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Before the Plan

A strategy is a claim about cause and effect under opposition. It says that if an actor uses these means, in this sequence, while protecting these constraints, the political situation can move toward this objective. Every part of that sentence can be wrong.

Objectives can be vague. Capabilities can exist on paper but fail to convert into usable power. Partners can attach conditions. Domestic authority can expire. An adversary can adapt. A success can create a larger liability. Time can turn an affordable commitment into a trap.

That does not make strategy futile. It makes disciplined uncertainty part of the work. This book uses a nine-part strategy kernel:


	diagnosis;


	political objective;


	theory of change;


	means and conversion conditions;


	sequence and timing;


	assumptions;


	likely reactions;


	indicators and review points; and


	off-ramps, settlement, or termination.




The kernel is not a form that makes a poor judgment correct. It makes the judgment visible enough to contest, revise, and sometimes refuse. It also prevents a familiar error: treating a speech, alliance announcement, sanctions package, military deployment, or industrial subsidy as a strategy merely because it is deliberate.

Great, middle, and small powers face the same strategic grammar from unequal positions. They do not have the same reach, exposure, tolerance for delay, coalition leverage, or room for error. The analysis therefore asks not only what should be done? It asks from which position, with whose consent, against which reaction, for how long?

Power matters.

Certainty is not available.


Gaurav Tiwari

gauravtiwari.org






Part 1: What Strategy Has to Do




Strategy Is a Theory, Not a Slogan

Strategy connects action to a political effect under conditions that other actors can alter. The connection is a theory. It may be simple or elaborate, but it must say more than we will compete, we will deter, or we will lead.

A useful strategic statement has 4 layers:


	a condition that matters and a diagnosis of why it exists;


	a political objective that is specific enough to refuse attractive distractions;


	a mechanism explaining how means could change choices, capabilities, or expectations;


	evidence that would reveal progress, failure, or a need to revise.




The word political is important. A military advantage, a trade restriction, a summit, or a technology breakthrough can be valuable without resolving the underlying relationship. The task is not to collect visible outputs. It is to produce a tolerable political condition.


An instrument is something an actor uses. A strategy explains how instruments, reactions, and time could produce a political result.




The nine-part kernel

Begin with a short diagnosis. Define the objective as a condition rather than an activity. State the theory of change in a sentence containing because. Name the means and what makes them usable. Sequence the moves. List assumptions. Anticipate reactions. Choose indicators. Define the conditions for continuation, change, settlement, or exit.

The kernel forces 3 distinctions.

First, capability is not effect. A state may possess money, force, market access, intelligence, or institutional votes without being able to convert them against the relevant target.

Second, intent is not interpretation. Assurance sent by one side may look like preparation for attack to another. An offer intended as flexibility may look like weakness to a domestic audience.

Third, commitment is not control. A government can control what it authorizes. It cannot control every response, implementation failure, or second-order consequence.



Three tests before approval

Ask the necessity test: which action is essential to the mechanism, and which action has been added because it signals energy? Ask the sufficiency test: if every proposed action succeeds administratively, why should the target’s choice change? Ask the continuation test: what happens after the first visible success?

These tests expose 4 common substitutes for strategy:


	a list of interests with no priority;


	a list of instruments with no mechanism;


	a forecast with no decision rule;


	a desired end state with no conversion path.




The remedy is not more confident prose. It is a claim that can be examined.


Put It to Work


	Write the objective as a future condition, not an activity.


	Complete the sentence: “This sequence can change the situation because …”


	Name one observation that would weaken the theory.


	Remove one action that does not contribute to the mechanism.









Diagnose Before You Prescribe

A diagnosis is a bounded explanation of the strategic problem. It should distinguish a durable structure from a recent shock, the system level from the regional level, an actor’s declared position from its incentives, and a threat from a condition that is merely adverse.

Bad diagnosis usually arrives through analogy. A familiar label compresses uncertainty: another Cold War, another Munich, another Vietnam, another Suez. Analogies can reveal a question, but they cannot answer it without checking mechanisms and differences.


Build the problem map

Map 6 elements before recommending action:


	actors: who can authorize, implement, obstruct, endure, or defect;


	relationships: alliances, dependencies, rivalries, institutions, and informal ties;


	geography: access, distance, chokepoints, borders, depth, and exposure;


	time: trends, windows, electoral clocks, mobilization, and replenishment;


	constraints: law, resources, legitimacy, bureaucracy, and public tolerance;


	uncertainties: facts, intentions, reactions, thresholds, and unknown interactions.




Do not collapse uncertainty into one confidence label. Separate factual uncertainty (what is happening), causal uncertainty (what produces it), behavioral uncertainty (how actors will respond), and normative disagreement (which outcome is acceptable).


Analogy audit

Write what the analogy highlights, what it hides, and which variable would have to match for its proposed lesson to travel. If the lesson survives only by ignoring a different alliance, geography, domestic regime, technology, or nuclear setting, reject the analogy.





Diagnose from competing positions

The same regional change can look like an opportunity to a great power, a bargaining window to a middle power, and an existential exposure to a small state. A serious diagnosis must state whose security, access, autonomy, or legitimacy is being described.

Include the other side’s strongest plausible account. This is not moral equivalence. It is strategic literacy. Misunderstanding an adversary’s incentives does not become safer because its conduct is objectionable.


Decision: Diagnosis threshold

Proceed when the team can state the problem, rival explanations, the most decision-relevant unknown, and the cost of waiting for better information. Delay when the preferred policy depends on one disputed fact that can still be checked.






