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What is strategy and how does it relate to the use of military force in deterrence and 

humanitarian interventions? Discuss and illustrate with examples. Emphasize that strategy is 

different from linear planning due to the interaction with competitors, adversaries and even 

enemies, and that strategy therefore must be devised with surprise and paradox in mind. 

Focus on the difference between the denial and punishment deterrence. 

 

Introduction 

Strategy is the art of achieving objectives in the face of competition or conflict, and it plays a 

critical role in the use of military force in deterrence and humanitarian interventions. It is an 

inherently dynamic and unpredictable process that requires the ability to adapt to changing 

circumstances and to surprise opponents. In this essay, I will define strategy and discuss its 

relationship to the use of military force in deterrence and humanitarian interventions. I will 

also emphasize the importance of surprise and paradox in the development of effective 

strategies and illustrate the concepts of denial and punishment deterrence with relevant 

examples. 

 

What is strategy? 

Strategy is a concept that has been around for centuries and has been used in a variety of 

contexts, including warfare, business, and politics. At its core, strategy is the art of achieving 

objectives in the face of competition or conflict. It involves the development of a plan or 

course of action that leverages an organization's strengths, exploits its competitors' 

weaknesses, and takes advantage of opportunities as they arise. 

The development of an effective strategy requires an understanding of the competitive 

landscape and the ability to adapt to changing circumstances. It also requires a willingness to 

take risks and to accept that the plan may not always work as intended. This is because 

strategy is not a linear process that can be planned out in advance. Instead, it is a dynamic and 

unpredictable process that requires constant adjustments and adaptations. 

 

How does strategy relate to the use of military force in deterrence and humanitarian 

interventions? 

The use of military force in deterrence and humanitarian interventions requires a well-

developed strategy that is tailored to the specific circumstances of the situation. In the case of 

deterrence, the goal is to prevent an adversary from taking a particular action by convincing 

them that the costs of doing so outweigh the benefits. This can be done through a variety of 

means, including the threat of military force. 

 

In the case of humanitarian interventions, the goal is to provide aid and assistance to those in 

need while minimizing the risk of harm to both the intervening force and the local population. 

This requires a well-planned and coordinated effort that leverages the strengths of the 

intervening force while mitigating its weaknesses. 
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The development of an effective strategy for the use of military force in deterrence and 

humanitarian interventions requires a deep understanding of the local context, including the 

political, social, and economic dynamics at play. It also requires the ability to adapt to 

changing circumstances and to anticipate the actions of adversaries or competitors. 

 

The importance of surprise and paradox in strategy development 

An effective strategy for the use of military force in deterrence and humanitarian 

interventions must be designed with surprise and paradox in mind. This means that the 

strategy should be designed to create unexpected outcomes and to exploit the weaknesses of 

opponents in ways that they do not anticipate. 

The use of surprise and paradox in strategy development requires a willingness to take risks 

and to challenge conventional thinking. It also requires the ability to think creatively and to 

see opportunities where others do not. For example, the use of unconventional tactics, such as 

cyber-attacks or the use of drones, can create unexpected outcomes that can give the 

intervening force a strategic advantage. 

 

The concept of denial and punishment deterrence 

Deterrence is a strategy that is used to prevent an adversary from taking a particular action by 

convincing them that the costs of doing so outweigh the benefits. There are two types of 

deterrence: denial and punishment deterrence. 

Denial deterrence is a strategy that seeks to prevent an adversary from taking a particular 

action by denying them the means to do so. For example, a country may deploy missile 

defense systems to prevent an adversary from launching a missile attack. The goal of denial 

deterrence is to make it physically impossible for the adversary to take the desired action. 

Punishment deterrence, on the other hand, is a strategy that seeks to prevent an adversary 

from taking a particular action by threatening to impose severe consequences if they do. For 

example, a country may threaten to launch a military strike against an adversary if they 

continue to engage in a particular behavior. The goal of punishment deterrence is to make the 

potential costs of taking the desired action so high that the adversary decides not to take it. 

Both denial and punishment deterrence are used in a variety of contexts, including nuclear 

deterrence and counter-terrorism operations. For example, the United States has deployed 

missile defense systems to prevent nuclear attacks from countries such as North Korea and 

Iran. In addition, the U.S. has used punishment deterrence in its counter-terrorism operations, 

such as the targeted killing of high-level Al Qaeda operatives. 

However, there are risks associated with the use of deterrence strategies. For example, if an 

adversary believes that the intervening force is not willing or able to follow through on its 

threats, the strategy may be ineffective. In addition, the use of punishment deterrence can 

escalate conflicts and lead to unintended consequences, such as civilian casualties or the 

destabilization of the region. 
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Examples of strategy in deterrence and humanitarian interventions 

One example of the use of strategy in deterrence is the Cold War between the United States 

and the Soviet Union. The two superpowers engaged in a nuclear arms race, with both sides 

deploying missile defense systems and developing nuclear weapons in an attempt to deter the 

other from launching a first strike. This strategy of denial deterrence was designed to make it 

physically impossible for either side to launch a successful nuclear attack, thus preventing a 

catastrophic war. 

Another example of strategy in deterrence is the United States' response to the use of 

chemical weapons in Syria in 2013. President Barack Obama threatened to launch a military 

strike against the Syrian regime if it continued to use chemical weapons. This strategy of 

punishment deterrence was designed to make the potential costs of using chemical weapons 

so high that the Syrian regime would be deterred from doing so. 

In terms of humanitarian interventions, one example of effective strategy is the U.S. military 

intervention in Somalia in 1992. The U.S. deployed a large force to Somalia to provide 

humanitarian aid and support to the local population, which was suffering from a severe 

famine. The intervention was successful in reducing the death toll from the famine and 

providing much-needed assistance to the local population. 

However, not all humanitarian interventions are successful. The U.S. military intervention in 

Iraq in 2003, for example, was widely criticized for its poor planning and execution. The 

intervention was intended to remove Saddam Hussein from power and establish a stable 

democratic government in Iraq. However, the strategy was flawed, and the intervention led to 

a long and costly conflict that destabilized the region and resulted in significant loss of life. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, strategy is a critical component of the use of military force in deterrence and 

humanitarian interventions. An effective strategy must be designed with surprise and paradox 

in mind and must be tailored to the specific circumstances of the situation. The use of denial 

and punishment deterrence can be effective in preventing adversaries from taking undesirable 

actions, but there are risks associated with their use. Examples such as the Cold War, the 

Syrian chemical weapons crisis, the U.S. intervention in Somalia, and the U.S. intervention in 

Iraq illustrate the importance of strategy in achieving desired outcomes in complex situations. 


