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By C O L I N  S .  G R A Y

The Strategist as Hero

W ith undergoverned space as its 
context, the purpose of strategy is to 
secure control of that turbulent zone. 
More often than is acknowledged 

in history books, the political and military battlespace 
for the strategist is, or certainly approaches, a condition 
of chaos. The theme of this essay is the struggle by the 
strategist to devise, sustain, and satisfactorily conclude 
purposeful behavior. There are grounds for doubt as to 
whether or not most strategists are heroes. However, the 
impediments to even adequate, let alone superior, strate-
gic accomplishment are so numerous and so potentially 
damaging that there is little room for skepticism over the 
proposition that the strategist’s profession is a heroic one.

One can photograph an army but not the strategy 
by which the strategist seeks to direct it. One can have 
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paintings of Carl von Clausewitz but not of his theory. 
Strategy is ethereal. It can be explained and understood, 
but in common with love, happiness, pain, fear, or secu-
rity, for example, it cannot be represented directly. Its 
presence or absence, as well as its quality, can be inferred 
from behavior as registered in the course of events, but 
then only if there is a plausible connection between 
known intention and that record. It is notable that the 
media, especially the electronic media, do not often try to 
address strategy. Rare indeed are the books on great (or 
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poor) strategists, and the television channels 
that provide vicarious military excitement for 
armchair warriors almost go out of their way 
to avoid discussing strategy. When, excep-
tionally, strategy is the subject, the program 
more often than not limits its ambition to 
coverage of operational level effort. One must 
sympathize. The medium, be it print, film, 
or PowerPoint, has a way of commanding its 
subject more than it ought. And of course, one 
should not forget the client. Publishers can 
sell books about famous generals or admirals 
but not about little known strategists (for 
example, Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery 
but not Viscount Alanbrooke, or General 
George Patton but not George Marshall). 
Strategy is a familiar word and is widely 
believed to be an important concept, but it is 
barely comprehended. Indeed, even today, it is 
little understood that the concept commonly 
is misidentified and that the word, especially 
in adjectival form, is misapplied.

Unquestionably, strategy is as impor-
tant as it is awesomely difficult to do well 
enough. The title of this essay is not a casual 
choice. Only rarely are medals for outstand-
ing performance won easily. The subject 
truly is challenging, and the strategist’s role, 
properly understood, is a heroic one. To be 
performed well, its multiple demands require 
extraordinary natural gifts, advantages that 
need nurturing by education and experience. 

That granted, successful strategic conduct 
should not be so difficult as to evade plausible 
explanation. 

The Purpose of Strategy 
De quoi s’agit-il?—“What is it (all) 

about?” “What is the problem?”—to borrow 
from Marshal Ferdinand Foch and Bernard 
Brodie.1 If the strategist’s most potent question 
is “So what?” Foch’s question must be directed 
at strategy itself. Strategy functions as the 
only purpose-built bridge connecting political 
ends with the methods and means for their 
attempted achievement, most especially the 
military tools. While the basic function of this 
metaphorical bridge necessarily is to connect, 
say, policy and army, the purpose for which 
this key task is performed is to achieve some 
degree of control over the polity’s security 
context. Those holding the strategy bridge are 
charged with the planning and higher orches-
tration of the policy instruments that in threat 
and action should impress themselves upon 
the bodies and minds of those who ought to 
be concerned by such behavior. The strategist 
needs to be able to influence enemies, allies, 
and neutrals, which means influencing minds 
and actions, foreign and domestic. To bend 
an enemy’s will to resist and, if required, to 
reduce the capacity of his military means to 
do harm, the strategist needs to have control 
over the course of events. For this heroic 

