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Concepts: Mind and Muscle

Even if we break down war into its various activities, we will find that the
difficulties are not uniform throughout. The more physical the activity the
less the difficulties will be. The more the activity becomes intellectual and
turns into motives which exercise a determining influence on the com-
mander’s will, the more the difficulties will increase. Thus it is easier to
use theory to organize, plan, and conduct an engagement than it is to use
it in determining the engagement’s purpose. Combat is conducted with
physical weapons, and although the intellect does play a part, material
factors will dominate. But when one comes to the effect of the engage-
ment, where material successes turn into motives for further action, the
intellect alone is decisive. In brief, tactics will present far fewer difficulties
to the theorist than will strategy.

Carl von Clausewitz1

1 .1 STRATEGY AND INTELLECT

Strategic theory and the concepts that are its building blocks have only one
purpose: to enhance understanding, to educate for action. In order to be fit for
that purpose the strategic theory of the day needs to do two things. It has to
keep faith with the unchanging general theory of strategy, while also it must be
adaptable to the transient character of the historical context. Theorists have a
policing function and duty. They should discipline contemporary strategic
thought so that fads and fashions are detected and revealed to be only such,
rather than the revelation of eternal value that often is claimed. It is common-
place but useful to think of fighting power, the core potential fuel for strategic
effectiveness, as having three ingredients: the intellectual, the material, and the
moral. As is unavoidable with super-reductionist trinities, this one risks
explaining too little as the price for aspiring to explain too much. Nonetheless,
the trinitarian formula highlights appropriately the importance of the intel-
lectual contribution to strategic history. From time to time there is an



intellectual crisis when strategic thinkers seem manifestly unequal to the
challenges of the day. Authors of strategic theory are apt to forget that fine-
sounding concepts alone achieve nothing, much as excellent intelligence that
is not actionable tends not to be useful. This conceptual perspective on
strategy distinguishes between understanding strategy in general and doing
it in a specific context. It is always necessary to be able to do both. This is not
to ignore the enduring reality that the ability to invent and implement
strategies fit for particular current circumstances is ever likely to be imperfect.
Just as logistics typically is more demanding a command responsibility than is
strategic conception, so conception for a specific purpose is more likely to be a
serious challenge than is a sound grasp of the basics of strategy’s general
theory. The latter is vital for the former, but it falls in the necessary class of
understanding, not the sufficient.

The conceptual perspective accommodates the whole house of strategy, but
its domain is limited to the identification, understanding, and explanation of
strategic phenomena.2 To comprehend a problem is not synonymous with
understanding how to solve it, while even the achievement of such under-
standing does not mean that one is able to solve it. In the winter of 1940–1,
RAF Fighter Command fully understood its problem in attempting to defend
against the Luftwaffe’s Night Blitz. The RAF recognized that there was no
practicable solution until reliable airborne radar and the aircraft to carry it
were ready in suitable numbers, and that could not be done in the winter of
1940–1.3 This was not a classic case of concept failure, but rather one of
priorities and their consequences in sequenced achievement. Fighter Com-
mand’s overwhelming first priority was the ground-based radar system to
detect and help counter daylight attack. British science, technology, and
industrial production achieved a near miracle with the Chain Home and
Chain Home Low radar stations that were ready for the enemy by the summer
of 1940. They could not be partnered by an airborne system in the same time
frame, given the practical limits on resources, including the availability of
appropriate two-seat air defence fighters. The tactical success of British day-
light air defence in the summer of 1940 was the enabling expression of
strategic conceptual excellence. The RAF’s victory in the Battle of Britain
was achieved only because the concept was executed tactically and directed
operationally well enough. One needs to be ever alert to the error of undue
exclusivity of assigning too much weight to the possibly brilliant inspiration,
too little to the implementation, in considering historical strategies.

The conceptual perspective on strategy does not seek to diminish the weight
attached to tactical matters, but it insists that as a general rule intellect does
and should rule over muscle.4 There is a great deal of literature as well as visual
media material that focuses on the human dimension of lethal conflict. Not
infrequently it is claimed that war is really all about the experience of the
soldier, or the brutality of it all, and so forth. The ‘face of battle’ and the
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experience of war reach us emotionally and morally in ways that discourse on
strategy tends not to.5 Unfortunately, the cost of reaching emotions and
touching moral nerves is usually borne by some notable loss of understanding
of the events in question. For example, the justly acclaimed 2010 television
series, The Pacific, was utterly convincing and appropriately literally awful in
the human reality of violence presented. But, the men and their violent deeds
were presented in no historical or strategic context whatsoever. When the
military violence that is tactical behaviour of all kinds is presented as enter-
tainment with no endeavour to explain the purpose behind the action, it
approximates a form of pornography. The Pacific did offer some modest
measure of domestic social context for the young American soldiers, including
their forward staging in and through Australia. That social context, however,
offered no help to a viewer who would like to know why the American marines
were required to fight as the series shows in convincing detail.
The conceptual perspective on strategy, and indeed strategy itself, often is

overwhelmed by tactics that become self-referential. One reinforces success in
that one does what one can do either because one can, or because one must do
it. Military careers tend to appeal to people who are inclined to privilege ‘doing
it’ over ‘thinking about why one might do it’. The descriptors theorist and
academic, as well as the adjectival use of arm-chair, are familiar features in
pejorative professional military characterization of strategic thinkers and
writers. Military anti-intellectualism is as old as military history itself, is
thoroughly understandable, and often is well targeted. It is scarcely surprising
that the person whose life is on the line should be sceptical of the authority,
especially the moral legitimacy, of any advice he is given by a person who is
not so endangered. There are severe limits to the practicality of this principle,
but it has always been a necessity for effective leadership that the leader should
‘be there’, known and preferably seen to share some of the risks with the troops
that he strives to lead as well as command.6

The apparent tacticization of strategy is an ever present danger in historical
practice, because there is some sense in Charles F. Callwell’s claim that
‘[s]trategy is not, however, the final arbiter in war. The battle-field decides.’7

Belligerents fight in ways and for objectives that lend themselves to strategic
conceptual explanation, certainly to ex post facto rationalization. But, because
the enemy usually cannot be denied a vote on the acceptability of the contem-
porary trajectory of the course of events, and also because chance is all too
active, the narrative of warfare is more likely to reflect operational opportunity
that is exposed by the verdict of battlefield engagement. So essential is the
tactical enabler of strategy that the role and contribution of the latter is apt to
escape notice. Given that today strategic history is publicly accessible primarily
as visual entertainment that presents war as violent tactical behaviour bereft of
more than cursory strategic contextualization, it is unsurprising that the
conceptual perspective typically is missing from the frame. After all, it is
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hard to photograph a concept directly, unlike its plausibly inferable conse-
quences (e.g. German soldiers freezing at Stalingrad in winter 1941–2;
or American soldiers freezing at the Chosin Reservoir in North Korea in
December 1950).

The material, including human physical, and the moral narratives of war-
fare are so compelling that the conceptual narrative usually is in peril of being
slighted. To borrow gratefully from American historian Brian Linn, though to
expand upon his usage, there is a ‘heroic’ tradition among the possible
approaches to military behaviour that in practice encourages disdain for the
conceptual perspective.8 Superficially, though plausibly, strategy can seem a
luxury of little value to the unfortunates who must get the military job done.
Those people indeed do strategy in their tactical behaviour, for without such
behaviour there can be no strategy. However, it does not follow that tactics has
no need of strategic direction, that in practice it can provide its own guidance
and, in effect, substitute for and therefore function strategically. Despite the
popularity of the thesis, it is a categorical error on a major scale to believe that
strategy can be ‘tacticized’. Strategy and tactics are different in nature and
cannot mate to produce a hybrid offspring.

