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Grand strategy is a phrase that evokes instant and easy associations. The term immediately evokes a cast of historical actors
and events: Thucydides and The Peloponnesian War, Bismarck’s Realpolitik, or the Grand Alliance of World War II. The
phrase might also bring to mind some key texts, including Paul Kennedy’s Rise and Fall of the Great Powers or John Gaddis’s
Strategies of Containment. The definition of grand strategy, however, is elusive, and often operates on a threshold of evidence
akin to “I know it when I see it.”
It is no coincidence that several professors from Yale University are closely linked with the idea of grand strategy: For a
decade, Yale has offered a renowned program in grand strategy, establishing itself as the premiere civilian university
concerned with the topic.1 Since 2000, courses on grand strategy have been added to the course list at other universities.2 In
2010, due to philanthropist Roger Hertog’s generosity, programs in grand strategy were established at Columbia University,
Duke University, Temple University, and the University of Wisconsin-Madison. The introduction of grand strategy to so many
classrooms creates a difficult—but exciting—challenge for course instructors. Despite its easy and quick association, what is
the definition of grand strategy?
This essay argues that a working definition of grand strategy serves an important function in a course on the subject. First, it
helps to organize a reading list and suggests which historical episodes or theoretical writings are suitable. Second, a working
definition provides a common language and useful tool to guide classroom discussion. This is essential for a senior
undergraduate course or graduate course that will tend to be self-selecting: a grand strategy syllabus often strikes the student
of political, diplomatic, or military history as the holy grail of reading lists. A working definition will not dampen this
enthusiasm but channel it so that students and professors are able to examine broad and complex topics from a common
perspective. What is grand strategy? Is there a useful definition of grand strategy that will allow for rigorous historical inquiry
while also allowing students to think about the formulation of future grand strategy? How should students think about the
concept of grand strategy as they approach their reading?
Although the term “grand strategy” is decades old, it is not used frequently in policy documents, and its salience has ebbed
and flowed in academic writing since as far back as the 1920s. Grand strategy returned to common parlance in the 1990s as
scholars and pundits competed in the “Kennan Sweepstakes” to define America’s global role in a changing world.
Newspapers, think tank publications, and foreign policy journals were often content to discuss “grand strategy” without
providing a clear definition; it was easy enough to allow a search for “grand strategy” to stand in for all of the questions that
arose as the Berlin Wall fell. In political science literature, grand strategy has been investigated more rigorously. Virtually all
of these definitions are some offshoot of Basil Liddell Hart’s rendering in his classic Strategy.3
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IS GRAND STRATEGY ONLY FOR WAR?
The “role of grand strategy,” or simply “higher strategy” as Liddell Hart also referred to it, “is to co-ordinate and direct all
the resources of a nation, or band of nations, toward the attainment of the political object of the war.” Liddell Hart’s
definition warrants exploring in close detail. First, he argues that Grand Strategy has a “role” and is actively used by the
nation to serve a purpose. That purpose, or the “political object” in Liddell Hart’s phrase, is a function of war and is thus
defined in relation to an enemy.4 For Liddell Hart, grand strategy is inseparable from war. Indeed it is “practically
synonymous with the policy which guides the conduct of war.”5
Many scholars have used Liddell Hart’s definition profitably when studying the history of high policy of war. James
McPherson, to provide a prominent example, has used the concept successfully to explain Abraham Lincoln’s role as
Commander-in-Chief during the Civil War. Lincoln’s grand strategy, what McPherson also calls his “national strategy,” was
the concentration of all political, economic, diplomatic, psychological and military resources to achieve the Union’s “policy,”
or war aims.6 But what value does Liddell Hart’s definition have for thinking about historical periods not marked by war?
Liddell Hart’s definition is too narrow to stand alone for a course intended to examine more than warfare alone. If Liddell
Hart’s explanation of grand strategy is to be carried forward with its original definition, its use must be circumscribed to
major wars that require a nation to exploit its full reservoir of resources. This conception of grand strategy is problematic for
two reasons. First, a course based on historical examples that fit Liddell Hart’s concept of grand strategy will be limited to
examples of major or total war. Two possible subjects for study, the Roman Empire and the British Empire, do not fit easily
into this conceptual framework. Certainly each had many enemies, but whether either empire governed its external policies
with attention to enemies to the exclusion of interests is debatable.
