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With an historian’s keen eye for detail 
and nuance, John Lewis Gaddis sur-
veys a variety of case studies from the 

Peloponnesian War to World War II in his new 
book On Grand Strategy, identifying in the pro-
cess several general precepts that may help guide 
modern-day grand strategists. The book is not, 
however, a how-to guide for formulating grand 
strategy or conducting statecraft. It is rather more 
an examination of select strategic leaders and the 
ways in which they pursued priority objectives; 
some successfully, some not so. In focusing on 
individual leaders and not states, Gaddis’ approach 
to the topic echoes the view of Machiavelli whom 
he quotes from The Prince identifying the fun-
damental importance of the “knowledge of the 
actions of great men, learned by me from long 
experience with modern things and continuous 
reading of ancient ones.”1 The book adds meaning-
fully to the growing literature on grand strategy, 
particularly as regards strategic leadership and its 
historical context.

In his book, Grand Strategy in Theory and 
Practice: The Need for an Effective American 
Foreign Policy, William Martel usefully identi-
fies four distinct professional approaches to the 
study of grand strategy: historians; social sci-
entists; practitioners, and military strategists.2 
He places Gaddis, based on his impressive body 

of scholarship on post–World War II American 
foreign policy and strategies of containment, 
squarely in the camp of “historians.” As a rule, the 
historians’ approach to grand strategy proceeds 
inductively, reviewing historical cases and deriving 
appropriate insights and lessons. In contrast, social 
scientists proceed deductively, identifying theo-
ries of grand strategy and citing relevant historical 
examples. Rounding out Martel’s general typology 
are practitioners whose views on grand strategy 
are based on practical professional experience and 
military strategists whose principal focus is the use 
of military power to achieve national objectives.3

In this his most recent book, Gaddis remains 
firmly in the historians camp. To begin, he defines 
grand strategy as, “the alignment of potentially 
unlimited aspirations with necessarily limited 
capabilities.”4 He examines a range of historical 
case studies to arrive at his central insight that 
“You proportion aspirations to capabilities. These 
are opposites—the first being free from limits and 
the second bound by them—but they must con-
nect.” This counsel appears throughout the book, 
in case studies on Sun Tzu, Machiavelli, Augustine, 
Hamilton, and, most prominently, in the book’s 
conclusion. There Gaddis quotes Edmund Burke: 
“in all fair dealings . . .  the thing bought must bear 
some proportion to the price paid.”

This conclusion echoes the thinking of Walter 
Lippmann:

Without the controlling principle that the 
nation must maintain its objectives and its 
power in equilibrium, its purposes within its 
means and its means equal to its purposes, 
its commitments related to its resources and 
its resources adequate to its commitments, 
it is impossible to think at all about foreign 
affairs. . . . An agreement has eventually to 
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be reached when men admit that they must 
pay for what they want and that they must 
want only what they are willing to pay for.5

And how are states or leaders to align ends and 
means? The context for Gaddis’ answer is provided 
in metaphorical terms by reprising the dichotomy 
between hedgehogs and foxes described by Isaiah 
Berlin.6 Hedgehogs, Gaddis quotes, “relate every-
thing to a single central vision” through which “all 
that they say and do has significance.” Foxes, in 
contrast, “pursue many ends, often unrelated and 
even contradictory, connected, if at all, only in some 
de facto way.” Gaddis identifies the trouble with 
hedgehogs in his first case study, on the Persian King 
Xerxes: “Xerxes failed, as is the habit of hedgehogs, 
to establish a proper relationship between his ends 
and his means. Because ends exist only in the imag-
ination, they can be infinite . . . Means, though, are 
stubbornly finite . . . ” Foxes, on the other hand, seem 
to err at the other end of the ends-means spectrum 
by failing to establish a fixed objective. Failing, in the 
memorable description by Dean Acheson, “to look 
ahead, not into the distant future, but beyond the 
vision of the operating officers caught in the smoke 
and crises of current battle; far enough ahead to see 
the emerging form of things to come and outline 
what should be done to meet or anticipate them.”7

Gaddis’s answer to this conundrum is “to 
combine . . . the hedgehog’s sense of direction and 
the fox’s sensitivity to surroundings.” By the end of 
the book he describes individuals able to combine 
the two qualities as “foxes with compasses” and 
includes, from his case studies, such figures as “the 
younger Pericles, Octavian Caesar, Machiavelli, 
Elizabeth I, the American Founders, Lincoln, 
Salisbury and especially Roosevelt [FDR] . . . ” Their 
strategic genius, in Gaddis’s assessment lay in having 
had, “the humility to be unsure of what lay ahead, 
the flexibility to adjust to it, and the ingenuity to 
accept, perhaps even leverage, inconsistencies.” In 
addition, Gaddis attributes to many of the successful 

strategic leaders, (particularly U.S. Presidents 
Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Delano Roosevelt) 
the quality of coup d’oeil or “the ability to take in the 
whole of a situation at once and know almost auto-
matically how to proceed.”8