task to be feasible, the strategist first must 
ensure that he controls his own capacity to 
do the harm he intends. This is the practice 
of command. Not for nothing is command 
paired with control in the standard military 
formula. So complementary are the two 
concepts that in effect, command and control 
are fused as a meta-concept. The purpose of 
command is to control friendly armed forces 
so that they can prevail in combat with an 
enemy whose strategists also are exercising 
command in search of control (in their case, 
over us) so as to shape and even dictate the 
course of strategic history. This is what strat-
egy is all about. This is the answer to Foch’s 
fundamental question. But the strategist as 
would-be controller of history is ever locked in 
a struggle against severe odds. The political-
bureaucratic policymaking, the military 
execution, and the political consequences of 
the strategy process in those distinctive but 
overlapping phases always threaten to dis-
solve process into chaos. Preparation for war 
and war itself and its warfare inherently are 
hostile environments for good order in strat-
egy. Unfortunately for good predictive order, 
confusion verging upon chaos approaches the 
natural condition of war writ large and of its 
warfare, as well as being a constant menace to 
the invention, development, and execution of 
rational and reasonable strategy. The strate-
gist must operate in “bandit country,” and 
that country has both domestic and foreign 
provinces. The enemy is apt to be the single 
largest factor among the problems that can 
frustrate the strategist with his preferred 
strategy. But a policymaking process at home 
and among allies that is more than marginally 
dysfunctional and a military that is something 
less than tailored and razor-sharp will come a 
close second.

Strategy and Strategies: 
Theory and Practice 

It would be unwise, though not wholly 
implausible, to risk an unwelcome historical 
echo by declaiming for strategy what might 
read as a severely parsimonious declaration of 

the strategist needs to be able 
to influence enemies, allies  
and neutrals, which means 

influencing minds and actions  
foreign and domestic
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faith: “One theory, one theorist, one historical 
challenge!” Translated, this trinitarian credo 
would claim that there is only one general 
theory of strategy; there is only one strategic 
theorist fully worthy of the job title; and there 
is only one set of strategic problems, eternally 
and universally. This extreme example of 
reductionism happens to be useful because 
it does highlight two all but axiomatic truths 
while it exaggerates a justifiable, though argu-
able, claim. First, there has been, is, and can be 
only a single general theory of strategy. Differ-
ent theorists will present this theory in ways 
that reflect the conditions unique to their 
historical context as well as their personalities; 
nonetheless, they must all paint pictures of the 
same essentially unchanging landscape.

Second, it is not wholly unreasonable to 
argue that the one general theory of strategy 
is located and explained well enough by Carl 
von Clausewitz in On War. Although I no 
longer endorse this judgment, it is appropri-
ate to record a massive note of confidence 
in Clausewitz’s theorizing. I am prepared 
to defend the claim that our general theory 
of strategy is to be found in the works of 10 

authors at most. Apart from Clausewitz, a 
list of the greatest strategic theorists should 
include Sun Tzu, Thucydides, Niccolo Machi- Niccolo Machi- Machi-
avelli, Antoine Henri de Jomini, Basil Liddell 
Hart, J.C. Wylie, Edward N. Luttwak, Bernard 
Brodie, and Thomas C. Schelling.2 Each of 
these authors augments, enriches, and cor-
rects the Prussian sufficiently to warrant a 
place on the all-time short list of outstanding 
strategic theorists.

Third, it is reasonable—strictly, it is una-
voidable—to argue that one general theory, 
and potentially even one general theorist, has 
eternal and universal validity because the fun-
damentals of strategic challenge do not alter. 
Each of the theorists identified here speaks to 
the problems that every practicing strategist 
has to solve, regardless of his circumstances 
and historical location. This is less true of Bro- Bro-
die’s writings, but some of his strategic analy- writings, but some of his strategic analy-
ses, despite their period-piece Cold War foci 
and flavor, nonetheless reflect an exceptional 
awareness of the general theory of strategy.

It is vital to recognize the persisting 
authority of a single general theory of strat-
egy, no matter that it is presented in various 

forms and styles. Such singularity has a 
fundamental authority over a vastly vari-
able historical domain. This imperium—for 
that is its nature through the whole course 
of strategic history—witnesses the creation 
and execution of specific strategies keyed to 
command and control in unique contexts. 
Thus, the realm of general strategic theory 
is unchanging, while that of the practicing 
executive strategist is always liable to alter by 
evolution and even revolution.