Objectives, Priorities, and Refusals

An objective disciplines action only when it excludes something. “Preserve the rules-based order” is too broad to choose between reassurance, denial, bargaining, sanctions, or restraint. “Prevent forcible control of a named territory during the next 24 months while avoiding direct war” is imperfect, but it creates decisions.

Use an objective ladder:


	the political condition sought;


	the behavior or capability that must change;


	the strategic effect required;


	the operational outputs that might contribute;


	the administrative tasks that produce those outputs.




Confusing the lower rungs with the upper ones rewards activity. A force was deployed. A coalition met. An export rule was issued. Aid was announced. None of these facts alone says whether the political condition improved.


Hierarchy and refusal

List vital, important, and peripheral interests, but do not treat labels as self-explanatory. State the consequence of failure, the time horizon, the probability, and the cost of response. Then write a refusal list: what the strategy will not try to achieve.

A refusal can protect priority, legitimacy, and exit. It can also be irresponsible if it pretends that predictable spillovers belong to someone else. The point is to expose the boundary, not to excuse it.


Watch out

Red lines without a planned response invite improvisation. Secret red lines cannot shape another actor’s expectations. Public red lines can reduce flexibility and create domestic audience costs. Treat the line, communication, verification, and response as one design.





Minimum, target, and ceiling

Define a minimum acceptable condition, a target condition, and an ambition ceiling. This prevents success inflation. It also creates room for settlement before the target expands after every gain.

The ceiling matters because strategic effort has opportunity cost. A state that can do more in one theater may still choose not to because readiness, attention, alliance credibility, fiscal space, or domestic authority is needed elsewhere.


Put It to Work


	Write one sentence for the minimum, target, and ceiling.


	Name the interest that loses resources if the target expands.


	Add 2 refusals and the risks created by each refusal.


	Define what would count as enough.









Power That Can Be Converted

Power is relational and conditional. Assets matter when an actor can turn them into effects against a particular problem at an acceptable cost. Conversion depends on access, readiness, information, institutions, legitimacy, partners, and time.

A large economy does not automatically yield coercive leverage if substitution is easy, the actor is more dependent than the target, or enforcement fractures. Military capacity does not automatically yield political control. Institutional votes do not automatically yield implementation. Reputation does not automatically travel from one audience to another.


The conversion chain

Audit power through 5 links:


	asset: what exists;


	access: whether it can reach the problem;


	authorization: whether it can be lawfully and politically used;


	application: whether organizations can implement it;


	effect: whether it changes the relevant choice or capability.




The weakest link governs. A strategy that begins with aggregate rankings often discovers the missing conversion condition too late.


Power conversion card

For each major means, record the target, channel, prerequisites, partner dependency, countermeasure, replenishment time, and domestic cost. Estimate a range, not a magic score.





Legitimacy and coalition power

Legitimacy can reduce the cost of cooperation, widen access, and make implementation more durable. It does not erase material constraints. Material strength can secure compliance without securing acceptance. The 2 forms interact.

Coalitions create scale and friction. A larger coalition may add markets, bases, votes, intelligence, finance, or legitimacy while narrowing the set of objectives every member will support. Count usable contribution, not flags in a communiqué.





Time, Geography, and Commitment

Geography shapes access, warning, reinforcement, dependence, and escape. Time changes the value of every geographic advantage. A distant power can be stronger in aggregate and slower at the point of decision. A local actor may be weaker and able to concentrate, conceal, replenish, or endure.


Four clocks

Most strategies operate on at least 4 clocks:


	the adversary’s decision and adaptation clock;


	the implementing bureaucracy’s mobilization and learning clock;


	the coalition’s consultation and burden clock;


	the domestic political and fiscal clock.




Alignment is rare. A strategy can therefore fail while every component works at its own natural speed.

Map windows explicitly. Some windows are real: an expiring mandate, seasonal access, a capacity gap, a negotiation round, a temporary coalition. Others are advocacy devices. Ask who benefits from calling the window short and what new evidence would extend it.



Commitment traps

Sunk costs create pressure to redefine the objective so continued effort appears rational. Prestige can turn a limited commitment into a test of general credibility. Partners can invest in an assurance and make withdrawal more costly. Adversaries can wait for domestic support to erode.

The answer is not to avoid commitment. It is to design review points before commitment changes the decision environment.


A credible commitment needs capability, communication, and a reason to believe authorization will survive the moment of test. Permanence is not required. A visible decision rule is.




Put It to Work


	Draw the 4 clocks and mark their likely collision points.


	Identify the local actor’s concentration and endurance advantages.


	Separate sunk cost from the cost of changing course.


	Schedule the first review before the first irreversible step.









Part 2: Acting Under Uncertainty




Assumptions and Indicators

Every strategy depends on conditions it does not control. Partners must remain willing. Access must remain available. The target must value the threatened loss. Domestic authority must last. Technology must work. Escalation must remain bounded. An assumption register turns these hidden dependencies into managed claims.

An assumption is not any uncertain fact. It is a proposition that must remain sufficiently true for the theory of change to work. Record its importance, confidence, owner, indicator, review date, and response if it weakens.


Three assumption classes

Classify assumptions as:


	foundational: if false, the mechanism fails;


	enabling: if false, the mechanism becomes slower, costlier, or narrower;


	contextual: shapes implementation but does not govern the core theory.




Do not assign confidence without evidence. “High confidence” can mean well-sourced facts, not predictable behavior. “Low confidence” does not automatically make a strategy bad if the move is reversible and the downside is bounded.



Indicators and tripwires

An indicator should connect to an assumption or mechanism. A tripwire is a decision threshold, not a dramatic event selected after the fact. Pair each with a pre-agreed question: continue, adapt, pause, negotiate, or terminate?

