his currency within the administration and he
knew it.  Cheney later rebuked him for ‘overstepping’
his authority and not ‘stick[ing] to military matters,’
but Powell ‘was not sorry.’

He was keeping the promise he made to himself
twenty years earlier:

I had been appalled at the docility of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, fighting the war in Vietnam
without ever pressing their political leaders to
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lay out clear objectives for them.  Before we
start talking about how many divisions, carri-
ers, and fighter wings we need…we have to ask,
to what end?… What I had said about giving the
military clear objectives had to be said.45

Concerned that political goals might outstrip the
military means, Powell told Bush that Schwarzkopf
would require double the current force strength to evict
the Iraqi army from Kuwait.  With the costs made plain,
the President, after several months, finally clarified
what he meant by “this [Iraqi annexation of Kuwait]
will not stand”: if the Iraqis would not withdraw from
Kuwait, the United States and its coalition partners
would force them out.  On 8 November, the President
announced the dispatch of an additional 200,000 US
troops to give coalition forces an ‘offensive capability.’

It took several months to complete the necessary
build-up of forces, but the campaign to drive Saddam
Hussein from Kuwait was a spectacular success.  It
began on 17 January with a thirty-nine day air offensive
to smash Iraqi air defences, destroy communication net-
works, and weaken the Iraqi army.  The ensuing ground
offensive took only four days to complete — again, no

graduated responses, no escalation, just overwhelming
force.  Powell’s popularity rose even higher.  

During the debate over potential US intervention in
Bosnia-Herzegovina, Powell again demonstrated anoth-
er way of using his celebrity.  In the autumn of 1992,
Democratic presidential candidate Bill Clinton criti-
cized the Bush administration for not doing more to
halt the Serbian ethnic cleansing of Bosnian Muslims.
It was an ill-defined call to ‘do something,’ and it wor-
ried Powell because it reminded him of the muddled
strategies of Vietnam.  That might not have been worri-
some if the Bush campaign had not been faltering so
badly.  By October 1992, it looked like Clinton was
going to win.  More to the point, a Clinton administra-
tion was not likely to be populated with ‘us’ type peo-
ple, starting with the candidate.  Clinton had used a

graduate school deferral to avoid military service dur-
ing the Vietnam War, and was now promising to trim
the US federal deficit through cuts in military spend-
ing.  And Clinton surrounded himself with people that
reminded Powell of McNamara’s ‘whiz kids.’46 As the
last member of the outgoing regime, Powell grasped
that he was not likely to carry the same clout in coun-
cils of a new administration.

So he used the only thing he thought would make
‘them’ listen: political pressure.  His first volley was a
New York Times interview in which he criticized the
idea of limited intervention in Bosnia, without clear
political objectives: “As soon as they tell me it’s limit-
ed, it means they do not care whether you achieve a
result or not.  As soon as they tell me its ‘surgical,’ I
head for the bunker.”47 The second volley was a rebut-
tal to a 4 October New York Times editorial that criti-
cized his apparent inertia over intervention, despite tel-
evised evidence of mass murder and torture.  In his 8
October Op-Ed piece, Powell defended his advocacy of
establishing clear political objectives prior to military
intervention.  At that stage, the Bosnian problem had no
political solution that limited intervention would sup-
port.  Powell argued that Bosnian issue was ‘especially

complex,’ one that had ‘deep ethnic and
religious roots’ and defied simple solu-
tions.48 And in an area of limited US
interest, that made the spending of
American lives even more difficult to
justify: “We owe it to the men and
women who go in harm’s way to make
sure that their lives are not squandered
for unclear purposes.”  He also ridiculed
any would-be ‘whiz kids’: “[Y]ou bet I
get nervous when so-called experts sug-
gest that all we need is a little surgical
bombing or a limited attack.  When the
desired result isn’t obtained, a new set of
experts then comes forward with talk of
a little escalation.  History has not been
kind to this approach.” 

Even after the new administration took
office, Powell continued to make the case
that limited air strikes would not likely
force the Serbs to yield.  That could only
be done with the deployment of a mas-

sive ground force contingent, and in Powell’s estima-
tion, the American public would not accept that kind of
sacrifice.  Clinton was politically astute, and he realized
the political weight that Powell carried.  On this partic-
ular issue, he avoided challenging his senior military
advisor.49 Indeed, it was only after securing the tenuous
political solution of the Dayton Peace Accords in
November 1995 that the United States deployed 20,000
troops to the region. And that was two years after
Powell had retired as Chairman of the JCS.  

