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ABSTRACT

In this essay, the author discusses the various dimensions of strategy. He examines Clausewitz’s five elements 
of strategy in his seminal work On War. He also explores Colin Gray’s 17 Dimensions and Michael Howard’s Four 
Dimensions of Strategy. The author then studies the ques on that some dimensions may be more fundamental 
than others in securing victory. He suggests that all the above dimensions were interac vely in play and that no one 
or two dimensions can guarantee success although culture, iden fied as a dimension, can manifest itself in all 
dimensions. Finally, the author concludes that we will have to prepare for conflicts with these dimensions of 
strategy to improve our future strategic performance.

Keywords: Strategy; Dimensions; Effec veness; Fundamental; Conflicts

INTRODUCTION

This is a new era as the Western world’s 
dominant cycle is winding down. China, pre-eminently, 
and India are rising to regain their natural posi ons in 
the world, viewed in the long strand of human history.1 

Islam’s great renaissance is underway, with 
demographics, economic development and educa on 
on its side.2 Pu nism rose because of the West’s 
reckless adventures expanding eastwards when Russia 
was at its most democra c.3 As the only current 
superpower, as the United States (US) adapts to a new 
world order where it is not going to be numero uno, the 
US will find nothing more unwieldy, dangerous and 
uncertain in success, than to lead the introduc on of a 
new order of things.4 The 20th century has shown that 
we live in a war-prone system and, as with cyclical 
history, each successive genera on has to relearn the 
hard lessons.5 Therefore, it is extremely important for 
the strategist, even us as military commanders, to 
understand strategy and its applica on, as very bad 
strategy is certainly fatal when survival is at stake.6

This essay presents the theory of strategy’s 
dimensions, followed by an examina on of the ques on 
that some dimensions are more fundamental than 
others in securing victory. It posits that all the above 
dimensions are interac vely in play and that no one or 
two dimensions can guarantee success although culture, 

iden fied as a dimension, manifests itself in all 
dimensions. Finally, it concludes that we have to 
prepare for conflicts with these dimensions of strategy 
to improve our future strategic performance.

WHAT IS STRATEGY?

There are many defini ons of strategy but this 
essay will use the expansion of Clausewitz’s defini on of 
strategy in his seminal work On War. ‘The use of 
engagements for the object of the war’, to mean the 
use or threat of use of all instruments of power for the 
objec ves of statecra  as grand strategy.7 Liddell Hart 
offered a similar view with his asser on that grand 
strategy is also the co-ordina on of resources of a 
na on or group of na ons to a ain the poli cal 
objec ve of the war guided by fundamental policy.8 The 
above defini ons draw out the nature of strategy for 
poli es which relates the use of instruments of power 
(ac on), which is in the realm of tac cs, the 
consequences which result in a strategic effect, the net 
of which is the overall strategic performance to achieve 
policy goals to support the desired vision.9

THE DIMENSIONS OF STRATEGY

Cognisant of the preceding fact that all 
instruments of power are considered, this essay briefly 
compares the different elements, and dimensions of 
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strategy proposed—Clausewitz’s five elements of 
strategy, Michael Howard’s work on the four 
dimensions of strategy and Colin Gray’s 17 
dimensions.10

Grand strategy is also the              
co-ordina on of resources of a 
na on or group of na ons to 

a ain the poli cal objec ve of the 
war guided by fundamental policy. 

In Clausewitz’s wri ngs, I note that he wrote with 
the opera onal, ba lefield context in mind. The cri que 
was that he was ‘interested in fundamental truths on 
war,’ concentra ng on techniques to be successful in 
war and not the requisite poli cal condi ons.11 Howard 
also cri cised Clausewitz for his ques onable 
conclusions in his dis nc on between logis cal and 
opera onal dimensions of warfare and the 
consequences of exclusion.12 In the same vein, Mar n 
Van Creveld also commented that Clausewitz appeared 
mesmerized by Napoleon’s opera onal prowess.13 
Therefore, Howard proposed four dimensions— 
opera onal, logis cal, social, and technological. The 
cri cism here is that these four dimensions are not 
broad enough to capture all factors that have an impact 
on strategy, leaving us to force-fit some factors in any 
case-study under his dimensions. Therefore, Gray 
submi ed an improved holis c 17 ‘broad, pervasive and 
inter-penetra ng’ dimensions which affect strategic 
performance fundamentally, grouped into three 
categories.14 A summary of the main points proposed by 
the esteemed authors are tabulated in Table 1.