1 .2 FROM THE GENERAL TO THE PARTICULAR

Because strategy is a practical art, an education in its general mysteries can
only be of limited value. This does not mean that the general theory of strategy
is strictly of academic interest, understood pejoratively. Rather the point is that
general wisdom requires application for particular contexts in ways appropri-
ate to the circumstances. The general theory is exactly that, general9: its writ is
eternal and universal. From Athens in the fifth century bc and before, to
Afghanistan and after in the twenty-first century, the general theory of strategy
is authoritative (see Table 1.1).

But the necessary price paid for this authority, indeed the condition for its
rule, is a lack of specificity. The theory educates the aspiring strategist in how
to think and what to think about, but only generically by category of concern.
The general theory helps educate those who are educable, but its economical
dicta provide no answers to strategists’ pressing contemporary questions. The
theory warns that strategy is difficult, but it does not specify what that means
for a particular time or place. Furthermore, even if the practising strategist has
succeeded in using his education to help select a promising strategy, he must
also turn in a command performance for strategic execution that requires
abilities beyond the intellectual. When presented as in Table 1.1, the general
theory of strategy may have the appearance of a statement of the obvious,
presented pedantically in the style of a check-list. The fact that theory should
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Table 1.1 The General Theory of Strategy in 22 Dicta

Nature and character of strategy

1. Grand strategy is the direction and use made of any or all of the assets of a security
community, including its military instrument, for the purposes of policy as decided by politics.

2. Military strategy is the direction and use made of force and the threat of force for the purposes
of policy as decided by politics.

3. Strategy is the only bridge built and held to connect policy purposefully with the military and
other instruments of power and influence.

4. Strategy serves politics instrumentally by generating net strategic effect.
5. Strategy is adversarial; it functions in both peace and war, and it always seeks a measure of
control over enemies (and often over allies and neutrals, also).

6. Strategy usually requires deception, very frequently is ironic, and occasionally is paradoxical.
7. Strategy is pervasively human.
8. The meaning and character of strategies are driven, though not dictated and wholly
determined, by their contexts, all of which are constantly in play and can realistically be
understood to constitute just one compounded super-context.

9. Strategy has a permanent nature, while strategies (usually plans, formal or informal, expressing
contingent operational intentions) have a variable character, driven but not mandated by their
unique and changing contexts, the needs of which are expressed in the decisions of individuals.

Making strategy

10. Strategy typically is made by a process of dialogue and negotiation.

11. Strategy is a value charged zone of ideas and behaviour.

12. Historically specific strategies often are driven, and always are shaped, by culture and
personality, while strategy in general theory is not.

Executing strategy

13. The strategy bridge must be held by competent strategists.

14. Strategy is more difficult to devise and execute than are policy, operations, and tactics:
friction of all kinds comprise phenomena inseparable from the making and execution of
strategies.

15. The structure of the strategy function is best explained as comprising political ends, chosen
ways, and enabling means (especially, but not exclusively, military) and the whole endeavour
is informed, shaped, and may even be driven by, the reigning assumptions, both those that
are recognized and those that are not.

16. Strategy can be expressed in strategies that are: direct or indirect; sequential or cumulative;
attritional or manoeuvrist-annihilating; persisting or raiding (more or less expeditionary); or
a complex combination of these nominal alternatives.

17. All strategies are shaped by their particular geographical contexts, but strategy itself is not.

18. Strategy is an unchanging, indeed unchangeable, human activity in thought and behaviour,
set in a variably dynamic technological context.

19. Unlike strategy, all strategies are temporal.

20. Strategy is logistical.

21. Strategic theory is the fundamental source of military doctrine, while doctrine is a notable
enabler of, and guide for, strategies.

Consequences of strategy

22. All military behaviour is tactical in execution, but must have operational and strategic effect,
intended and otherwise.
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be uncontentious in its dicta has not prevented it being ignored in major
respects throughout history. The theory is a trans-historical and trans-cultural
summary of what should be close to intuitive understanding.

A strategist who has drunk deeply at the well of the classics on strategy
should be incapable of forgetting that his military mission has a political
purpose, that his enemy will ensure that any war is a project shared among
all belligerents, and that friction, including the products of chance, is a
certainty. Unfortunately what ought to be the refreshing waters of Sun Tzu,
Thucydides, and Clausewitz have limited practical value. Brian Linn has been
impressed by ‘[t]his failure of military intellectuals to agree on a concept of
war [in the 1990s and 2000s]’, as they have debated the latest ‘buzzwords’,
among which he cites ‘asymmetric conflict, fourth-generation warfare, shock
and awe, [and] full spectrum dominance . . . ’10 But, it is misleading to identify
concept failure as being partially responsible for intellectual confusion. Strat-
egy’s general theory has more utility as a source of guidance for history’s
strategies than appears possible at first glance.

When viewed in conceptual perspective, modern strategic history fre-
quently has recorded lively debate among military (today defence) intellec-
tuals. The evidence of intense debate of recent years about the nature, by
which they mean only the character, of modern war and warfare can be
identified as concept failure. As Linn claims, assuredly there is a lack of
contemporary consensus over the most appropriate concepts. But, is this
phenomenon truly a confusion of incompetent strategists who severally and
collectively are responsible for concept failure? Does it make sense to talk of
concept failure? Presumably the alternative condition to concept failure would
be concept success. In this happy latter case, contemporary strategists would
have gone to their inventory of concepts and located the one or more most fit
for current strategic purpose. Or, possibly, strategic theorists would have
discovered a new concept that seemed to fit the recent context comfortably.

For a heretical thought it might be argued that modern defence intellectuals
have been guilty of categorical reification. After the fashion of Victorian
botanists and entomologists, modern theorists are never happier than when
they can locate, capture, and classify by name a new species of conflict (or
warfare). The intention is worthy and usually is not without all merit. The
problem is that while this kind of conceptual perspective is fun and sometimes
profitable for expert theorists, it can be seriously misleading to the tactical
agents of strategy who tend not to be sufficiently well versed in strategic theory
to distinguish foam from substance. Clausewitz contributed to confusion
when he wrote in a famous passage about the importance of ‘establishing by
that test [of fit with policy] the kind of war on which they are embarking;
neither mistaking it for, nor trying to turn it into, something alien to its
nature’.11 Ignoring Clausewitz’s confusing use of war’s ‘nature’ here, when
he means character, he fuels the illusion that particular wars are of a definite,
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identifiable, and therefore stable kind. If to this belief one adds the proposition
that wars in a particular era can usefully be comprehended collectively—let
alone super-collectively, as in such heroically inclusive categories as early-
modern war, modern war, or post-modern war—then the conceptual perspec-
tive can be applied in quest of the right idea that best captures the historical
reality of the period.
The problem is not with theory per se. Theory is only about explanation and

is essential for data to be transformed into information, and for that infor-
mation to be transformed into candidate knowledge. Theory is not and cannot
be the issue. Indeed, it is the very utility of theory that makes it so dangerous to
misunderstand and misuse. In common with the case of the purported lessons
of history writ large, so the sub-species that is strategic history lends itself to
competitive theorization. It is an unusual concept of war for which no
apparently plausible empirical evidence can be mustered. Because strategic
history is so richly and diversely endowed a permanent field of experience, it is
always probable that any and every family of concepts and sub-concepts will
make some sense and probably have some validity. If strategic debate pertains
to future conflict, either imagination or authority will have to act as conceptual
policemen, because empirical evidence certainly cannot fulfil that function.
Conceptual authority is required in the real world of defence and security,
because plans must be developed and sometimes implementing action taken.
These behaviours need to be tolerably congruent with the conflicts to which
they are applied, and that therefore mandate an effort at understanding. The
provision of explanation for understanding is the function of theory.
Michael Howard once wrote that wars in all periods have more in common

