RETHINKING GRAND STRATEGY
(Published by Small Wars Journal blog, June 21, 2018)

Abstract: Grand strategy may seem an irrelevant idea but it’s not. As Colin Gray
declares “all strategy is grand strategy.” Without a grand strategy that explains the
ends, works the means and sets out the ways, lower-level strategies will be
uncoordinated, work at odds with each other and be unlikely to succeed. Grand strategy
seems superfluous as its gotten unhelpfully confused with the National Security Strategy.
1t should be instead thought of as a practical problem solving methodology you can apply
to particular real-world problems. This article rethinks grand strategy to provide just
that.

Grand strategy has a bad rap but it’s not the concept’s doing. A perception has developed
that the National Security Strategy (NSS) and grand strategy are the same. This is a major
error. The NSS addresses certain matters of particular Congressional concern as required
under the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act. The NSS is simply a particular example of a
grand strategy, not the whole of grand strategy as a problem-solving approach.

Worse the NSS seems disoriented. The NSS is a late Cold War creation when the Soviet
Union was the obvious central focus. Similarly if more generically, grand strategy in
originating in war stressed staying focused on the adversary. Post Cold War though, with
the USSR dismantled, the NSS lost its concentration, drifting into what John Ikenberry
calls a milieu grand strategy, one aiming to shape the general international environment.'

It’s easy to be sceptical of this sub-type of grand strategy. As a recent book, ‘The End of
Grand Strategy’, nicely argues it’s really hard to see how one grand strategy can address
all the problems a state faces.” But the book goes a step too far in deciding that, as the
NSS is a poor grand strategy format, the idea of grand strategy is now of little value.

This confusion is important as the post-Cold War era ends and our problems intensify.
It’s not just the Greater Middle East’s ‘forever wars’, North Korea’s rockets or Russian
malfeasance but crucially the rise of China. China has both the economic potential to
outspend America and its allies on defense and the population base to man any size
military force structure acquired. The West’s post-Cold War era military and economic
overmatch is receding. Our edge may become using our national power better, more
effectively and more efficiently. Better thinking could be crucial.

The concept of grand strategy can help gain the thinking edge. Even a small gain would
be valuable in offsetting greater material power. Historian Hew Strachan observes: “if
ambition outstrips resources, the need for grand strategy, and for a coherent grand
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strategy at that, is all the greater because waste is both unaffordable and unforgivable.””

We need to rethink grand strategy focusing on its use as a practical problem-solving
methodology. Such an idea immediately enters the Jomini versus Clausewitz debate. In a
very broad sense, Jomini gave readers a list of principles to apply to all future wars.
Clausewitz instead sought to educate readers allowing them to apply his broad insights as
they saw fit.

Treating grand strategy as a practical problem-solving methodology is a bit of both. It’s
easier to approach a complex problem if you have some form of structured way to think
about the issues. This notion tends to privilege agency. It forces people to focus on what
they want to achieve and how. On the other hand structuring thinking only goes so far.

Context is clearly crucial albeit a deep understanding of the context can really only be
obtained after the event — the famous 20:20 hindsight. Context is, to say the least,
complicated and confusing, and worse, constantly evolving. This is where history is
really useful however it is not by itself the full solution. History looks backwards. It is
written knowing what happened whereas we look forward into an uncertain future.

So using grand strategy as a practical problem-solving methodology means applying a
structure to your problem’s context. It can help you think but it doesn’t do your thinking
for you. This is of course very different to those frequent exhortations to adopt this or that
highly-specific grand strategy. If you treat grand strategy as a problem-solving tool, you
need to do the hard intellectual work yourself. Chances are however, you know more
about your own problems then a distant writer in some ivory tower.

In discussing this, it helps to use Art Lykke’s famous model that deconstructs strategy
into ‘ends’ (objective), ‘means’ (instruments of national power) and ‘ways’ (course of
action).* The ‘ends’ are achieved by using the ‘means’ in appropriate ‘ways’. Purists
will note that may be expressed as EEW+M. Lykke’s seminal article however used
Strategy = E+W-+M. The difference is important for more than just pedants.