Use leading, concurrent, and lagging indicators. Readiness, legislative support, partner consultations, investment, and stockpiles may lead. Deployments, enforcement, prices, or votes may be concurrent. Behavior change, settlement durability, and strategic realignment often lag.


Assumption register

Write the assumption as a complete sentence. Name why it matters, current confidence, the best confirming and disconfirming evidence, an owner, a date, and the action triggered by a material change. Review the highest-impact assumptions first.




Watch out

Do not measure only what the strategy produces. Measure how the target, partners, markets, institutions, and domestic audience change. Outputs are evidence of implementation, not proof of effect.







Adversaries React

The passive opponent is the most convenient fiction in strategy. The other side can resist, comply, conceal, substitute, disperse, accelerate, wait, retaliate elsewhere, divide a coalition, or redefine the contest. A good plan does not guess one reaction. It maps a response space.


The reaction tree

Begin with 5 branches:


	cooperation: full, partial, conditional, or tactical;


	resistance: direct refusal, hardening, or counterpressure;


	circumvention: substitution, evasion, rerouting, or institutional bypass;


	counter-coalition: recruiting partners, exploiting divisions, or creating alternatives;


	domestic response: elite competition, nationalism, repression, reform, or exhaustion.




For each branch, record probability as a range, impact, early signal, and next choice. Include responses that are irrational under your model but plausible under the other actor’s model.



Adaptation changes the mechanism

A measure may work initially and decay. Sanctions invite substitution and enforcement games. Deterrence can shift activity below a threshold. Technology denial can slow access and accelerate domestic investment. Alliance pressure can produce burden sharing and fears of entrapment or abandonment.

Adaptation does not prove the original measure useless. It changes the comparison. The right question is whether the effect, cost, delay, signaling value, and countermeasure remain better than available alternatives.


Decision: Red team

Assign a team to present the strongest plausible strategy against your preferred plan. Give it access to the same evidence and require a mechanism, not a list of objections. The owner of the preferred plan must state what changed after the challenge.






Friction and Bureaucratic Politics

States do not act as single minds. Ministries protect missions. Services prefer familiar capabilities. Leaders manage coalitions and elections. Regulators interpret authority. Private firms control infrastructure and information. Local implementers see costs that central planners miss.

Friction is not an excuse added after failure. It belongs in the design.


Map the implementation chain

For every strategic move, identify:


	who authorizes it;


	who funds and implements it;


	who supplies data and access;


	who bears the first domestic cost;


	which partner must consent;


	which organization can delay or reinterpret it;


	who reports whether it worked.




Coordination bodies help when they own decisions, deadlines, and escalation routes. They fail when they only collect updates. A strategy spanning trade, defence, technology, finance, energy, and diplomacy needs an integrator with authority to expose tradeoffs.



Civil–military and public–private boundaries

Political leaders choose political objectives and acceptable risk. Military advice explains feasibility, cost, escalation, and force protection. Neither boundary eliminates disagreement. Suppressing disagreement makes uncertainty less visible.

Technology and economic strategy often rely on firms that do not share the state’s risk model. A government can regulate, subsidize, procure, insure, convene, or restrict. It cannot assume private capital will wait, absorb losses, or disclose vulnerabilities without incentives and legal authority.


Implementation pre-mortem

Assume the policy was announced and failed 12 months later. List the administrative, coalition, legal, market, and information failures that could explain the outcome. Assign an owner to the 3 most preventable failures.







Signaling Without Control

Signals try to shape expectations. Their meaning depends on capability, cost, context, audience, and prior belief. A message designed to reassure one audience may alarm another. A costly action can still be misunderstood. Ambiguity can preserve flexibility and invite testing.


Resolve, restraint, and assurance

Deterrence communication often combines a threatened consequence with assurance about what will not happen if the boundary is respected. Threat without assurance can make compliance look dangerous. Assurance without capability can look empty.

Separate 4 audiences: the adversary, allies and partners, domestic publics, and third parties. Write the intended interpretation for each. Then write the harmful interpretation.


You control the signal sent. You do not control the signal received. Strategy begins where that difference becomes operational.





Ambiguity as a portfolio choice

Ambiguity can preserve coalition agreement, complicate planning, or avoid locking a response. It can also weaken reassurance, increase miscalculation, and shift risk to exposed partners.

Evaluate ambiguity on 3 dimensions: what remains unclear, to whom, and until which decision point. “Strategic ambiguity” without those answers is a label, not a design.


Watch out

Do not use public maximalism to compensate for private uncertainty. It narrows bargaining space and can convert a later adjustment into an apparent defeat.







Restraint, Delay, and the No-Move Option

Not acting is still a choice when an actor has authority and opportunity. Delay can gather information, preserve options, let a coalition form, avoid escalation, or allow a costly trend to mature. It can also transfer risk to partners, normalize a new fact, weaken readiness, or let an adversary improve its position.


Value the option

Compare action now, a reversible probe, conditional preparation, and deliberate delay. For each, record:


	information gained or lost;


	capability and position gained or lost;


	effect on partners and credibility;


	escalation and entrenchment risk;


	reversibility;


	the cost of acting later.




Delay is defensible when time improves the choice more than it improves the adversary’s position. Restraint is defensible when the expected political benefit of action does not justify its risk, cost, or opportunity cost.



Reversible probes

A probe tests an assumption with bounded exposure. It might be a consultation, temporary deployment, limited waiver, pilot investment, narrow confidence-building measure, or staged offer. A probe is useful only if the result changes the next decision.


Decision: No-move test

Write what happens if no new action is authorized for 30 days, 6 months, and 2 years. Name which costs are reversible. Then compare that path with the least irreversible useful move.



