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Vladimir Kvint has published a very important book 
on the theory and practice of strategic action in the 
globalized market1. Kvint is an economist but also a 
specialist in strategic action, who had a brilliant career 
in three countries, in the Soviet Union first, where he was 
elected a member of the Academy of Sciences in 1982, 
in the United States afterwards, then in Russia where 
he teaches at the Moscow School of Economics and 
where since 2007 he is the director of the department 
of financial strategy of this school in the framework of 
Lomonosov State University. He is also President of the 
International Academy of Emerging Markets.

This book therefore raises the question of how 
strategic action can be conceived and implemented in 
the 21st century economy. It is a considerable ambition. 
Kvint has therefore produced an important book, both 
theoretically and descriptively. This 520 pages book 
is very rich and has many references that are often of 
great interest. It can be read as an analysis of the major 
problems posed today for the survival of both state 
economies and individual firms by the existence of a 
globalized market. But it can also be read as an essay 
on economic action and more precisely on economic 
strategic action. It is this more theoretical reading that is 
claimed here and will be the focus of the paper. Not that 
the more applied parts of the work are negligible. To the 
very contrary; these parts would impose a reflection on 
the notion of «globalized market», on the interconnection, 
realized or not, between the different economies, on the 
international dynamics that one can deduce today from 
the international economic evolution. All these topics are 
of the utmost importance. As a matter of fact I am myself 
preparing a new edition of my 2011 book, which should 
be published in December 20192. I refer the reader 
there. But, important as these parts are, they seem to me 
less fundamental than the more strictly theoretical parts. 
This is why this review will therefore focus on it.

An ambitious book

The ambition of the work is considerable, as has 
been said. Indeed, Vladimir Kvint opposes all those who 

explain that in a globalized economy rules and norms 
are ruling the economy and that leaders can only react 
to the consequences of these rules and standards. 
What had actually brought out the phenomenon of 
globalization and made it into a generalized «social 
fact» was a double movement. There was both the 
combination, and entanglement, of commodity flows 
and financial flows AND the development of a form of 
government (or of governance tu use modern language) 
where the economy seemed to outweigh the policy, 
business the States, norms and rules the politics. 
But, these times seem at end. On this point, we can 
only note a recovery by the States of these flows, a 
victorious return of the political. This movement could 
be seen as the return of state sovereignty. Sovereignty is 
indispensable to democracy3. We have indeed examples 
of states that are sovereign but not democratic, but 
nowhere has we seen a state that was democratic but 
not sovereign. To be sovereign, it is above all to have 
the capacity to decide4, which Carl Schmitt expresses 
also in the form «Is sovereign the one who decides the 
exceptional situation»5. On this issue of sovereignty 
it will be necessary not to hesitate to confront, and for 
that to read, Carl Schmitt if one wants to hope to have 
an intelligence of the future6. For the question of the 
relationship of political decision to rules and norms, 
and thus the question of the delimitation of the space 
governed by politics and that governed by technology, 
is indeed constitutive of the debate about sovereignty7.

Vladimir Kvint pronounces himself for a description 
of the economic universe as traversed by antagonistic 
projects, as a space of power relations and of power 
projections, but also specificities of actions and actors. 
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It is a «rough», and uneven space and not a smooth 
space, as neoclassical economists dream of it and are 
describing it. These economists actually lock up the 
economy in trade and in exchange. But, the economy is 
actually much more similar to the land than to the sea8.

Not that there were great naval strategists, like 
Admiral T. Mahan9. Mahan, too, wrote for the leaders, 
for the decision-makers. Its strategy is based on the sea, 
and certainly is understanding the specificity of the sea 
but is not reduced to it10. However, the roughness or the 
uneveness of the economic space is more like what we 
find in the land. The specificity of means, but also that of 
assets, a rediscovery of the 1970s, shows it11. Therefore, 
we must question the critical content of liberalism of the 
book. We can not talk about strategy, recognize that in 
economics we actually move in a rough space, and not at 
the same time criticize economic liberalism12.

