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The Idea Of Grand Strategy 

Grand strategies have been used for a very long time.  Historical 
studies have analysed the grand strategies by the Romans 1st-3rd 
Century AD, during Phillip II’s reign in Spain 1554-1598, in the 
Russian Empire during 1650-1831 and by the English in the War of 
the Spanish Succession 1702-1712.1  The modern understanding of 
grand strategy though is derived from the more recent experiences of 
World War One, World War Two and the Cold War.2  These major 
events shaped how we think about grand strategy today and how it’s 
now used to solve problems.  

Grand strategy is a term whose meaning has progressively 
evolved across time and through use. It might initially be introduced 
by breaking it down into firstly ‘strategy’ and then as modified by 
the adjective ‘grand’.  Strategy is a word that causes great confusion. 
There are countless numbers of books that try to reveal its secrets 
and complexities through applying it to specific issues but many of 
these simply complicate matters. If we shift to thinking instead about 
the fundamental concepts involved, the term can become much 
clearer.  
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Making Better Grand Strategies: Theoretical 
Foundations 

Grand strategies begin in the minds of men and women.  It is 
this thinking that is the foundation of all that follows. The process of 
thinking about grand strategy though involves both how 
policymakers think about complex issues and what they should think 
about. Form and content are both important.  

Rational choice models are often conceived of as how we 
should think about problems.  Such models assume actors have 
extensive knowledge of the situation, have well-defined objectives 
and can readily calculate the optimal choice.1  These models though 
have not been validated in practice, being unsupported by human 
psychology studies and recent work in neuroscience.  Instead of 
being demonstrably ‘rational’, people in reality attempt to simplify 
complex issues, have difficulty coping with ambiguous situations, 
prefer consistency, are poor estimators and are more reluctant to 
accept loss than seek gain.2 Further research into how we actually 
think has divided the issue into information processing architectures 
(the form) and knowledge structures (the content).  

The information processing architecture stream is built 
around ‘bounded rationality’: the idea that rational actors will only 
consider a limited range of alternatives that they have chosen 
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Making Better Grand Strategies: A Practical 
Approach 

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

Chapter Two determined that: grand strategy is the art of 
building and applying diverse forms of power in an effective and 
efficient way to try to purposefully change the order existing between 
two or more intelligent and adaptive entities.  Chapter Three devised 
‘building power’ and ‘applying power’ frameworks that when 
combined creates the complete grand strategy process summarized in 
Figure 4 below.  This diagram is the book in a single image.  
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Denial Grand Strategies 

This chapter applies the grand strategy process to three 
historical case studies.  The case studies are structured to highlight 
the important policymaking aspects of denial grand strategy 
formulation, in particular the design requirements, general operating 
logic and the circumstances and conditions favouring success or 
failure. 

An undemanding case is that of the US grand strategy in the 
Iraq War of 1991-1992.  The time frame is from the grand strategy’s 
origin until it reached the desired end state.  The key issues are the 
desired international order sought, the ‘way’ this was to be achieved, 
the use of the four different type of means and the approach taken to 
build power.  

The second case is more problematic, complex and protracted 
and involves the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eeelam (LTTE) 
insurgency against the Sri Lankan government during 1990-2002.  
The LTTE case was the most sophisticated insurgent non-state actor 
of the post-Cold War period and made unusually extensive use of 
globalization.  Both aspects are at variance with notions of grand 
strategy being for great powers only and being concerned mainly 
with territorially constrained internal mobilisation.  The time frame 
chosen begins from the withdrawal of the Indian peacekeeping force 
when the LTTE became the dominant separatist group battling the 
Sri Lankan state. From this time the LTTE was able to single-
mindedly apply the grand strategy until 2002 when a Norwegian-
brokered ceasefire came into effective.  While it had not yet created 
its desired international order, with the ceasefire the grand strategy 
had reached its culminating point. At this point, the Sri Lankan state 
was clearly beginning to develop an effective counter grand strategy 
in response and there were significant adverse changes in the 
international and domestic environment.    

The failure case is that of the USSR’s détente grand strategy 
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Engagement Grand Strategies 

In the last decade, as the wars waged by Western forces in 
Afghanistan and Iraq gradually came to be seen as unsuccessful, a 
new stress has been placed on engagement grand strategies as an all-
encompassing solution.  In its recent applications in Libya and Syria 
however, the results have seemed disappointing suggesting that 
engagement grand strategies are appropriate in some circumstances 
but perhaps not in others.  

