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Instructional Period 6403

Title: The Dimensions of Strategy

Themes:

1. Influence of politics across the full spectrum of warfare

2. Importance of local circumstances

3. Challenges of converting military victory into political success

Introduction: The previous instructional periods have examined the relationships among statecraft, strategy, and doctrine and have presented the two broad concepts of military strategy as science and art. This instructional period examines the dimensions and patterns of strategy within a variety of strategic contexts. The readings emphasize the military component of national strategy but caution that non-military factors of all kinds dominate the context and options of both national and military strategy. Raymond Aron, one of the most widely accomplished scholars of the twentieth century, offers numerous insights into the possibilities and limits of the use of force. His essay, published in English in 1973, both previews much of the material of the remainder of the course and offers remarkably prescient observations that could be made about today’s strategic context. His distinctions between total war and limited war, between permanent and temporary allies, between the kinds of power, and among the elements of power find echoes today.

Andre Beaufre, a French general, stresses both the psychological nature of strategy and what he regards as enduring patterns of strategic action. The latter in effect elaborate upon Clausewitz’s arguments on the centrality of the intensity of the sides in pursuing their aims and the related principle of proportionality. He was perhaps the first to draw American (and French?) thinkers to the concept of operations as an intermediate concept between strategy and tactics. His use of fencing as an analogy for understanding strategy captures many of the elements strategists now use to capitalize on the flexibility and agility of air power and modern technology. No one has surpassed his chapter as a systematic treatment of the potential ways to adapt the use of force to achieve specific effects. Although most modern writers do not acknowledge this point, he is the first modern thinker to conceive of a system of envisioning the details of effects-based military operations. Clausewitz did this to a limited way in his classic book, and today’s reader might find the categories of Beaufre’s actions (operations) to be useful analytical tools, particularly because of their fine distinctions among the scope and goals of potential options. His matrices are intended as an aid to discipline thought, not to determine specific actions.

Colin Gray, on the other hand, offers a stimulating discussion of the wide ranges of factors (dimensions) that will inevitably affect strategic decisions. These dimensions may either limit or expand options, depending upon circumstances, but one or more of them will inevitably be part of both the problem and the solution in any individual case. Gray thus challenges the strategist to see a problem in its total context, partly national, partly intellectual, partly moral, partly physical. 

This instructional period concludes the SDA course’s treatment of the broad dimensions of strategic theory. The basic concepts laid out by these seminal thinkers will find ample illustration in subsequent lessons and will provide stimulating points of departure for your own analyses and assessments of strategic issues. Taken together, the approaches of Kissinger, Mearsheimer, Jomini, Clausewitz, Aron, and Beaufre set forth the foundations of modern American strategic thought. These foundations are relatively timeless. Those considerations that are “timely” usually rest upon these enduring principles and factors.

Lesson Objective: Analyze the many dimensions of strategy as theory interacts with the varieties of local circumstances and strategic environments over time. PJELA: 1a, 1b, 1c, 2b, 3a, 3c. SAE: 2, 6.

Desired Learning Outcomes:
1. Analyze Aron’s views on power, alliances, and changing strategic environments.

2. Analyze the key dimensions of strategy as presented by Colin Gray.

3. Assess Beaufre’s argument that strategy falls into one or more common patterns determined by the combatants’ attitudes and local circumstances.

4. Relate the dimensions and patterns of strategy to military doctrine.

Questions for Study and Discussion:
1. What does Aron mean when he argues the apparent truism that strategy depends on aims and means?

2. Can one prioritize the dimensions of strategy as outlined by Colin Gray?

3. Does the American approach to modern war limit the applicability of these dimensions, or do these dimensions limit the choices of American means in designing and implementing strategy? Is this a valid question? 

4. What are the general patterns of strategy according to Beaufre? Do the recent wars of the United States and its allies fit clearly into these patterns?

5. What circumstances determine the “pattern” of strategy in a particular case? Does the more powerful combatant impose a pattern, or does the pattern stem from the broader framework of conflict, depending on the case?

6. Is Beaufre correct when he argues that the ultimate decision in strategy is achieved when the enemy is afflicted with “sufficient moral disintegration to cause him to accept the conditions it is desired to impose on him?” Does Aron in effect agree with this?

7. How does the concept of patterns of strategy relate to Clausewitz’s broad concepts of the nature of war?

8. How does modern military technology alter these patterns?

Assigned Readings:
1. Aron, Raymond, Peace and War: A Theory of International Relations, translated by Richard Howard and Annette Baker Fox, 1973 [1962], pp. 19–36, 40–46, 52–61. (selected portions only in reader).

2. Beaufre, General Andre, “A General Survey of Strategy,” An Introduction to Strategy, 1965, pp. 19–35, 46. (selected portions only in reader).

3. Gray, Colin, “The Dimensions of Strategy,” Modern Strategy, 1999, pp. 23–44. (Separate Issue)

Suggested Readings:

Handel, Michael I., Masters of War: Classical Strategic Thought, Third Edition (London: Frank Cass, 2001).

Murray, Williamson and Mark Grimsley, “Introduction: On Strategy” in The Making of Strategy: Rulers, States, and War, Edited Williamson Murray, et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 1–23.
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