Put It to Work


	Add deliberate delay as a real option in the strategy comparison.


	Name the fact or condition the delay is intended to reveal.


	Protect one capability or relationship during the waiting period.


	Set a date at which inaction becomes a new strategy rather than a pause.









Part 3: Different Positions in the System




Great-Power Strategy

A great power can shape more regions and domains than it can dominate. Its central problem is allocation: where to concentrate, where to deny, where to reassure, where to delegate, and where to accept an unfavorable but tolerable condition.

Aggregate strength creates choice and temptation. A global commitment can reinforce access, alliances, and institutional influence. It can also create overextension, contradictory assurances, and local dependence on a distant actor’s domestic politics.


Regional priority and global consequence

Rank regions and functions separately. A region may be important for homeland defence, alliance credibility, trade, technology, energy, or institutional order. Those interests do not automatically require the same posture.

For every commitment, ask:


	Which political condition is the commitment protecting?


	Which local actor contributes access, knowledge, legitimacy, and endurance?


	What reinforcement time and denial capability exist?


	Which commitment elsewhere loses readiness or attention?


	What does an adversary gain by opening another pressure point?






Order-building and restraint

Order is not only rules announced by the strongest state. It is a pattern of expectations, institutions, bargains, and enforcement that enough actors find usable. Great powers can underwrite public goods and also design privileges that others contest.

Durable order-building therefore combines power with representation, reciprocity, and credible self-restraint. The test is not whether every actor agrees. It is whether important actors can pursue security and prosperity without needing to overthrow the arrangement.


Watch out

Do not treat every setback as a test of general credibility. That logic allows peripheral contests to consume resources needed for vital commitments. Specify which audience connects the cases and why.




Put It to Work


	Rank the top 3 regional and functional priorities separately.


	Name one commitment that should be narrowed to protect a higher priority.


	Identify the local contribution without which the strategy fails.


	Define a tolerable unfavorable outcome.









Middle-Power Strategy

Middle powers rarely control the system, but they can alter coalition geometry, convene institutions, specialize in scarce capabilities, bridge groups, shape standards, and raise the cost of exclusion. Their leverage is often episodic and issue-specific.

The label is relational. A state may behave like a middle power globally and a major power in its region. What matters is the gap between ambition and unilateral capacity, plus the ability to organize cooperation beyond material rank.


Four leverage routes

Middle-power strategy commonly uses:


	niche capability: provide something a coalition values, such as mediation, logistics, finance, technology, intelligence, development expertise, or legitimacy;


	coalition entrepreneurship: connect actors that would not coordinate alone;


	institutional leverage: shape agendas, procedures, standards, and implementation;


	portfolio alignment: cooperate with different partners by issue rather than converting every relationship into one bloc choice.




Niches create leverage and dependency. Coalition entrepreneurship creates influence and coordination costs. Institutional leverage works slowly and can outlast a government. A diverse alignment portfolio preserves options and can reduce partner trust.



Autonomy requires capacity

Strategic autonomy is not the absence of commitments. It is the capacity to make and sustain choices when major partners disagree. That capacity rests on domestic production, fiscal space, political legitimacy, information, diversified relationships, and the willingness to bear the price of a distinct position.

India illustrates the point without exhausting it. Official Indian foreign-policy accounts connect autonomy to a peaceful external environment, development, technology access, energy, and independent judgment. In practice, issue-based cooperation can expand options while dependencies in defence, energy, finance, and technology continue to constrain them.


Middle-power position card

List the state’s 3 scarce contributions, 3 asymmetric dependencies, 2 institutions where it can set an agenda, and one coalition it could convene. Then name the domestic investment needed to make its preferred autonomy credible.







Small-State Strategy

Small states do not lack strategy. They face narrower error margins. Survival, autonomy, access, and resilience may matter more than influence at distance. Their advantages can include local knowledge, legal equality, institutional votes, specialization, cohesion, and the ability to become valuable to larger actors.


Shelter without disappearance

Shelter can come through alliances, regional institutions, law, markets, currency arrangements, or security partnerships. It reduces exposure and creates dependence on the shelter provider’s continued interest and restraint.

The design question is not alliance or autonomy in the abstract. It is which risks to pool, which capabilities to retain, which relationships to diversify, and how to preserve a voice inside the shelter arrangement.



Resilience and asymmetric influence

Resilience raises the cost of pressure by reducing single points of failure. It can involve energy, communications, reserves, civil preparedness, legal continuity, trusted institutions, and social cohesion. The most useful investments protect civilian life and decision-making, not merely a symbolic capacity.

Small states can specialize in a diplomatic issue, standard, logistical node, financial service, technology, mediation role, or institutional function. Specialization works when the value is difficult to replace and does not create intolerable exposure.


Small-state strategy converts vulnerability into choices. It cannot abolish asymmetry, but it can deny larger actors an effortless decision.







Alliances and Partnerships

An alliance is both a promise and an organization. It pools risk, capability, access, planning, and information. It also creates fears of abandonment, entrapment, unequal burden, and loss of discretion.

The formal text matters. So do integrated commands, exercises, logistics, readiness, consultation, domestic authority, and public expectations. The United Nations Charter recognizes individual and collective self-defence in Article 51. A treaty still requires political interpretation and implementation when a crisis arrives.


Credibility is specific

Alliance credibility depends on the scenario, geography, forces, plans, political stakes, and decision process. Avoid the claim that one response mechanically proves every other commitment. Audiences observe patterns, but they also distinguish interests and feasibility.