Ends

Strategy involves interacting with particular intelligent and adaptive others trying to
change our relationship with them for the better.” In this though Liddell-Hart discerned
an important issue: “while the horizon of strategy is bounded by the war, grand strategy
looks beyond the war to the subsequent peace.”® A grand strategy then tries to take us to a
better future where our relationship with specific states or non-state actors is improved -
even if only from our perspective.
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This better future may be best expressed in terms of international politics. Clausewitz
would have understood: “the political object is the goal, war is the means of reaching it”.”
The field of politics between states has long been examined in the International Relations
academic discipline. Its language, concepts and theories can assist defining the desired
ends.® Crucially however, the ends and the ways are directly related as discussed later.
The ends chosen bound the possible ways - and vice versa. The ends sought may need to

change depending on what ways are practical.

Defining the ends highlights the importance of knowing the object of a grand strategy. A
grand strategy needs to be quite clear on who the target is, in terms of non-state actors,
single states, alliance partners, regional groupings or the complete international system.

If contemporary NSSs are milieu grand strategies, the other type are positional grand
strategies that focus on a specific state or group of states. The Cold War era containment
grand strategy was a positional type. It gradually grew to involve taking actions across
the globe however it was consistently focussed on a single bi-lateral relationship, that
between the US and the USSR. For America, the rest of the world comprised others who
could help, hinder or distract from its containment grand strategy but were considered
unimportant in themselves, being seen instead in terms of the American/ USSR
relationship. This thinking is well illustrated in comments made in 1970 by US National
Security Council staffer Marshall Wright:

“both in Africa and in the UN our policy is essentially defensive. Neither is
central in any way to US foreign policy operations or interests. We deal with them
because they are there, not because we hope to get great things out of our
participation. We aim at minimizing the attention and resources which must be
addressed to them. What we really want from both is no trouble. Our policy is
therefore directed at damage limiting, rather than at accomplishing anything in
particular.”’

Conceiving a grand strategy’s ends as involving changing our relationship with others
means the oft-used term ‘national interest’ becomes simply an input in grand strategy
deliberations not a central driver. The term has long been criticised as meaning different
things to different people, having an imprecise meaning and of being used to justify any
policy the term’s user decided to support.'’

More tellingly, in terms of practical implementation, declarations of national interests are
difficult to link to strategy, as they provide no defined objective. It is then unknown when
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it is reached or the time it should be reached by or where it ranks in resource priority
order. National interest statements are more expressions of national aspirations than
purposeful policy shapers.'' For example, the latest NSS lists one of four vital national
interests as “promote American prosperity.” It’s reasonable to assume all Administrations
have had such a desire, rather than the converse. With an enhanced understanding of the
better peace sought, national interest declarations can be shifted from being a primary
strategy determinant to having a more secondary, rhetorical function.

Means

The ‘means’ further differentiates strategy from grand strategy. A grand strategy applies
all the instruments of national power including diplomatic, informational, military and
economic measures. In contrast, a strategy focuses on applying a single type of
instrument. Moreover unlike strategy, a grand strategy also involves developing the
resources needed for implementation: people, money, materiel, soft power and
legitimacy. As J.F.C. Fuller observed: “While strategy is...concerned with the movement
of armed masses, grand strategy...embraces the motive forces which lie behind them
both - material and psychological.”'* Crucially, if current resources are insufficient, the
grand strategy guides their expansion and this can have a big impact.

Aaron Friedberg argued that during the Cold War America developed its required
resources better than the Soviet Union."> The Soviet Union with a strong statist political
culture choose a grand strategy that made it into a “garrison state”, where primacy was
given to military preparation at significant detriment to society and the ultimate collapse
of the USSR. Conversely, the US with an anti-statist ideology was more prudent and
struck a better balance between military preparedness, long-term economic growth and
societal prosperity. The US became a “contract state”, limiting extraction and
mobilization to very specific areas of the economy and becoming reliant upon private
enterprise for the necessary research, development and manufacture of armaments. The
American grand strategy as it evolved progressively imposed less of a burden on its
society and this gave the U.S. greater resilience and robustness than the increasingly
brittle Soviet Union.