But, another way then opens to us. By developing 
the analogy between economic strategy and military 
strategy, there is a particular theoretical reflection on the 
question of strategy. Alexander Svechin, the great thinker 
of Russian and Soviet strategy describes the strategy as 
an art but also as a theory of this art13. But, Svechin, who 
considers too that the strategy is also the art of leaders 
and decision-makers introduces an important typology, 
distinguishing the tactics of the operational art, and the 
operational art of the strategy. The question therefore 
arises of whether such a typology can apply in the 
economic space.

A vibrant plea for strategic thinking

From the very first pages, the author therefore states 
that: «Strategy still remains surprisingly understimated, 
misused or misunderstood within certain powerful 
corporations, governments and military bodies»14. This 
is certain, but for really different reasons. The disdain for 
strategic action and the decline of strategic thinking can 
have extremely different sources depending on which 

segments of society one thinks of. The pre-eminence of 
norms and rules in the political thought of contemporary 
societies has been and remains one of the major factors in 
the disappearance of strategic concerns among leaders. 
This point is also widely emphasized by Carl Schmitt in 
his 1932 book15. Schmitt’s thesis is that parliamentary 
and liberal democracy can be constituted only through 
a power of norm and rule, a power that then relegates 
that of the decision-strategist, who is none other than 
the Sovereign, in nothingness16. The fascination for the 
technique thus gradually takes away all the will of the 
individuals17. The strategy can also disappear in the 
tactics, or more precisely dissolves itself in the analysis 
of the immediate means18. This point is also discussed 
the book chapter 419. This is a classic problem among 
the military and is one of the best-documented cases of 
loss of this «sense of the future» or «sense of vision» to 
that leaders could succumb in the strategy20. An obvious 
example of this loss of sense of priorities is provided by 
Martin van Creveld when he analyzes the British offensive 
on the Somme in 1916, during the First World War21.

But, the best example here is certainly the case 
of German military thought. The German military 
establishment of World War 2 is endowed by a formidable 
reputation of efficiency. The very word of «Blitzkrieg» is 
suming it. But, actually, Nazi Germany lost the war it begun. 
This is not what can be called a successful strategy. We 
are then faced with a German «systemic incompetence» 
that manifests itself on several levels, as soon as we 
leave the narrowest tactical elements. Interestingly, it 
was the Italians, who were in permanent contact with 
the Nazi elites, who gave the best descriptions of this 
«systemic incompetence» or «structural disorder» of 
decision-making22. The «Ciano Diaries», that is to say 
the notes taken by G. Ciano and published after the 
war23, also show very well how an observer, who is at 
least ambivalent vis-à-vis Hitler, observes the succession 
of decisions which are coherent only on a limited space 
and which are incoherent and even inconsistant between 
them. This strategic incoherence is evident in 1939. The 
German military is not ready for a war against France 
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and Britain at this time. Moreover, Hitler asserts - to calm 
his generals - that France and Great Britain will not fight 
for Poland. The sad and revolting editorial of Marcel 
Déat (Dying for Danzig?) Has certainly reinforced his 
opinion. Nevertheless, German diplomacy and Italian 
diplomacy drew attention to the fact that the Franco-
British determination was solid this time. In this context, 
the search for a compromise would have been logical, 
especially since Hitler had indicated 1942/43 as the date 
of the war he wanted. All German rearmament plans, air, 
land and sea included, were designed according to this 
date and not to a war in 1939. Yet Hitler attacked Poland 
because he «wanted» the war beyond the gain he could 
have waited for the latter. He then took the risk of a break 
with Mussolini24. 

In a caricatural way, a certain Western 
historiography has taken up the theses of the German 
generals who, in their memoirs, make the cause of their 
defeats be on the «madness» of Hitler (certainly, very 
real), or on the incompetence of the Italians (for the 
North African fights). However, a realistic analysis of the 
factual elements shows that these same generals are 
themselves the cause of their defeats despite and even 
because of their tactical successes. This fact has been 
well established by M. Geyer, who shows that, as early 
as 1937/38, German strategic thought has dissolved 
into tactics25. The concern for the loss of the general 
meaning of the action in the complexity necessary for 
the implementation of this action is precisely one of the 
points on which Vladimir Kvint insists.

