Clausewitz's Strategic Judgment versus Kant's Synthetic A

Priori Judgment: a phenomenological study

Mehdi Shabani*| Hosein Valivand Zamani’®| Mohsen Moradian®| Vahid Riazi*
1. PhD student in Defense Management, AJA Command and Staff University, Tehran, Iran.
E-mail: mehdi79tco@gmail.com

2. Corresponding Author, Associate Professor, AJA Command and Staff University, Tehran, Iran.
E-mail: hvz42@hotmail.com.

3. Assistant Professor, AJA Command and Staff University, Tehran, Iran..
E-mail: mohsen.moradian7@gmail.com

4. Associate Professor, AJA Command and Staff University, Tehran, Iran.
E-mail: v.riazi@yahoo.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:
Research Article

Article history:
Received:

17 August 2024
Received in revised form
31 August 2024
Accepted

13 October 2024
Published online

10 March 2025
Keywords:

Synthetic a priori
Judgment, Strategic
judgment, Strategy,
Tactics, Friction, Center
of gravity.

Obijective: This study aims to compare Clausewitzian strategic
judgment with Kant’s synthetic a priori judgment, focusing on
points of divergence and the ways in which the Clausewitzian
model may revise or correct the Kantian framework.
Methodolgy: The research adopts a qualitative approach and is
applied in nature. It was conducted using the phenomenological
method.

Findings: Based on qualitative analysis, 153 open codes were
identified. These were categorized into two main categories
using MAXQDA2020 software: (1) Kant’s synthetic a priori
judgment (comprising 18 open codes and 4 conceptual themes),
and (2) Clausewitzian strategic judgment (comprising 135 open
codes and 10 conceptual themes). The study suggests that a
Clausewitzian variant of the Kantian structure can be proposed.
In this formulation, politics may be understood as the role of
reason, and the reality of war—or more precisely, war itself—
replaces the empirical element. In a certain sense, strategy
assumes the position of understanding. Strategy, like
understanding, serves as an intermediary term between politics
and war.

Conclusion: In Clausewitz’s strategic judgment, the concepts of
strategy, tactics, friction, and center of gravity are intimately
connected with empirical reality, in contrast to the Kantian
model of judgment. Within the Clausewitzian model, politics
substitutes for reason, war replaces the empirical element, and
strategy takes the place of understanding as conceptualized in
Kant’s system. Here, it is "strategy" that mediates between the
demands of politics and the reality of war—that is, between the
aspiration to construct an abstract, unifying fiction and the
tendency toward the dissipation of chaotic and decentralized
energy (friction).
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Clausewitz's strategic judgment versus Kant's Synthetic A

priori judgment: a phenomenological study
Mehdi Shabani® | Hosein Valivand Zamani®| Mohsen Moradian®| Vahid
Riazi*
Introduction

The mechanism of reason necessitates the faculty of judgment,
which serves as the foundation for command in the context of
warfare. Clausewitz regarded this process of judgment as the most
essential quality of a military leader. In contrast, Kant
conceptualized judgment as the capacity to interpret perceived
circumstances and to apply existing frameworks to novel situations.
Clausewitz demonstrated that this method of acquiring knowledge
was indispensable due to the prevalence of friction, chance, and
uncertainty—factors that generate rapidly evolving scenarios distinct
from past experiences. While Kant’s notion of determinative
judgment—defined as the application of known concepts and
principles to specific instances—was indeed significant (especially
since the study of history and personal experience enriched a
commander’s capacity), Clausewitz emphasized the value of
reflective judgment. He contended that it is this form of judgment
that distinguishes great leaders. Unique and unprecedented
situations, according to Clausewitz, must be entrusted to individual
judgment and innate talent (Aron, 1985, p. 26).
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Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research design with a
phenomenological  methodology. The  phenomenon  under
investigation is the category of "Clausewitz's strategic judgment.”
The principal aim of phenomenology is to distill individual
experiences of a phenomenon into a description of its essential
structure—that is, its fundamental nature (Creswell, 1997, p. 79).
Accordingly, this research seeks to articulate the essence of
Clausewitz’s concept of strategic judgment as experienced and
interpreted in the philosophical domain.