ARE THERE FUNDAMENTAL 
DIMENSIONS?

Clausewitz asserted that it was problema c to 
analyse each element alone in the study of strategy as 
they are inter-connected in many ways.15 Similarly, Gray 
put forth the metaphor of 17 dimensions represen ng 
each component of a racing car, where strategic 
performance was a ained against the other drivers.16 
This metaphor was similar to Michael Handel’s non 
hierarchical model of inter-dependencies where the 

dimensions were non-ranked.17 There are variable levels 
of excellence among all dimensions for success with 
tolerable limits on poor performance before it might be 
fatal. Conversely, excellence in a dimension, can help 
offset poor performance in others.

While Gray posits that there is no one dominant 
dimension that can guarantee success, he stated the 
dimensions of poli cs, people and me are suitable to 
be considered.18 Similarly, Howard asserts that all his 
dimensions have to be considered for a successful 
strategy, but concedes that any one of his dimensions 
can dominate depending on the circumstances.19 In fact, 
Howard even cau ons the US on concentra ng too 
much on nuclear weapons under technological 
dimensions as the sure-win factor devoid of poli cal 
mo va on, opera onal ac vity and social 
par cipa on.20 This essay will now examine the 
preceding statements further.

Gray stated that the poli cal dimension is 
important as it gives meaning to strategy in the form of 
policy goals which are the outcome of poli cal 
process.21 However, as Clausewitz points out, the 
opera onal theatre will test the validity of the policy 
goals generated by the poli cal dimension.22 For non-
military engagements, the opera onal theatre may be 
the relevant interna onal system of which the polity is 
part of. While Howard does not specify a poli cal 
dimension in his theory, the poli cal influence is seen in 
the opera onal objec ves set, the mobilisa on of 
industry and men for war with the capacity to bring 
them into the theatre and maintain them, the growing 
importance to manage public opinion during a war; and 
the trade off between compe ng demands for 
resources as technologies are pursued.23

Policy goals will differ because different poli es 
emphasise different cultural ideas of poli cs. The essay 
examines two governments’ poli cs in term of their 
policy goals: (1) Trump administra on and (2) Xi Jinping. 
Then-US President Donald Trump has had a disloca ng 
effect on foreign policy with his extreme transac onal 
mindset, and by turning away from excep onalism, 
bankrupted the US of its so  power and values-based 
leadership.24 For example, the US has pushed its North 
Atlan c Treaty Organisa on (NATO) allies to spend 
minimally two percent of their Gross Domes c Product 
(GDP) on defence. This arbitrary figure does not take 
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into account the other contribu ons (e.g. troop 
contribu ons) of allies, and is not focused on what is 
essen al—a competent and sizeable military that is 
capable of coali on opera ons—and is meaningless as 
the defence budget changes with changes in GDP.25 
Policy goals and hence strategies are also dependent on 

the competency of the strategist-in charge—the 
hawkish John Bolton in US’s case—who has reshaped 
Trump’s agenda to be narrowly interest-driven.26 If the 
President and Bolton believe themselves to be strategist 
of genius, given their authoritarian nature, ins tu onal 
advisory bodies will be bypassed despite professional 

Clausewitz’s ‘The Elements of Strategy’ 
(5 Elements)

Michael Howard’s 
‘The Forgo en 
Dimensions of 

Strategy’

Colin S. Gray’s ‘Modern Strategy’ 
(17 Dimensions)

Category Elements Dimensions Category Dimensions

Moral  Intellectual quality

 Psychological 
quality

Opera onal People and Poli cs  People

 Society

 Culture

 Poli cs

 Ethics

Physical  Size of armed 
forces

 Composi on

 Armament, etc.