But is not the problem really in what the author 
defines as the strategy? The following quote poses the 
problem: «Stategists aim for a holistic and inteconnected 
world perception»26. The status of strategist and strategy 
raises a question here. There is of course the question of 
the debate between individualism27 and methodological 
holism28. This debate is actually at the center of the 
controversy over the role and meaning of institutions 
in economics29. On the other hand, economics should 
have been about time and ignorance, which is central to 
the problem of strategy30.

The question of the perception of the world is 
certainly central to the question of the determination of 
a strategy. A graph in the book shows it clearly31. In this 
graph, Vladimir Kvint shows how the strategy is both the 
point of union, but also the bridge of passage, between 
the present and the future. This is absolutely true. We 
must here thank Kvint for having brought out the notion 
of temporal conflicts, a notion that is at the root of an 
economy refusing the General Equilibrium32, as one of 
the key notions of the economic strategy.

But the actors who design and implement strategies, 
whatever their level, can only have the future of the 
perception that has been shaped in the past. But this 
perception is largely false. Because would the future only 
be the reproduction of the past, then no strategy would 
be necessary. To situate oneself from the point of view 
of strategy is, in a sense, to take sides with subjectivism. 
The imagination of the individual is part of his knowledge. 
It is only through his future experiences that he will be 
able to sort out what comes from his imagination that is 
either false or impossible, and what can enable him to 
achieve all or part of his objectives.

Strategy, strategies

There are therefore several types of strategies. The 
author presents at least 333. But these different types of 
strategies pose the problem of breaking with previous 
perceptions or of their gradual improvement. Now, on this 
point, there is the problem of the saturation of the human 
mind by the volume of the signals to be processed34. 
The multiplication of the volume of the signals, while the 
processing capacities, they do not evolve at the same 
rate is certainly one of the most difficult problems to 
solve during the preparation of a strategy. More than an 
informational revolution, modern information-gathering 
systems could induce what Martin van Creveld calls an 
informational pathology35. The multiplication of signals 
and the imbalance between the ease of circulation of 
explicit information over tacit information will make the role 
of knowledge even more important than it was before. It 
is a profound and dangerous mistake to believe that we 
are entering an information society where the decision 
would be simplified because of the multiplicity of available 
information. According to the point of view we are moving 
either towards a society of the signal, with as horizon the 
thrombosis of the interpretations and the informational 
pathologies, either towards a society of the knowledge. 
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The latter requires, however, that priority be given to 
structural forms that allow the easiest mobilization of 
adequate forms of knowledge, relevant knowledge, implicit 
knowledge, procedural knowledge, reflex knowledge, and 
knowledge-state of mind. The notions of information and 
communication lines will be at the center of the efficiency 
of economic and social systems. The example of the 
«reception» of intelligence information in the Cuban Missile 
Crisis of 1962, and of its political dimension, is attesting of 
this fact36.

However, these information lines impose rigidities, and 
have stability requirements, which cannot be perceived as 
long as we remain within the paradigm of information, that is 
denying the necessitity to process any information. In fact, 
decision-makers should logically choose to consciously 
ignore some of the information so that they can continue to 
make decisions. This is exactly what the works of H. Simon 
and A de Groot have explained37. These decision-makers 
must then turn to heuristic rules, not because of lack of 
information (standard thesis of the paradigm of imperfect 
information at Radner and Stiglitz38), but because of the 
excess of the latter. The example given by Martin van 
Creveld of the defective decision-making process of the US 
Army in Vietnam is a perfect illustration of the ways in which 
one can fall when one reasons only on the basis of a desire 
to accumulate information39.

This is an issue at heart of the economic decision. 
How the economic decision-maker would make his or 
her decision about investment and the firm strategy? In 
Keynes, if we consider that the investor plays the role 
of the entrepreneur, we can read: «In the past, when 
companies were mostly owned by those who created 
them or their friends and associates, the investment 
depended the sufficient recruitment of individuals of 
sanguine temperament and constructive spirit who 
embarked in business to occupy their existence without 
really trying to rely on a precise calculation of expected 
profit. (...) If human nature had no taste for the risk, if it did 
not feel any satisfaction (other than pecuniary) to build a 
factory or a railway, to operate a mine or a farm, the only 
investments raised by a calculation coldly established 
would take no doubt not a great extension»40.

