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Six Major Tests to Apply When Weighing the use of US Combat Forces Abroad 
By Caspar Weinberger 

(1) First, the United States should not commit forces to combat overseas 
unless that particular engagement or occasion is deemed vital to our 
national interest or that of our allies.   

 
(2) Second, if we decide it is necessary to put combat troops into a given situation, we 

should do so wholeheartedly, and with the clear intention of winning.  If we are 
unwilling to commit the forces or resources necessary to achieve our objectives, we 
should not commit them at all.   

 
(3) Third, if we do decide to commit forces to combat overseas, we should have clearly 

defined political and military objectives.  And we should know precisely how our 
forces can accomplish those clearly defined objectives.  And we should have and send 
the forces needed to do just that.  As Clausewitz wrote, “No one starts a war – or 
rather, no one in his senses ought to do so- without first being clear in his mind what 
he intends to achieve by that war, and how he intends to conduct it.”  If we determine 
that a combat mission has become necessary for our vital national interests, then we 
must send forces capable to do the job – and not assign a combat mission to a force 
configured for peacekeeping. 

 
(4) Fourth, the relationship between our objectives and the forces we have committed-

their size, composition and disposition-must be continually reassessed and adjusted if 
necessary.  Conditions and objectives invariably change during the course of a 
conflict. When they do change, then so must our combat requirements.  We must 
continuously keep as a beacon light before us the basic questions: “Is this conflict in 
our national interest?”  “Does our national interest require us to fight, to use force of 
arms?”  If the answers are “yes” then we must win.  If the answers are “no” then we 
should not be in combat.  

 
(5) Fifth, before the U.S. commits combat forces abroad, there must be some reasonable 

assurance we will have the support of the American people and heir elected 
representatives in Congress.  This support cannot be achieved unless we are candid in 
making clear the threats we face; the support cannot be sustained without continuing 
close consultation.  We cannot fight a battle with the Congress at home while asking 
our troops to win a war overseas, or as in the case of Vietnam, in effect asking out 
troops not to win, but just to be there. 

 
(6) Finally, the commitment of U.S. forces to combat should be a last resort.   
 
From: Caspar Weinberger, Fighting for Peace: Seven Critical Years in The Pentagon, 
New York , Warner Books, 1990, pp. 441-442.   