There is an inescapable sense in which 
the apparently clear conceptual distinction 
between theory and practice may mislead. 
Although making and executing strategy as 
a plan for action lie within the realm of prac-
tice, every such plan inherently is a theory, 
paradoxical though this may seem. A strategy 
expressed in the form of a plan, formal or 
informal, must be a theory of victory, however 
defined for its historical context. This strategic 
plan or strategy, more or less detailed, more 
or less optimistic, predicts a desirable course 
of events. In effect, the plan, which is to say 
the strategy, explains how military, inter alia, 
success will be made to happen. It will specify, 
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in whatever detail is appropriate for its level 
(overall military, operational, tactical), and in 
more or less discretionary terms, who will do 
what, with what, in what sequence, where, and 
when. The strategy may or may not explain 
why tasks are to be performed. Anchored in 
time and place, and hence in strategic context, 
the pragmatic and responsible executive strat-
egist is obliged to practice theory. To plan is to 
theorize. Theories appear in many guises, but 
nonetheless the practicable looking military 
solution to a pressing real-world problem is, in 
a vital sense, a theory of victory. The practic-
ing strategist must engage in “if . . . then” logic 
and prediction.

Whereas all strategies are plans, not all 
plans are strategies. Military action may be 
guided by a plan, but the plan might simply 
direct forces to be used in a tactically effective 
manner, with no careful attempt to relate such 
intended use to the achievement of goals that 
have much operational, strategic, or political 
value. Many of strategic history’s so-called 
war plans have been nothing of the kind. They 
can fail the strategy test in several ways. For 
example, they may be designed with no more 
discernible ambition than the intention to 
bring on a “decisive” battle. In the best Napo-
leonic tradition, one would maneuver in order 
to fight at an advantage. But this could be in 
the worst Napoleonic tradition of not having 
a clear idea how victory would conclude a war 
satisfactorily; just what would the purport-
edly decisive battle decide? For another class 
of example, armed forces can be committed 
to the fight in the absence of any reasonable 
expectation that the fight, no matter how well 
or poorly conducted, will achieve any posi-
tive result. An all-too-plain example of this 
second category of mainly expressive violence 
would be a large-scale bilateral nuclear war. 
Nuclear war plans are a practical necessity, 
but in execution above a modest level of well-
calibrated firepower delivered for intended 
coercive effect, they must require destructive 
behavior indulged for its own sake. In actual-
ity, the use of nuclear weapons on a large scale 
would mean only that their owner could think 
of nothing else to do, even though such action 
could serve no strategic or political purposes.3

The literature on war planning is 
voluminous but typically is so concerned to 
turn over every bureaucratic stone that as a 
result, the plot at several levels often is lost.4 
The context for, and consequences of, specific 
cases of war planning have a way of evading 
the attention they merit. Furthermore, the 

kind of professional expertise that deep 
knowledge of war planning experience both 
needs and attracts is not an expertise often 
inclined to spark creative theorizing by its 
owner. On the one hand, historical war plan-
ning experience is reasonably well understood 
by historians, but they tend to be profession-
ally allergic to bold theorizing, including that 
with a strategic focus. On the other hand, our 
contemporary war planners, competent and 
even occasionally creative as they may be, are 
inhibited from contributing to the theory of 
strategy with respect to the role of planning 
by both the need for official secrecy and their 
own lack of professional proficiency in such 
theorizing. The predictable result of the situa-
tion just described is a strategic studies litera-
ture that is weak in its general understanding 
of the roles and significance of what generi-
cally has been known as war planning, though 
today often is called defense planning. Plans, 
formal and informal, explicit and implicit, 
are of crucial significance for the translation 
of politically guided, strategically educated 
intention into military achievement.

The Value of Strategic Theory 
For many defense professionals, military 

and civilian, theory is a word and concept 
more likely to induce hostility, certainly indif-
ference, than respect. Pragmatic strategists, 
their staffs, other advisors, and their executive 
agents in the military field can have no small 
difficulty grasping the connection between, 
say, most of Clausewitz’s philosophizing about 
the nature of war and solutions to their own 
contemporary problems.

