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After along eclipse in Europe, grand strategy has undergone a significant revival
in recent years. But the comeback occurs at a time when grand strategy is under
siege, probably as never before. Some argue that grand strategy has a limited
perimeter, as it only accounts for the action of a very select group of states, that
is, “great powers” (e.g., China, the USA, Russia). Others question the very utility
of the concept, arguing that it does not capture what happens in practice. States,
they argue, have to navigate an environment that can turn on a dime. In short,
planning of the type foregrounded by grand strategy, does not work. However,
many hold that grand strategy is one of the most useful — if underdeveloped —
concepts of International Relations, if only for the fact it equips scholars with the
ability to focus their minds on how states align ways and means to exploit
opportunities and redress menaces in the medium and long-terms. But is it?

Drawing on Comparative Grand Strategy: A Framework and Cases (Oxford
University Press, Forthcoming), this presentation aims to take seriously each of
these claims, with an eye toward developing a new approach to grand strategy.
First, it argues that discussions over the utility of grand strategy puts the cart
before the horses, as they are not derived from a clear understanding of grand
strategy’s meaning. Second, the presentation explores how grand strategy
operates, using different empirical vignettes to test states' priorities in action.
Finally, the presentation lays out guide points for a new, that is, comparative,
study of grand strategies.
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