There is therefore necessarily, in all strategic thinking, 
an appetite for risk and the unexpected. So, does this 
mean that in any strategist slumbers a poker player? We 
know that was the opinion of Admiral Yamamoto, father 
of the Japanese naval strategy in the Pacific War41. Here 
we see the importance of psychological factors in the 
strategic decision. In fact, it establishes a permanent 
tension between the anticipation formed ex-ante and the 
result which can only be found ex-post.

What is the rationality of the strategist?

In fact, the question of the «rationality» of the strategy 
and the strategist arises42. In fact Vladimir Kvint lays down 
the principles of a fully rational strategy development. The 
point is also repeated in the following pages43. That precise 
calculations may be necessary in the course of developing 
a strategy is indisputable. But how far can we rely on 
calculation? Martin van Ceveld insists in his book on the 
risk command that exists to want to reduce any strategy to 
quantitative data. It has been emphasized above that there 
is reason to believe that an accumulation of information 
can, at a certain stage, be an aid in the development of 
the strategy. The problem of the saturation of cognitive 
capacities is an unavoidable problem, and all the more so 
when one moves in a space, the economy, which lends 
itself to the accumulation of quantitative data44.

Are there any «laws» on which to base? Savkin 
addressed the issue of the relationship between strategic 
action and a possible “science” governing the decision 
in the context of a reflexion on military strategy and 
operational art45. In his discussion of the existence of 
«laws of war», from which one could deduce the strategy, 
but also the operational art and the tactics, he is then led 
to specify the status of these laws46. This is not so far from 
Vladimir Kvint’s reflection in the first pages of his book47. 
Savkin thus recognizes the existence of principles of 
strategy, such as that of the economy of means, or that 
of the concentration of forces48. However, analyzing a 
number of nineteenth-century authors, he warns his 
reader against an interpretation he calls «idealistic» of 
these principles and that consists in believing that they 
can always and everywhere same way, without taking into 
account the economic and social realities of the time49. 
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When discussing the contribution of Clausewitz, Savkin 
is both appreciative of the understanding of the complex 
relationship between a principle and the reality of how 
this principle is applied, but also critical of the confusion 
that Clausewitz believes commits between laws and 
principles50. In fact, Savkin isolates «laws» which in his 
opinion have a pure «objective» content of principles that 
are in fact largely determined by the nature and state of 
development of society.

The question of the «eternal» or «timeless» nature 
of the principles of military art was of course disputed by 
other authors. The case of Marshal Foch is typical here 
of a thought that recognizes the existence of general 
principles, but derives from an application without 
taking into account the economic and social realities of 
the time, thus resulting in the emergence of the cult of 
the offensive «which proved costly for France in 1914 
and 191551. «Laws» may well exist, but they are without 
effect if they are not transformed into distinct principles. 
These, in turn, must be applied taking into account the 
development context of the economy and society. Thus, 
the principle of concentration of forces, what Napoleon 
calls «walking separately and hitting together», will be 
transformed into «exercising the effects of weapons 
together on a given point», even if these weapons can be 
dispersed on the modern battlefield.

The same goes for economic strategy. The basis 
of calculation that can be found in Vladimir Kvint’s work 
must thus be precisely contextualized. These calculations 
may be necessary, but being guided by them could 
have catastrophic effects if we were faced with forms of 
innovation, whether on products or in institutions, that 
would make these calculations obsolete. From this point 
of view, Kvint does not escape some of Savkin’s criticisms 
of 19th and early 20th century military art thinkers.