Ways

There are many ways possible, far too many for any policymaker to recall especially
when busy, time-constrained or stressed. A simpler approach is to consider the
fundamental ways of changing an existing relationship into something better: stopping
them doing something, working with them or trying to change their minds. Incorporating
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International Relations theoretical thinking (including on power'") then leads to three
broad types of grand strategy: denial, engagement and reform."

A denial grand strategy assumes superior relative power determines outcomes; you can
stop others achieving their objectives by being more powerful than them.'® In such a
grand strategy military and economic might is used in ways that means that others will in
fear avoid disagreeable behaviours or, if needs be, can be physically stopped through
using force.

An engagement grand strategy makes use of groups in the other state that have interests
and desires that you share, or at least that are useful to you.'” You can support these
helpful groups so they prevail in the continual jostling between domestic interest groups
rather then groups you disapprove of. The aim is to ensure that the ‘right’ people govern.
Ensuring what the other state wants is what you want is the goal.

A reform grand strategy changes the ideas people hold.'® The old ideas first need to
collapse with people convinced a new replacement idea is essential. Then those particular
members of a society who have a strong influence on the ideas people adopt need to be
convinced that some new notion (of yours) is the answer. After this, these idea advocates
need supporting until their message convinces enough people that a tipping point is
reached, a cascade occurs and most accept the new thinking.

In this, it’s important to note that the ends and the ways are directly related. Specific ends
are only achievable with particular appropriate ways. For example, a denial grand
strategy will not change people’s deeply held norms and identities.

It’s also important not to perceive a grand strategy as a set-and-forget, launch-and-leave
methodology. The effectiveness and efficiency of a grand strategy as initially conceived
will inevitably change as others over time take actions opposing or supporting it, either
deliberately or unintentionally. Grand strategies accordingly have a distinct life cycle:
they arise, evolve through learning (some call this emergent!?) and then at some point
finish and transition to another grand strategy or an alternative.??

Such broad thoughts on rethinking grand strategy suggest America’s future grand
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strategy options from a problem-solving viewpoint. If the rise of China overshadows all,
then a positional grand strategy focussed on China might appeal. Under this other states
and regions - like Russia and the Middle East - would be managed depending on how
they helped or hindered the building of the future desired relationship between the US
and China. Some issues like terrorism might then be managed using risk management,
that is trying to limit the damage any future acts of terrorism could cause rather than
trying to cleanse the world of such political violence.

On the other hand, it might be better to have several positional grand strategies tailored
for the major issues perceived, say one each for China, Russia and the Middle East.
Middle Eastern jihadism clearly calls for a different approach to managing peer
competitors but even in the later case China and Russia are not the same, suggesting quite
different grand strategies would be sensible. The various grand strategies in play would
still be grand strategies in the sense of being about interacting relationships and applying
and building power in appropriate ways. The methodology can be applied simultaneously
across varying levels of the international system; it is simply a problem-solving device.

Devising grand strategies however hinges on being able to define the ‘ends’ you want.
This may not be an intellectually easy task, making risk management and opportunism
appealing alternatives. Both approaches await events meaning defining a desired future is
unnecessary. Risk management tries to lessen the damage an identified risk causes if it
eventuates; opportunism tries to take advantage of new situations that emerge. Being
event driven makes a big difference. Only the grand strategy methodology tries to shape
events and take us to our desired future. It may not succeed but its ambition suggests
grand strategy is worth a try.

Peter Layton is a Visiting Fellow at the Griffith Asia Institute, Griffith University. A
former RAAF Group Captain, he has extensive defence experience, including in the
Pentagon and at NDU, and a doctorate in grand strategy. This article draws on his book
‘Grand Strategy’. His other posts, articles and papers may be found here while more
biographical details are noted here.