with each other than they do with non-war phenomena in their own particular
period, though I am less confident that a similar claim can be sustained for the
commonalities among all armies in all periods.12 This is why there can be a
general theory of military strategy that is universally and eternally valid. Two
of the levels of theory that can exist below the general are the domain (or
geographically) specific but still general, and the strategy specific. This means,
for one example, that below the general theory of strategy there is a general
theory of (specific to) air power, and also that theories of air power in
historical application are conceptualized and deployed to craft particular
strategies.13 The air component to a joint plan will reflect the relative strengths
of air power inter alia, and those strengths will be more, or less, relevant to the
particular challenges of the day. Also, the potential contribution of air power
will vary over time and between strategic contexts. Thus there is a simple
hierarchy that reveals the structure of the conceptual perspective on strategy.
With a single major exception, that of strategy for nuclear weapons (and for
other weapons of mass destruction [WMD] also), in principle the strategy
realm comprises reasonably well-ordered space. Because of the importance of
this claim, Table 1.2 should minimize the possibility of misunderstanding.
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Reference to the specific general theories of strategy has to be qualified by
the caveat, ‘in principle’, because none of the geographically keyed bodies of
strategic theory enjoys high authority today. Ironically perhaps, land power is
too important to be confinable within meaningful intellectual boundaries.
There is no ignoring the fact that it cannot be regarded simply as another
one of war and strategy’s distinctive environments. Sea power, air power,
space power, and now cyber power, all have to find strategic expression in
consequences on the ground as land power. So many and so important can be
the contributions of, say, sea and air power to the fortunes of land power, that
theory tends not to succeed in providing useful explanation of the latter’s
structure and dynamics. Even land-locked battlespace these days typically
witnesses belligerent action that requires reliable access to, through, and
from the world’s four great commons: the sea, the air, Earth-orbital space,
and cyberspace.16 Studies of land warfare still appear, but their conceptual
integrity is as uncertain as is their logistical feasibility.17 The general theory of
land warfare as such has all but ceased to exist. What has happened is that the
increasing complexity of the jointness of armed conflict has resulted in the
theory of land warfare being elided into the general theory of warfare. Because
of his Prussian continentalist outlook as well as his determination to address
the basics of his subject, it is only a modest exaggeration to argue that we have
a fairly sound general theory of land warfare in the impressive and arguably
authoritative pages of Carl von Clausewitz’s On War. In the Prussian’s two-
environments world of the early nineteenth century, he manages to make only
a couple of insubstantial references to the sea.18 For all intents and purposes,
On War is a theory of war on land. The complete absence of a maritime
dimension to On War is not remotely invalidating of the book’s mission, but
nonetheless it is modestly troubling. The reasons for this absence are not hard

Table 1.2 Good Conceptual Order

From the general to the particular there is hierarchy.
1. The general theory of (military) strategy.

2. The general theory of military power for particular geographical domains: land power, sea
power, air power, space power, cyber power—and arguably for nuclear weapons/WMD.*

3. The particular theory of application, when relevant, for each kind of military power, in
individual historical cases as expressed in plans that are strategies.**

* There is no disputing that nuclear weapons can be and have been held to be a category of military power
different from the five with a necessary geographical association. This difference is discussed in the main text
below. Although cyber power and particularly cyberspace today typically are discussed as though they have
geophysical properties analogous to the land, air, sea, and Earth-orbital space, it is nonetheless important not
to forget that the cyber domain is a wholly constructed artificial one.
** Two admirably terse definitions of strategy serve helpfully to lay emphasis on this level of strategic
phenomena. J. C. Wylie advises that strategy is ‘[a] plan of action designed in order to achieve some end; a
purpose together with a system of measures for its accomplishment’.14 The second half of that sentence is
probably redundant. Also, with superb economy Carl H. Builder recommends that ‘[a] strategy is a concept for
relating means to ends’.15
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to surmise, but still it would be useful had Clausewitz offered some brief
explanation.
The four geographical environments other than the continental are neither

more nor less geophysically distinctive than is the land. However, the vital
difference is that the land is unique in strategic importance. All human conflict
must have some territorial reference, because that is the sole environment
where we humans can live. Even though the land is the environment most
influenced by others, it is always in a league of its own in strategic significance.

Although technological change has characterized warfare in all geographies,
it is an error to attempt to connect relative maturity to strategic theory for a
particular geography to the maturity of its machines of war and war support.
To explain: strategic theory often changes in good part because theorists
confuse temporary apparent facts, verified or only assumed, with a permanent
condition. Also, in addition to honest intellectual error the strategic realm has
always attracted theorists with political, economic, and cultural-ideological
agendas. This has meant that strategic theorists often have not been scholars
seeking truth, rather have they been advocates for particular military and
political causes who sought to advance recognition of a truth already dis-
covered but in need of marketing to credulous customers. Such theorists have
usually been able to construct the theory that purports to explain why what
they believe is correct.
Modest understatement of the favoured case for particular kinds of military

power is not a characteristic often found among strategic theorists. The nature
of the marketplace for strategic ideas and their associated artefacts commands
overstatement. In modern times, each of the newly exploited geographies of
conflict—the air, Earth-orbital space, and cyberspace—has attracted imperial
claims for superior relative potency. Contemporary insistence that cybernauts
will determine future strategic success or failure is only the most recent
example of a standard stamp of assertion masquerading as argument. Given
that the strategic effectiveness of the machine most exciting today is being
estimated (i.e. guessed) for the unknown, unknowable, and therefore largely
unforeseeable future, claims for anticipated contingent strategic disaster can
be hard to refute or prove. It is a challenge to identify anything that can serve
as credible evidence for a future that by definition cannot now exist. Defence
planners have this (non-)existential problem. It is difficult to persuade scep-
tical people that one knows enough to make expensive decisions now about a
subject—future strategic need—about which actually one can know little for
certain.19 Much that sparkles in a dazzling PowerPoint presentation on the
subject of ‘international security in the twenty-first century’ will transpire to
have been costume jewellery rather than authentic gems. There is always
someone who does guess correctly in anticipating future challenges. The
trouble is that there is no thoroughly reliable way of knowing at the time
how to identify that person.
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A prime merit of competent general theory is that it evades the unsolvable
problem of absent foreknowledge without sacrificing its intellectual integrity,
though naturally at the cost of eschewing specific advice. For example, plan-
ning for the use of the air component to a joint campaign requires detailed
understanding of current air power; what it can do, what it cannot, and how
the particular enemy of today might be able to thwart it. But, behind the
rationale for the strategy expressed in today’s plan for air power there lies air
power’s general theory. Table 1.3 is this author’s understanding of that theory.
What the theory should do is help understanding of the nature of the air
instrument of strategy; properly drafted, it will not need major revision as
the world changes. However, what do need constant revision are the plans
expressing strategies for the threat or use of air power in particular contexts.
New technologies and changing ideas about legitimate military employment,
for example, should not be able to invalidate the general theory of air power.
When competently developed and carefully expressed, the theory should be
subject only to marginal improvement by clearer contemporary phrasing, not
to radical overhaul to accommodate new revelations.

