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Great Powers can have Grand Strategies. Alliances can have Grand Strategies. This we know.
In June 1940, Britain and its Commonwealth-Empire was left to fight against a triumphant
Germany singlehanded and thus devoted all its military, industrial, diplomatic, and financial
resources to the survival of its home base and some key strategic outposts while trying to
persuade the United States into the war, an aim achieved in December 1941. This was Grand
Strategy, and it succeeded. And after Pearl Harbor, Britain and the United States decided to
defeat Hitler first before concentrating their power against Japan. Germany directly threatened
Britain and the Soviet Union, and its military and industrial power far exceeded that of Imperial
Japan which could be fended off with subsidiary forces. This Grand Strategy was successful.
Then, after the war, as the Soviet Union became a threat, the US and its allies followed a Grand
Strategy of containment, mobilizing alliances and resources to prevent Moscow from extending
its control into Western Europe and the parts of Asia and Africa into which its reach did not
extend. This Grand Strategy also succeeded four decades later in bringing down the USSR, a
signal victory without a general war (though there were still limited wars with terrible costs) and
a demonstration that skillfully wielded economic and military power can destroy an empire.
Thus, there can be no doubt that Grand Strategies can be derived, followed, and be successful
– by Great Powers or great alliances.
Similarly as we watch the United States lurch and stagger about in the Middle East and North
Africa today, the absence of a credible Grand Strategy can lead to the loss of allies and,
perhaps, the triumph of enemies. To be successful, therefore, a Grand Strategy must be clear
and potent enough to sustain itself in the face of setbacks and be seen as such by those small
nations that seek shelter in a Great Power alliance. In other words, Grand Strategies can fail or
turn out to be not so grand.
But can a small or middle power have a Grand Strategy? Former diplomat Daryl Copeland
defined Grand Strategy as “a unifying, long-term vision of a country’s global values and
interests; an expression of where the country is, and where it wants to go in the world; and an
analysis of its potential and capacity to achieve its objective. I consider it a core element of
statecraft.” That sounds difficult to derive for most nation-states, but to me it does not sound like
Grand Strategy, at least not for smaller powers.
Smaller countries can fight wars against other smaller powers or manoeuvre to avoid them.
They can join Great Power alliances or not. They can follow particular economic policies or
decide not to. But – and here I disagree with the able former Defence minister David Pratt in his
Ellis Lectures at the University of Calgary – they do not have Grand Strategies because they
lack the human, industrial, and military resources to sustain them. In other words, the God of
Grand Strategy is only found on the side of the big battalions.
But small countries do have, like every other state, national interests, and their policies are (or
should be) focussed on advancing or protecting these interests and on their national survival.
For example, Canada has in the past skilfully balanced the aims of Britain and the United States
against each other in an effort to keep Britain interested enough in the Dominion to prevent it
being swallowed by the United States. This worked so long as Britain had military, economic,
and diplomatic power, but by the summer of 1940, as Britain lay naked before the Nazis,
Canada in the interest of its own survival had no option but to scramble to tie its defences to
those of the US and the next year to integrate its war economy with that of its neighbour. If
balance in the North Atlantic Triangle had been a Grand Strategy, by 1940 it was a strategy in
shreds. The psychological impact of this failed Grand Strategy, if that is what it was, might be
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seen in the bitter writings of Canadian Tory nationalists like historian Donald Creighton and W.L.
Morton.
Canada then tried in the postwar years to keep Britain and Europe alive as a counterweight to
overweening American power. The creation of NATO and the successful Canadian effort to get
Article 2 into the Treaty mark the high water line of this effort. Canada certainly was present at
the creation, and Ottawa mattered more in the years from 1947 to 1949 than it ever has before
or since in peacetime. But Britain and Europe remained weak into the 1950s, the US grew ever
stronger, and Canada, not for want of effort, essentially found itself left as the junior partner in a
bipolar relationship. NATO had its moments in the next fifty years, but its members’
performance in Former Yugoslavia, in Afghanistan, and now in Libya do not suggest that it can
be relied on as a prop of Canadian foreign policy, let alone as a repository of a credible Grand
Strategy. Few in Ottawa any longer believe in NATO as a military or political alliance of crucial
relevance to us.
Sometimes, of course, small country national leaders may formulate an overarching policy – the
functional principle, for example, that Canada derived during the Second World War in an effort
to get itself a voice in Great Power decisions where it had the resources to matter, Secretary of
State for External Affairs Louis St Laurent’s 1947 Gray lecture that defined the principles of
Canadian foreign policy, the Paul Martin government’s International Policy Strategy, or the
present government’s Canada First strategy – to describe their intent, but these are at best
small market policies aimed at protecting or advancing limited scope national interests.
Copeland’s definition seems to fit here.
But the leaders of every smaller nation know from hard experience that at base their interests
may be sacrificed or overridden by superpowers following their own Grand Strategy or,
sometimes, selfishly or in a fit of absence of mind advancing their own national interests. Britain
historically had no qualms in sacrificing Canadian interests to advance its own. The United
States, more shrewdly, has generally been reasonably accommodating of Canadian interests in
the post-war years and it has let Canadian political and business leaders initially make the case
for ever-closer ties.
A nation such as Canada has never gone to war in its own national interests, some might argue,
including me, but only to advance or protect the interests of its colonial masters (Britain) or its
allies (the United States). In other words, Canada – and many other nations, too – has always
served the Grand Strategy of others.
This is the way of the world, and while we may grumble, there is little that can be done about
this. Great powers think in grandiose terms and fight to protect their global interests; small
powers are small and think small – or, at best, in medium size terms. Their aim, and here I
come close to Pratt’s minimalist definition of Grand Strategy, is to survive and prosper and to be
left alone to do so, and a judicious use of their limited power, management of their alliances,
and maximization of their resources to these ends is assuredly their best strategy.
In this vein, Senator Hugh Segal put it well a few years ago: “it is really vital that we develop a
‘grand strategy for a small country’ that integrates military, diplomatic, and foreign aid
instruments in a thrust that preserves security and opportunity at home, advances leverage with
our allies, and responds in an integrated way to the threats that are real from abroad. We need
to shape a strategy that, as we learn from the experiences of East Timor, Bosnia, Kosovo, Haiti
and Iraq, combines military, civil, private sector, democratizing, and post-conflict transition skills.
These need to be built into real plans and models that maximize the ability of each to engage
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constructively on Canada’s behalf, and that enhance the leverage of a combined application
where appropriate and helpful.” This sounds very much as what we have now come to call a
Whole of Government approach, and it is not yet something Canada has made work. We
should.
But whatever else this is, it’s not Grand Strategy as it has been traditionally understood. So for a
country like Canada, the once-again popular refrain from “South Pacific” remains true: “What
ain’t we got? We ain’t got…” not dames which we do have, but a Grand Strategy which we
cannot have.
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