NATO’s 2022 Strategic Concept states collective defence as its central purpose and combines deterrence and defence, crisis prevention and management, and cooperative security. The document is an official commitment and planning frame. Its strategic effect depends on what members authorize, prepare, fund, deploy, and sustain.



Burden and voice

Burden sharing is more than one spending ratio. Contributions include usable capabilities, readiness, access, logistics, intelligence, resilience, industrial capacity, and political risk. Members also expect voice. A coalition that demands contribution while centralizing every choice invites quiet hedging.

Partnerships and minilateral groups can move faster than universal bodies. Their narrow membership can improve focus and weaken representation. Judge them by the problem, authority, complementarity, and exit, not by novelty.


Put It to Work


	Define the exact contingency for which assurance is being designed.


	Map formal obligation, political expectation, plans, forces, and decision authority.


	Record each member’s contribution and requested voice.


	Add an entrapment and abandonment branch to the reaction tree.









Non-Alignment, Hedging, and Strategic Autonomy

Non-alignment, hedging, and strategic autonomy are not synonyms.

Non-alignment historically rejected automatic bloc alignment and protected independent judgment. Hedging combines partially contradictory measures to manage uncertainty: engage and insure, cooperate and diversify, benefit and prepare. Strategic autonomy describes a capacity and preference to decide without unacceptable external control.


The portfolio test

To distinguish them, examine 5 features:


	whether alignment is rejected generally or only on one issue;


	whether opposing risks are being insured simultaneously;


	whether the state has capacity to bear a distinct choice;


	whether ambiguity is deliberate or simply unresolved;


	whether partners can predict the boundaries of cooperation.




Hedging is attractive when the future distribution of power is uncertain and the costs of premature alignment are high. It becomes unstable when each side interprets portfolio ties as evidence of disloyalty, or when a crisis removes time for ambiguity.



The price of ambiguity

Ambiguity can preserve markets, access, and political space. It can also reduce intelligence sharing, investment, assurance, and coalition influence. The cost is uneven. Exposed neighbors may pay more for a middle power’s flexibility than the middle power itself.

Do not praise autonomy without measuring dependence. Defence supply, energy, critical infrastructure, finance, technology, data, and market access can each create veto points. Diversification reduces some vetoes and introduces coordination and efficiency costs.


Decision: Alignment portfolio

For each issue, write the partner, contribution, dependency, red line, duration, and exit. Then test whether the combined portfolio communicates a coherent minimum position when a crisis forces choices to interact.


Watch out

“Equidistance” is not automatically independence. Equal rhetorical distance from unequal risks can hide a strategic choice rather than avoid one.








Part 4: Contested Domains




Economic Security

Economic openness creates wealth, efficiency, knowledge, and interdependence. It also creates concentrated dependencies that can fail, be interrupted, or become coercive. Economic-security strategy should reduce intolerable exposure without treating every foreign connection as a threat.

The European Union’s economic-security framework illustrates a risk-based approach: promote competitiveness, protect against targeted risks, and partner with other countries while retaining openness. Its official categories include supply-chain resilience, critical infrastructure, technology leakage, and weaponized dependencies. The framework is useful because it begins with risk categories rather than a promise of self-sufficiency.


Map the dependency

For a product, service, input, or financial channel, record:


	concentration by supplier, geography, firm, and route;


	substitutability and the time required to switch;


	inventories, surge capacity, and demand reduction;


	ownership, data, standards, and service dependencies;


	the political conditions under which access could change;


	the domestic and partner cost of reducing exposure.




A dependency becomes strategically acute when concentration combines with low substitutability, high consequence, and an actor willing or able to interrupt access.



Efficiency, resilience, and coercion

Resilience is not duplication everywhere. It is the capacity to absorb, adapt, and recover at an acceptable cost. Tools include transparency, standards, stockpiles, diversification, recycling, insurance, public procurement, industrial policy, and trusted-partner arrangements.

Each tool can shift risk. Subsidies can create durable capacity and rent-seeking. Stockpiles can bridge disruption and age badly. Diversification can reduce concentration and raise costs. Restrictions can slow an adversary and accelerate substitution or retaliation.


Economic-security ledger

State the unacceptable failure, the dependency that enables it, the time to harm, the time to substitute, the least-distorting intervention, partner effects, and a date for reviewing whether the intervention is still proportionate.







Technology and Standards Strategy

Technology power resides in ecosystems: research, talent, capital, compute, fabrication, software, data, infrastructure, standards, maintenance, and markets. Controlling one layer can create leverage and dependence on the other layers.


Choose the position in the stack

A technology strategy can aim to lead, remain near the frontier, specialize, secure access, shape standards, or preserve the capacity to switch. Not every state can lead every layer. The choice should follow from domestic capability, market size, alliance access, security risk, and opportunity cost.

Standards translate technical decisions into market and governance effects. Participation requires experts, coordination, testing capability, industry engagement, and endurance across slow procedures. A seat at the table without prepared proposals is visibility, not influence.



Controls and diffusion

Technology controls can delay access, raise cost, protect a narrow advantage, or reduce a specific risk. They can also fragment markets, burden allies, encourage indigenous alternatives, and reduce visibility into the controlled ecosystem.

Use a control test:


	What capability and end use are being constrained?


	Which chokepoint creates leverage?


	How long is the advantage expected to last?


	Which substitutions and enforcement gaps exist?


	What is the cost to domestic innovation and partner cooperation?


	What review or sunset prevents a permanent rule from protecting an obsolete advantage?





Watch out

Do not use “technology sovereignty” as a synonym for producing everything domestically. Sovereignty can mean informed choice, trusted access, switching capacity, and control of the few layers whose loss would disable the system.