Crucially, as discussed earlier, the engagement grand strategy 
is not a liberal grand strategy. A liberal grand strategy would 
incorporate the normative positions of liberal philosophers whereas 
the engagement grand strategy does not. The engagement grand 
strategy here uses Moravcsik’s new liberalism as the basis for how 
different groups within democratic or authoritarian states can shape 
an entity’s social purpose.  

In this, the engagement grand strategy’s approach of working 
with and through domestic groups within a state may appear broadly 
similar to the use of alliances in a denial grand strategy.  The two are 
though conceptually dissimilar.  The engagement grand strategy 
focuses on working with useful sub-state groups: the grand strategy 
is all about these groups.  In contrast, in denial grand strategies the 
focus is on the opponent with the allies simply being additional 
means bought into play; denial grand strategies are all about the 
opponent.  

The three historical case studies are structured to highlight 
the important aspects of engagement grand strategy formulation, 
especially the design requirements, general operating logic and the 
circumstances favouring success or failure.  The first case is the US 
grand strategy of 1947-1952 to revitalize Western Europe, a 
particularly well-known example of an engagement grand strategy. 
The centrepiece of this regional grand strategy was the Marshall 



7 

Reform Grand Strategies 

Reform has an appealing finality but in being so ambitious is 
the most problematic of all grand strategies. This chapter’s case 
studies highlight important aspects of reform grand strategies 
including their design requirements, general operating logic and the 
circumstances that favour success or failure. 

The first case is the United Kingdom’s grand strategy of 
1948-1960 that defeated the communist insurgency in Malaya 
through shaping conceptions of national and adversary identity.   The 
Malayan Emergency is often seen as being a counterinsurgency 
exemplar but at its core involved two parties both seeking to gain the 
ideational edge over the other. As a colonial power the UK may be 
intuitively considered as unlikely to have prevailed.  The time span 
chosen is from when the need for a grand strategy was first realised 
with the start of the insurgency in 1948 until its effective end in 
1960.  The grand strategies used by the British both changed and 
progressively evolved making this also a useful example of the life 
cycles of grand strategies.  

The second, more demanding case is the International 
Campaign to Ban Landmines grand strategy during 1992-1999.  This 
involved a unique coalition of non-state actors that sought an 
international humanitarian law reform objective.  The campaign 
faced considerable opposition from many states and the use of 
materialist International Relations theories to assist crafting a 
suitable grand strategy would offer little insight and suggest certain 
failure.  The time span chosen is from the realisation that a new 
grand strategy was needed until it culminated with achieving its 
desired end state.   

The failure case is that of the US Iraq regime change grand 
strategy 2002-2003. This period spans the initial thinking about the 
grand strategy to its culmination in mid-2003 with the collapse of the 
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When To Use Grand Strategies to Solve A 
Problem (And When Not) 

Grand strategy remains in play. No one considers that today’s big 
challenges including the rise of China, Islamic State terrorism or 
Russian revisionism can be solved with a simple one dimensional 
strategy approach be it diplomacy, information, military or 
economics. Instead, a carefully calibrated blend of a diverse array of 
instruments of national power is considered necessary. Moreover in 
dealing with the global financial crisis’s onset, the importance of the 
development and sustainment of the various diverse instruments was 
reemphasised.   

Realising that the times and its demands both suit and call for grand 
strategy approaches, many nations have formally embraced it issuing 
an array of policy documents explaining how they will make a better 
future for themselves.  In its own way, China exemplifies this. The 
Chinese Communist Party’s constitution has for several years set out 
the country’s goals: by 2021 becoming a moderately prosperous 
society and by 2049 becoming a modernized socialist country that is 
rich, strong, democratic, culturally advanced and harmonious.1  To 
help advance this its leadership has embraced the ‘China Dream’, a 
grand narrative of national rejuvenation that envisages using a 
diverse array of instruments of national power to return the nation to 
prominence in the international system.2  In this, there has long been 
interest in grand strategies to guide China’s development and 
reforms. To support their development, in 1984 China’s paramount 
leader Deng Xiaoping, requested a method by which to judge the 
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