Logis cal Prepara on for War  Economics and 
Logis cs

 Organisa on 
(including defence 
and force planning)

 Military 
Administra on 
(including 
recruitment, 
training, and most 
aspects of 
armament)

 Informa on and 
Intelligence

 Strategic Theory 
and Doctrine

 Technology

Mathema cal Angle of lines of 
opera ons

Social War Proper  Military opera ons

 Command (poli cal 
and military)

 Geography

 Fric on, Chance, 
Uncertainty

 Adversary

 Time

Geographical Influence of terrain Technological —

Sta s cal Support and 
Maintenance

— —

Table 1: Summary of Elements and Dimensions of Strategy.
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misgivings, leading to possible erroneous strategies.27 
The reverse may also be true. 

The people dimension was stated 
as a candidate for dominance 
because real people plan and 

execute strategy in all its forms 
and at all levels.

The recurring Chinese theme of na onal 
rejuvena on, with a specified meline, and Xi’s tagline 

of ‘强起来’(get strong) at the 19th Party Congress 
informs us that China is heading into the Thucydides 
trap, unless the US can accept being number two or 
China dials back her ambi ons.28 In rela on to the US’s 
increased insularity, China may be walking into the 
Kindleberger trap, resul ng in global chaos, if she fails 
to assume the lead as the new global power.29 While 
China has stepped up troop contribu ons, ranked 11th, 
and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), 
there are cri cisms that they maintain nefarious 
inten ons from the constant vetoing of United Na ons 
(UN) sanc ons against Jaish-e-Muhammad chief to 
wrangle a men on of the situa on in Kashmir.30

At this point, it has to be noted that increasingly, 
conflict is between a state and non-state actor who 
could be less poli cal or even criminal.31 How then do 
we plan and execute strategy for such grey zone 
conflicts? The theory of strategy will advise that there 
has to be clear poli cal guidance with appropriate 
poli cal objec ves.32 Recent US history is li ered with 
examples: (1) Former US President George W. Bush 
invaded Afghanistan a er 9/11 with no clear strategy on 
how to defeat the Taliban and install a stable 
government, (2) Former US President Barack Obama 
failed to maintain the effec veness of US troops in Iraq 
and ended up tearing Iraq and Syria open to the Islamic 
State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL); and (3) former 
President Trump has been accused of subs tu ng failed 
strategies in US wars with weak and uncertain strategies 
which further constrained his generals.33 The unclear 
poli cal objec ves in the above scenarios are 
reminiscent of the strategic debacle in Vietnam where 
US troops kept figh ng over and over at the same 

terrain and in Iraq where General Norman Schwarzkopf 
was restrained beyond what the poli cal aim was.34

It is temp ng to assert that poli cs is 
fundamental as it seems to rule, has the widest ranging 
impact and its policies have a long gesta on period. 
However, the counter-argument is that if we analyse 
deeper, there is a complex web of reciprocal 
dependencies among other dimensions such as culture, 
society, strategic theory and doctrine, and even me 
feeding into poli cs.

PEOPLE

The people dimension was stated as a candidate 
for dominance because real people plan and execute 
strategy in all its forms and at all levels.35 This can be 
matched grudgingly with Howard’s social dimension as 
there are other Gray’s dimensions such as society and 
culture, which might make a be er fit.

People ma er the most.36 In the contest for 
primacy, prior to any conflict, there will be crises. Thus, 
crisis leadership is key as research showed that ‘great 
leaders help people fight smarter and survive’.37 Moving 

General Secretary Xi Jinping speaks at the 19th Na onal 
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

W
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on to the face of the sharp edge of strategy, the 
ordinary soldier can be affected by fa gue and combat-
stress, which ul mately led to poor strategic 
performance as observed amongst the Landsers of the 
Ostheers of World War One (WWI).38 Examining people 
at a deeper level, Ralph Peters put forth a very 
pessimis c view of the human propensity for savage 
violence and conflict.39 However, the truth is that the 
21st century is probably going to be the most peaceful of 
our mes where the prospects of a major world war is 
prac cally zero.40 Addi onally, regardless of the 
technological advancements in unmanned systems and 
ar ficial intelligence, people will s ll con nue to be the 
foci with clear lines of human responsibili es.41

Time needs to be expended to 
cross geographical terrains and 

ma er even in the virtual 
geography of cyberspace or the 

digital domain of electronic 
warfare where meliness ma ers. 