The definition of strategic activity

The author thus defines the strategic activity: 
«Strategists can ignore currents facts since they 
must ultimately look into the future ...52» The point is 
undeniable. Any strategic action is both to deal with the 
unexpected and to provoke this unforeseen event, or a 
radical change in the previous situation from which we 
can hope to take advantage of the opportunities. Now, 
on this point we can only agree with the author, the notion 
of unforeseen is very badly liked by economists. Robert 
Lucas goes so far as to say that where there is more 
probability there is no more economy53. In a sense, Lucas 

is only repeating what Haavelmo wrote in 194454.. We 
can read: «The question is not whether the probabilities 
exist or not. If we assume that they exist, then we are 
able to make judgments about real phenomena that are 
correct from a practical point of view. «

But then, does this mean that the economy cannot 
know strategy nor admit strategic thinking? We must keep 
this point in mind to better judge the audacity of Vladimir 
Kvint. Yet economists have shown the importance of this 
radical unexpected. Frank Knight, whose work of 1921 
will influence many economists, will be mentioned55. 
But it is probably Keynes who will take the most radical 
position on this point. Keynes, as we know, rejects very 
early the probabilistic vision of the world; he even wrote 
his Ph.D on this issue56, a work whose publication was 
acclaimed by no less an authority than the mathematician 
Bertrand Russel57. This book, quite unknown among 
economists, however, lays the foundations of the 
approach and methodology of Keynes, by his awareness 
of the phenomenon of radical uncertainty. He explains 
that what we call «probabilities» refers in fact to the 
existence of conventions or dominant representations, 
which are not immune to radical challenges58. In a text 
written much later to defend the General Theory, he 
argues that: « By «uncertain» knowledge, let me explain, 
I do not mean merely to distinguish what is known 
for certain from what is only probable.  …(…) … The 
sense in which I am using the term is that in which the 
prospect of a European war is uncertain, or the price 
of copper and the rate of interest twenty years hence, 
or the obsolescence of a new invention, or the position 
of private wealth-owners in the social system in 1970. 
About these matters there is no scientific basis on which 
to form any calculable probability whatever»59. G.L.S. 
Shackle will then develop an analysis of the surprise 
related to the radical unforeseen60. The book he wrote in 
1949 on expectations can be considered as a first form 
of rehabilitation of strategic thinking in an economy other 
than that governed by central planning61.

Shackle is part of a vigorous challenge to the 
thought that is rooted in the current that goes from T. 
Haavelmo to Robert Lucas. For him, nothing was more 
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false, and even more indecent, than to use the formula of 
rational expectations. This theme of the necessity of the 
subjectivist approach will be the thread of his work, as can 
be seen in his 1972 book Epistemics and Economics62, 
as well as in one of his last works published seven years 
later63. In this book he lays the foundation for what he 
calls the Kaleidic world of Keynes64.

But, the contribution of his work of 1949 does not 
stop there. Shackle was well aware that Keynes’ work 
was being salvaged by the neo-classical authors of the 
so-called « synthesis ». In his book, therefore, he defends 
an interpretation of Keynes much more faithful to the 
author than that which was popularized by John Hicks 
or Samuelson. It is therefore up to G. Shackle to have 
exploited Keynes’s insights in the most rigorous way 
about radical uncertainty. For him, it is the capacity of 
invention of the human mind, but also the extraordinary 
diversity of the combinations made possible by the 
heterogeneity, which take away any sense from the 
pretension of assigning to any event a probability65. 
Keynes’s defense focuses on the question of speculative 
demand for monney, a notion that may seem technical 
but is in fact an undeniable breakpoint between Keynes 
and the economists of his time. Shackle shows that 
speculative demand of money, that is the money kept 
in liquid form by economic agents because they are 
uncertain of the future, depends on the subjective point 
of view formed by these same agents on the future. 
However, it is up to G. Shackle to have exploited Keynes’ 
insights about radical uncertainty in the most rigorous 
way. For him, it is the invention capacity of the human 
mind, but also the extraordinary diversity of combinations 
made possible by heterogeneity, which builds a coherent 
theory of anticipation and decisions66. He defines the 
first as: «..the act of creating imaginary situations, to 
associate with these situations dates of the future, and 
to assign them on a scale measuring the degree of our 
belief, a place corresponding to the belief that we have 
a specific course of our actions that will make these 
situations a reality.67»

Shackle, in fact, considers uncertainty not in itself 
but from the point of view of anticipations and forecasts 
that any actor must make before engaging in an action. 
It is interested in the materials that are used to form this 
anticipation, which allows to determine the degree of 
confidence that one has in an anticipation, and if this 
degree is measurable and comparable. He also pays 

particular attention to the effects of a discordance 
between ex-ante anticipation and ex-post realization, the 
potential surprise, in the evolution of our attitudes68..