Officials usually are not interested in the 
nature of strategy. Instead, for example, they 
need to know how best to bring down Hitler’s 
Third Reich. Strategic philosophy can seem 
more useful for alleviating insomnia or sup-
porting a damaged table leg than as a source 
of useful advice. The practical strategist, 
locked into a contextually unique challenge, 
will look in vain to the classics of strategic 
theory in his search for usable specific answers 
to particular problems. In 1944, Dwight D. 
Eisenhower and his master commanders 
on the Combined Chiefs of Staff committee 
needed to decide how to win the war in the 
West in the context of the war(s) as a whole, 
European and Asia-Pacific. They could have 
found few usable particular answers in the 
pages of Sun Tzu, Thucydides, or Clausewitz.

The general theory of strategy, however 
it is presented—mingled in a historical nar-

rative (Thucydides), all but PowerPointed 
cryptically (Sun Tzu), or more than a little 
entangled in a challenging philosophical 
exposition (Clausewitz)—can only educate; 
it cannot instruct with specific advice for 
today. The general theory explains the nature 
of strategy everywhere, for all times and for 
all conditions. What it can do is to educate 
practicing executive strategists so that they 
are mentally adequately equipped to tackle 
their historically unique problems. In short, 
the practicing strategist is taught, if he proves 
teachable, how to think about his real-world 
challenges. By category, he knows what he 
needs to worry about and he understands, 
again by broad category, how he might 
succeed in evading or defeating many of the 
causes for his anxiety. Alert both to complex-
ity and to the wholeness of his subject, the 
strategist also knows that the categories he 
employs to achieve some mental order all 
interpenetrate to help produce messily com-
pounded strategic effects and consequences. 
Between high theory and command practice 
for and in combat lies the enabling agency 
of doctrine. Only the educated strategist can 
be trusted to develop the multilevel body of 
doctrine that must serve to staple together 
synergistically efforts in performance at every 
level of warfare.

Clausewitz—who else?—provides a thor-
oughly persuasive explanation of why theory 
has value for practice. In justly honored 
language, we are advised that “theory exists 
so that one need not start afresh each time 
sorting out the material and plowing through 
it but will find it ready to hand and in good 
order.”5 He advises also that “theory need not 
be a positive doctrine, a sort of manual for 
action.” Rather, “it is meant to educate the 
mind of the future commander, or more accu-
rately, to guide him in his self-education, not 
to accompany him to the battlefield.”6 

The case for general strategic theory is 
inscribed in the whole practice and malprac-
tice of strategy throughout history. Theory 

when policymakers, soldiers, 
and commentators are ill 

educated in strategic theory, 
they misuse concepts, and 
such misuse contributes 

readily to unsound planning 
and faulty behavior
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requires clarity and suitability of definition 
and the specification of relationships among 
distinguishable elements in the structure of 
the subject. Also, not least, theory provides 
explanation of causation. When policymakers, 
soldiers, and commentators are ill educated 
in strategic theory, they misuse concepts, and 
such misuse contributes readily to unsound 
planning and faulty behavior. For a leading 
example, a fundamental lack of intellectual 
grip upon the distinctive natures of policy, 
strategy, and tactics licenses appalling self-
harming misuse of the adjective strategic. If 
theory does not educate as to the difference 
between a policy instrument and that instru-
ment itself—as, for an historical example, 
in the Strategic Air Command, or strategic 
missiles, or the strategic deterrent—then the 
strategy function is unlikely to be well served. 
If a military force is called strategic, an exis-
tential meaning of that force is asserted. Such 
a claim is a logical, and often will be a practi-
cal, absurdity. Since the tactical behavior of 
all troops has strategic consequences, be they 
ever so modest, it follows that the adjective is 
deprived of sense.