It takes time for security communities to come to terms with abrupt
seeming or even with cumulatively radical military change. It is one thing to
notice and then implement military and highly military relevant innovation
(e.g. the railway and the telegraph in the nineteenth century), it is quite
another to understand their strategic meaning. Today, the specific general
theories that explain the several kinds of military power differ in their matur-
ity. Sea power theory is in fair condition for reason of Geoffrey Till’s compre-
hensive reassessment,20 while the theory of air power has been notably poor
and misleading until recently.21 The theory of space power remains a project
still much in need of conceptual good order.22 Finally, the theory of cyber
power is ungoverned intellectual space, though early steps are being made to
fill the vacuum.23 Strategic anxiety has a way of propelling the creative
imagination. A sure sign of conceptual uncertainty is the absence of discipline
over spelling. For example, writings on cyber reveal uncertainty as to whether
the subject is ‘cyber power’, ‘cyber-power’, or ‘cyberpower’. The jury is still
out. In times not long past, military literature referred to ‘air-power’, ‘air
power’, and also to ‘airpower’.
It is arguable how much empirical evidence is necessary before reliable

environment and even weapon specific general theory can be composed. The
relational precedence between technology and strategic theory is contested by
scholars. While there was much highly imaginative speculation about air
power before the first purpose-built military aircraft took to the sky in 1908,
action not theory was in the cockpit from 1914 to 1918. Following the
extensive evidence from trial by battle, air power was able to soar on wings
of aspiration to any strategic destination favoured by its theorist advocates. It
is plausible to suggest that by 1918 most of what needed to be checked
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Table 1.3 The General Theory of Air Power

1. Air power theory is subordinate to the general theory of strategy.

2. Air power theory helps educate air power strategists: it is theory for practice.

3. Air power theory educates those who write air power doctrine and serves as a filter against
dangerous intellectual viruses.

4. Air power is the ability to do something strategically useful in the air.

5. Air power is aircraft and air forces, not only Air Force.

6. Air power requires a dedicated Air Force, though not all air power needs to be Air Force.

7. Warfare is joint, but physical geography is not—the air domain is different.

8. Air power in its very nature has fundamental, enduring though variable, attributes that
individually are unique, especially when they are more or less compounded synergistically for
performance.

9. Air power has persisting characteristic strengths and limitations.

10. The strategic value of air power is situational, but is never zero.

11. Control of the air is the fundamental enabler for all of air power’s many contributions to
strategic effect.

12. Superior air power enables control of vital strategic ‘commons’.
13. Control of the air is either essential or highly desirable, and it differs qualitatively from

control of the ground.
14. The air is one and so is air power.

15. Air power has strategic effect, but it is not inherently strategic.

16. All air power has strategic value in every kind of conflict.

17. Air power both supports and is supported by land power and sea power (and space power
and cyber power).

18. By its nature air power encourages operational and strategic perspectives, a fact with mixed
consequences for good and ill.

19. Air power is not inherently an offensive instrument; rather does it have both offensive and
defensive value.

20. The history of air power is a single strategic narrative, and a single general theory has
authority over all of it—past, present, and future.

21. Strategy for air power is not all about targeting—Douhet was wrong.

22. Air power has revolutionized tactics, operations, and strategies, but not the nature of strategy,
war, or warfare.

23. Air power is uniquely capable of waging geographically parallel operations of war, but this
valuable ability does not necessarily confer decisive strategic advantage.

24. Aerial bombardment ‘works’, though not necessarily as the sole military instrument that
decides a war’s outcome.

25. The high relative (to land power) degree of technology dependency that is in the nature of air
power, poses characteristic dangers as well as provides characteristic advantages.

26. Air power, space power, and cyber power are strongly complementary, but they are not
essentially a unity.

27. One character of air force(s) does not suit all countries in all circumstances.

This theory is presented and explained fully in Colin S. Gray, Airpower for Strategic Effect (Maxwell Air Force
Base, AL: Air University Press, 2012), ch. 9.
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empirically, albeit arguably, about the strategic promise and meaning of
air power was visible to those with eyes to see and assess it. However, one
has to recognize the comfort of hindsight. It is sensible to bypass as a
secondary matter the interesting question of how long it takes for scholars
and practitioners of strategy to understand the strengths and limitations of
radically new technology. What is certain is that in the past century strategists
have had no choice other than to make what sense they could of air power,
space power, cyber power (indeed all aspects of the electromagnetic spectrum
[EMS], going back to the electric telegraph in 1837 and then the telephone in
1876). In addition, worthy of special mention, there has been the class of
weaponry that kick-started modern strategic studies with three startling ex-
plosions in 1945, two of them delivered in anger. The nuclear age arrived
largely unanticipated, unheralded, and not understood.

1 .3 NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND STRATEGY

In modern times, at least, it has been usual for a radically new weapon
technology to be anticipated in speculative literature, some of it explicitly
fictional and intended to entertain as much as to inform. Furthermore, new
military capabilities typically arrive in primitive guise beset by problems that
inhibit high performance in action. They emerge and then mature by trial and
error over a period of years or even decades. For example, the machine gun
that contributed so greatly to the dominance of the defence from 1914 to 1918,
had its useful origins in the 1860s, was invented more or less in its final form in
1885–6 by HiramMaxim, and has been improved technically until the present
day.24 The strategic implications of the machine gun were not fully appreci-
ated for thirty years. By 1916–17, it was appreciated as a team player along
with artillery and, in due course, radically revised infantry tactics, as well as
close ground-supporting aircraft.

A conceptual perspective on atomic weapons reveals a narrative very
different to that for the machine gun. Atomic fission was achieved as a
scientific breakthrough in January 1939, was not understood to have serious
near-term practicable weapon potential until 1940, and was not known con-
clusively to be weaponizable until July 1945.25 In 1945 the atomic bomb was
employed to coerce Imperial Japan into surrender. There was extant no
strategic literature on the threat, use, or probable consequences of atomic
bombs. American (and British) policymakers and strategists had motive,
opportunity, and indeed the need, to invent strategy for the use of atomic
weapons in the summer of 1945. Notwithstanding scientific speculation and
limited laboratory advances in atomic physics in the preceding decades, the
authors of books on military subjects were thoroughly unaware that the
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weaponization of the atom was a practicable proposition in the near term.
Modern strategic studies has an intellectual ancestry extending over millennia,
but in 1945 there was no conceptual perspective whatsoever available specif-
ically on atomic weapons. Given that for its first decade and beyond the atomic
bomb could only be delivered over long distances by large aircraft, air power
thinking dominated US nuclear strategy.
The first question the conceptual perspective has to address regarding

atomic, then thermonuclear, weapons (henceforth generically nuclear
weapons), is whether or not these weapons are indeed such, or whether they
are something else. Are nuclear weapons weapons and can they be accommo-
dated conceptually with some comfort within the domain of strategy? Nearly
seven decades of thought and behaviour, albeit behaviour short of military
action, have yielded a shaky consensus, with many dissenters, upon the
proposition that nuclear weapons are weapons and that they do fall within
the domain of strategy. Notwithstanding a relatively brief American concep-
tual and material infatuation with nuclear weapons in the 1950s and early
1960s, the dominant view has been that these weapons differ significantly from
other weapons. This view emphasizing nuclear singularity has long retained
practical authority in the West.26 But, singular weapons or not, the awkward
truth was and remains that major powers, to remain such, had no prudent
choice other than to acquire them. Objectively existential facts demand that
the logical structure of strategy cannot be withheld from nuclear weapons. It is
scarcely possible for a nuclear-arming state to avoid performing the strategic
function expressed in the mantra of ends, ways, and means, even if this eternal
trinity is framed by the assumption that these are not weapons for use. The
probable fact that nuclear weapons in use would prove self-defeating on
several scores—physical damage suffered, political interests harmed, moral
values affronted, and so forth—does not remove them from the strategic
domain. Many strategic choices for the (tactical) employment of weapons of
all kinds have proved ill advised. What nuclear weapons have achieved is a
dramatic raising of the stakes. The inherent risks and costs of war flagged
emphatically in the general theory of strategy are raised to a level that sane,
sober, and careful statesmen should find intolerable. However, there appears
to have been great and even decisive value in the strategic effect of nuclear
menace short of military use. The proposition that nuclear weapons prospect-
ively are so destructive that they are really political, not military, weapons is
simply logical nonsense. All weapons are political in purpose, but military in
(tactical) employment.
It is important to recognize the potency of circumstance. Since no security