Powell was bold, but he never challenged
Clinton’s authority as Commander-in-Chief on Bosnia.
What he did was establish his position in a public
forum, creating for Clinton political risks that would
not have not have been there had Powell merely stated
the military case behind closed doors.  Clinton still
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A soldier of the US 101st Airborne Division in action in Afghanistan, March 2002.



could have fired Powell at any time, but not without
political consequences.

If anything can be said to have hardened Powell’s
views, it was the humanitarian intervention in Somalia.
Although his autobiography offers little to clarify his
position prior to the December 1992 deployment, it is
clear that Powell regrets the whole exercise.50 Initially
conceived as a limited operation to deliver humanitarian
aid, Operation “Restore Hope” called for a United
Nations force to take over from the US-led coalition
once the food was flowing freely.  It started well, but the
situation deteriorated after March 1993.  Coalition
forces became embroiled in conflict as they attempted to
disarm Somali factions as part of a broadened United
Nations mandate for ‘nation-building.’ And because the
United Nations force was incapable of enforcing the
mandate without American assistance, US forces
(although greatly reduced in number) remained in
Somalia and sunk deeper into the internal conflict.  In
October 1993, a manhunt for the warlord Mohammed
Farah Aidid led to a failed special operations raid, eight-
een American deaths, and televised images of American
bodies being dragged through the streets of Mogadishu.
That was enough: the political goal of ‘nation-building’
proved as impossible as disarmament.51 Americans had
no interest in Somalia beyond acute famine relief; and
none of it justified more American casualties.  Clinton
announced his intention to withdraw all US forces with-
in days of the incident.

Unlike the invasion of Panama or even the Persian
Gulf War, with Somalia, Powell was not successful in
asserting the criteria of his doctrine.  The political
aims were not clear (in fact they expanded from pro-
viding humanitarian aid to ‘nation-building’), the use
of military force was not decisive, the exit strategy
failed, and American public support declined steadily.
As Powell notes: “Why, since we had gone to Somalia
to feed its starving people, were our troops being shot
at? This was the quicksand that UN ‘nation-building’
sucked us into.”52 It was a difficult situation.  At one
point, Powell found himself torn between supporting
the escalation of forces his field commanders request-
ed and avoiding any action that would jeopardize an
early American withdrawal.  Although Powell’s actions
and recommendations still remain unclear, the lessons
he drew from the event are not.  It left him more con-
vinced than ever of the necessity of addressing and
continually reassessing his criteria when committing
US forces abroad.

The ‘us’ and ‘them’ of Powell’s views on state-
craft and the application of military force have emo-
tional as well as rational foundations, most of which
are connected to Vietnam.  In his heart, Powell
regards the armed forces of the United States — the
Army in particular — as his extended family.  No sol-
dier can have served as long as Powell and not feel
some sense of attachment to the institution and its
people.  The experience of combat was also signifi-
cant.  Seeing soldiers die for what he considered
‘unclear ’ reasons affected Powell profoundly.  It
galled him to think that policy makers and their ‘so-
called experts’ treated his family members as mere
things — the inanimate chess pieces of unsound
strategies — when they bore little personal risk them-
selves.  Powell became convinced that the military
leadership had an obligation to make civilian deci-
sion-makers aware that every soldier was someone’s
son, and that the consequences of committing the
nation’s forces to combat could not to be taken light-
ly.  His promise to speak up when his ‘time came to
call the shots’ was not just soapbox oratory.  It was
genuine, and borne out by his actions in relation to
Panama, the Gulf War and the Bosnian crisis.

Powell’s pushing of the military point also has its
rational component; he believes it makes better poli-
cy.  More often than not, the civil-military relation-
ship is  an adversarial  one,  and the premise of
Powell’s doctrine is that this should be acknowledged
and used.  Like so many soldiers, and even some
scholars, Powell is convinced that it was the absence
of a strong and credible military argument that led to
defeat in Vietnam.  The JCS failed to temper the ini-
tiatives of the civilian leadership and their non-mili-
tary experts.  He did not do the same.  As the National
Security Adviser, Powell played the Departments of
Defense and State against one another.  As the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he pressed,
with vigour, military preferences for clear political
objectives and decisive force.  When his political
masters were willing to listen, he made his arguments
in their confidence.  When they were not, he used his
currency with the American electorate and Congress
to pry his point into the decision-making.  It is not
that Powell challenged civilian control of the mili-
tary.  He accepted it as a legal principle, but not as a
sedative.
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