By no means can the general theory 
of strategy provide all the education that a 
practicing executive strategist requires and 

should be able to employ usefully. In addition 
to book-learned theory, the strategist will 
be educated by professional enculturation, 
informal as well as formal, by personal experi-
ence, and by wider extra-strategic learning. 
Probably the example of examples was the 
influence of Homer on Thucydides, and 
indeed on all Greeks of that period.7 Whatever 
may be said in praise of the Iliad and the 
Odyssey, in the military dimension they are 
far more tactical than strategic. How much, 
how well, and what the strategist acquires by 
way of strategic education will depend con-
siderably upon his biology, psychology, and 
the accidents of time and place that provided 
the unique contexts, perhaps the strategic 
moments, for his instruction. The strategist 
learns his strategy not only with reference to 
what the classics and culture and events bring 
to him. Just as much, the strategist’s educa-
tion is shaped, even sometimes determined, 
by what the mind and body of the individual 
human being bring to the education on 
offer. It is agreeable to note that Clausewitz 
advises that: “[theory] must also take the 
human factor into account, and find room for 
courage, boldness, even foolhardiness. The art 
of war deals with living and with moral forces. 
Consequently, it cannot attain the absolute, 

or certainty; it must always leave a margin for 
uncertainty, in the greatest things as much as 
in the smallest.”8

These words should shake the con-
fidence of theorists who seek to purvey a 
science of strategy. There continue to be theo-
rists who believe that, for example, war’s fog 
and friction can be dispersed and avoided by 
reliable material means. Such foolish people 
fail, or at least refuse, to recognize that the 
most significant dimension to the strategic 
function is the human. Moreover, a note-
worthy aspect to this human dimension of 
difficulty and achievement is the adversary’s 
nature and character.

Stripped to the barest, one can claim that 
strategic theory is an aid to clear, perhaps just 
clearer, thinking about all aspects of war and 
peace, nested in political and other contexts, 
domestic and foreign. In its general form, 
this theory provides clarity in definition, in 
identification of relationships, and in causa-
tion, which is to say in the crucial matter of 
consequences. In truth, strategic theory is not 
an optional extra. All practical strategists prac-
tice the theory of strategy. They differ only in 
the quality of their practice, a quality that most 
historical experience tries to tell us can and 
should owe much to strategic education.

Admiral Mullen addresses Marines deploying to 
Afghanistan as part of President Obama’s troop surge
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history, the absence of a strategy, a theory of 
victory in war worthy of the name, does not 
mean that that behavior must lack strategic 
consequences. Far from it. One need look no 
further than to America’s record of warfare 
waged tactically with adequate competence 
in Southeast Asia between 1965 and 1973 
and the apparently paradoxically abysmal 
strategic and political result.10 Since history 
abhors a vacuum, the gap that the strategy 
bridge should span is filled by encroachment 
on the part of the political, operational, and 
tactical functions. Such mission creep may be 
characterized as the politicization and tacti- tacti-
cization of strategy, though it might be more 
perceptive to recognize that enhanced roles 
for politics and tactics substitute for, rather 
than capture, strategy.11 The strategy bridge 
cannot be seized by politics or by tactics (or 
operations). If the bridge is not manned by 
strategists, it does not function—period.

It is important to be clear as to the 
inherent difficulty of purposeful strategic per-
formance. It is no small task to plan military 
operations such that one should be able to 
control events militarily in such a way and to 
such a degree that the political future is shaped 
favorably. This strategic function necessar-
ily entails prediction in the face of typically 
formidable problems. Moreover, ironically, if 
one succeeds militarily far beyond one’s expec-
tations—the Germans in May-June 1940, for 
example—the challenge is extreme in deciding 
how far, indeed how, to exploit such success. 
Again more than a little ironically, if one is 
dealt too weak a military hand to succeed tac-
tically and operationally, strategic excellence 
may, or may not, be demonstrated in the way 
in which one copes with defeat.

Several senior American military profes-
sionals, whose names must be withheld in 
order to protect the guilty, have confided to 
this theorist an astrategic, bordering on an 
antistrategic, proposition. They have sug-
gested that when a country is so potent in the 
quantity and tactical effectiveness of its armed 
forces that it should always win the warfare, 
it has scant need for strategy. Rephrased: 
perform well enough tactically and perhaps 
operationally, and strategy, as the necessary 
strategic effect, will take care of itself. This is a 
vintage misreading of Field Marshal Helmuth 
Graf von Moltke’s expression of apparent 
disdain for strategy in favor of tactics.12