Added Additional Enclosures:
1. Grand Strategy Process (relevant extract from book)

2. Review of ‘Grand Strategy’ by Lukas Milevski, author of The Evolution of
Modern Grand Strategic Thought, Oxford University Press, 2016
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Enclosure 1

4

Making Better Grand Strategies: A Practical
Approach

How can we assist people imagine better grand strategies?
This chapter builds from the previous, theoretically-oriented and
somewhat complicated chapter in setting out in a simple manner the
form and the content of the grand strategy diagnostic process. This
process is designed to help people structure their initial thinking
about a grand strategy problem and provide a useful starting point
for developing alternative courses of action. Using this process,
people can ascertain what is relevant amongst the typically large
amount of information presented, how all this fits together and what
further confirmatory information should be sought. It helps thinking
to be focused so better judgments can be made.

Chapter Two determined that: grand strategy is the art of
building and applying diverse forms of power in an effective and
efficient way to try to purposefully change the order existing between
two or more intelligent and adaptive entities. Chapter Three devised
‘building power’ and ‘applying power’ frameworks that when
combined creates the complete grand strategy process summarized in
Figure 4 below. This diagram is the book in a single image.
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Some specific characteristics are worth noting. Firstly, while the
diagram flows left to right the key issue to initially address is the
type of order desired and if that seems achievable given the context.
In this, the process deliberately forces users to be quite precise about
the outcomes they wish to achieve. Secondly, ends and ways are
directly linked. The type of order sought is related to the manner in
which the means are used to achieve it. This importance of this is
highlighted in the case study of the George W. Bush 2002 grand
strategy that sought to use military force to bring democracy to Iraq.
Thirdly, the process is explicitly structured on the proposition that
the three grand strategy types should be considered as mutually
exclusive. The goal sought can only be met by one particular type of
grand strategy the specific paradigm it is paired with. Blending
grand strategy types produces incoherence and confusion as the case
study example of the British appeasement grand strategy brings out.

Lastly, the schemas are a crucial element. While their basis
and how they were derived were discussed in Chapter Three, they
were not detailed. This task is done below. The schemas are the
lenses through which grand strategy problems are viewed. The
description of each schema follows a similar structure allowing
ready comparisons to quickly discern contrasts if needed. It will
become quickly apparent that each schema focuses on very different
aspects: states (denial), sub-state groups (engagement) or ideas
(reform).

Extract finishes here
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cannot address all the problems that
trouble states. Having a variety of
approaches is both useful and necessary.

The End of Grand Strategy: US
Maritime Operations in the Twenty-First
Century insightfully examines both the
contemporary US NSS approach and current
US Navy operations across the globe. While
American-centric by intent, the book
contains many concepts and ideas that
smaller nations may find useful, especially
in contemplating future multilateral naval
operations, an area of growing importance.
The book offers much for policymakers,
military planners, academics and all those
concerned with understanding the business
of strategising. W

Peter Layton is a Visiting Fellow at the
Griffith Asia Institute at Griffith University.
His PhD is in grand strategy and he has taught
onthis at the US National Defense University.
He is the author of the book Grand Strategy
(2018).

DOI: 10.1080/03071847.2018.1497456
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rand Strategy by the Australian
academic and defence analyst
Peter Layton is one of the latest
contributions to the ever-growing
literature on grand strategy. Fortunately,
Layton’s work does not represent the
usual tired fare that characterises the
literature — that is, the endless rounds of
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policy prescription for this or that ‘grand
strategy’, most often proposed without
any serious thought dedicated to
translating the prescription into real-
world action and practice. This reviewer
has previously identified Layton through
his earlier work on grand strategy as
representing a new wave in the
conceptualisation of grand strategy,
along with Hal Brands in the US. This new
wave interprets grand strategy as a
particular type of decision-making
process — Layton contrasts it with risk
management and opportunism as
alternative ways of making decisions and
interacting with the world (Brands by
comparison sees no feasible alternative
to grand strategy). Layton’s Grand
Strategy represents the culmination of
several years of study and thought to
develop this particular interpretation of
grand strategy.

