
■

806 JFQ / Summer 1999

Why Strategy Is

Meuse, 1918.



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

M y aim is to relate the nature of strat-
egy to the character of its artistic ap-
plication and to the unknowable
context of the 21st century. The im-

modesty, even arrogance, of this endeavor is best
conveyed through an anecdote about a meeting
between Hannibal Barca and an armchair strate-
gist. Hannibal suffered from what in this last cen-
tury has been the German failing—winning battles
but losing wars. Hannibal won all of his battles in
the Second Punic War except, sadly for a Carthage
that did not deserve him, the last one, against Sci-
pio Africanus at Zama in 202 BC. He is reported to
have had little patience with amateur critics.

According to Cicero (de Oratione), the great general
when in exile in Ephesus was once invited to attend a
lecture by one Phormio, and after being treated to a
lengthy discourse on the commander’s art, was asked
by his friends what he thought of it. “I have seen
many old drivellers,” he replied, “on more than one
occasion, but I have seen no one who drivelled more
than Phormio.” 1

The theme of this article lurks in the ancient
strategic aphorism that “nothing is impossible for
the man who does not have to do it.” When I was
contributing to the Defense Guidance in the early
1980s its basic direction for the Armed Forces
could be reduced to “be able to go anywhere,
fight anyone, and win.” To repeat my point, to
those who do not have to do strategy at the
sharp, tactical end of the stick, the bounds of fea-
sibility appear endless.

True wisdom in strategy must be practical be-
cause strategy is a practical subject. Much of what
appears to be wise and indeed is prudent as high
theory is unhelpful to the poor warrior who actu-
ally has to do strategy, tactically and opera-
tionally. Two classic examples make the point.
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Carl von Clausewitz advised us that there is a
“culminating point of victory,” beyond which lies
a decline in relative strength.2 Great advice—save,
of course, that political and military maps, let
alone physical terrain, do not come with Clause-
witz’s “culminating point” marked. Imagine that
you are a German and that it is anytime between
late June 1941 and late August 1942. You have
read Clausewitz. Where is the culminating
point—at Minsk or Smolensk, on the Dnieper,
Don, or Volga? How can you find a culminating
point of victory until adverse consequences un-
mistakably tell you where it was?

The other example of great strategic wisdom
that is difficult to translate into practical advice is
the insistence of Clausewitz (and Jomini) that
“the best strategy is always to be very strong; first
in general, and then at the decisive point.”3 Nat-
urally the challenge is not to comprehend the all
but sophomoric point that one needs to be very
strong at the decisive point. Rather it is to know
the location of that point. What did Clausewitz’s
advice mean for Germans in the late summer and
fall of 1941? Did they need to concentrate their
dissipating strength on the Red Army in the field,
on the road to Moscow, or both?

For a tougher call, consider the American
military problem in Southeast Asia in the second
half of 1965. General William Westmoreland
somehow had to identify military objectives to
match and secure the somewhat opaque political
objectives. Mastery of the arguments in the clas-
sics of strategic theory was unlikely to be of much
practical help.

The Argument
Before expounding the central elements of

my argument, which appear pessimistic, let me
sound an optimistic note. Terrible though the

20th century has been, it could
have been far worse. The bad
news is that the century wit-
nessed three world wars—two
hot, one cold. The good news
is that the right side won each
of them. Moreover, threats to

peace posed twice by Germany and then by the
Soviet Union were each seen off at a cost that,
though high, was not disproportionate to the
stakes nor inconsistent with the values of our civ-
ilization. Western statecraft and strategy in two
world wars was not without blemish. One needs
to remember the wisdom of Lord Kitchener who
said during World War I: “We wage war not as we
would like but as we must.” Strategically,
notwithstanding errors, the Western World did
relatively well. Now for a darker view.

My key argument is organized around three
reasons why it is difficult to do strategy well:

■ its very nature, which endures through time
and in all contexts4

■ the multiplicity and sheer variety of sources of
friction 5

■ it is planned for contexts that literally have not
occurred and might not occur; the future has not hap-
pened.