The culture dimension is heavily interlinked with 
the people dimension as it represents a ‘system of 
shared meanings and values’.42 In the same vein, it can 
be used to explain the strategic behavior of people with 
the type of crops grown. Empirical research has shown 
that the individualis c learnings of the Chinese 
mandarins in China arose from wheat farming, and the 
collec vism approach of South-East Asian (SEA) Chinese 
was because they were mainly descended from rice-
farming stock.43

Once again, it is temp ng to assert that people 
are fundamental. However, it is a hasty generalisa on 
without the considera on that culture, society, ethics 
and technology have a big influence on people.

TIME

Time does not exist in Howard’s dimensions but it 
is obvious that me affects all dimensions. Time rules in 
military plans—the ming of the roll-out of a military 
plan will determine whether it succeeds or not and 
defence planning follows a temporal cycle.44 Time needs 
to be expended to cross geographical terrains and 
ma er even in the virtual geography of cyberspace or 
the digital domain of electronic warfare where 

meliness ma ers. Due to the character of their 
engagements, me is an ally to the navy where me is 
needed to transfer sea advantage to results on the land 
or the irregular force which awaits to a rite the larger 
force.45 For example, there is an old Afghan saying for all 
foreign invaders, ‘You have the watches but we have 
the me,’ and this principle applies generally for all 
‘small wars’ such as the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 
and also in Vietnam War with the North Vietnamese.46 
In all cases, the irregular force waited pa ently for the 
larger polity to re out poli cally or morally.47 Time can 
work adversely against oneself. Under me pressure in 
a crisis or a conflict, for people at all levels, if one 
decides more has ly, there is a greater probability that 
‘cultural ins nct’ will take over in the decision-making 
process.48

Given the maxim that me lost is irretrievable, 
one may conclude that me is a fundamental 
dimension. However, it cannot be as it neglects the 
heavy interdependence of me with other dimensions 
such as geography and culture.

US Army General Norman H. Schwarzkopf, commander of US 
Central Command, speaks to US soldiers inside a hangar 
while visi ng a base camp during Opera on Desert Shield, 1st 

April, 1992.
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CONCLUSION

The essay has examined Gray’s proposed key 
dimensions of strategy and found no evidence to agree 
with the hypothesis that some dimensions are more 
fundamental than others. It agrees with Gray’s asser on 
that there are interconnec ng dependencies that bind 
the dimensions of strategy and with Howards’ 
observa on that successful strategy-making entails 
considera on of all dimensions of strategy.

However, as poli cs give meaning to strategy, and 
it takes me to build towards policy goals, it has a lower 
tolerable level for failures. Therefore, we as a na on 
have to ensure our strategy-making is no worse off than 
our foe and that as military commanders, we 
understand and ques on the strategy behind the 
opera onal objec ves to ensure we are not complicit to 
bad strategy and can lend our full weight to good 
strategy.

It is also cognisant that each conflict must be 
analysed and prepared for separately and holis cally. 
The future conflict is likely to be in cyberspace and 
hybrid in character involving non-state actors. This 
increased complexity in conflict means that the 
dimensions of strategy are even more inter-connected. 
As per past conflicts, different dimensions will con nue 
to take on varying levels of intensity depending on the 
situa on. The ques ons that we will also have to 
grapple with is: who is the enemy, the commensurate 
level, and form of force that we can respond with a er a 
cyber or hybrid a ack. Although the mass destruc on 
associated with a large-scale war seems to be a thing of 
the past, people form the face of our strategy and bear 
the effects of it too. Therefore, although strategy is 
difficult, we have to persist.
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