Second, for students of political science or policy studies who wish to think about formulating policy, Liddell Hart’s definition
offers little guidance about the purpose or objective of a grand strategy. An important element of Liddell Hart’s definition is
indeed to achieve a political objective; but in Strategy this political object is defined in some relationship to a defined enemy in
an ongoing conflict. Liddell Hart’s definition provides no tools for deciding the political object of a grand strategy, a difficult
task made more onerous by the lack of an identifiable threat.7
The second potential use of Liddell Hart’s definition is to adapt it and make it more broadly applicable. This approach, the
argument goes, will serve students who aspire to positions where they might formulate a grand strategy for a business, a nonprofit organization, or a government agency.8 John Gaddis has adopted a similar definition in his teaching, such that “grand
strategy is the calculated relationship of means to large ends.” Examples from war and statecraft, which form the bulk of the
Yale course’s syllabus (and that at Temple, the catalyst for this essay), predominate “because the fighting of wars and the
management of states have demanded the calculation of relationships between means and ends for a longer stretch of time
than any other documented area of collective human activity.”9 Gaddis’ definition is Liddell Hart’s stripped of reference to the
nation and war, though wars are studied because they provide an extensive data set. But if the scholar, student, or practitioner
dismisses the historical surrounds of Liddell Hart’s argument, and applies grand strategy widely to non-emergency, non-war,
and even sub-state level problems, how does this differ from the unadorned “strategy?”10
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The above question begs another: How and why did Liddell Hart distinguish between strategy and grand strategy? Grand
strategy was “grand” in Liddell Hart’s definition because it was coordinated at the highest levels of the state and required
marshaling the full range of a state’s resources for war. It was a rare and particular circumstance, observable only at distinct
times in modern history. There are two concerns that stem from applying grand strategy, based on examples that fit Liddell
Hart’s definition, to non-conflict situations.
Edward Luttwak in his book Strategy: The Logic of War and Peace, published in 1987 and revised in 2001, raises concerns
about the wisdom of equating war and peace. Luttwak makes a convincing argument that decision making in war is
fundamentally different from that in peacetime or civilian pursuits, such as business or politics. In peaceful pursuits, legal
systems and strong customs exist to allow policymakers to plan without worry of physical attack or destruction. As a result,
businesses tend to focus on efficiency, economies of scale, and centralization of resources. In war, however, efficiency, economy
of scale, and concentration of equipment and personnel are often detrimental to success. Instead, success in war requires a
denial of peacetime methods and a focus on redundancy (to better defend oneself and to ensure one’s weapons are effective
against various defenses), dispersal, and surprise. Surprise, a key determinant of success in war, often requires wartime
leaders to make choices that are entirely illogical other than that they may successfully deceive the adversary.11 The logic of
war and the logic of peace, writes Luttwak, are in many ways opposites and require entirely different perspectives and
methods of planning and thinking.
The political theorist Michael Walzer offers another compelling argument about why the study of decision making in war may
poorly inform peacetime choices. In his Arguing about War, Walzer warns against the “routinization of emergency” and
considers the moral and ethical dilemmas of treating all foreign policy problems as if resolution requires the full weight of the
state’s power.12 The ethics governing—and perhaps constraining—the policy choices available to decision makers are
contingent upon the type of emergency. The major wars which Hart took as his model would likely meet Walzer’s test of the
“supreme emergency,” in which immoral activities take on an acceptable level of morality because of the threat posed to the
state. The decisions taken by the historical leaders in Hart’s study were often brutal and horrific, often little more than a
Hobson’s choice between life and death. The routinization of grand strategy, in the mould of Liddell Hart’s definition, leads
directly to what Walzer has termed the “routinization of emergency” whereby means are trivialized and ends reign supreme.
Surely, given the arguments put forth by Luttwak and Walzer, those interested in developing a capacity for strategic thinking
for peacetime pursuits would be better served by using a data set drawn from business examples.13
The Liddell Hart definition, then, is a difficult one for the classroom. In its original form, it serves as a good analytic
framework for describing how modern states coordinate and mobilize resources for war. It provides an important warning,
too often unheeded, that efforts to win a war should also seek to win the peace. But as the definition rests on a state of war, and
the political object that requires a grand strategy is defined in relation to an enemy, it limits historical examples and offers
little guidance for those seeking to formulate a future grand strategy without an obvious threat. But trying to modify Liddell
Hart’s definition has troublesome consequences. As Luttwak and Walzer suggest, redefining grand strategy so broadly as to
disconnect it from raison d’état will prove counterproductive and invite moral and ethical complications.