community acquires nuclear weapons by accident, or once having acquired
them could afford to treat them with an utterly benign and total neglect, these
devices of arguable necessity have to be treated strategically. Polities need to be
strongly motivated for them to be willing to pay the high costs of nuclear
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acquisition. It follows that they are all but certain to have specific security
concerns that will be reflected in the technical and tactical detail of their
evolving nuclear force postures. Whatever the propelling political motivation,
once a state acquires these weapons it is obliged by that fact to treat them
within the conceptual framework of defence policy and strategy. They may be
devices of last resort that politicians can scarcely imagine ever using, but their
servant nuclear armed forces are obliged by necessity to train for war, albeit
nuclear war. The human race is trapped strategically by its own technical
ingenuity in the context of essentially permanent, if usually controllable,
rivalry. Regarded politically, people should not have been trusted with the
weaponization of nuclear fusion. However, it is no use blaming the scientists,
the technologists, the military, or even ourselves as citizens (and policy-
makers). We are what we are, and nuclear weapons arrived, indeed were
force-marched into hasty action in 1945, well before the human race was
ready for them. The weapons once invented under acute pressure of immedi-
ate anxiety (and then expediency) in the Second World War, required military
mastering for strategic appreciation and for political understanding, all of
which took time. Meanwhile, as the Cold War decades rolled on, rival nuclear
arsenals and force postures had to be developed, deployed, commanded, and
exploited in peace for deterrence and experimentally as occasional threats for
attempted coercion. Plans were drafted and practised for the war that must
never be waged.

With millennia of experience upon which to draw for strategic education,
and with two of the greatest conflicts in history conducted well within living
memory, one might think that the challenge to understanding presented by
nuclear weapons would have been relatively easy to meet. The problem was to
know what, if any, pre-nuclear historical experience was relevant to the
nuclear era.27 For most of the first decade of the nuclear age it was just
about plausible to argue that atomic weapons simply added a new dimension
of fairly prompt destructive potential to the grand narrative of modern
industrial-age mass warfare après the templates of 1914–18 and 1939–45.28

As late as the 1940s a Third World War thus would be a yet more awful
version of the already terrible historical experience of the century to date.29

Most of the argument between theorists over the character—or was it the
nature?—of modern great power war was settled by the scientists, technolo-
gists, and engineers when they were able to produce the true ‘super’ hydrogen
fusion bomb (ignited by a fission trigger) in the early 1950s. Weapon energy
yields now could leap from the modestly horrific kiloton range to the mon-
strously immodest megaton zone, and they could do so with no theoretical
limit. The hydrogen bomb was different from the atomic bomb. Quantity can
have a quality all its own, as the saying goes, accurately. Military planners and
prospective ‘war-fighters’—to resort anachronistically to the contemporary
jargon of Americans in the post-Cold War world—could consider atomic
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warfare within an intellectual framework that one might term Second World
War-plus. The arrival of hydrogen bombs by the mid-1950s cancelled that
framework conclusively. Unfortunately for strategic theorists, they had to
attempt to make strategic sense of a military context that seemed to preclude
the probability, perhaps even the possibility, of the achievement of strategic
advantage. A nuclear armed enemy certainly could be defeated by reasonable
definition, but what would be the value of that if such a success could not
prevent one’s own near simultaneous or subsequent defeat? The most mighty
of the strategist’s questions here intruded yet again, ‘so what?’
The intellectual products of the huge efforts expended on the conceptual

perspective upon nuclear weapons were, and remain, deeply problematic. This
author was raised on nuclear lore and behaviour, a body of assumptions,
assertions, arguments, theories, attitudes, and practices that incontestably
proved compatible with a peaceful outcome to the Cold War. It might appear
churlish to attempt to argue with success. Self-evidently, the conceptualizers
for the nuclear age performed well enough. Nonetheless, it is sensible to
question assertions of particular intellectual cause and its claimed effect.
What follows should not be read as criticism of the defence intellectuals who
founded and developed modern strategic studies, but rather as a sceptical,
though ironically admiring, look in the rear-view mirror of historical hind-
sight at the performance of those who provided the conceptual perspective on
strategy for nuclear weapons.30

A body of strategic theory was invented and then refined, keyed to a
dominant concept of stable mutual deterrence that served adequately to enable
policymakers and strategists to make sense of their strategic context. The
apparent strategic fact that the superpowers were caught by technology in a
military context that precluded meaningful military victory was obvious to
most people by the mid-1960s, but could never prudently be assumed by
responsible military establishments to be a reliable permanent truth. We know
today that the strategic terms of engagement in the 1960s and 1970s were
robust against feasible technical change. However, that condition of stalemate
could not be assumed at the time: it was only prudent for both sides to
compete energetically in nuclear weapons and their delivery vehicles. Such
effort offered the win–win outcomes either of (unlikely) meaningful advan-
tage, or at least of high assurance that the adversary could not secure any
strategically menacing superiority.
Western strategic thinking about nuclear weapons was intensely rational as

well as notably ahistorical and often anti-historical, disdainful of the possible
relevance of strategic experience prior to 6 August 1945. The logic of mutual
nuclear deterrence and the generally comforting calculations of the require-
ments of deterrence stability were overconfident expressions of faith in the
permanent authority of cool and calculating prudent people. Those people
would prudently command and securely control vast untried machines of war
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in the face of whatever friction and contingency might throw at them. To call
this project a gamble is indeed appropriate.31

From the earliest years of the nuclear era strategists as theorists and as
planners have sought to cope with the unavoidable practicalities of contin-
gency action plans. Since nuclear arsenals undoubtedly are here to stay, how
should these weapons be used in war? Even after nearly seventy years the
conceptual perspective on this class of weapon cannot provide a thoroughly
convincing answer. That is a scholar’s self-indulgent judgement. The practical
matter is that throughout the nuclear period, politicians, officials, and soldiers
have been obliged to make practical choices concerning contingent nuclear
employment options, whether or not those action plans for use deserved to
have confidence placed in them. The obvious fact that there has rarely been a
fully satisfactory answer determinable, does not serve as an excuse for evading
the issue. Intellectually mastered or not, nuclear weapons have figured in war
plans since the 1940s.

Defence communities learn from history what they want to learn. More
often than not they learn from the particular interpretations found in some
historians’ stories what is believed to serve best the interests of institutions or
bodies of opinion. Unfortunately for the potency of the usual argument from
claimed analogy, there was general agreement among those theorizing about
strategy that strategic history ended (and began again, differently) in 1945.
The nuclear era might be a post-strategic age, strictly impossible though that
would be, but nuclear weapon technology was assumed to have caused a
break-point in strategic time. This Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) was
effected by technology and was married to the air power of the new armed
service that was the US Air Force. The RMA prompted an intellectual context
wherein theory for the new era devolved upon a small number of gifted
physical and social scientists to whom the rejection of pre-1945 experience
came naturally.32 To be polite, nuclear-age strategic theorizing in its early
decades was an effort undisturbed or challenged by potential evidence that
pre-dated Hiroshima. The conceptual foundations of nuclear oriented and
related strategic theory were constructed with a near total absence of historical
perspective. Relevant history was born abruptly by surprise in 1945.