Findings

To elucidate the essence of Clausewitz’s strategic judgment, this
study explores the philosophical parallels and divergences between
Clausewitz and Kant. Like Kant, Clausewitz anchors his
philosophical framework in the concept of synthetic knowledge.
However, Clausewitz diverges slightly from the Kantian model. For
him, theory is assessed based on its applicability to real-world
conditions, as opposed to relying on the abstract notion of
"experience" (or merely "possible experience") as its benchmark.
Clausewitz endeavors to conceptualize synthesis in a context marked
by pervasive uncertainty, where calculations must respond to fluid
and dynamic variables. Consequently, in Clausewitz’s view, strategy
operates within the empirical realm. It is through strategy and the
calculated application of force that reality becomes intelligible.

Conclusion

Clausewitz positions strategic judgment as a functional equivalent to
the Kantian synthetic a priori judgment. Unlike Kant’s model,
strategic judgment cannot depend on the abstract unity of a priori
concepts to constitute objects. Instead, Clausewitz introduces an



alternative unifying principle: the “center of gravity." For
Clausewitz, when unity or internal coherence is at issue, it is the
metaphor of the center of gravity that provides interpretive clarity.
The concepts of friction, strategy (as strategic judgment), tactics,
and center of gravity are all intimately connected to the empirical
domain. A Clausewitzian adaptation of Kant’s philosophical
architecture can thus be proposed. Within this framework, politics
assumes the role of reason, while the empirical element is
supplanted by the reality of war. In this schema, strategy occupies
the intermediary position that understanding held in Kant’s system.
However, its function and mode of operation are distinctly altered.
In Kantian philosophy, understanding represents the domain of
possibility, capable of determining the form of experience a priori.
In Clausewitz’s theory, strategy performs a similar mediating role
between politics and war, but it does so within a dynamic and
contingent field shaped by the realities of conflict.
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54 Wbl o Sim 390 50 ciadd Job adly 5Ll dais ol o uiygjodS
aly Ll gogb |, w8 o S oS cunls jUaml g 0,8 £, g, boash (IS
" (Clausewitz, 1941: 67) €S Lo scaslio &5uz

Gl atrinall juzden a5 o silo glae; o, oS S go GO g S
3 5l (Jb ol b sgd sl © s b ys olie selul 5wl Sl
) S 5 sty D9ldd iy g39DIS a5 ol diny (il 50 0iS g0 S Coaly 550>
sly (Clausewitz, 2000: 540) oS o osSls  Suslil oglad L
‘) u...:ﬁ‘j u.....:.) u&o‘ aS el )3) )‘ o..\.mul.......‘> dolawl 9 6)41)...m‘ LJ"‘ ‘wj)jw
et PRSI FRCSUC A T ION UL SR P [ I RGOS SRV FRCOTL | U0 I gRPNPTA
w5 by el ois Jo o Lils g ceul sl (1) 395 oS

OAM v«JlSJa.a‘» l; dod )‘ u,u...: d.la...:‘j L)"‘ ‘Q’“‘-‘-’S)Sys ‘5‘).: 03...» )y d.dé

3 aen 5l i dacobsn 5 Slogas da Sy (03,5 (i ol Fote sl 5 iz o azsh
K3gy 0 0,0k cole slapllss § olell

Al 53 JsbSe 8Ly allin Suiess Olsie & e @ ol (ollid 350 S ;NS (985 -
Lol Soop S Q'l Lol aro)bigs g 09 siuly cdls 092 )L_e aS 55 ooy 4 JobS L asle wLo»

% “Man soll also nicht mit der Form, sondern mit dem Geist anfangen und sicher

erwarten, daf3 dieser die alten Formen selbst zerstdren und in angemessenem wirken

werde”. Ibid.

