
On �� November ����, President Bush delivered a major speech on interna-
tional relations at the Royal United Services Institute in Whitehall in London. 
The event was controversial; however, the speech was less so. Indeed, most 
British commentators welcomed it as a clear statement of United States 
foreign policy. ‘We will help the Iraqi people establish a peaceful and demo-
cratic country in the heart of the Middle East. And by doing so, we will 
defend our people from danger’, Bush declared. He then went on: ‘The 
forward strategy of freedom must also apply to the Arab–Israeli conflict’.1 

This last sentence is puzzling. Strategy is a military means; freedom in this 
context is a political or even moral condition. Strategy can be used to achieve 
freedom, but can freedom be a strategy in itself? A fortnight a�er Bush’s speech, 
on � December ����, the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office published its 
first White Paper on foreign policy since the Callaghan government of ����–��. 
Its focus was on terrorism and security; it was concerned with illegal immi-
gration, drugs, crime, disease, poverty and the environment; and it included 
– according to the Foreign Office’s website – ‘the UK’s strategy for policy, public 
service delivery and organisational priorities’. The punctuation created ambi-
guity (were public service delivery and organisational priorities subjects of the 
paper or objects of the strategy?), but the central phrase was the first one. It 
suggested that the Foreign Office now developed strategy to set policy, rather 
than policy to set strategy. The title of the White Paper was UK International 
Priorities: A Strategy for the Foreign and Commonwealth Office.2 Introducing it in 
Parliament, the foreign secretary, Jack Straw, explained that ‘the FCO strategy 
analyses the ways in which we expect the world to change in the years ahead’. 
There was no mention of diplomacy or foreign policy, the traditional domains 
of foreign ministries. Moreover, the timing of the White Paper’s publication 
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created wry, if cynical, comment. It managed – just – to put the horse before 
the cart: the Ministry of Defence’s White Paper, Delivering Security in a Changing 
World, appeared a week later.3 Those who wondered whether that too would 
establish a strategy for policy, as opposed to a policy for strategy, might point to 
the degree to which the Ministry of Defence had already come to set the foreign 
policy agenda. The key statement on British policy a�er the a�acks of �/�� was 
neither UK International Priorities nor Delivering Security in a Changing World, but 
the so-called ‘New Chapter’ to the Ministry of Defence’s Strategic Defence Review 
published over a year previously, in July ����.4 

The confusion in Bush’s speech and in the Foreign Office’s White Paper 
embodies the existential crisis which strategy confronts. The word ‘strategy’ 
has acquired a universality which has robbed it of meaning, and le� it 
only with banalities. Governments have strategies to tackle the problems 
of education, public health, pensions and inner-city housing. Advertising 
companies have strategies to sell cosmetics or clothes. Strategic studies 
flourish more verdantly in schools of business studies than in departments 
of international relations. Airport bookstalls carry serried ranks of paper-
backs reworking Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. Gerald Michaelson is a leader in 
this field: his titles are self-explanatory – Sun Tzu: the Art of War for Managers 
– �� Strategic Rules (����) and Sun Tzu Strategies for Marketing: �� Essential 
Principles for Winning the War for Customers (����). But strategic studies are 
not business studies, nor is strategy – despite the beliefs of George Bush and 
Jack Straw to the contrary – a synonym for policy.

Clausewitz defined strategy as ‘the use of the engagement for the purpose 
of the war’.5 He did not define policy. Clasusewitz’s focus was on the nation 
and the state, not on party politics. Too much, therefore, can be made of the 
ambiguity created by the fact that the German word, Politik, means policy 
and politics: this may ma�er less for our understanding of On War than 
for our interpretations of later commentators. Clausewitz was at least clear 
that conceptually Politik was not the same as strategy, even if the two were 
interwoven. When he concluded that war had its own grammar but not its 
own logic, he implied that strategy was part of that grammar. By contrast 
policy provided the logic of war, and therefore enjoyed an overarching and 
determining position which strategy did not. Clausewitz’s definition of 
strategy was therefore much narrower than that of contemporary usage. He 
too would have been perplexed by George Bush’s ‘strategy of freedom’ and 
the Foreign Office’s ‘strategy for policy’. 

5IF�FWPMVUJPO�PG�TUSBUFHZ
The word ‘strategy’ may have its roots in ancient Greek but that language 
preferred concrete nouns to abstract ones. Στράτήγος (strātēgos) meant 
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‘general’, but what the commander practised was more likely to be expressed 
by a verb. Moreover, for the Greeks, as for the medieval knights, what was 
done on the ba�lefield or in a siege was the conduct of war, and more a 
ma�er of what today would be called tactics.6 The general’s plans and his 
execution of manoeuvres in the lead-up to ba�le had no clear name until the 
late eighteenth century. The idea of strategy was a product of the growth of 
standing, professional armies on the one hand and of the Enlightenment on 
the other. In ���� a French lieutenant-colonel, Paul Gideon Joly de Maizeroy, 
wrote: ‘in an enlightened and learned age in which so many men’s eyes 
are employed in discovering the numerous abuses which prevail in every 
department of science and art, that of war has had its observers like the 
rest’.7 That book, Cours de tactique, théoretique, pratique et historique, as the 
title reveals, was about tactics, but over ten years later Joly de Maizeroy 
published his Théorie de la guerre (����), in which he identified a second 
level to the art of war, a level which he called strategy, and which he saw as 
‘sublime’ and depending on reason rather than rules: 

Making war is a ma�er of reflection, combination of ideas, foresight, 
reasoning in depth and use of available means … In order to formulate 
plans, strategy studies the relationship between time, positions, means 
and different interests, and takes every factor into account … which is 
the province of dialectics, that is to say, of reasoning, which is the highest 
faculty of the mind.8

