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Under what circumstances, and by what means, does a great democracy such 
as ours reach the painful decision that the use of military force is necessary 
to protect our interests or to carry out our national policy? 
 
Some reject entirely the question of whether any force can be used abroad.  
They want to avoid grappling with a complex issue because, despite clever 
rhetoric disguising their purpose, these people are in fact advocating a return 
to post—World War I isolationism.  While they may maintain in principle 
that military force has a role in foreign policy, they are never willing to 
name the circumstances or the place where it would apply. 
 
On the other side, some theorists argue that military force can be brought to 
bear in any crisis.  Some of the proponents of force are eager to advocate its 
use even in limited amounts simply because they believe that if there are 
American forces of any size present they will somehow solve the problem. 
 
Neither of these two extremes offers us any lasting or satisfying solutions. 
The first—undue reserve—would lead us ultimately to withdraw from 
international events that require free nations to defend their interests from 
the aggressive use of force…… 
 
The second alternative—employing our forces almost indiscriminately and 
as a regular and customary part of our diplomatic efforts—would surely 
plunge us headlong into the sort of domestic turmoil we experienced during 
the Vietnam War, without accomplishing the goal for which we committed 
our forces….. 
 
I believe the postwar period has taught us several lessons, and from them I 
have developed six major tests to be applied when we are weighing the use 
of US combat forces abroad…. 
 
First, the United States should not commit forces to combat overseas unless 
the particular engagement or occasion is deemed vital to our national interest 
or that of our allies… 
 



 
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….. 
 
Third, if we do decide to commit 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…. 
 
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, so must our 
combat requirements….. 
 
Fifth, before the US commits combat forces abroad, there must be some 
reasonable assurance that we will have the support of the American people 
and their elected representatives in Congress…. 
 
Finally, the commitment of US forces to combat should be a last resort. 