Maritime, Continental, and Nuclear Constraints

Geographic domains shape strategy but do not dictate it. Continental powers face borders, depth, land access, and adjacent concentrations. Maritime powers depend on ports, sea lanes, logistics, bases, and commercial networks. Most states combine both conditions.


Access and denial

Count the full access chain: legal permission, infrastructure, logistics, protection, maintenance, intelligence, and political durability. A platform without access and sustainment is inventory. A chokepoint can create leverage and vulnerability for every dependent actor.

Denial aims to prevent an adversary from achieving an objective at acceptable cost. Control aims to create freedom of action. Denial can be cheaper and politically narrower, but it does not automatically create a settlement.



Nuclear weapons change the boundary

Nuclear weapons do not make all conflict impossible. They change escalation risk, alliance assurance, force posture, and the political meaning of operations. The existence of a nuclear backstop can deter some attacks and permit competition below assumed thresholds.

Avoid operational speculation. Strategic analysis should focus on doctrine, declared policy, command authority, survivability, assurance, crisis communication, and the risk that one side’s limited signal appears unlimited to another.

The United Nations Charter prohibits the threat or use of force inconsistent with its purposes and recognizes an inherent right of individual or collective self-defence if an armed attack occurs, subject to the Charter’s terms. Legal authority and strategic wisdom remain separate questions. A lawful option can be strategically poor. A desired outcome does not create legal authority.


Hardware inventories describe possible means. Strategy begins with access, political purpose, interaction, and an ending.







Climate, Energy, and Resource Transition

Climate and energy strategy operates across incompatible clocks. Infrastructure lasts for decades. Elections, commodity cycles, wars, droughts, and price shocks arrive faster. A policy must preserve direction while adapting instruments.


Transition dependencies

Moving away from one energy system creates new dependencies in electricity, grids, storage, critical minerals, manufacturing, finance, and technology. The International Energy Agency’s critical-minerals work highlights concentration in mining and refining, supply risks, and the need to assess sustainability and response capacity.

Do not replace one simplified dependency map with another. Mineral security includes geology, processing, infrastructure, water, communities, governance, recycling, substitution, and demand. An apparently secure mine can depend on concentrated refining. Diversified supply can remain vulnerable to one transport route or technology.



The domestic coalition

Energy strategy changes prices, jobs, land use, public revenue, and regional development. Those effects create domestic coalitions for and against transition. Compensation, sequencing, infrastructure, and credible alternatives are strategic conditions, not secondary politics.

Internationally, climate cooperation combines a shared atmospheric problem with unequal historical responsibility, capacity, exposure, and development needs. Finance, technology, adaptation, and loss-and-damage debates therefore shape the durability of commitments.


Transition strategy kernel

Define the security, affordability, and emissions objective; map legacy and new dependencies; name the domestic losers and implementers; identify the long-lead infrastructure; create indicators for reliability and distribution; and set review points that preserve the objective when prices or technologies change.





Resilience across scenarios

Use at least 3 scenarios: orderly investment, delayed transition with price volatility, and a geopolitical disruption affecting key inputs or routes. Seek moves that remain useful across the scenarios, such as efficiency, grid resilience, transparent data, diversified skills, recycling, and emergency coordination.


Put It to Work


	Map one legacy dependency and one transition dependency together.


	Identify the slowest infrastructure decision and the fastest political risk.


	Add affordability and community indicators beside supply and emissions indicators.


	Name a measure that is useful across all 3 scenarios.









Part 5: Failure, Adaptation, and Termination




How Strategies Fail

Strategies fail in different ways, and the remedy depends on the failure. A poor outcome does not prove every decision irrational. A favorable outcome does not prove the strategy caused it.

Use a failure taxonomy:


	diagnosis error: the problem or actor was misunderstood;


	objective error: the desired condition was vague, incompatible, or expanded;


	theory error: the means could not produce the intended political effect;


	conversion error: assets lacked access, authority, readiness, or implementation;


	reaction error: adversary, partner, market, or domestic adaptation was missed;


	coalition error: burdens, voice, or assurance fractured cooperation;


	time error: the strategy required patience or speed the actors could not supply;


	termination error: tactical success had no settlement or sustainable ending.





Success inflation

Success inflation moves the criterion after visible progress. An output becomes an effect. A temporary behavior change becomes a settlement. Avoided catastrophe becomes total victory. Or a limited success is dismissed because it did not solve every related problem.

Return to the minimum, target, and ceiling defined before action. Record side effects and the counterfactual: what likely would have happened without the strategy? The counterfactual cannot be known with certainty, but ignoring it makes attribution effortless and misleading.



Failure without collapse

A strategy can fail its target and still preserve a valuable capability, coalition, norm, or learning advantage. It can achieve the immediate objective and create a larger strategic loss. Evaluate the full balance sheet.


Failure review

Separate outcome, implementation, mechanism, adaptation, and attribution. For each, write the best evidence, a rival explanation, current confidence, and the decision that follows. Do not let a review become a ceremony for defending the original authors.




Watch out

“Lack of political will” is often a placeholder. Identify whose consent, resources, authority, or tolerance was missing and whether the strategy ever had reason to expect it.







Adaptation Without Aimless Pivoting

Adaptation changes the path while protecting a justified objective. Aimless pivoting changes activity in response to pressure without explaining what remains constant.


Four levels of change

Distinguish:


	implementation adjustment: improve delivery while keeping the mechanism;


	instrument adjustment: change means while keeping the theory of change;


	theory revision: change the mechanism while keeping the political objective;


	objective revision: narrow, expand, replace, or abandon the desired condition.




Each level requires stronger authorization and explanation. A team should not disguise an objective change as an implementation update.