The Napoleonic wars confirmed the distinction between tactics and 
strategy, between what happened on the ba�lefield and what happened off 
it. The introduction of conscription meant that field armies tripled in size 
within two decades. Their coordination and supply 
made demands of a general that were clearly different 
from the business of firing a musket or thrusting 
with a sword. Napoleon himself tended not to use 
the word strategy, but those who wrote about what 
he had achieved certainly did – not only Clausewitz, 
but also Jomini (the most important military theorist 
of the nineteenth century) and the Austrian Archduke 
Charles. The la�er had proved one of Napoleon’s most 
redoubtable opponents, fighting him to a standstill at 
Aspern-Essling in ����. Charles was of the view that 
‘strategy is the science of war: it produces the overall plans, and it takes into 
its hands and decides on the general course of military enterprises; it is, in 
strict terms, the science of the commander-in-chief’. 9 
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Jomini saw the campaign of Marengo in ���� as the defining moment 
of the new era, the moment that ‘the system of modern strategy was fully 
developed’.10 He split the art of war into six parts, of which statesmanship 
was the most important and strategy the second. The la�er he defined as the 
art of properly directing masses upon the theatre of war, either for defence 
or for invasion,11 and wrote, ‘strategy is the art of making war upon the map, 
and comprehends the whole theatre of operations’.12 

Jomini’s classification dominated land warfare in Europe until the First 
World War. His ideas were plagiarised by military theorists across the conti-
nent, and they provided the axioms inculcated in the military academies 
which proliferated from the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
His emphasis on planning, cartography and lines of communication meant 
that his definition of strategy became the raison d’être of the general staffs 
which were institutionalised during the course of the nineteenth century. By 
���� military men were, broadly speaking, agreed that strategy described 
the conduct of operations in a particular theatre of war. It involved encircle-
ment, envelopment and manoeuvre. It was something done by generals.

This was ‘traditional’ strategy – based on universal principles, institu-
tionalised, disseminated and at ease with itself. It acknowledged, too, that 
strategy did not embrace the entire phenomenon of war. Strategy was only 
one of three components which made up war – the central element sand-
wiched between national policy on the one hand and tactics on the other. 
Each was separate, but the three had to be kept in harmony.

The problem that confronted traditional strategy lay not in its defini-
tion but in its boundaries with policy. Many generals came to believe, as 
Moltke the elder told Bismarck in the Franco-Prussian war, that once war 
was declared the statesman should fall silent until the general delivered 
the victory.13 Friedrich von Bernhardi, writing in ����, said that ‘if war is 
resolved upon, the military object takes the place of the political purpose’. 
But Bernhardi should not be quoted selectively (as he so o�en was in Britain 
a�er the outbreak of the First World War). He fully recognised that the 
object could not fixed from a purely military viewpoint, but had to take 
into account the reciprocal effects of military action on political affairs. The 
commander who demanded the right to set the object himself, without 
regard to the political purpose, had to be rebuffed. ‘War is always a means 
only for a�aining a purpose entirely outside its domain. War can, therefore, 
never itself lay down the purpose by fixing at will the military object.’14 

Nor was this ambivalence about the dividing line between strategy and 
policy a symptom of Prussianism. A French general and one of the great 
military writers of his day, Jean Colin, declared in ���� that ‘once the war 
is decided on, it is absolutely necessary that a general should be le� free 
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to conduct it at his own discretion’.15 Colin died in ����, the year in which 
another French general, Henri Mordacq, became the military aide of Georges 
Clemenceau, the prime minister who not only united France’s efforts in the 
prosecution of the First World War but also established most clearly the 
Third Republic’s political primacy over the nation’s army commanders. In 
���� Mordacq wrote a more nuanced discussion than Colin’s on the relation-
ship between policy and strategy in a democracy, one in which he stressed 
the need for the general to submit his plans for governmental approval to 
ensure that they conformed with the political objective. But he also reminded 
the government of its obligations: the civil power should indicate to the 
high command its political objective, and then it should let the soldiers get 
on with their job free of intervention. He quoted Moltke: ‘strategy works 
uniquely in the direction indicated by policy, but at the same time it protects 
its complete independence to choose its means of action’.16

Strategy’s propensity to replace policy was reflected at the institutional 
level. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries policy and strategy 
were united in one man – the king or the emperor, Frederick the Great or 
Napoleon. In the states of the early twentieth century they could not be, 
however much Kaiser Wilhelm II may have believed they were. During the 
First World War, the machineries for the integration of policy and strategy 
either did not exist, as in Germany, Austria-Hungary and Russia, or emerged 
in fits and starts, as in Britain and France. Even in ����, when the Entente 
allies appointed Ferdinand Foch their generalissimo, his principal task was 
the coordination of land warfare on the western front. He took charge of 
strategy traditionally defined. Less clear were the lines of responsibility 
between him and the allied heads of state.

When the war was over, some strategic thinkers, most notably Basil 
Liddell Hart, would argue that it had been won not by land operations on 
the western front, but by the application of sea power through the blockade. 
Traditional definitions of strategy, those developed between, say, ���� and 
���� by thinkers whom we would now classify as the classical strategists, 
were limited by more than just their focus on operations. They also neglected 
war at sea. The military historian needs to confront an existential question: 
why is there strategy on the one hand and naval strategy on other? Why is 
the use of the adjective ‘naval’ an indication that those who have wri�en 
about the conduct of war at sea have not been incorporated into the main-
stream histories of war?