But on what basis, then, can we rely to build an 
action in the uncertain? Keynes’s answer is interesting 
here. He considers that we use «conventions» as the 
foundation of our strategic action. So is the use of the 
interest rate which: «... saves our faces as rational 
economic agents»69.

The reference to history

But the reference to the Stalinist «practice» of the 
strategy, which the author considers faulty because 
relying solely on the knowledge of Stalin alone70, is itself 
wrong. The point, which may seem minor in a 520-page 
book, is however instructive. It highlights a simplification 
of the vision, and the strategic vision in particular, of 
the actors. In fact, in the case of the war with Hitler’s 
Germany, Stalin does have a vision71. He knew that the 
clash between the USSR and Nazi Germany is inevitable. 
But, he holds Hitler for a rational actor. The latter having 
repeatedly said and wrote that he would not commit the 
error of Wilhelmian Germany to enter a war on two fronts, 
he expects the German attack once a peace, or at the 
least a truce, would be signed with Great Britain. That is 
why he has such a hard time conceiving that Hitler could 
decide to attack the USSR while he continues to fight 
against the British. This did not prevent him, however, 
early in 1941, from realizing that an attack was probably 
inevitable, even if he still hoped to save time and push it 
back to 1942 or 1943.

On the contrary, we are in the presence of a real 
decision-making and strategic pathology regarding 
Hitler and the leaders of Nazi Germany. This is largely the 
result of the «racial» filter72. Thus, when parliamentary 
democracies yield to Hitler, instead of analyzing 
these results as reflecting a political crisis in these 
countries (crisis that may be lasting or temporary ...), 
Hitler believes that this is a confirmation of the racial 
superiority of the Germans. Hitler’s early successes 
therefore apparently validate his initial hypotheses, 
leading him to give them more and more credit. We are 
in the middle of a pathological process. But this process 
is not limited to Hitler. Indeed, in addition to the racist 
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dimension of his ideology, he is persuaded to be the 
vector of «Providence» (a strange term in an ideology 
that partly rejects Catholicism as a «Jewish» product). 
This leads him to deliberately destroy any institutional 
process in the name of the «cult of the leader» (The 
FuhrerPrinzip), thereby encouraging violent antagonistic 
behaviors within the Nazi elite. The Nazi state then 
regressed to an archaic, semi-feudal model73, while 
managing a developed economy and military system. 
From this point of view, it is important to note that while 
Nazi Germany was able to give the illusion before 1939 of 
being a «rationally organized» system for waging war74, 
this perception of reality was undermined by the works 
exploiting the archives and the testimonies of the actors. 
From this point of view, the pioneering work of Berenice 
Caroll, exploiting the archives and testimonies of those 
responsible for German military industrial planning75, 
has been fully confirmed by the historiographical 
research of the last thirty years. The Nazi system was not 
only monstrous by its finality; it was so in its everyday 
functioning, which is deeply pathological. We are in the 

presence of a regression towards a «pre-modern» state 
and administrative form (in the sense of Max Weber) 
applied to a «modern» society and economy.

It is therefore the whole of the Nazi system – and 
not only that which directly belongs to Hitler – which 
becomes the seat of pathological decisions, in the sense 
that they obey the logics more and more disconnected 
from reality. The elements of technical rationality are 
increasingly buried in competing behaviours between 
people and institutions, articulated with less and less 
realistic representations.

Vladimir Kvint also has this important reflection on 
the question of credibility which seems to be central in the 
strategy: «Credibility is related to how people perceive 
others in terms of truthfulness, which is one of the most 
important rules and principles for strategists»76. Nothing 
is truer, but nothing shows as much the conventional 
nature, in the sense of outcome of conventions, of the 
strategy.
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