Does this mean Liddell Hart’s definition should be discarded? Certainly not. Liddell Hart’s writing on grand strategy has
contributed immensely to the study of high policy, and his chapter on “The Theory of Strategy” is an excellent introduction
for students. His most valuable observation is to identify the variety of resources the state may apply to accomplish the
political objective. For “grand strategy,” he writes, “should both calculate and develop” the military, economic, and moral
resources of the nation. It should also regulate the distribution of power in the war-fighting society, both between the armed
services and between the military and industry. Further, it applies financial, diplomatic, commercial, and ethical pressure to
weaken an opponent’s will.14
Again, however, the calculation and coordination described by Liddell Hart is initiated in response to a wartime situation, and
the state’s resources are marshaled to end the war and achieve a state of peace. How can the concept of “grand strategy” be
framed to allow the study of the interaction of all of the state’s instruments and resources, regardless of whether that state is
participating in a major war, or is driven by no other goal than to maintain or enhance its general position? Liddell Hart
himself hints at the solution to this problem when he writes that grand strategy is a “plane,” along with other planes such as
tactics and strategy.15
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If one reconceptualizes “grand strategy” as a plane upon which the different resources of the state interact, with or without a
conscious act of coordination, a different working definition emerges. Luttwak, who has published books on the grand
strategies of the Roman Empire, Soviet Union, and most recently the Byzantine Empire, recently offered such a definition and
it holds great merit:
All states have a grand strategy, whether they know it or not. That is inevitable because grand strategy is
simply the level at which knowledge and persuasion, or in modern terms intelligence and diplomacy, interact
with military strength to determine outcomes in a world of other states with their own “grand strategies.16
Luttwak’s definition obviates the distinction between war and peace, and instead suggests that a state’s grand strategy
interacts with other states regardless of whether they are friend or foe. Although all states have grand strategies according to
this definition, Luttwak notes that not all grand strategies are created equally. In fact, he argues, these strategies vary
dramatically in cohesion and effectiveness.17 But he is correct to point out that the various resources of the state, and
particularly the instruments of foreign policy, exercise an effect on each other, intentionally or otherwise. Luttwak’s definition
offers an advantage. Rather than limiting “grand strategy” to an active, purposeful coordination process, it describes the
interaction of a state’s resources that occurs despite varying degrees of awareness and management of these resources.
CULTURE, IDEOLOGY AND GRAND STRATEGY
Inherent in this definition is a hypothesis that the roots of grand strategy formulation are deeper than the calculations of
contemporary policymakers. An examination of grand strategy following Luttwak’s definition will encourage evaluation of the
sources of grand strategy: What influence do cultural forces in society, for example, have on the shape of a state’s grand
strategy? Similarly, what freedom and ability do individual leaders have to coordinate and apply the resources of the state?
These are critical questions for the study of grand strategy, but they are not new for either historians or political scientists.
These questions reflect a growing trend in both disciplines to focus on the role of “ideational factors” in the creation of policy.
There exists a growing literature in both the history and political science literature that may be harnessed in pursuit of the
study of grand strategy.
Diplomatic and international historians, for instance, might return to Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher’s writings to get a
sense of this method of history at work. Robinson and Gallagher, in their examination of British imperialism in the Victorian
age, introduced the concept of the “official mind” to explain the formulation and execution of policy. In describing
bureaucrats and politicians in late-Victorian Britain, Robinson and Gallagher explain that their policies were based on more
than rational calculation. Instead, their “solutions and purposes […] were charged with the experience and beliefs of the
society in which they lived.” Their behavior was influenced by the “assumptions and prejudices accumulated from past
successes and failures.” Because their policies had a historical context, they can only be understood with reference to policies
that had gone before, as well as the events of the contemporary era.18 Paul Kennedy later employed Robinson and Gallagher’s
concept of the official mind with great effect tracing British and German attitudes from 1860 through the outbreak World
War I.19 Since these works were published, the discipline of history has undergone a “cultural turn” that has encouraged some
historians to emphasize further the roles of ideational factors in explaining foreign policy. Historians of foreign relations will
recognize this as the concept of “ideology.”20
In parallel fashion, the political science and strategic studies literature offers a means of exploring the sources of grand
16

Edward Luttwak, The Grand Strategy of the Byzantine Empire (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
2009), 409. Although this sentence only mentions intelligence, diplomacy, and military strength, it is clear from Luttwak’s text that he
considers the resources of a state in terms at least as broad as Liddell Hart. Some might balk at Luttwak’s decision to describe a
“world of other states,” but “states” in this sentence could and should easily be replaced by “entities” or another appropriate word that
acknowledges non-state actors who nonetheless maintain diplomatic, military, intelligence, economic, and moral resources.
17
Ibid.
18
Indeed, “the tradition of policy had come down unbroken from Pitt to Canning to Palmerston and Clarendon.” Ronald Edward
Robinson and John Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians: The Official Mind of Imperialism (London: Macmillan, 1963), pp. 21-22.