‘We are accustomed, partly for convenience and partly from lack of a 
scientific habit of thought, to speak of naval strategy and military strategy 
as though they were distinct branches of knowledge which had no common 
ground.’ So wrote Julian Corbe�, the first really important strategic thinker 
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produced by Britain.17 Corbe� went on to argue that both naval and military 
strategy were subsumed by the theory of war, that naval strategy was not a 
thing by itself. His thinking in this respect was directly shaped by his reading 
of Clausewitz. In other words he located himself not in some maritime back-
water but in the mainstream of classical strategic thought. His theory of war 
was that ‘in a fundamental sense [war] is a continuation of policy by other 
means’.18 He went on: ‘It gives us a conception of war as an exertion of violence 
to secure a political end which we desire to a�ain, and … from this broad and 
simple formula we are able to deduce at once that wars will vary according to 
the nature of the end and the intensity of our desire to a�ain it.’19 

When Corbe� addressed the officers at the Royal Naval War College 
before the First World War, he distinguished between what he called ‘major 
strategy’ and ‘minor strategy’. Plans of operations, the selection of objec-
tives and the direction of the forces assigned to the operation were now not 
strategy but minor strategy. Major strategy 

in its broadest sense has also to deal with the whole resources of the nation 
for war. It is a branch of statesmanship. It regards the Army and Navy as 
parts of the one force, to be handled together; they are instruments of war. 
But it also has to keep in view constantly the politico-diplomatic position of 
the country (on which depends the effective action of the instrument), and 
its commercial and financial position (by which the energy for working 
the instrument is maintained).20 

Corbe� had therefore begun to apply the word ‘strategy’ to policy and 
to see the two as integrated in a way that Clausewitz had not. Corbe�’s title 
‘major strategy’ prefigures what Britons came to call ‘grand strategy’ and 
Americans ‘national strategy’. This unites him with his near contemporary, 
Alfred Thayer Mahan. Both then and since, however, commentators on the 
two founders of naval thinking have tended to polarise their views. Corbe� 
argued that sea power was only significant when it affected events on land; 
Mahan was critical of amphibious operations. Corbe� concerned himself 
with trade defence; Mahan was sceptical about cruiser war. Corbe� doubted 
the importance of fleet action; Mahan was its greatest advocate. But Mahan, 
like Corbe�, was working towards a theory of grand strategy. Like Corbe� 
and Clausewitz, Mahan was rooted in the classical strategic tradition, in 
his case through Jomini. But Jomini’s influence, although evident in what 
Mahan said about naval strategy narrowly defined, should not obscure 
the novelty and innovative quality of what he said about sea power more 
broadly defined. For Mahan, strategic arguments were based on political 
economy. Maritime trade was vital to national prosperity, and naval supe-
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riority was essential to the protection of the nation’s interests. That naval 
superiority in itself depended on the seafaring traditions of the population, 
the nation’s culture and the state’s political structure.21 There was therefore 
a symbiotic link between sea power, liberal democracy 
and ideas of grand strategy. All three elements seemed 
to have been required to achieve synergy – a point 
made clear if we look at the third great titan of naval 
thought, Raoul Castex.

Castex wrote a five-volume treatise on strategy 
in the inter-war period. He was a French admiral, 
and France was a liberal democracy which had been 
sustained during the First World War through British 
credit and Atlantic trade. But France saw itself as a land 
power before it was a sea power. Castex began his five 
volumes by defining strategy in terms identical to those 
of the pre-���� military writers: ‘Strategy is nothing 
other than the general conduct of operations, the supreme art of chiefs of a 
certain rank and of the general staffs destined to serve as their auxiliaries’.22 
He had not changed this formulation, originally wri�en in ����, a decade 
later. His discussion of the relationship between politics and strategy, and 
their reciprocal effects, treated the two as entirely separate elements, and 
concluded with a chapter entitled ‘le moins mauvais compromis’ (‘the least 
bad compromise’).23 The key factor determining Castex’s reluctance to 
embrace grand strategy as Corbe� and Mahan had done was that France 
had vulnerable land frontiers. Its army was more important than its navy.

Sea-girt states, like Britain and the United States, freed – unlike France 
– from the need to maintain large standing armies for the purposes of 
defence against invasion, could develop along political lines that favoured 
individualism and capitalism. The prosperity thus engendered became the 
means to wage war itself – what Lloyd George, as Britain’s chancellor of the 
exchequer in ����, called the ‘silver bullets’.24 In ����, these links – between 
peacetime preparation and the conduct of war itself, and between economic 
capability and military applications – prompted the military theorist, J.F.C. 
Fuller, to entitle a chapter of his book, The Reformation of War, ‘The Meaning 
of Grand Strategy’.25 He regarded the division of strategy into naval, mili-
tary and now aerial components as ‘a direct violation of the principle of 
economy of forces as applied to a united army, navy and air force, and hence 
a weakening of the principle of the objective’. Moreover,

our peace strategy must formulate our war strategy, by which I mean 
that there cannot be two forms of strategy, one for peace and one for war, 
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without wastage – moral, physical and material when war breaks out. The 
first duty of the grand strategist is, therefore, to appreciate the commercial 
and financial position of his country; to discover what its resources and 
liabilities are. Secondly, he must understand the moral characteristics of 
his countrymen, their history, peculiarities, social customs and systems of 
government, for all these quantities and qualities form the pillars of the 
military arch which it is his duty to construct.26 

Here, as in other respects, Fuller’s ideas were aped and developed 
by Liddell Hart. Pursuing also the trajectory set by Corbe�, Liddell Hart 
believed that Britain’s strategy should be shaped not according to pa�erns 
of continental land war but in a specifically British context, conditioned by 
politics, geography and economics. He therefore distinguished between 
‘pure strategy’ and ‘grand strategy’. Pure strategy was still the art of the 
general. But the role of grand strategy was ‘to coordinate and direct all the 
resources of the nation towards the a�ainment of the political object of the 
war – the goal defined by national policy’.27 