This argument is essentially optimistic, even
though that claim may appear unpersuasive
given that the high-quality strategic performance
is always challenged by the nature of strategy—
not only by its complexity but by the apparent
fact that whatever can go wrong frequently does.
Also, strategy can fail because it may apply the
wrong solutions to incorrectly framed questions
because guesses about the future were not correct.
If, despite this, the bad guys were beaten three
times during the course of the 20th century, there
are grounds for hope.

Before explaining the many sources of diffi-
culty for strategy, it is necessary to highlight the
recurrence of a serious fallacy. Lest this point ap-
pear unfairly focused on the United States, I will
sugar coat the pill by citing an American who got
it right, and two others—one American and one
German—who got it wrong. Samuel Griffith, who
got it right, was a scholar of Chinese military the-
ory from Sun Tzu to Mao. He once observed that
“there are no mechanical panaceas” when com-
menting on a Newsweek report in July 1961 about
a fuel-air explosive to destroy bunkers.6 The
American and German, who got it wrong, al-
lowed themselves to be seduced by the promise of
“mechanical panaceas.” One must hasten to add
that these two warrior-theorists were exception-
ally able men. The point is that, writing ninety
years apart, they made almost the same mistake.

The issue underlying both views is whether
much of the fog and thus friction that undoes ap-
plied strategy can be thwarted by modern tech-
nology. Writing in 1905, Lieutenant General
Rudolf von Caemmerer, a member of the great
general staff working under Field Marshal Alfred
Graf von Schlieffen, offered this claim:

The former and actually existing dangers of failure in
the preconcentrated action of widely separated por-
tions of the army is now almost completely removed
by the electric telegraph. However much the enemy
may have succeeded in placing himself between our
armies, or portions of our armies, in such a manner
that no trooper can get from one to the other, we can
still amply communicate with each other over an arc
of a hundred or two hundred or four hundred miles.
The field telegraph can everywhere be laid as rapidly
as the troops marching, and headquarters will know
every evening how matters stand with the various
armies, and issue its orders to them accordingly.7
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Caemmerer proceeded to admit that the tele-
graph might dangerously diminish the initiatives
allowed to army commanders. The irony is that
poor communications, lack of coordinated ac-

tion, and a general loss of
cohesion by the all impor-
tant armies on the right
wing of the German as-
sault in early September
1914 allowed an Allied

victory with the miracle on the Marne.8 The tele-
graph was a wonderful invention, but it could
not reliably dissipate the fog of war.

An American example of a functionally iden-
tical error is drawn from the magical “system of
systems” invoked by Admiral William Owens, for-
mer Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In
1995 he wrote, “The emerging system . . . prom-
ises the capacity to use military force without the
same risks as before—it suggests we will dissipate
the fog of war.”9

New technology, even when properly inte-
grated into weapons and systems with well
trained and highly motivated people, cannot
erase the difficulties that impede strategic excel-
lence. A new device, even innovative ways to
conduct war, is always offered as a poisoned chal-
ice. Moreover, scarcely less important, strategy
cannot be reduced to fighting power alone.10

Progress in modern strategic performance has not
been achieved exclusively through science and
technology.

Consider this argument: strategists today
have at their disposal technological means to
help dissipate the fog of war and otherwise defeat
friction that previous generations could only
imagine. Modern strategists can see over the hill,
communicate instanteously with deployed forces
around the world, and in principle rapidly de-
stroy enemy assets wherever they are located—at
least in fine weather and provided no innocent
civilians are colocated with the targets. The prob-
lem is that war can’t be reduced simply to the
bombardment of a passive enemy.

Despite electro-mechanical marvels it is no
easier—in fact it is probably harder—to perform
well as a strategist today than a century ago. Con-
sider the utility of railroads, telegraph, radio, and
aircraft to the strategist. The poison in the chalice
of each is that other polities have acquired them;
each has distinctive vulnerabilities and worse (re-
call the radio intercepts of World Wars I and II);
and none of them can address the core of the
strategist’s basket of difficulties. 

Strategy is not really about fighting well, im-
portant though that is. To follow Clausewitz, it is
about “the use of engagements for the object of
the war.” 11 The fog of war and frictions that ha-
rass and damage strategic performance do not
comprise a static set of finite challenges which
can be attrited by study, let alone by machines.
Every new device and mode of war carries the
virus of its own technical, tactical, operational,
strategic, or political negation.12

To tackle the fog and friction of strategy and
war is not akin to exploring unknown terrain,
with each expedition better equipped than the
last to fill in blanks on the map. The map of fog
and friction is a living, dynamic one that reorgan-
izes itself to frustrate the intrepid explorer.