Review cycles and reversible moves

Set review cadence by risk and feedback speed. Fast-moving operational indicators may require weekly attention. Economic substitution, coalition cohesion, industrial capacity, and political settlement can require months or years.

Preserve reversibility where uncertainty is high and learning is valuable. Do not make every move reversible: commitments can be credible because reversal is costly. Choose where to commit and where to probe.


Decision: Adaptation memo

State what changed, which assumption or indicator changed, what remains constant, the level of revision, the new risk, and when the revised theory will be reviewed. Include the strongest argument for terminating rather than adapting.




Institutional learning

Organizations learn when observations alter doctrine, budgets, training, authorities, or relationships. A lesson recorded in a report but disconnected from allocation is memory, not adaptation.

Protect dissent and bad-news channels. Rotate the red team. Compare predicted and observed reactions. Reward early correction before the cost of admitting error becomes political.


Put It to Work


	Label the proposed change at one of the 4 levels.


	Name the evidence that caused it.


	Protect one useful commitment from short-term noise.


	Assign the revised indicator, owner, and next review date.









Endings and Settlements

Strategy needs a theory of ending. Deterrence may require indefinite maintenance, but individual crises still need off-ramps. Coercion needs a condition for relief. War needs a political settlement or an explicit decision to accept an unstable pause. Industrial policy needs a review of whether protection remains necessary.


Termination is not surrender

Termination converts a changed balance into a political condition. It can involve agreement, unilateral disengagement, deterrence, separation, guarantees, verification, phased relief, peacekeeping, reconstruction, or a frozen dispute. Each has enforcement and legitimacy costs.

Ask 6 ending questions:


	What condition permits talks, relief, or disengagement?


	Who can credibly authorize and implement it?


	What must be verified, by whom, and on what timeline?


	Which guarantees or enforcement mechanisms are available?


	Which actors or issues are excluded, and what risk does that create?


	What happens if the settlement is violated?






The settlement gap

The settlement gap appears when available military or economic leverage is stronger than the political arrangement actors can accept. More pressure can improve bargaining position and destroy the coalition, institutions, or governance needed for implementation.

Design the off-ramp before maximal pressure. A credible off-ramp clarifies that compliance or settlement can change the target’s condition. It also helps partners judge the purpose and limits of their contribution.


Winning the last contest is not the same as building the next political condition.





Reconstruction and durable restraint

Post-conflict and post-crisis arrangements distribute authority, security, resources, and recognition. External actors can fund and guarantee. They cannot manufacture legitimate local institutions on a timetable that ignores political bargains and administrative capacity.

Restraint after advantage can be strategic when it preserves a settlement and reassures weaker actors. It can be misread as a temporary pause. Pair restraint with verification, communication, and capability to respond to violation.


Put It to Work


	Write the termination condition beside the objective.


	Identify the actor who can sign and the actors who can spoil.


	Specify relief, verification, enforcement, and violation response.


	Test whether the settlement can survive a change of government.









Part 6: Strategy Files and Working Tools




The Strategy Kernel Template

Use one kernel for one bounded political objective.


Diagnosis

What condition matters? Which actors, relationships, geography, trends, shocks, and rival explanations define the problem? What is uncertain?



Objective and refusals

Write the minimum, target, and ceiling. What will not be attempted? Which tradeoff follows?



Theory of change

Complete: “If we use these means in this sequence, the relevant actor or condition may change because …” Name the strongest rival mechanism.



Means and conversion conditions

List assets, access, authorization, implementation, partners, domestic support, and cost.



Sequence and time

First move, probe, commitment, consultation, review, and latest useful decision point.



Assumptions, reactions, and indicators

List the 5 most consequential assumptions, likely response branches, and leading indicators.



Adaptation and ending

State review authority, revision levels, off-ramp, verification, settlement, and violation response.





Assumption Register and Reaction Board




	Assumption
	Class
	Conf.
	Indicator
	Owner / date





	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	






Reaction tree




	Branch
	Reaction
	Signal
	Prepared choice





	Cooperate
	
	
	



	Resistance
	
	
	



	Bypass / evade
	
	
	



	Counter-bloc
	
	
	



	Domestic response
	
	
	









Great-Power Strategy File: The United States and European Reassurance, 1947–1955

This file reconstructs a bounded problem rather than a permanent grand strategy. In the years after the Second World War, the United States and West European governments faced economic destruction, political uncertainty, Soviet power, and fear that national recovery would not produce a stable security order. The problem combined material weakness with expectations.


Diagnosis and objective

The diagnosis treated European recovery, political confidence, and security as interacting. The objective was not simply to station forces or transfer funds. It was to make Western European recovery and collective defence credible enough to reduce vulnerability and prevent a hostile power from dominating the region.



Portfolio and conversion

The portfolio included the Marshall Plan, institution-building, diplomacy, security assistance, the North Atlantic Treaty, forward commitment, and later integrated defence arrangements. US economic and military assets required congressional authorization, European participation, administrative capacity, and a belief that the commitment would survive changes in urgency.

The theory was not automatic. Recovery could strengthen autonomous states without producing strategic cohesion. A treaty could announce solidarity without creating usable defence. The conversion chain therefore depended on institutions, plans, forces, consultations, and domestic political support on both sides of the Atlantic.



Assumptions and reactions

Foundational assumptions included sustained US engagement, European willingness to coordinate, and the ability to organize West German participation without destroying reassurance. The Soviet Union could pressure exposed areas, consolidate its sphere, exploit political divisions, or test the commitment below the threshold of general war.