$POóBUJPO�PG�TUSBUFHZ�BOE�QPMJDZ
Liddell Hart cast a long shadow forward, influencing both the allies’ conduct 
in the Second World War and their subsequent interpretation of it. The polit-
ical leaders of Britain, the United States and the Soviet Union coordinated 
their plans: they practised grand strategy, refusing to treat the theatres of 
war in isolation and se�ling the relationship of one theatre to another. The 
coping stone to the British official history of the Second World War was the 
six volumes of the deliberately titled ‘grand strategy’ series, two of them 
wri�en by holders of Oxford’s Chichele Chair in the History of War (as it 
is now dubbed), Norman Gibbs and Michael Howard. Although Howard’s 
was the fourth volume in chronological sequence, it was the last but one to 
appear, and was published �� years a�er the first. However, Howard found 
that the series’ editor, J.R.M. Butler, had a�empted no more helpful state-
ment than to say of grand strategy that ‘it is concerned both with purely 
military strategy and with politics’.28 Howard therefore began his volume 
with a definition of grand strategy: ‘Grand strategy in the first half of the 
twentieth century consisted basically in the mobilisation and deployment 
of national resources of wealth, manpower and industrial capacity, together 
with the enlistment of those of allied and, when feasible, of neutral powers, 
for the purpose of achieving the goals of national policy in wartime.’29 

What had now happened – at least in Britain and the United States – was 
the conflation of strategy and policy. When Liddell Hart had himself defined 
grand strategy, he had admi�ed that it was ‘practically synonymous with 



5IF�-PTU�.FBOJOH�PG�4USBUFHZ����

the policy which governs the conduct of war’ and ‘serves to bring out the 
sense of “policy in execution”‘.30 Edward Mead Earle, in the middle of the 
Second World War, defined strategy ‘as an inherent element of statecra� at 
all times’, and contended that grand strategy so integrated the policies and 
armaments of a nation that it could render the resort to war unnecessary.31 

This conflation of strategy and policy has created particular problems 
for strategic theory shaped in the Anglo-American tradition since ����, and 
particularly over the last �� years. Earle was the dominant text up to and 
including the ����s, a decade distinguished in ���� by the publication of the 
English translation of Clausewitz’s On War by Michael Howard and Peter 
Paret. Howard and Paret’s edition gave the full text of Clausewitz a reader-
ship far larger than it had ever enjoyed before. Those readers, responding 
to Earle’s injunction that strategy was an activity to be pursued in peace 
as well as in war, not least because the advent of nuclear weapons appar-
ently gave them no choice, focused their a�entions on chapter � of Book I 
of On War. That is of course the sole book of On War which is deemed to be 
fully finished, and it is the only book in which the idea of war’s relationship 
to policy is fully developed. However, these new readers tended to inter-
pret Clausewitz’s understanding of policy and politics according to their 
own liberal lights, and not according to his. Policy was seen as controlling, 
guiding and even limiting war. The integration of strategy and policy was 
therefore a ‘good thing’ in a liberal and rationalist sense. But in Clausewitz’s 
own day politics had the opposite effect – they removed the restraints on 
war. The French Revolution transformed the power of the state, and so trans-
formed France’s capacity to wage war. This is most evident not in Book I but 
in Book VIII of On War. ‘As policy becomes more ambitious and vigorous, so 
will war, and this may reach the point where war a�ains its absolute form.’32 
In this passage Clausewitz seems clear in his own mind that the Napoleonic 
Wars had rendered real something that in Book I of On War he would treat 
as ideal, the notion of absolute war. 

Moreover, the link between war and revolution suggests another reversal 
in the standard Anglo-Saxon interpretation of Clausewitz. War itself could 
effect domestic political change – the nation was constituted and defined 
through struggle. Clausewitz, for all that this article has quoted his definition 
of strategy, was not really concerned with definitions per se. He was interested 
in war as a phenomenon. War could be existential, not instrumental, its waging 
a social and moral catharsis. War could itself create a political identity.33

Clausewitz was a German nationalist who hated France and who 
o�en expressed himself in accents that link him to the so-called German 
Sonderweg and even to the Nazis. With Prussia defeated at Jena in ���� and 
humiliated therea�er, war had become for Clausewitz not an instrument 
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of policy but policy in its highest form. Prussia had to wage war to find its 
own identity: its readiness to sustain the struggle was an end in itself. The 
political declaration of February ����, his response to Prussia’s acceptance 
of Napoleon’s demand that it contribute troops to the invasion of Russia, 
turned humiliation into defiance: 

I believe and confess that a people can value nothing more highly than the 
dignity and liberty of its existence. That it must defend these to the last 
drop of its blood. That there is no higher duty to fulfil, no higher law to 
obey … That even the destruction of liberty a�er a bloody and honourable 
struggle assures the people’s rebirth. It is the seed of life, which one day 
will bring forth a new, securely rooted tree.34 

Revolutionaries like Guiseppe Mazzini in the nineteenth century or Franz 
Fanon in the twentieth expressed themselves in comparable terms. So too did 
many Germans in the inter-war period, convinced by the defeat of ���� that 
the army had been ‘stabbed in the back’. Clausewitz the German nationalist 
was at times closer in his thinking to Erich Ludendorff, the German army’s 
first quartermaster general of ����–��, than we care to acknowledge or than 
Ludendorff himself did.  In his post-war book, Der totale Krieg, Ludendorff 
wrongly claimed that Clausewitz’s conception of politics was restricted 
only to foreign policy, and went on say that ‘politics, at least during the 
[First World] War, ought to have fostered the vital strength of the nation, 
and to have served the purpose of shaping the national life’. 35 It was – and 
is – fashionable to see Ludendorff as deranged by ����, if not before, but 
his prediction of the next war, that it ‘will demand of the nation to place its 
mental, moral, physical, and material forces in the service of the war’,36 was 
not so inaccurate. Ludendorff was writing about what his English transla-
tors called totalitarian war, a conflict which would require the mobilisation 
of the entire population for its prosecution.