Why So Difficult?
Field Marshal Helmuth Graf von Moltke—

victor in the wars of German unification—had it
right when, in Instructions for Superior Commanders,
he wrote that “strategy is the application of com-
mon sense to the conduct of war. The difficulty
lies in its execution . . . . ” 13 The elder Moltke was
rephrasing the words of the master. Clausewitz ad-
vises that “everything in strategy is very simple,
but that does not mean that everything is very
easy.” 14 Why should that be so? Five reasons can
be suggested.

First, strategy is neither policy nor armed
combat; rather it is the bridge between them. The
strategist can be thwarted if the military wages the
wrong war well or the right war badly. Neither ex-
perts in politics and policymaking nor experts in
fighting need necessarily be experts in strategy.
The strategist must relate military power (strategic
effect) to the goals of policy. Absent a strategic
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brain—as was the case of the United States and
NATO vis-à-vis Bosnia and Kosovo—one is left
with an awkward alliance of hot air (policy state-
ments) and bombardment possibilities (the world
is my dartboard view of aerial strategists).15 Strat-
egy is difficult because, among other things, it is
neither fish nor fowl. It is essentially different
from military skill or political competence.

Second, strategy is perilously complex by its
very nature. Every element or dimension can im-
pact all others. The nature of strategy is constant
throughout history but its character continually
evolves with changes in technology, society, and

political ideas. Success in
strategy is not really about se-
curing a privileged position
in any one or more of its di-
mensions—such as technol-
ogy, geography, or leader-
ship—because it is always
possible an enemy will find

ways to compensate for that strategic effect from
its special strengths. This is a major reason why
information dominance in a technical-tactical
sense cannot reliably deliver victory. Triumph in
war does not correlate with superior technology
nor mastery in any allegedly dominant dimen-
sion of conflict.

Third, it is extraordinarily difficult, perhaps
impossible, to train strategists. Consider these
words of Napoleon Bonaparte:

Tactics, evolutions, artillery, and engineer sciences
can be learned from manuals like geometry; but the
knowledge of the higher conduct of war can only be
acquired by studying the history of wars and the bat-
tles of great generals and by one’s own experience.
There are no terse and precise rules at all; everything
depends on the character with which nature has en-
dowed the general, on his eminent qualities, on his
deficiencies, on the nature of the troops, the technics
or arms, the season, and a thousand other circum-
stances which make things never look alike.16

Napoleon was in a position to know. Like Hanni-
bal he was good at winning battles, but he failed
catastrophically as a strategist. Like Imperial Ger-
many, Nazi Germany, and the Soviet Union, Impe-
rial France pursued political goals that were be-
yond its means. That is a failure in strategy.

Basic problems in training strategists can be
reduced to the fact that no educational system
puts in what nature leaves out, while the extraor-
dinary competence shown by rising politicians or
soldiers in their particular trades is not proof of
an aptitude for strategy. The strategist has to be
expert in using the threat or use of force for pol-
icy ends, not in thinking up desirable policy ends
or in fighting skillfully.

Fourth, because strategy embraces all aspects
of the military instrument (among others), as
well as many elements of the polity and society it
serves, the maximum possible number of things
can go wrong. To illustrate, sources of friction
that can impair strategic performance include
those familiar to the military realm (incompati-
bilities among the levels of military activity and
specialized functions such as operations, logistics,
and weapons production) and, conceivably the
most lethal of all, a mismatch between policy and
military capabilities. In the world of strategists, as
opposed to that of tacticians, there is simply
much more scope for error.

Finally, it is critical to flag an underrecog-
nized source of friction, the will, skill, and means
of an intelligent and malevolent enemy. Andre
Beaufre defines strategy as “the art of the dialectic
of force or, more precisely, the art of the dialectic
of two opposing wills using force to resolve their
dispute.” 17 Recall Clausewitz’s dictum: “War is
thus an act of force to compel our enemy to do
our will.” 18 Yet it is easier to theorize about new
ways of prevailing than to speculate honestly and
imaginatively about possible enemy initiatives
and responses.