The portfolio created security and dependency. It strengthened a regional order and placed large obligations on a distant power. Burden, voice, nuclear assurance, and the fear of both abandonment and entrapment remained recurring alliance problems rather than issues solved once.



Judgment

The reconstruction supports a limited lesson: when a great power wants a durable regional commitment, economic recovery, local capacity, institutions, and credible access can be mutually reinforcing. It does not show that every region requires the same alliance form or that credibility transfers mechanically across cases.


Red-team memorandum

The strategy risked converting a temporary emergency into indefinite global commitment, hardening bloc division, and allowing allies to rely on US capacity. The strongest defence is that the alternative carried a larger risk of political fragmentation and hostile dominance. The unresolved question was the sustainable distribution of burden and authority.







Middle-Power Strategy File: India’s Issue-Based Alignment

India’s strategy cannot be reduced to neutrality between blocs. Official accounts connect foreign policy to a peaceful environment, strategic space, development, energy, technology, security, and independent judgment. Its partnerships span actors that disagree with each other.


Diagnosis and objective

India faces continental and maritime challenges, major-power competition, development demands, energy exposure, defence-supply legacies, and technology ambitions. A plausible bounded objective is to expand decision space and material capacity without accepting a general alliance obligation that transfers control over unrelated issues.



Portfolio and conversion

The portfolio uses bilateral strategic partnerships, the Quad, BRICS, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, G20 diplomacy, defence diversification, technology cooperation, development partnerships, and issue-specific coalitions. These arrangements do not produce one consistent degree of alignment across security, trade, climate, energy, and institutions.

The conversion conditions are domestic. Growth, industrial capacity, infrastructure, fiscal space, military readiness, energy transition, and skilled diplomacy determine whether multiple partnerships become leverage or a list of dependencies.



Assumptions and reactions

The strategy assumes partners will tolerate issue divergence because cooperation remains valuable; that India can diversify critical dependencies; and that crises will not force every relationship into one binary choice. Partners can narrow access, demand clearer alignment, or build alternatives. China, Pakistan, Russia, the United States, Europe, and regional states each read the portfolio through different interests.



Judgment

Issue-based alignment can expand options for a middle power with market scale and diplomatic reach. It becomes strategic autonomy only when domestic capacity makes refusal affordable. The model does not travel unchanged to smaller states or to middle powers whose geography, market size, and threat exposure produce tighter constraints.


Red-team memorandum

The portfolio may communicate ambiguity where partners need predictability, preserve inefficient dependencies, and postpone hard choices. The response is not rhetorical autonomy. It is a published hierarchy of interests, investment in conversion capacity, and clearer issue boundaries.







Small-State Strategy File: Finland, 1948–1991

Finland’s Cold War strategy emerged under severe geographic and power asymmetry after war with the Soviet Union. The reconstruction is not a romantic formula. It involved constraints, self-censorship, economic accommodation, credible defence, Nordic ties, and careful diplomacy.


Diagnosis and objective

The central condition was proximity to a great power able to impose catastrophic costs. The objective was to preserve sovereignty, democratic institutions, and room for Western economic integration without making Finnish territory a platform for hostility toward the Soviet Union.



Portfolio and conversion

The 1948 Agreement of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance created obligations and limits. Finnish policy combined treaty management, neutrality claims, domestic defence, active Nordic and international diplomacy, trade with both East and West, and careful control of signals.

Conversion depended on Soviet acceptance, Finnish cohesion, leaders able to maintain a narrow line, credible territorial defence, and a wider European environment in which restraint remained possible. The costs included pressure on public debate and foreign-policy discretion.



Reaction and adaptation

Finland had to anticipate both Soviet suspicion and Western doubt. Moves that expanded Western economic access could be calibrated to avoid appearing as military alignment. Domestic actors adapted to perceived external limits, sometimes beyond what formal obligations required.



Judgment

The case shows how a small state can use defence, diplomacy, economic diversification, and signaling to preserve core institutions under asymmetry. It does not establish “Finlandization” as a general recommendation. The arrangement reflected a specific war outcome, geography, domestic system, and European balance, and it imposed real democratic costs.


Red-team memorandum

The strategy protected sovereignty by narrowing speech and choice, risked making accommodation self-reinforcing, and depended on an external power’s interpretation. The alternative strategies also carried grave risks. The case should therefore teach tradeoffs and boundary conditions, not admiration or condemnation by label.







Red-Team Memorandum Template


Preferred strategy being challenged

Objective, theory of change, means, sequence, and stated confidence.



Best rival diagnosis

What important condition, actor, mechanism, or history does the preferred diagnosis misread?



Broken assumption

Which foundational assumption is weakest? What evidence supports the challenge?



Reaction path

How can the adversary, partners, domestic actors, markets, or institutions defeat or redirect the mechanism?



Implementation and ending

Where does authority, capacity, coordination, time, or settlement fail?



Alternative

State the strongest alternative strategy, including its costs, risks, and refusal list.



Decision requested

Continue, probe, adapt, pause, negotiate, terminate, or seek specific evidence. State why.





Notes on Sources and Cases

The book’s frameworks are an original synthesis of strategy, international-relations, alliance, economic-statecraft, and organizational scholarship listed in the source ledger. Official texts establish what institutions and governments stated or adopted; they are not treated as neutral proof that a policy worked.

The extended strategy files are reconstructions from public records. They are used to test the method, not to settle every historical dispute. Dates, policy texts, membership status, and moving cases were frozen on 13 August 2026. A later edition should re-audit them.

No live conflict supplies the only evidence for a foundational claim. No forecast is stated as inevitable. India is one middle-power case, not a universal template. Finland is used as a small-state historical reconstruction with explicit attention to the costs and constraints of its position.
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