War being the highest test of a nation for the preservation of its existence, a 
totalitarian policy must, for that very reason, elaborate in peace-time plans 
for the necessary preparations required for the vital struggle of the nation 
in war, and fortify the foundations for such a vital struggle so strongly that 
they could not be moved in the heat of war, neither be broken or entirely 
destroyed through any measures taken by the enemy.37

As Carl Schmi� put it a�er the Second World War, only a people which 
can fight without consideration of limits is a political people.38 The idea 
that politics could expand the way in which war was conducted was not 
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just one entertained by fascists or Germans. Total war was a democratic 
idea. Clemenceau’s government of ����–�� had invoked the rhetoric of the 
French Revolution to summon the nation and Churchill spoke of total war 
in Britain in ����–��. Definitions of strategy therefore broadened because 
of the ambiguity between the categories of war and of politics which world 
war generated. In the immediate a�ermath of ���� the powers assumed, as 
Clausewitz had tended to do in ����, that the future pa�ern of war would 
pursue a trajectory derived from the immediate past. Total war would 
become the norm.

5IF�$PME�8BS�BOE�UIF�TUSBUFHZ�PG�EJTTVBTJPO
The advent of nuclear weapons confirmed and consolidated those trends. If 
used, they would ensure that war was total – at least in its destructive effects. 
To obviate this, theories of deterrence were developed and employed, which 
themselves conflated strategy and foreign policy. Deterrence itself then 
became the cornerstone of a new discipline, strategic studies, but strategic 
studies were focused not so much on what armies did in war as on how 
nations used the threat of war in peace. By ���� Thomas Schelling defined 
strategy not as ‘concerned with the efficient application of force but with 
the exploitation of potential force’. Strategy itself therefore 
helped erode the distinction between war and peace, a trend 
confirmed by the high levels of military expenditure in the 
Cold War, and by the tendency to engage in proxy wars and 
guerrilla conflicts below the nuclear threshold.

The meaning of strategy had now changed. Conventional 
strategy was a strategy of action; it prepared for war and 
then implemented those preparations. Nuclear strategy was 
a strategy of dissuasion; it prevented war. Conventional 
strategy was built up through historical precedent. Nuclear 
strategy had no real precedents, beyond the dropping of the 
two atomic bombs on Japan. And so it focused on finding a 
new methodology, building scenarios and borrowing from 
mathematics and probability theory. Indeed methodology 
itself seemed on occasion to be the raison d’être of strategic thought. Nuclear 
strategy abandoned the focus on victory. It was, in the opinion of one French 
commentator, ‘astrategic’.39 Another Frenchman, General André Beaufre, 
demonstrated the impasse which strategy had reached. War, he declared, 
was total, and therefore strategy must be total. That meant that it should be 
political, economic, diplomatic and military. Military strategy was therefore 
one arm of strategy.40 But what then was political strategy? Beaufre did not 
confront his own oxymoron.41 Strategy without any adjective was for him 

5IFPSJFT�PG�
EFUFSSFODF�
DPOóBUFE�
TUSBUFHZ�

BOE�GPSFJHO�
QPMJDZ



��  )FX�4USBDIBO

both political and military, and therefore was about policy outcomes, not the 
use of force as the means to achieve them. 

None of this was too problematic for the navies of the Cold War. Naval 
strategists had long seen strategy as operative in peace as well as war. Fleets 
and bases, even more than armies and fortifications, had to be prepared 
before a war broke out, and their shape and distribution moulded the 
strategy to be followed once hostilities began.42 Those pa�erns provided 
their own forms of security in peace as well as in war: for example, they 
underpinned the notion of pax Britannica. But for the classical strategists of 
land war the notion of strategy in peace was inherently illogical. This had 
begun to change in the period before the First World War, when the a�ention 
given to war plans and peacetime military preparations led to arguments 
that these activities could properly be considered part of strategy. But the 
presumption was not that the end was the application of strategy in peace-
time but its be�er use when war came. For the armies the end remained 
combat. For the navies the end might turn out not to be war at all. 

Armies and their generals lost their way in the Cold War. The discipline 
of strategy, which defined and validated the art of the commander, the busi-
ness of general staffs, and the processes of war planning, was no longer 
theirs – or at least not in the United States or in Britain. Beaufre wrote that 
‘the word strategy may be used o�en enough, but the science and art of 
strategy have become museum pieces along with Frederick the Great’s snuff-
box and Napoleon’s hat’. Strategy, he concluded, ‘cannot be a single defined 
doctrine; it is a method of thought’.43 Edward Lu�wak, writing towards the 
end of the Cold War defined strategy as ‘the conduct and consequences of 
human relations in the context of actual or possible armed conflict’.44 

/FX�XPSET�GPS�PME
Strategy was appropriated by politicians and diplomats, by academics 
and think-tank pundits, and it became increasingly distant from the use of 
the engagement for the purposes of the war. The la�er activity was given 
new titles. Barry Posen distinguished between grand strategy and military 
doctrine. The former was ‘a political-military, means-ends chain, a state’s 
theory about how it can best “cause” security for itself’. The la�er was a sub-
component of grand strategy and concerned the means used by the military.45 
In the ����s the American and British militaries responded to this crisis by 
embracing the operational level of war – sited between grand strategy and 
tactics. They even invented a spurious genealogy for it. If it had roots, they 
were Russian. Aleksandr A. Svechin, writing in ����, placed operational art 
between tactics and strategy, and defined strategy as ‘the art of combining 
preparations for war and the grouping of operations for achieving the goal 
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set by the war for the armed forces’.46 However, it proved more convenient 
for most commentators to locate the evolution of the operational level of 
war in Germany – perhaps because Germany was now an ally and perhaps 
because there was an Anglo-American conspiracy to laud Germany’s mili-
tary achievements in the two world wars despite their defeat in both.47

Most German generals before ���� divided war into tactics and strategy, 
just like generals of every other state. The tasks and problems, which 
Schlieffen set the German General Staff while its chief between ���� and 
����, were called ‘Taktisch–strategischen Aufgaben’ (tactical-strategic prob-
lems), not operational problems. The First World War showed the generals 
of Germany, like those of every other state, that the conduct of war was not 
just a ma�er of strategy in an operational sense, but also involved political, 
social and economic dimensions. However, the veterans of the supreme 
command, the Oberste Heeresleitung, did not respond to this realisation as 
the British did: grand strategy figured neither as a phrase nor as a concept in 
the immediate a�ermath of the armistice. Ludendorff entitled his reflections 
on the war, published in ����, Kriegführung und Politik, ‘the conduct of war 
and policy’. The title was significant on two counts.