The lack of historical perspective meant necessarily that an empirical basis
for new strategic theory also was absent. For understandable reasons, the
conceptual perspective on contemporary strategic challenges was restricted
to ‘(limited) war in the nuclear age’.33 Since it was assumed that everything
that really mattered had changed in 1945, the assumption that the relevant
evidential base for strategic conceptualization could only postdate the Second
World War seemed eminently reasonable; indeed, it was not contested ser-
iously by scholars for many years. The near total absence of pre-1945 historical
reference in nuclear weapon strategic theorization, added to the agreeable fact
that there was no nuclear battle action as decade succeeded decade, has created
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a situation wherein the relevant strategic theory happily is thoroughly specu-
lative, though less happily rests with possibly unwarranted confidence upon
contestable assumptions.
Whether or not the early theorists of the nuclear age as well as most of their

successors merit criticism for largely ignoring the pre-1945 historical record,
there can be little doubt that their speculative products are distinctly imper-
fectly verified by anything worthy of the label of positive evidence from
experience. The real problem with the strategic thinking for nuclear related
issues that theory could address is the fact that its fragility is hugely under-
appreciated. The logic of mutual deterrence is easy to understand, but the fact
that there has been no nuclear use since 1945 may be more attributable to luck
than to wisdom in theory and skill in practice. The conceptual perspective on
nuclear weapons typically has remained comfortably focused on the preven-
tion and early containment of nuclear war. Despite the unarguable existential
peril of large-scale nuclear use in a world that shows no practical enthusiasm
for strategically meaningful nuclear disarmament (regrettably for excellent
pragmatic reasons, one must add), the conceptual perspective on nuclear
weapons continues to risk misleading its dependants by assuming an authority
for which it lacks reliable evidence. What is deplorable is not the absence of
well evidenced theory for policy and strategy, but rather the assumption that
no bad news on nuclear use amounts to the good news that the theory of stable
deterrence must be correct.
The richly human as well as political and cultural history of strategic

behaviour is not much in evidence in the library of strategic theory on and
about nuclear weapons. In the same way that the ColdWar, including its novel
nuclear dimension, needs to be better integrated into the whole grand narra-
tive of history, so theory for and about nuclear weapons is much in need of
fuller reconciliation with the dicta of strategy’s general theory.34 Those who
specialize in providing the conceptual perspective have yet to recognize
adequately the need for this historical mission to be attempted. Prominent
among the reasons why strategy for nuclear weapons needs to benefit more
from strategy’s general theory is the insistence in the latter that strategy’s
adversarial nature and context and its vulnerability to friction of many kinds
must never be forgotten. Strategy’s adversarial nature and its liability to
harassment by friction should not simply be noted and then in practice
ignored, because assumed to be of little consequence. Although strategy for
nuclear weapons was developed for half a century with a particular dominant
adversary in mind, it is still quite surprising when one is obliged to reflect
upon how little Western officials, soldiers, and scholars really knew about the
enemy of those decades in nuclear regard. It was a persisting fact during the
Cold War that no matter how confident Western defence communities were
in their unilateral conceptual mastery of evolving nuclear circumstances, they
could never be confident that they enjoyed a reliable grasp of and grip upon
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Soviet nuclear reasoning. Of course, manyWestern officials and theorists were
certain that they understood Soviet nuclear thinking. In truth there was
considerable doubt over Soviet assumptions and planned intentions regarding
the use of nuclear weapons. Strategic history records many cases of states
misunderstanding their adversaries’ concepts and plans, but often there has
been time to learn and adjust to unanticipated revelations. A problem with
conceptual error and derivative mistakes in the assumptions informing plans
with a nuclear dimension is that probably there would be no time to adapt to
unanticipated and unexpected epiphanies.

The strategic conceptual perspective on nuclear weapons can never be
assessed prudently save with reference to the possible behaviour of a self-
willed Other, the enemy. Moreover, that enemy’s nuclear style is unlikely to be
readable in advance reliably, either from strictly material assessment or from
the contingent menaces in declaratory policy and strategy. The much con-
tested cultural perspective cannot prudently be ignored and is, in consequence,
discussed at some length in Chapter 3.35 The cultural perspective on strategy
comprises a sub-set of influences inside the perilously big tent of the concep-
tual perspective. However, honesty compels one to admit that a no less potent
claim can be made for the intellect in conceptual action as a sub-set inside the
tent of culture.

From the earliest years of the nuclear age a powerful strand in the concep-
tual perspective on nuclear weapons in effect has denied that they can be
thought about strategically at all. This is by no means an entirely foolish
attitude to adopt.36 One can acknowledge that nuclear weapons exist and
cannot be disinvented. Furthermore one can recognize that nuclear disarma-
ment is uninteresting because it could not be policed and enforced when states
would be motivated to build, or rebuild, nuclear arsenals. An astrategic view
appreciates that although nuclear weapons may have some welcome deterrent
merit occasionally, that virtue would only be of existential strategic value. It
follows that even though it is probably unavoidable to go through the motions
of strategic reasoning, and to appear to exercise some care in the material
provision for a nuclear force posture of modest size, hardly any of the strategic
detail of the pertinent ways and means really matters. The strategic value of
nuclear weapons is merely existential: ‘they exist, therefore we assume that
they will deter whomever and whatever might need deterring and is deter-
rable’. Details of warheads, means of delivery, basing and deployment modes,
number of delivery vehicles, targeting plans, and so forth, are assumed, though
of course not declared, to be irrelevant to the real world of prospectively
terrified all too human politicians. And who could blame them?

The attitude just outlined and somewhat caricatured is reasonable on a
number of grounds, not totally excluding the strategic. However, reasonable
and plausible or not, assuredly it is not responsible, unless one assumes that
strategic thought about (and planning for) the ‘unthinkable’ might have the
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potential to lower desirable barriers against nuclear use.37 Strategic theorists
long have had to contend with the charge that their careful thought about
dangerous subjects is itself a source of danger. This is foolishly anti-intellectual,
but it cannot be denied that familiarity with the theory that is nuclear strategy
can lead under-recognized to some over-familiarity, and even to the apparent
neglect of ethical safeguards and moral sensibility. That said, there has been no
practicable alternative to the provision of conceptual guidance for the new class
of weapons that exploded with no strategic, intellectual, or moral notice upon
the astonished world in 1945.
The focus here has been upon an extreme case of strategic conceptual

challenge and response. The nuclear example of the difficulties in achieving
conceptual mastery of strategy is especially rich, despite the fact that there is
no reliable evidence that can be deployed in aid of discrimination between
wise or foolish strategic ideas. Historical hindsight is an immense advantage,
but does it reveal which ideas about nuclear strategy—the assumptions, ends,
ways, and means—were more, as opposed to less, sound? The answer is a
resounding ‘no’. The strategic context of the early Cold War decades saw an
impressive conceptual response to what was generally agreed to be the over-
whelming challenge of the era; the need to understand the meaning of nuclear
weapons for statecraft and strategy. Much has been deduced about the conse-
quences of the nuclear revolution for peace, crisis, and war, but the historical
record since 1945 has settled few of the controversies. Scholars do not know
for certain whether or not nuclear weapons deterred. They do not know for
certain whether or not anyone has needed to be deterred by nuclear anxieties.
And assuredly they do not know how nuclear warfare would have proceeded
and to what outcome. This essential ignorance does not mean that we are
unable to make heavily favoured best guesses, but they are only guesses. The
conceptual perspective upon strategy for nuclear weapons mercifully has no
empirical base in actions beyond the initial awful demonstration with two
entry-level atomic bombs that wrought havoc in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
How challenging is it to master intellectually a whole class of weaponry when
there are no certain empirical referents? Materially and conceptually the
understanding of air power, as well as much misunderstanding, was massively
accelerated by the experience of war from 1914 to 1918. Space power con-
tinues to lack for a convincing strategic conceptual framework, despite its half-
century plus of evolution.
The latest strategic conceptual challenge, that posed by cyber power, is

being met with far more expedition than was space power, because cyber
‘warfare’ already is a notable, if constrained, reality. Governments are wrest-
ling conceptually and politically with the conundrum posed by hostile action,
not merely with potential menace, in the EMS. Is cyber warfare war? Whether
or not it is so treated today, how ought it to be regarded for the future?
Electrons that are maliciously chosen and directed can have deadly physical
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consequences, even though they lack the material reality of traditional land
power, sea power, air power, and even space power. The burgeoning strategic
debate about the meaning and implications of cyber power generically is
analogous to the intellectual challenge posed by nuclear weapons in the
1940s and 1950s.