Of all the problems that beset the strate-
gist and fuel yet further difficulties, the super 
category of sheer complexity and consequent 

potential for multiple disharmonies warrants 
special mention. No matter how clearly the 
human actors leading a belligerent polity in 
war and warfare understand the essential 
unity of all their behaviors, the reality of 
performance on the different levels of conflict 
unavoidably promote what can be a lethal 
cumulative mega-disharmony. In theory, 
each of war’s levels should complement each 
other. War is so much a gestalt that the rela-
tions among policy, grand strategy, military 
strategy, operations, and tactics need to be 
understood to be horizontal in their interde-
pendencies, as well as vertical in their chain 
of command authority.13 But each of these 
standard levels of behavior has its own nature, 
reflected in unique dynamics, needs, and 
concerns. For example, tactical performance 
does not naturally serve operational design 
optimally. And operational success need not 
contribute to strategic achievement in a way 
at all proportionate to its costs. For a capstone 
negative, we have to note that even a strategi-
cally well-conducted conflict might not be 
succeeded by a sustainably stable, tolerable 
political order. When military and strategic 
performances retire from center stage, largely 
to be replaced by active diplomacy (and rel-
evant domestic politics), there will be no guar-
antee that the blood and treasure expended 
will be cashed competently by the politicians. 
Tolerable cooperation among the levels of a 
polity’s or coalition’s effort in conflict has to 
be made to happen, but such harmonization 
will never be a natural process than can safely 
be left to some Hidden Hand of History that 
functions on autopilot.

Incredibly, purposeful centralized 
strategy can and sometimes does function in 
practice, though rarely as well as in theory, let 
alone elegantly, but frequently well enough. 
How can this be, given the problems that can 
threaten to render it irrelevant or worse? 

First, every category of difficulty that in 
principle must threaten to defeat a belligerent 
strategically also must menace the enemy in 
principle. One can hardly repeat too often the 
reductionist Clausewitzian mantra that “war 
is nothing but a duel on a larger scale.”14 There 
is no need to excel strategically in order to 
win a war or succeed in competition. Rather, 
there is need only to perform to better net 
strategic effect than does the enemy. Second, 
war’s very complexity contains within its 
diversity the possibilities of compensation for 
particular failures and weaknesses. Provided 
a competitive weakness is not unduly imperial 

in domain and severity—for example, a cata-
strophic collapse in the morale of the polity’s 
main army, such as the Italian army at and 
following the disastrous battle of Caporetto 
(October 24–November 12, 1917)—fungibility 
may be commanded to ride to the rescue.15 
For a while the U.S. Navy loses its battle line 
in the Pacific because of the tactical loss at 
Pearl Harbor, so the fleet aircraft carriers must 
step up to take the strain. Of course, there will 
be occasions when no compensation fit for 
purpose can be located and applied. However, 
not for nothing is the strategist’s second master 
question, “What are the alternatives?” (The 
first question is, “So what?”)16 The U.S. Navy in 
1942 did not answer the second of the strate-
gist’s questions by refraining from offensive 
action pending the restoration to health of its 
battle line in the Pacific.

Strategists, Command, 
and Strategic Effect 

The strategy bridge, like Florence’s 
Ponte Vecchio, can carry many buildings (as 
well as, incredibly, a secret passage), but it 
is the human strategist who must make the 
bridge work. One can identify with confi-
dence a standard set of distinguishable roles 
that always need to be performed if purpose-
ful strategy is to be a reality. For a polity to 
have and attempt to execute a strategy, it must 
provide for performance of the following 
roles: politician-policymaker; theorist-plan-
ner; and commander who has to manage and 
lead. The three functions indicated almost 
with unduly graphic clarity by the bridge 
metaphor are purpose, strategy, and tools 
(ends, ways, and means). The bridge need not 
only be anchored on its political and military 
banks, but it can also extend some distance 
overland from the water. Since the nature of 
the broad strategic function is to staple mili-
tary and other behaviors to political interests, 
motives, and goals, it is obvious that there 
cannot be barriers at each end of the bridge. 
The executive strategist, as contrasted with 
a scholar writing strategic theory, has some 
need to think and talk politically in order to 
understand and probably try to influence the 
content of his policy guidance for a better fit 

even a strategically well-
conducted conflict might no  
be succeeded by a sustainably 
stable, tolerable political order
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with his practicable ways and available means. 
Also, he often will be better served should he 
be able to improve the strategic and military 
education of both his political masters and his 
military and civilian subordinates.