First, the waging of war was kept separate from policy, although yoked 
to it. In ����–��, the German supreme command under Hindenburg and 
Ludendorff had established de facto roles in areas of public life that were 
neither operational nor strictly military, even if they did indeed have impli-
cations for the conduct of the war. Ludendorff’s conclusions from this 
experience were threefold. The first was to stress that operational ma�ers, 
strategy as it was traditionally understood, were the business of professional 
soldiers; in many ways this was a reiteration of pre-war demands, and it was 
reflected in a number of works by former staff officers. The second was to 
blame the civil administration for not supporting the military as Ludendorff 
felt it should. The third conclusion was that government needed to develop 
mechanisms to enable it to resolve the tensions between the conduct of war 
and policy. For some that pointed to the creation of joint civil and military 
bodies, as in the Entente powers; for others it was an argument for the resto-
ration of the monarchy; for Ludendorff it was a case for embodying the 
direction of policy and Kriegführung in a single leader, a Führer.48

The second point evident in Ludendorff’s book was how li�le it said about 
strategy. Ludendorff had been contemptuous of strategy in ����–��, and had as 
a result fought offensives in the west in the first half of ���� that had succeeded 
tactically but had failed to deliver strategic outcomes. In ����, he did no more 
than repeat the lapidary definition of the elder Moltke, that strategy was a 
system of expedients. Moltke himself had gone on to say that strategy is ‘the 
transfer of knowledge to practical life … the art of acting under the pressure of 
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the most difficult conditions’.49  Such truisms conveyed li�le.  German military 
thought in the inter-war period followed suit. Strategy dropped out of currency. 
In ����–��, three massive volumes on the military sciences were published in 
four parts, the first appearing with an imprimatur from the minister of war, 
Werner von Blomberg. They had no separate entry for strategy, which was 
subsumed under Kriegskunst, or the art of war. What was said about strategy 
was new only in so far as it stressed that it was no longer simply a ma�er for the 
army, but now had to combine all three services. In other respects it remained 
what it had been before the First World War, a ma�er of operational direction: 

Thus strategy embraces the entire area of the military conduct of war in its 
major combinations, especially the manoeuvres (operations) and ba�les 
of armies and army components to achieve mutual effects and ultimately 
the military war aim. 

The hierarchy of policy, strategy and tactics also remained intact: 

So strategy makes available to tactics the means for victory and at the same 
time sets the task, just as it itself derives both from policy. 50

The relationship between war and politics was treated under a separate 
heading, ‘Politik und Kriegführung’, and the la�er word itself was now taken 
to mean not just the conduct of war in an operational sense but the combina-
tion of political and military factors by the supreme powers.51 The domain 
of the army specifically was increasingly described not as strategy but in 
related terms, as Militärische or Operative Kriegführung. The achievements of 
the Wehrmacht in ����–�� conformed to the expectations generated by these 
guidelines. They were the consequence of applied tactics more than of any 
overarching theory, and they confirmed – or so it seemed – that strategy was 
indeed a system of expedients, ‘the art of acting under the pressure of the 
most difficult conditions’. The German army which invaded France in ���� 
was doing li�le more than follow its own nose.52 But a�er the event its victory 
was bestowed with the title Blitzkrieg and became enshrined in doctrine. 
Germany lost the Second World War in part for precisely that reason, that it 
made operational thought do duty for strategy, while tactical and operational 
successes were never given the shape which strategy could have bestowed.

This pedigree to the operational level of war, which is the focus for doctrine 
in so many Western armies, raises some interesting points. The first is an 
easy and largely true observation, that the so-called operational level of war 
is in general terms li�le different from what generals in ���� called strategy. 
The second is that, like those generals, armed forces today are a�racted 
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to it because it allows them to appropriate what they see as the acme of 
their professional competence, separate from the trammels and constraints 
of political and policymaking direction. However, there is a crucial differ-
ence. In ����, the boundary between strategy and policy, even if contested, 
was recognised to be an important one, and the relationship was therefore 
addressed. Today, the operational level of war occupies a politics-free zone. 
It speaks in a self-regarding vocabulary about manoeuvre, and increasingly 
‘manoeuvrism’, that is almost metaphysical and whose inwardness makes 
sense only to those initiated in its meanings. What follows, thirdly, is that the 
operational level of war is a covert way of reintroducing the split between 
policy and strategy. Yet, of course the operational level of war determines 
how armed forces plan and prepare in peacetime, and therefore shapes the 
sort of war they can fight. The American and British armies developed their 
enthusiasm for the operational level of war in the ����s, for application in a 
corps-level ba�le to be fought against an invading Soviet army in northern 
Europe. The successes of the ���� Gulf War created the illusion that it was 
an approach of universal application. It is now applied in situations, such 
as peace support operations, in which the profile of politics is much higher 
than would have been the case in a high-intensity major war. One conse-
quence for the United States military has been the disjunction between the 
kind of war for which it prepared in ���� and the war in which its govern-
ment actually asked it to engage. Thinking about the operational level of 
war can diverge dangerously from the direction of foreign policy.