1 .4 FAITH, HOPE, AND ASSUMPTIONS

Concept failure refers to the phenomenon of strategic theory found wanting as
a guide to strategic practice. For example, in the 1930s and into the 1940s the
US Army Air Corps, and later Forces (USAAC/USAAF), adopted, promoted,
and implemented in action the strategic theory of victory by unescorted high-
altitude daylight precision bombing.38 For its time and place, largely over
Germany in 1943–5, the master concept simply was unsound. The general
theory of strategy for air power does not and cannot condemn this idea.
Instead, the theory maintains that the strategic effect generated by such a
use of air power is highly situational. There can be many reasons why some
strategic concepts fail to meet the pragmatic needs of strategists at particular
times. As often as not, the principal cause of failure will be faulty operational
military direction, doctrine, and tactical execution of strategic ideas that
appeared sound enough in principle.

A frequently neglected foundation of strategy is the role played by the
assumptions of strategists. T. X. Hammes, an important contemporary theor-
ist, with reference to Eliot Cohen as heavyweight support, claims that

He [Eliot Cohen] starts with the requirement to make assumptions about the
environment and the problem. Once the strategist has stated his assumptions,
then he can consider the ends (goals), ways (the how) and means (resources)
triangle. However, Cohen states an effective strategy must also include prioritiza-
tion of goals, sequencing of actions (since a state will rarely have sufficient
resources to pursue all its goals simultaneously) and finally, a theory of victory
(‘How does this end?’).39

Hammes (and Cohen) are correct; the great chain of strategic logic expressed
in the words quoted is made of precious metal. But, there are traps for the
incautious that can limit the value of that logic, particularly with respect to the
requirement for according assumptions an explicit and even a formal role in
the strategy-making process.

Consideration of the conceptual perspective on strategy might seduce one
into recommending recognition of the role of assumptions as an intellectual
key that should open many doors to understanding. However, two difficulties
with assumptions are fundamental and beyond reliable alleviation. First,

28 Perspectives on Strategy



argument for privileging the role of assumptions readily is revealed to be
perilously close to tautological. Sound assumptions should promote the pro-
spects for sound strategy. But, how does one test for the soundness of
assumptions? The answer presumably has to be through empirical verification,
though the record of success or failure is likely to be inconclusive as evidence
because of the phenomenon of redundant causation, as well as the laws of
physics that deny us knowledge of events that are yet to occur. Strategy may
succeed despite being founded upon faulty assumptions, just as poor strategy
may succeed because the troops perform well tactically, despite their strategic
disadvantages, or because the enemy underperforms.
Second, it is an easy matter to slip innocently into abuse of the meaning of

assumptions. By definition, an assumption is something that currently is not
known for certain to be true, but nonetheless is taken for granted (assumed to
be true). It may be knowable, though it is not known at present. However,
more often than not assumptions are made about subjects that literally cannot
be known today because they lie in the future. Thus there is a severe defin-
itional limitation to the strategic value in the scrutiny of assumption.
No methodology can reveal what is unknowable, though it should be helpful
to identify assumptions as such, which is to say as ‘known but assumed
unknowns’. Since strategic assumptions typically refer to anticipated features
of future strategic history, there has to be a measure of uncertainty irreducible
save by the passage of time and events. This translates as meaning that it
would be nonsensical to try to insist that a strategy-making process should
strive to ‘get its assumptions right’. The working assumptions of strategists
must always by definition be more or less problematic. This claim was
registered uncompromisingly by Clausewitz, though in different words,
when he identifies uncertainty as constituting a permanent feature of the
‘climate’ of war, and when he argues incontestably that ‘war is the realm of
chance’.40

The practical problem is how, even whether, the strategist can improve his
assumptions. The logical fact that a superior performance in assumption
identification and utilization should ensure strategic success, alerts us to the
tautological difficulty. Because strategic assumptions by definition are fact-
ually unproven, though not necessarily unsupported, the challenge to strategy
reform can no more lie with assumptions per se than with strategy per se.
A security community that performs poorly with strategy is unlikely to be one
capable of achieving substantial reform by improving its strategic assump-
tions. On the same reasoning, it is improbable that a strategically challenged
leadership would be able to correct its deficiencies in assumptions. The one
weakness implies the other. To suggest otherwise would be to commit an error
characteristic of the creative authors of ‘virtual history’, wherein historical
actors are postulated to behave in ways of which they were systemically
incapable. For example, it is interesting to speculate about Hitler’s mistakes
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in his strategic misconduct of the Second World War. The problem with such
analysis is that it is deeply misleading to refer to strategic behaviour that was
always very probable because of the nature of the individuals and institutions
involved.

Although the conceptual perspective on strategy, in common with strategy’s
general theory, needs to recognize the practical significance of assumptions,
there is small reason to anticipate that such recognition can enable much
improvement in strategic performance. All aspects of practical strategy, from
initial conceptualization, through planning, on ultimately to tactical imple-
mentation, have to rest upon assumptions, which is to say upon beliefs about
causal relationships as yet unverified by events. The core reality of historical
strategy, strategic thought, and military intention, is all speculative theory,
which is the world of assumptions prior to validation or refutation by action.

Because they tend to be future oriented, and because the future is an
unattainable foreign country, the assumptions of the strategist should not be
accorded any more authority than one allows to hope resting upon a faith that
currently is unverifiable. This reasoning does not challenge the importance of
assumptions in the conceptual perspective on strategy, but it does suggest that

Table 1.4 Assumption Troubles

Assumptions are hugely important to the strategist. However, recognition of that importance is
of less practical utility than one might think. The following list summarizes this theorist’s
methodological troubles with assumptions.
1. Some beliefs are so popular and uncontentious that they escape notice as the contestable
assumptions that they are.

2. If assumptions are believed to be facts they are likely to evade examination in an assumptions
audit.

3. Because assumptions must be unproven, though not necessarily unprovable, in order to be
classed as assumptions, there is always going to be some uncertainty as to their reliability.
There are unbreakable limits to what can be known with certainty at any one time.

4. Many assumptions of high importance for defence planning and strategy making must always
be unprovable because they pertain to a future that is never reached: tomorrow never comes.
By definition, assumptions about the future cannot be proven. No research methodology yet
invented enables time travel.

5. By definition, sounder assumptions must be desirable and may be useful, but their
identification is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for strategic success.

6. Strategic assumptions should not be considered a variable independent of the policy- and
strategy-making process. A weakness in the working assumptions, whether or not they are
recognized explicitly as such, is virtually certain to cohabit with other strategic conceptual
weaknesses that will be systemic.