* ALLES UNBESTIMMT IST
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sols lis a8 oo oy ) el g Candly e S5 Bl poe lids «SISlash
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s cdllae Jloisl g ably Kim o Dol b a8 aggie Lo e niys;sdlS (sl
S ool Sl oyl ,0l 5 (Clausewitz, 2000: 86) ¢l SlSlao!
ooliiul (gilucaadly late (39 by o g pardie 2ol o sl gy
€S Jsb 4 o5l pogier o 3Sale a5 Canl Saul pagie ol dine S5 4y 05 o
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Il psgie 45 WIS e Gle rads 4 | KSeS (Kox ol o Slises o
o ale> Cawyo ' Kopiile J§ SKlash (55 o0 a5 Hoblean L) «Slash
SBhol oy conle "l globs LB 40 s hiv © &Ky Sl

' BEGRIFF

2 “Friktion ist der einzige Begriff, welcher dem ziemlich allgemein entspricht, was

den wirklichen Krieg von dem auf dem Papier unterscheidet.” Vom Kriege, p.86.

Caillan S o palae WS (g5, Kz 511, aly iz amil b IS sb a8 el oMol s SISlasl)
(3l

* VORLESUNGEN UBER DEN KLEINEN KRIEG (1110/1810)

* DIE FRIKTION DER GANZEN MASCHINE

® WIE JEDE ANDERE

odly Ko oS sl b S sb 4y a5 el (oMl 5 Slhob «ial aniis LB 4,25 5o i
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Wgd ool Hlas gy a4 Wles T e 1) Ko a5 Sl ey alyd el
gy 16 e85 b aSL 4o aS 3gd e atiS > '(Clausewitz, 2000: 86)
51 s g o9 ses S50 WalS 6,k &g 4 B o STSlas! oSgmn a5 sl ol
ST, 3gg e o il L g 4 4 Dol plkovial g See
dossi 5 00 Lzl TalSuis 5 SreS Culiin sldl 5 Sl o Wi e Laid
lids Slavl psgie 45 Sl (pl 398 oo ST LuiigjoMS &gl o assl by

(Wooding, 2022: 140) oS o ciogi |y poabo b oy sl Gldaileoe
«Sox ol o ol SUS wrda Jad ;o porde (nl Syge )0 Cou (nes S
Sl o LS jo mugidS (6,98 Bwo Il sawl « Km0 Slavh
6ok Ll 5) sy o L 4y 0uiS Bl SalS (g jlus adly Blate ysF oo €Ki
WS oo 85 (6 g (23] S5 Buile b b J135 S (€0 a5 @ g SLelS
o5 b aS el Gl 3wl saile B Lzl j0 a8 (o )lpnl 0gd Bhmme b o] 5l e 45
S o 3 eolaiwl b owile 3 Ll ould askie axly degasme S H0 Wl bllail
COS oo Colon Blaal 3800 Caaw 4y 0al 0ol plais! ol 4 aS 1) Shib s o5

Mol 5l LS sslicsl GOTTINGEN: VANDENHOECK & RUPRECHT, 1966), P.445)
el ol ciogs )0 el 1o Lol ogi o palls 2 VAS Jlu 1o g3 odS (5o ke 4 (slanl jo €25, 9
el o oolawl slaxiwl g_;l,.;‘b OMdgaze 6955 4y o)Ll (gl o sl S leie 4 lsfp S y90 0y, L0
oolatwl (Jaeyd 5l ug;edS (€ > ) B») 1 s ol o (« sy milge?) (SKwols wilge lawgs («zl»)
0l addle T 4 045 (a5 slaariigs 10 0% 4 4T WIS s
5 basl )3 (S35 5l (s el (g H9ssle 5 RIS OB A S g5z, Kaddy o Shoh
20 2859 (D)l iy S e 0,Lil 5500 sl laie 4y solaul pl 4 il g £O e Dbl sledS
pveswn \Vua «()4aay o yR 4JL’>ULS J)j.\}u) «S.l.? ul.' o L}‘*“)"B Q;L' P9 b)le:b 3 |) «‘.io’.“’ ub
sob a4 Wilg g el oy | Kz aS G Sgd 45 wiS (o obml S Kl § wigd oo atilil o JSion
Mo Ko b j0 €8S jgas JalS
! “Schwierigkeiten haufen sich und bringen eine Friktion hervor, die sich niemand
richtig vorstellt, der den Krieg nicht gesehen hat”.
2 Man wird [die Friktion]... theoretisch nie kennenlernen