3FEJTDPWFSJOH�TUSBUFHZ
Strategy should of course fill the gap. But it does not, because strategy has 
not recovered from losing its way in the Cold War. In the ����s nuclear 
weapons and nuclear deterrence were deprived of their salience. The stra-
tegic vocabulary of the Cold War – mutual vulnerability, bipolar balance, 
stability, arms control – was no longer relevant. However, nobody wanted to 
revert to the vocabulary of traditional strategy. Strategic studies have been 
replaced by security studies. At times they embrace almost everything that 
affects a nation’s foreign and even domestic policy. They require knowledge 
of regional studies – of culture, religion, diet and language in a possible 
area of operations; they require knowledge of geography, the environment 
and economics; they concern themselves with oil supplies, water stocks and 
commodities; they embrace international law, the laws of war and applied 
ethics. In short, by being inclusive they end up by being nothing. The conclu-
sion might be that strategy is dead, that it was a creature of its times, that it 
carried specific connotations for a couple of centuries, but that the world has 
now moved on, and has concluded that the concept is no longer useful. 
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That would be a historically illiterate response. Classical strategy was 
a discipline based on history – based, in other words, on reality not on 
abstraction. Strategy a�er ���� may have been materialist, in the sense that 
it responded to technological innovation more than it had in the past, and 
it may have used game theory and probability more than experience and 
principle. But that was not true of any major strategist writing before ����. 
Such men used history for utilitarian and didactic purposes, some, like 
Liddell Hart, in ways that were blatantly self-serving. Even Clausewitz was 
more selective in his study of military history than he cared to admit. But 
he, like Jomini, or like Mahan or Corbe�, wrote more history than theory. 
They all believed that strategy involved principles that had some enduring 
relevance. They mostly accepted that those principles were not rules to be 
slavishly followed, but they did believe that principles could give insight. 
Two obvious conclusions follow. First, history is necessary to put their 
theories in context. We have, for instance, to approach Clausewitz’s discus-
sion of the relationship between war and policy recognising that he was a 
product of Napoleonic Europe and not of the nuclear age. Secondly, a grasp 
of strategy traditionally defined is required if we are to appreciate the clas-
sical texts on the subject.

Strategy, however, is not just a ma�er for historians. It concerns us all. 
Strategy is about war and its conduct, and if we abandon it we surrender the 
tool that helps us to define war, to shape it and to understand it. Martin van 
Creveld, John Keegan and Mary Kaldor, among others, have argued that war 
traditionally defined, that is war between states conducted by armed forces, is 

obsolescent.53 In so doing, they have pointed to a fundamental 
but underappreciated truth, that war has its own primordial 
nature, independent of its political or social se�ing.54 Moreover, 
the Western powers have unwi�ingly colluded in a process in 
which war is once again to be understood in its primitive state. 
War has been wrenched from its political context. In Hobbesian 
terms, the state’s legitimacy rests in part on its ability to protect 
its citizens through its monopoly of violence, but the state’s 
right to resort to war in fulfilment of its obligations has been 
reduced. One reason is that international law has arrogated the 
decision to go to war, except in cases of national self-defence, 
to the United Nations. Even states involved in a de facto war 
do not declare war, so as to avoid breaches of international law. 
Paradoxically, therefore, international law has deregulated war. 

The notion that waging war is no longer something that states do is particu-
larly prevalent in America and Europe for three further reasons. First, enemies 
tend to be portrayed either as non-state actors, or, when they are not, as failed 
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states (the description applied to Afghanistan) or rogue states (that deemed 
appropriate in the case of Iraq). Either way their political standing is compro-
mised. Secondly, the armies of America, Britain and France are professional 
bodies, drawn from a narrow sector of the society on whose behalf they are 
fighting: such armies have become the role models in contemporary defence. 
But they represent their states more than their nations, their political leader-
ships more than their peoples. The same could be said of the private military 
companies, bodies without a formal national identity but on which even states 
with competent armed forces rely. Thirdly, and the logical consequence of all 
the preceding points, European states (thanks to �� September this applies less 
to the United States) identify war with peacekeeping and peace enforcement. 
However, they are not the same. Peace support operations make problematic 
the traditional principles of war, developed for inter-state conflict. The objects 
of peacekeeping are frequently not clear, and the operations themselves are 
under-resourced and driven by short-term goals. On the ground command is 
divided, rather than united, and forces are dispersed, not concentrated; as a 
result the operations themselves are in the main indecisive.

War persists, but the state’s involvement and interest in it are reduced. 
The issues raised by war too o�en seem to be ones not of their conduct and 
utility but of their limitation. The overwhelming impression is that they are 
initiated by non-state actors, that they are fought by civilians, and that their 
principal victims are not soldiers but non-combatants. The reality is of course 
somewhat different. States do still use war to further their national self-
interest. The European members of NATO did so in Kosovo and the United 
States did so in Iraq. The infrequency of intervention despite the atrocities 
and humanitarian disasters in sub-Saharan Africa provides counter-factual 
evidence to support the point. Without perceived self-interest, the Western 
powers are reluctant to use military force.

The state therefore has an interest in re-appropriating the control and 
direction of war. That is the purpose of strategy. Strategy is designed to make 
war useable by the state, so that it can, if need be, use force to fulfil its political 
objectives. One of the reasons we are unsure what war is is that we are unsure 
about what strategy is or is not. It is not policy; it is not politics; it is not diplo-
macy. It exists in relation to all three, but it does not replace them. Widening 
definitions of strategy may have helped in the Cold War, but that was – ironi-
cally – both a potential conflict on a par with the two world wars and an epoch 
of comparative peace among the great powers. We now live in an era when 
there is perceived to be a greater readiness on the part of both the United 
States and the United Kingdom to go to war. Today’s wars are not like the two 
world wars, whose scale sparked notions of grand strategy. Then big ideas 
helped tackle big problems. But today such concepts, loosely applied, rob the 
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more localised wars that confront the world of scale and definition. Threats are 
made bigger and less manageable by the use of vocabulary that is imprecise. 
The ‘war on terror’ is a case in point. In its understandable shock a�er �/��, 
America maximised the problem, both in terms of the original a�ack (which 
could have been treated as a crime, not a war) and in terms of the responses 
required to deal with the subsequent threat. The United States failed to relate 
means to aims (in a military sense) and to objectives (in a political sense). It 
abandoned strategy. It used words like prevention and pre-emption, concepts 
derived from strategy, but without context. They became not principles of 
military action but guidelines for foreign policy. 