7. It is probably a serious mistake to believe that one can submit a strategy to an assumptions test
in the expectation that it can be improved by an assumptions repair job. Many strategic
assumptions are not really selected from a catalogue of offerings, but rather have cultural roots
and are anchored in particular geopolitical and historical contexts.
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it points to what would be a gold mine if only it could be exploited usefully.
The more deadly of assumptions for the strategist are likely to be those of
which either he is unaware or that are highly resistant to correction. Concept
failure typically does reflect some assumption failure, but such recognition
does not advance the cause of better strategy very far. It is necessary to
penetrate deeper into the conditions and causes of strategic behaviour. It is
appropriate to think of assumptions as providing a significant context for
strategy making and execution. But, the common-sense claim that this context
must enjoy authority as provider of an independent variable for the education
of strategists is not a safe one. In practice, assumptions often are discovered
and articulated under pressure in response to the perceived necessity of
debate. Assumption discovery and generation is a process always apt to be
corrupted by the explicit or implicit pressure to validate strategic choices
already made. After all, once one has decided what should be done, it is no
great intellectual feat to find the assumptions that provide legitimation.
Table 1.4 summarizes most of the concerns expressed here.

1 .5 STRATEGY IS TIMELESS, BUT STRATEGIES
AND STRATEGISTS ARE NOT

There is more to strategy than can be seen strictly in conceptual perspective.
After all, theory achieves nothing without practice. That logical point granted,
this perspective should provide understanding relevant to the whole house of
strategy. It identifies the structure of strategy in all its aspects and is the arsenal
of ideas for the governance of otherwise chaotic strategic space. At the apex of
the conceptual perspective towers general theory on the strategy function. The
general theory is the principal fortress of distilled knowledge on strategy.41

The sheer variety in human strategic history can be a potent source of needless
confusion, as also can be the differences in language between diverse polities
and cultures over time and in contrasting geographies. It is perhaps paradox-
ical that the rich variation in the details of human strategic affairs has coex-
isted with seemingly eternal and universal prosecution of the strategy
function, whatever the contemporary local terminology used to contemplate
its practice. To claim thus inclusively for the strategy function is not to ‘ride
roughshod’ over the wealth of historical variation, as one historian has
charged.42 Empirically appraised, security communities have always per-
formed the strategy function, whether or not they had a contemporary term
approximating modern usage of the word strategy. The logic in, as well as the
historical evidential support for, this argument could hardly be more
compelling.
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For reasons of politics inclusively and tolerantly understood, men have
always been obliged by necessity to identify a concept or concepts to guide
the use of their means, particularly their military means. Political and strategic
conceptual choices reflect the extant assumptions, not all of which express
favourable news. Security communities of every character must function
strategically in order to survive and prosper. Strategy is not an option, let
alone a conceptual invention of modern times. Many communities have not
performed the strategy function well enough and have suffered severely as a
consequence. But even this logic may mislead the unwary, should they neglect
strategy’s competitive nature. It is not necessary to be excellent in the practice
of strategy, but it is certainly advisable to be better than the enemy of the day.
For a conceptually disturbing thought, one might speculate that an enemy
inferior in strategy may find more than adequate compensation elsewhere for
that deficiency. However, when soundly assembled the general theory of
strategy, with its high inclusivity, is able to cope with apparently disabling
‘what ifs . . . ’ Should any of the dicta in the general theory be falsifiable either
empirically or logically, they would not belong in the theory in their current
form, if at all.

The conceptual perspective on strategy is of timeless relevance because
strategy understood as performance of the strategy function itself is timeless.
In the late 2000s the American and other allied forces that had intervened in
Afghanistan lacked a credible strategy for success in their war against a
complex enemy known collectively, but loosely and not entirely accurately,
as The Taliban. In the 1340s, England’s King Edward III required, found, and
pursued a strategy to bring his French foe, Philip VI, to battle in circumstances
where he could be defeated. Edward’s strategic concept to achieve this result
was the reliable agency of a bloody and fiery chevauchée (cavalry raid) across
northern France that Philip could not ignore.43 Edward was reasoning and
acting strategically. The political goal was the crown of France, the military
means was a largely professional army of modest size deployed tactically to
best advantage, and the raiding style in campaigning enticed the French into
seeking a battle that they were unlikely to win: this comprised a sound theory
of victory, a strategy for success. By way of contrast, the United States and its
NATO allies in Afghanistan in the 2000s did not operate with a strategic
understanding of their practicable choices and limitations at all comparable to
the superior English strategic performance in 1346 in the Crécy campaign.
However, the strategy function was needed equally in the two cases, and
competitive strategic effect was generated in both of them, though in the
needful quantity only in the 1346 example. A strategic conceptual perspective
applied equally to both cases.

The timelessness of strategy as a challenge inherent in the human security
condition is not matched by a like timeless quality to the thoughts and
behaviour of historically contextualized strategists. Those who must practise
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strategy by devising and commanding contextually adapted strategies are
always, without exception, the products of their particular time, place, and
circumstances. No strategic theorist or practitioner performs outside of his
time, though certainly he may speak to later generations should they choose to
read him, assuming that his words survive and can be recovered. There is a
timeless reality to the strategy function that finds detailed historical expression
in ever changing thought and action. Another way of stating this fundamental
proposition is with the claim that strategy has an eternal and universal nature,
but a highly variable character. The greater among the theorists of strategy are
those authors who have exposed the enduring truths of the subject most
clearly and perceptively. Regarded thus, Clausewitz can be appreciated neces-
sarily as a man of his time, but also as the one who has understood and
explained most persuasively to generations of variably faithful readers the
unchanging nature of war and strategy.44

Clausewitz is justly revered as a theorist not because one can argue that he
unravelled once and for all time the mysteries of war, but rather because his
explanation is by far the most persuasive extant. For all its superiority over
other explanations of the phenomena of war, that by Clausewitz is only a
particular empirically based theory of an ever shifting historical reality of
practice. But, that shifting historical reality of strategic practice is a contem-
porary expression accommodated within the single conceptual category we
understand as the strategic. Explanation of strategy should begin, but not end,
with Clausewitz.45 Endeavours to comprehend strategy should command that
we move forward with, not from, his achievements. Clausewitz does not
provide a complete strategic education, but this is not a potent criticism. He
is either plainly correct or arguably correct enough on most of the major
concerns of the strategist, present and prospectively future.
Provided Clausewitz is read carefully with as much empathy and respect for

his historical context of composition as one can muster, and so long as one is
not paralysed into thoroughly uncritical adulation by the authority conferred
by his reputation, On War can only be a positive intellectual force. There are
important matters that Clausewitz does not treat very well, but so what? We
can be unashamedly grateful that the conceptual perspective on strategy
contains a work as theoretically powerful in its explanation as On War. This
is not to slight other notable contributors to strategy’s general theory.46 Each
in his way has added to our ability to govern the intellectual space of strategy.
Much of Clausewitz’s strategic wisdom has value that should prove timeless,
but necessarily it was written in a way, and even with a content, plainly
attributable to its historical context of creation.47 Clausewitz’s genius as a
theorist sometimes sufficed to offset what could have been serious error. For
example, his silent assumption that policymaking was a distinctly elite activity
finds much useful compensation in his trinitarian theory of war, with its
allocation of high significance to the people and popular enthusiasm in its
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many possible forms. Clausewitz understood and explained war and strategy
better than did those who preceded or succeeded him. But, unsurprisingly and
indeed necessarily, his was a conceptual accomplishment that left work to be
done by others. Clausewitz’s writing requires some interpretation and even
amendment, as well as clear restatement in our contemporary language, if it is
to yield high value for the twenty-first century.

The theory in On War needs translation when effort is made to shift levels
from the general and abstract to the specific and contemporary practical.
Ideally, On War should be able pre-eminently to help educate the contempor-
ary strategist to cope with the challenges of, say, menaces in the Earth-orbital
space and cyber realms. Unambiguously, Clausewitz did not seek to advise
strategists directly.48 Nonetheless, uncritical borrowing of such potent
seeming ideas from On War as the ‘culminating point of victory’, and the
‘centre of gravity’ has no small potential to mislead the incautious.49 Strategic
ideas matter for strategic performance.
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