Further Thoughts
There is a sense in which this article rein-

vents the wheel. It is no great achievement to ap-
preciate that strategy is difficult to do well. In-
deed, my point is not dissimilar from that made
by Lawrence Freedman, who takes 433 pages in
The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy to state that there
is no truly strategic solution to the dilemmas of
nuclear strategy.19 When armchair strategists tell
military practitioners that their task is difficult on
the level of strategy, they should not expect much
praise. After all, strategy does have to be done.
Academics can vote undecided and write another
book. Practicing strategists must make decisions
regardless of the uncertainty.

Next, one must stress the strategic ignorance
of even practical people. Clausewitz wrote:

It might be thought that policy could make demands
on war which war could not fulfill; but that hypothe-
sis would challenge the natural and unavoidable as-
sumption that policy knows the instrument it means
to use.20

The challenge is that before undergoing trial by
battle, no one really knows how effective military
power will be. Every passage of arms remains
unique. A capability that appears lethally effec-
tive in peacetime exercises will not translate auto-
matically into a violent elixir to solve political is-
sues. That the Armed Forces appear lethally
potent against a conventional enemy in open
warfare could prove irrelevant or worse in urban
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areas. In peacetime, militaries train against them-
selves, and that has to comprise a major source of
uncertainty concerning future effectiveness.

It is vital to recognize potential tension in
three sets of relationships: between politicians
and commanders, between commanders and
planners, and between commanders and theorists
(recall Phormio’s efforts to educate Hannibal).

Military professionals must simplify, focus, de-
cide, and execute. Politicians, by virtue of their
craft, perceive or fear wide ramifications of ac-
tion, prefer to fudge rather than focus, and like to
keep their options open as long as possible by
making the least decision as late as feasible. Al-
though commanders are gripped by operational
requirements, planners—especially if unschooled
by real operational experience—are apt to live in
an orderly world where a model of efficiency and
compromise is acceptable, indeed is a driver.

The tension becomes acute when a soldier
who is only a planner finds himself in a position
of high command. The classic example is Dwight
Eisenhower, a superb staff officer and military
politician who lacked the experience and the ap-
titude for command, let alone supreme com-
mand.21 As to the terrain between theorists and
doers of strategy, the former are skilled in the pro-
duction of complexity and are unlikely to enjoy
the empathy for operational realities that makes
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strategic ideas readily useful. For example, the nu-
clear strategist might conceive of dozens of tar-
geting options yet be unaware that his theory
passed its “culminating point of victory”—actu-
ally its “culminating point of feasibility”—at a
distinctly early stage. A President thoroughly un-
interested in matters of nuclear strategy until sud-
denly confronted at dawn some Christmas with
the necessity for choice can’t likely cope intellec-
tually, morally, politically, and strategically with
many options. Probably he would find it useful to
have alternatives: shall we go now, shall we go
later, shall we go big, or shall we go small. But
those broad binaries may be close to the limits of
Presidential strategic thinking. Many strategists
have presented seemingly clever briefings to poli-
cymakers and senior officers whose eyes crossed
and brains locked at the sight of the third Power-
Point slide.

The many reasons why strategy is so difficult
to do well can be subsumed with reference to
three requirements. For strategic success:

■ forces must be internally coherent, which is to
say competently joint

■ be of a quantity and provide a strategic effect
scaled to the tasks set by high policy

■ be employed coercively in pursuit of military
objectives that fit political goals.

Competence cannot offset folly along the
means-ends axis of strategy. Military history is lit-
tered with armies that won campaigns in the
wrong wars.

Since the future is unforeseeable—do not put
faith in the phrase “foreseeable future”—we must
use only assets that can be trusted. Specifically, we
plan to behave strategically in an uncertain future
on the basis of three sources of practical advice:
historical experience, the golden rule of prudence
(we do not allow hopes to govern plans), and
common sense. We can educate our common
sense by reading history. But because the future
has not happened, our expectations of it can only
be guesswork. Historically guided guesswork
should perform better than one that knows no
yesterdays. Nonetheless, planning for the future,
like deciding to fight, is always a gamble.

To conclude on a positive note, remember
that to succeed in strategy you do not have to be
distinguished or even particularly competent. All
that is required is performing well enough to beat
an enemy. You do not have to win elegantly; you
just have to win. JFQ
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