Britain’s position is also instructive. Its assertion of the right to pre-
emptive action was not first set out in UK International Priorities but in the 
Ministry of Defence’s ‘New Chapter’ to the Strategic Defence Review. The 
Ministry of Defence, not the Foreign Office, was therefore articulating the 
policy which would guide Britain’s decision to use force. One of the reasons 
why strategy has fallen into a black hole is that the government department 
most obviously charged with its formulation has expanded its brief into 
foreign policy, and that in turn is a consequence of widening definitions 
of war. Britain does not have an identifiable governmental agency respon-
sible for strategy (despite the Foreign Office’s apparent but perverse claim 
that that is its task). When the Falklands War broke out in ����, Margaret 
Thatcher, as prime minister, had to improvise a war cabinet, a body that 
brought together the country’s senior political and military heads: it has 
le� no legacy, any more than has its prototype, the Commi�ee of Imperial 
Defence, an advisory commi�ee of the full cabinet set up in ����.

When George Bush gave his London speech in November ����, one 
possible challenger to his second term as president was Wesley Clark, who 
sought (but did not get) the Democrat nomination. Clark’s career has been 
fashioned not by politics but by the army, and it culminated as Supreme 
Allied Commander Europe in the Kosovo war of ����. The political and 
legal problems which that conflict generated undercut his military prepara-
tions, leading him to conclude: ‘any first year military student could point 
to the more obvious inconsistencies between our efforts and the require-
ments posed by the principles of war’. Clark writes and lectures on waging 
modern war: he uses the word ‘strategy’ a great deal and he uses it with 
precision. His military experience is recent, but his refrain sounds familiar, 
even if old-fashioned: ‘Using military force effectively requires departing 
from the political dynamic and following the so-called “Principles of War” 
identified by post-Napoleonic military writers a century and a half ago’.55 

The point is not that generals should go back to what they were doing 
in the nineteenth century, but that politicians should recognise what it is 
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that generals still do in the twenty-first century – and do best. If strategy 
has an institutional home in the United States or in the United Kingdom, it 
is located in the armed services. And yet in the planning of both the wars 
undertaken by the United States since the �/�� a�acks, those in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, professional service opinion, from the chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff downwards, has o�en seemed marginal at best and derided at worst. 
In ���� the Goldwater-Nichols Act enhanced the authority of the chairman 
and made him the president’s military advisor.  This was the relationship 
played out between Colin Powell and George Bush senior in the first Gulf 
War in ����-��.  In ����, the chairman answered less to the president than 
to the Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld. Rumsfeld was already at 
odds with his generals over the ‘transformation’ of the armed forces, and 
his subsequent reactions exposed the mismatch between his aspirations 
and their expectations. In the words of Bob Woodward: ‘Eighteen days 
a�er September ��, they were developing a response, an action, but not a 
strategy’. The military ‘had geared itself to a�ack fixed targets’, while the 
politicians were talking about doing a ‘guerrilla war’. The military recog-
nised that the consequence of the la�er would be regime change, but the 
president refused to accept the probable consequences of his own policy, 
saying ‘our military is meant to fight and win war’, and denying that US 
troops could be peacekeepers.56 

Kabul fell within �� days. The United States had prevailed in Afghanistan 
(or so it seemed) without having had to formulate strategy.  Action had gener-
ated its own results.  The rapidity of the success bred more than surprise; it 
bred its own confidence, a ‘can do’ mentality which put more premium on 
taking the initiative than on learning lessons for the formulation of strategy.  
Planning for Iraq displayed a comparable under-appreciation of strategy.  
Clearly the US armed forces displayed their competence 
at the operational level of war in March–April ����. 
They were also able to recognise the manpower needs of 
post-conflict Iraq and the requirement to cooperate with 
non-governmental organisations. Theoretically they could 
see the campaign in strategic terms, with a planning cycle 
that embraced four phases – deterrence and engagement; 
seizing the initiative; decisive operations; and post-conflict 
operations. But strategy was driven out by the wishful 
thinking of their political masters, convinced that the 
United States would be welcomed as liberators, and deter-
mined that war and peace were opposites, not a continuum. This cast of 
mind prevented consideration of the war’s true costs or the implications of 
occupation, and the United States found itself without a forum in which the 
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armed forces either could give voice to their view of the principles at stake 
or be heard if they did.57

���������������������������������

Recent commentators have noted with dismay the under-funding both of the 
State Department in the United States and the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office in Britain. They bemoan the readiness to militarise foreign policy 
rather than to use patient diplomacy. But the fault is not that of the military; 
it is the responsibility of their political masters.58 They – not the soldiers 
– have used the armed forces as their agents in peace as well as in war. 
The confusion of strategy with policy is a manifestation both of the causes 
of this ‘militarisation’ and its consequences.  President Bush’s speech of 
November ���� made clear that he had a policy. Indeed he has courted criti-
cism precisely because it has been so clear and trenchant. But that is not 
strategy. The challenge for the United States – and for the United Kingdom 
– was, and is, the link between the policy of its administration and the 
operational designs of its armed forces. In the ideal model of civil–mili-
tary relations, the democratic head of state sets out his or her policy, and 
armed forces coordinate the means to enable its achievement. The reality is 
that this process – a process called strategy – is iterative, a dialogue where 
ends also reflect means, and where the result – also called strategy – is a 
compromise between the ends of policy and the military means available to 
implement it. The state, and particularly the United States, remains the most 
powerful agency for the use of force in the world today. Lesser organisations 
use terror out of comparative weakness, not out of strength. The conflation 
of words like ‘war’ and ‘terror’, and of ‘strategy’ and ‘policy’, adds to their 
leverage because it contributes to the incoherence of the response. Awesome 
military power requires concepts for the application of force that are robust 
because they are precise. 
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