The result is not a work of policy
prescription, but rather is the elucidation
of an optimised grand strategy diagnostic
process designed to benefit busy
policymakers by providing them with a
model of how to think about grand strategy.
Grand Strategy begins by creating this
diagnostic process step by step, allowing
readers to follow the logic that underpins
the model as a whole. Layton’s logical
sequence opens with a conceptual
exposition of grand strategy. This transitions
into the second step, a two-stage discussion
of applying and developing power, both
vital for Layton’s interpretation of grand
strategy. The third step considers the new
well-elucidated vision of grand strategy in
a more practical, real-world sense, which
culminates in the fourth and final step of
case studies of each of the three types of
grand strategy.

His first step is to discuss grand
strategy conceptually: what is it, actually
(according to Layton)? He identifies three
key elements, which also serve to
distinguish grand strategy from strategy:
grand strategy enacts change in the long
term (as opposed to strategy, which
focuses on immediate concerns); in
principle it involves the use or potential
use of all instruments of power (unlike
strategy, which employs a single
instrument at a time); and it subsumes
under its purview the responsibility for
developing the instruments of power that

it would then use (which lies beyond
regular notions of strategy). Along with
these core features, Layton also discusses
the importance of recognising the lifecycle
of a grand strategy and knowing when
to end it, whether due to its success or
to its failure, and the need to transition
to a new grand strategic, or other,
approach.

From this conceptual basis, Layton
takes his next step, which is to examine in
greater theoretical detail the problems of
both applying and developing power — a
step with two stages, the first for application
of power and the second for its
development. He identifies three major
categories of applying power: denial, or
trying to stop another state or entity from
achieving a desired objective; engagement,
or trying to cooperate with another polity
to achieve a jointly desired objective; and
reform, or trying to transform altogether
the thinking of another state or other
political entity. He broadly associates these
three categories of grand strategy with
realism, liberalism and constructivism,
respectively. Denial and realism emphasise
the competitive and conflictual elements
of international affairs and the role of hard
power — they may achieve goals such as
balancing power among rivals, creating a
concert of powers (great powers acting
together to manage international affairs),
or the achievement of hegemonic stability
(the enforcement of international stability
by the most-powerful actor). Engagement
and liberalism focus on cooperation and
non-military instruments and, by subverting
existing power structures in other states
and accomplishing a regime change from
an illiberal to a liberal one, may engineer
complex interdependence, liberal
institutionalism or the liberal peace. Layton
also notes that it can be used to promote
illiberal regimes as well, and employed
Iranian support for Hizbullah from 1982—
2006 as one of his cases. Reform and
constructivism highlight norms in
international behaviour and the ability to
change those norms or even the social
identity of other actors.

The second stage of Layton’s second
step is his analysis of how to develop
power. Here again he builds a model that
differentiates issues, situations and
approaches. First, the policymaker must
identify whether the issue at stake is a
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near-term or longer-term issue. If the
former, is it a situation of necessity or of
choice? If the latter, is it a situation of
relative certainty or uncertainty? Near-
term situations of necessity call for near-
term managerial approaches, whereas
near-term situations of choice are
appropriate for near-term market
approaches, which are based on
manipulating and exploiting local and
global market forces, with inducements,
incentives, regulations and the like.
Similarly, longer-term situations of relative
certainty call for long-term managerial
approaches, whereas longer-term
situations of relative uncertainty are
appropriate for long-term market
approaches. Both the applying power and
developing power stages of Layton’s
second step are accompanied by models
which clarify graphically what Layton
enunciates through writing. He then takes
all these figures and combines them into
a single, yet still PowerPoint-friendly
model.