® so wiirde jene Ubung des Urteils immer noch fehlen, die man Takt nennt.
*in einem Felde voll unendlich kleiner und mannigfaltiger.
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sl olBus jo CilS a5 olBa gy Lk 51 .(Clausewitz, 2000: 87)
€l (San i St sl 5 gobe [l a5 5T o0 Bhaie 9)50 50 295
colio Glp Some Ko i Jlae S s Sl (Kant, 2017: 477)
S o iyl 1y el 3 L a5 S o
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) ey pl bl 5 cuily Sl pgle o (55 SYeb dals (FRICTION)
.(Wooding, 2022: 145) &5 o sl
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S92y SlSe po a5 j5b)] (g e sl Sz gy (ly At 45 |, Kl
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ol 3l by sy9a8 ash (Spinoza, 2010:132-4) cunl iz 55 093 « DD 5o

..))‘O g_JjLQJ
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a5 32 o dalsl ;oS sl yie ol o (Clausewitz, 1941: 76) «s,ls o
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ooyl Cons a5 a5 slool,l . (Clausewitz, 2000: 86) «o o oy 5l 5 1) owiilo
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.(Clausewitz, 2000: 87)

a wpd oo Gy 5 0y oo |y Calavly (el pgghe (pizes ol 5yl
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s |y oslin (ilaly) bams S, )3 S8 > K 5 Jas» (55 il o5
s 5 So @S sz 2 (5 sk @ Ol wile (Sax o a5 olul e
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.(Clausewitz, 2000: 132)
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.(Wooding, 2022: 152)
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Sods e 45 ooy (Kant, 1998: A146/B185) el Sas duyz6 b S dla
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(Kant, 1998: A221- 5,5 543 & Wb cusdly o5 |, ISo o S oo
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".(Clausewitz, 2000: 582) sgi oo cily SYsb &m0l Culys g odus)gel
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O« b o oA go)lse 5l (SO @ndS cplslcwl oMl el pols 1,3
T s T o Sl el Ko ot Giling e oSl b el s
0P 2 6508 gl & by J5uS BB s g o [y Sogis Lk (JulS
Bs5> a5 WS e b peyd ) o] bl aalysy a5 SlaiS e g uils
u_i..[ calali )L_‘>l.~.4 &SJ (5‘)9-‘ L: (5)5)...: gy J.&b‘9:> 0994 u); L}o.c UT )é u‘ys‘c
gy als 18 sbess | o U9 o0 Az gzmd 4y aS 0y e ame Bolas
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3l 5l eslizul L T (Clausewitz, 2000: 64) wsl oo 35Ul i a5 € uilin
.(Clausewitz, 2000: 50) csli8 50 cuddge Jlazo! p o5 o0 45 Censl

Wy (S g Gloj SlaThy 1S s Jee 005 59y 2 S 51 Bl yo sl
b 08 o (prend 1 ooliisl 9500 (glog i Cutle (rizrod 5 ()] 685 (e 5 e
) oy So S5 Wil oo b 3l 108 ooyl ol (niagjdS &S jebilen ¢l
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ol b slabayly 0,5 ST en 5l Jgl .ol 85 Jaw o cols baee &l s o3l
Gz o bxl o il i SalS Wt s D] Codled il o5
it oL Taaly: e colS aS sbilen wgd 48,8 ool Byo aS cas

L «Wo es kein System, keinen Wahrheitsapparat gibt, da gibt es doch eine Wahrheit,

und diese wird meistens nur durch ein gelibtes Urteil und den Takt einer langen

Erfahrung gefunden”.

2 “Krieg ist das Gebiet der UngewiBheit”; “Krieg ist das Gebiet des Zufalls”.

% “Die Strategie kann die Form des Gefechts beschrénken, aber nicht bestimmen.”

“Entwdrfe und Vorarbeiten zum Werk.

Jolis o o3 ol S 2 1) 025 slyine SIS e S 4 e dlanl lidolo; T
RS _\MS o5 .Amosa

(A29- o)z e ol e llals ol il pad oo Loz 3 el 9,5 Glziw (VF-Y) (Jigila] ils
30/B45)
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(Clausewitz, 2000: 540)
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! SCHWERPUNKT/CENTRA GRAVITATIS.
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