While these conclusions, representing as 
they do wisdom distilled from many case stud-
ies over many centuries, are important in their 
own right, for social scientists and practitioners 
they leave more to be desired. Grounding grand 
strategy on the strategic genius of the leader runs 
a high risk. As Kissinger noted with reference to 
Bismarck and Germany, “A system which requires 
a great man in each generation sets itself an almost 
insurmountable challenge . . . 9 Further, one of 
the characteristics typically attributed to grand 
strategy is its long-term nature. Paul Kennedy, a 
colleague of Gaddis in the Yale Grand Strategy 
Program, noted, for example, “It [is] about the 
evolution and integration of policies that should 
operate for decades, or even for centuries.”10 
Focusing analysis on the behavior of individ-
ual strategic leaders runs the risk of overlooking 
broader grand strategic approaches pursued by 
states over the long-term and based on a set of 
organizing principles derived from the state’s his-
tory, geography and culture.

To the question of how states or leaders 
might align ends and means to craft grand strat-
egy, political or social scientists would respond 
differently, based on an approach that seeks gen-
eralizable theories or strategic principles. Framing 
the challenge in terms of commitments and power, 
Samuel Huntington offered the following ways 
an imbalance of the two might be addressed: 
redefine interests; reduce threats through diplo-
macy; enhance the contributions of allies; increase 
resources; substitute cheaper forms of power 
for more expensive ones, and devise more effec-
tive strategies for using existing capabilities.11 To 
illustrate this range of strategic and diplomatic 
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responses, Huntington cites the case of Great Britain 
and the imbalance in aspirations and capabilities it 
faced in the late 1890s and 1900s, a case often used 
by both social scientists and historians in examining 
grand strategy.12 What emerges from this example, is 
the fact that the different disciplinary approaches to 
grand strategy yield quite different prescriptions on 
how grand strategy might be conceived.

In this regard On Grand Strategy is as much 
a discourse on the relative merits of approach-
ing the subject through the different disciplinary 
approaches of theory and history as it is a study of 
grand strategy itself. Seen in this light, one can per-
haps explain one of the more perplexing parts of the 
book. In a chapter titled “The Grandest Strategists” 
Gaddis juxtaposes the thinking of Clausewitz in 
On War and Tolstoy in War and Peace. While each 
wrote lucidly on strategy and war, neither actually 
bore responsibilities for aligning or proportion-
ing aspirations and capabilities; that is, for making 
grand strategy. What makes the chapter central 
in the book is their competing perspectives on the 
explanatory power of theory and history. Clausewitz 
approached his subject from a theoretical perspec-
tive; Tolstoy from an historical perspective; albeit an 
unconventional one. Appearing in Tolstoy’s War and 
Peace, Clausewitz and his theories of strategy are 
dismissed by Prince Andrei as “not worth an empty 
eggshell.”13 It is rather to the “sum of men’s individ-
ual wills” and the more elemental characteristics of 
the Russian nation and people that Tolstoy attributes 
the outcome of Napoleon’s war in Russia.14

Indeed, based on his disdain for theory, 
Tolstoy has been described by other scholars as an 
“anti-strategist” and a “strategic nihilist.”15 In his 
own views on theory, particularly international 
relations theory, Gaddis echoes some of Tolstoy’s 
skepticism. Yet, in the end, Gaddis recommends 
not a choice between theory and history, hedge-
hogs and foxes, but a synthesis. This conclusion is 
reached early in the book, “. . . the academic mind 

is itself divided. A gap has opened between the 
study of history and the construction of theory, 
both of which are needed if ends are to be aligned 
with means.” Some years ago, in a seminal article 
assessing the role of international relations theory 
and the end of the Cold War, Gaddis reached a 
similar conclusion:

My point, though, is not to suggest that we 
jettison the scientific approach to the study 
of international relations; only that we bring 
it up to date by recognizing that good scien-
tists, like good novelists and good historians, 
make use of all the tools at their disposal in 
trying to anticipate the future. That includes 
not just theory, observation, and rigorous 
calculation, but also narrative, analogy, 
paradox, irony, intuition, imagination, and-
not least in importance-style.16

This is sage advice and should be taken to heart by 
all those involved in the evolving study of grand strat-
egy be they historians, social scientists, practitioners 
or military strategists. On Grand Strategy likely will 
take an important place in the future study of grand 
strategy, deservedly so, alongside other works from the 
associated disciplinary approaches. PRISM
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Peace Works is two things: an impassioned 
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ing with conflict situations. Ambassador Barton’s 
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first-person description of efforts in places like 
Rwanda, Bosnia, Haiti, and Syria merits study for 
use in responding to future humanitarian tragedies. 
While Peace Works has two obvious weaknesses—a 
political partisan bias and a predilection for humani-
tarian intervention, even when by his own guidelines, 
we should not—the book should be required reading 
for conflict management practitioners (diplomats, 
development experts, NGOs, the military—especially 
components most likely to be confronted with stabili-
zation tasks) and Congressional staff.

Ambassador Barton, a political appointee 
in Democratic administrations including two 
international organizations, created two poten-
tially important and more agile tools for conflict 
prevention and management, USAID’s Office 
of Transitional Initiatives (OTI) and the State 