This ultimate model is the foundation
for Layton’s next step, which is to get away
from the theory and consider the question
of making grand strategy from a
more practical perspective. Here he
considers each essential category of grand
strategy —denial, engagement and reform —
individually and explains its logic of
operation in practice. He explains
what the role of each broad type of
power — military, economic, diplomatic,
informational and international
institutional — plays within each of the
categories of grand strategy. To take the
military instrument as an example, in
denial grand strategies it is directed against
the adversary’s military capabilities,
whether through war, blackmail or
deterrence, among others; in engagement
grand strategies, military power may be
targeted against that which adversarial
social groups within a state or organisation
value most, but not against the liberal
aspects of the state or organisation, as
Layton assumes we are acting in their
favour to strengthen them; and in reform
grand strategies the military instrument
is a supporting instrument for advancing
the desirability of the reforms proposed.
Layton also considers the various
conditions that favour success for each
category of grand strategy.

Having laid out this model and
explored its practical workings, albeit still
fairly conceptually, Layton’s next step is
to examine case studies of each category
of grand strategy. Layton provides three
cases for each essential variant. One is
always a success, one is always a success
in a difficult case and one is always a failure
of grand strategy. The cases span a wide
range of grand strategies in practice, from
the Tamil Tigers’ denial grand strategy,
1990-2002; to the US European Recovery
Program (the Marshall Plan) grand strategy,
1947-52; to the campaign to ban landmines,
1992-99. As his final step, Layton considers
a vital question: when not to use grand
strategies to solve a problem, in favour of
risk management or opportunism.

Layton has made a valuable
contribution to the grand strategic literature
by avoiding the usual policy prescription
in favour of elucidating how a policymaker
may think about conceptualising and then
practising grand strategy. There are sure
to be quibbles and disagreements over
Layton’s conceptualisation of grand strategy
(this reviewer has various disagreements
and dissatisfactions with the book on this
front —for example, Layton fully embraces
the evolution of the concept of grand
strategy, whereas this reviewer is rather
more sceptical), or his distinctions, for
instance, among the essential categories.
However, the focus on how to think rather
than on what to think and what grand
strategy to pursue is undoubtedly and
ultimately a far more productive perspective
on grand strategy. For those interested in
improving the practice of grand strategy
or foreign policy, this is a highly
recommended work. B

Lukas Milevski is a lecturer at Leiden
University. He has published two books with
Oxford University Press, The Evolution of
Modern Grand Strategic Thought (2016)
and The West’s East: Contemporary Baltic
Defense in Strategic Perspective (2018).
DOI: 10.1080/03071847.2018.1494922

‘ '.) Check for updates

Defending the Rock: How
Gibraltar Defeated Hitler

Nicholas Rankin
Faber and Faber, 2017

NICHOLAS RANKY

DEFENDING

THE ROCK,

ER
How GIBRALTAR DEFEATED HITL

history of Gibraltar, Nicholas Rankin
attempts to make the case that
Gibraltar was central to the defeat of
Nazi Germany in the Second World War.
Rankin’s claim as to Gibraltar’s vital
importance in the defeat of the Axis powers
rests upon the evidence of Adolf Hitler
himself. In the months before Hitler’s
suicide in April 1945, the Flhrer reflected
that ‘we ought to have attacked Gibraltar
in the summer of 1940’ (p. 345). But Hitler’s
declining mental faculties by 1945,
combined with several years of chronic
abuse of opiates and amphetamines, calls
seriously into question whether his analysis
should be given any weight. If anything,
Hitler laying the blame for his defeat at
the feet of an Anglo-Saxon European colony
seems entirely consistent with his desire
to avoid a truth that for him was utterly
unpalatable — that the real turning point
in the war was his army’s defeat at the
hands of the Soviets at the Battle of
Stalingrad.

In this lengthy and broad-ranging

If you've gotten this far you must be interested! If you

would like a review copy of Grand Strategy please let me

know on p.layton@griffith.edu.au. No such thing as a
free lunch though ;-) There is a cost: a book review in

some august blog, magazine or journal.
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