The strategic function—hence, the 
domain of the strategist—cannot be confined 
to the realm of ideas, even when those ideas 
are expressed in plans and doctrine manuals. 
After all, “strategic theory is a theory for 
action.”17 The strategist is not only a sponsor of 
the world of practice—at least, he should not 
only be such. His strategy exists strictly as a 
contingent theory for victory, a plan devised to 
solve—or, at the general level, to help solve via 
education—actual or anticipated problems. It 
follows that the role of the strategist is mean-
ingless absent provision for strategy execution. 
Whether or not the principal conceptualizer 
of a strategy is designated to command its 
implementation in the field, the function of 
command must feature prominently on the 
strategy landscape. Both as general theory 
and as historically unique plans, the purpose 
of strategy is to improve a polity’s competitive 
performance. And the quality of that per-
formance should be influenced to advantage 
by a choice of strategy executed by armed 
forces commanded by people who endeavor 
to achieve a purposeful control of events. This 
apparently complex, yet essentially simple, 
process is most likely to happen advanta-
geously when all the many behaviors com- behaviors com- com-
manded are controlled for complementary and 
synergistic impacts and consequences. Such 
command and control, no doubt devolved as 
it must be to and among many layers in the 
military hierarchy, is integral to the strategic 
function. To repeat the logic: a master strategic 
idea, a dominant narrative, should drive the 
design of actual plans, and those plans must 
be executed by forces that are commanded 
and controlled so that their efforts serve a 
common, centrally intended purpose. The 
existence, promulgation, understanding, and 
use of a coherent body of authoritative sound 
military doctrine should contribute notably to 
the achievement of such purpose.

What does strategy produce? The 
answer is as challengingly opaque as it is 
 unavoidable: strategic effect. Apparent tautol-
ogy or not, this concept has to be the keystone 
in the arch of the strategy bridge. Performance 
of the strategic function can only be to gen-
erate desired effect upon the future course 
of events. The subject is as straightforward 
as this, even though all matters of strategy 

design, decision, and execution in an adver-
sarial environment are inherently complex 
and typically are uncertain far into the zone 
of unpredictability. Strategic effect is one 
among those mysterious qualities that cannot 
be observed and measured directly—security, 
love, happiness, and grief are examples of 
others. But even if we are unable to record 
strategic effect exactly, we can and must try 
hard to recognize evidence of its current 
condition. Its future impact typically will be 
a topic fit only for guesswork, but we can find 
material evidence of its recent and current 
presence. For example, the hasty retreat by the 
ragged remainder of the German army from 
Normandy toward the frontier of the Third 
Reich in August 1944 yielded unmistakable 
evidence of massive positive strategic effect 
achieved by Allied command performance. 
But what did this German retreat-cum-rout 
mean? Would the war be over in 1944? How 
much fight was left in the Wehrmacht? The 
answer could not be calculated. This was not a 
metric challenge.

Strategists cannot escape the laws of 
physics, even though their job requires them 
to seek to control some aspects of the future. 
Although competent strategists and more 
than adequate commander-managers often do 
succeed in shaping events to a broadly advan-
tageous outcome, it is never possible for them 
to remove entirely the potentially sovereign 
role of chance in war. Yet again, Clausewitz is 
thoroughly persuasive. He specified chance 
and its dependent associate, uncertainty, as an 
organic component of the “climate of war.”18 
No matter how cunningly theorists strive, 
they cannot eliminate uncertainty from war. 
In truth, knowledge of nearly everything 
about the future, in almost any detail below 
the generic, is precisely unknowable. And yet 
the strategist’s core duty is to develop, and 
to see commanded in physical performance, 
plans that are predictions and contingent 
intentions—in other words, theories. The 
strategist’s plans purport to explain how 
desired endstates will be achieved.