19
Paul M. Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism, 1860-1914 (London: Ashfield Press, 1987).
20
Ideology, for the purposes of this essay, is best defined as “an interrelated set of convictions or assumptions that reduces the
complexities of a particular slice of reality to easily comprehensible terms and suggests appropriate ways of dealing with that reality.”
Michael H. Hunt, "Ideology," in Explaining the History of American Foreign Relations, ed. Michael J. Hogan and Thomas G.
Paterson (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 222. The methodology of ideology has driven important works on American
policies that are worthwhile candidates for study as ‘grand strategy.’ Cf. Michael E. Latham, Modernization as Ideology: American
Social Science And "Nation Building" In the Kennedy Era, New Cold War History. (Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North Carolina
Press, 2000), Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Times (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2005).

strategy with the study of “strategic culture.”21 The concept of strategic culture, like the historical study of ideology, is rooted
in an anthropological definition of culture. Alistair Iain Johnston defined it as an integrated
system of symbols (e.g., argumentation structures, languages, analogies, metaphors) which acts to establish
pervasive and long-lasting strategic preferences by formulating concepts of the role and efficacy of military
force in interstate political affairs, and by clothing these concepts with such an aura of factuality that the
strategic preferences seem uniquely realist and efficacious.22
Others expand the basis of strategic culture to include geography, climate, natural resources, memory, key texts, transnational
norms, generational change, and changing technology.23 The impact of these elements on grand strategy is difficult to
dispute.24 The concept of strategic culture does not minimize— let alone discount— the importance of material factors of hard
power. Rather, by piercing the boundaries between culture and politics, it contextualizes hard power by exploring “the range
of cultural conditions which shape the perception strategists have of material conditions.”25 The student who uses the
methodology of “strategic culture” might be tempted simply to catalogue all of the potential cultural influences that affect the
formulation of grand strategy. Doing so would be counterproductively reductionist. The true difficulty—and true rewards—of
this approach are in weighing the determinants to find the greatest influences on a state’s grand strategy.
Both the historical and political science approaches offer methods for inquiry into formulating grand strategy.26 The study of
grand strategy requires reading political, cultural, diplomatic, and military history and theory, but it also provides a new
framework by asking students to consider the relationship between these topics rather than examining each one discretely.
This approach to the study of grand strategy, operating within Luttwak’s definition, allows for the study of a wide choice of
states and various epochs of war and peace.
This approach, too, is of greater benefit for students interested in thinking about the formulation of contemporary or future
grand strategy. First, Luttwak’s definition is more suitable for applying to the current international system. Unlike Liddell
Hart, Luttwak disaggregates grand strategy from periods of major war and is appropriate for periods of anarchy, peace, or
limited, asymmetrical war. Second, since Luttwak’s definition leads to a constructivist consideration of objectives and
resources, it requires students to begin with fundamental questions about grand strategy.27
Despite its many benefits, this approach to grand strategy makes thinking about contemporary grand strategy more
demanding. It has proven difficult enough for strategic thinkers to formulate a grand strategy when that meant the conscious
application and coordination of resources to a defined objective. But if the United States currently has a grand strategy that is
based on the structural and cultural forces inherent in American society, both the complexity and scale of the task is
compounded. The student of grand strategy must confront Bismarck’s humble submission that he was simply plunging his
hand into the stream of time, the course of which could not be changed.28
If the determinants of grand strategy are as deeply rooted as this essay implies, then the “stream of time” runs over a riverbed
carved by long-term, powerful forces. It will be essential for students to grapple with the difficulty of how leaders might
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identify, let alone re-direct, these currents. Though a difficult task, there is no reason to think it Sisyphean; the encouragement
and proliferation of undergraduate and graduate programs in grand strategy is the best means to find answers. Students with
a historical bent will profit from reexamining those figures commonly revered as great grand strategists of the past, especially
by asking whether these leaders shaped their nation’s grand strategy or inherited a preordained policy path. Equally
important, students with a more contemporary focus might consider how the current global situation, including the
proliferation of non-governmental and transnational actors, reduces or enhances the likelihood of harnessing the resources
required for a coherent grand strategy.
Jeremi Suri has written that grand strategy “is the wisdom to make power serve useful purposes.”29 Suri’s fine point is
actually two in one: first, students must ask whether and how grand strategists might make “power serve” at all, while also
pondering the degree of choice a state has in identifying “useful purposes.” Rarely do students receive the opportunity to
participate in a field that offers so much room for new ideas. Both the scholarly challenge and the contemporary relevance of
debates over grand strategy all but guarantee its popularity in the classroom.
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