Strategic effect, the dynamic and more 
than slightly unpredictable result of the 
strategist’s labors, is the product of every 
element specified as acting and interacting 
in the complete general theory of strategy. In 
principle, nothing in this general theory is 
irrelevant to any particular historical context, 
but the many subjects must play roles of 
variable significance from case to case. The 
strategist’s plan must seek to anticipate how 

tactical action, commanded for operational 
level consequences, will shape the course of 
future events; assessed overall, this is strategic 
effect. For more reasons than it would be sen-
sible to attempt to itemize comprehensively, 
it is difficult to perform even competently 
as a strategist, let alone as a strategist of true 
historical distinction. Happily for most of 
history’s would-be strategists, which is to say 
for those with average biological endowment, 
education, experience, and luck, there is need 
only to be good enough. 

Strategic effect is felt and has conse-
quences in stages and across levels of conflict, 
and the transitions from one level to another 
are not reliably predictable. By stages, stra-
tegic effect happens and is felt in first-order, 
second-order, and probably third-order 
and beyond, consequences, untraceably in 
confirmable detail. Tactical first-order effects 
should have second-order tactical and opera-
tional effects, and those effects should have 
meaning in strategic effect. Alas, strategy is 
apt to be curved in its trajectory of conse-
quences. Tactical behavior may well be the 
trackable product of a grand strategic design, 
but in its turn, it could blow back to reshape 
the strategy itself. 

Theorists of a metric persuasion who 
strive against heavy odds to convert the art of 
strategy into applied quantifiable science are 
always going to be outmaneuvered fatally by 
the authority of the contextuality as well as 
the contingency of events. Strategic effect and 
its achievement via command performance 
strategically, operationally, and tactically must 
be a product whose weight is determined by 
dynamic and unique circumstances. Defeat in 
battle may, or may not, so demoralize an army 
or a nation that its morale sags beyond recov-
ery.19 The strategic meaning of tactical and 
operational success and failure can be antici-
pated, guessed intelligently, but by no means 
can it be predicted with rock-like reliability. 

The Good (Enough) Strategist 
To conclude on a moderately upbeat 

note, strategy is possible; the strategist often 

strategists cannot escape the 
laws of physics, even though 

their job requires them to 
seek to control some aspects 

of the future
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can succeed because true excellence in his 
calling is rarely necessary. The victorious strat-
egist need not even be the particularly good 
strategist. Because the strategist has to perform 
as a duelling competitor, he need only be good 
enough to achieve by his command perfor-
mance a necessary measure of control over the 
enemy’s decisions. The quality and quantity of 
that enemy (and enmity) decide just how good 
the strategist has to be, always assuming obe-
dience to the rule of prudence in the provision 
of his political guidance. For some comfort, 
it is more than a little encouraging to reflect 
upon these words by the journalist-novelist 
Robert Harris: “In the absence of genius there 
is always craftsmanship.”20 The strategist 
strictly does not require the right stuff, only 
enough of the right-enough stuff to meet the 
challenge of the day. For him to do that, he can 
only benefit from some education by a general 
theory designed and refined to assist practice.

Happily, perhaps, although the general 
theory of strategy can be rewritten endlessly, 
with each drafting reflecting the time, place, 
circumstance, and personality of the theorist, 
it does not necessarily register progress in 
comprehension. The general theory can be 
identified and explained at any time and in 
any place and circumstance in history. This 
theory for the strategic function must be 
expressed in the manner characteristic of the 
period, but it does not have a linear and pro-
gressive intellectual narrative. Clausewitz is 
superior in important respects to Thucydides 
and Sun Tzu, but that is not because he wrote 
2,200 and more years later than did they. The 
strategic function is universal and eternal and 
is not the product of culturally circumscribed 
conceptualization. It follows, therefore, that 
great works of general strategic theory in 
principle can have equal value for today and 
tomorrow and can be written at any location 
and at any of history’s many moments, those 
both allegedly momentously “strategic” and 
those that plainly are much less plausibly so. 
Everything there is to know about strategy 
as the basis for general theory was as know-
able in ancient Greece as it was in early 19th-
century Prussia and as it is today. Strategy, not 
strategies, endures. JFQ
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