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Gen. Petraeus addressed the audience at the University of North Florida in conversation with Lt. 
Gen. Guy Swan, USA (Ret.).  Many of his key points were drawn from his recently revised book 
with Andrew Roberts – “Conflict: The Evolution of Warfare from 1945 to Ukraine.” 

Gen. Petraeus stressed that in conflict, quality of leadership at the very top of an organization 
was fundamental to producing victory or defeat.  He laid out four features in an Intellectual 
Construct of Strategic Leadership.   

1. Top leaders must get the big idea right.  Overall strategy can only be set at the very top.  
2. Communicate the big idea effectively throughout the organization and to stakeholders 

(including military families). 
3. Oversee implementation of the big idea. 
4. Determine how to refine the big idea over time; this is a continuous process. 

Gen. Petraeus offered examples of when leaders got the big idea right, including: 

• The US-led Desert Storm campaign in1991. 
• The US invasion of Panama in 1989. 
• The British in Malaya after WWII (promising independence rather than fighting for a 

colonial possession). 
• Sultan Qaboos for modernizing and mainstreaming Oman. 

There are also examples in the civilian world of getting the Intellectual Construct right; for 
example, the Netflix founder realizing that, among other things, one does not need bricks and 
mortar to distribute movies. 

Gen Petraeus also offered examples of when the big idea was incorrect. 

• The French in Indochina (discounting the resourcefulness of the Viet Minh). 
• The US in Vietnam initially pursuing a strategy of attrition rather than counterinsurgency. 
• The French in Algeria. 

 Asked how certain contemporary conflicts will end, Gen Petraeus said “it depends.” 

• In Ukraine, among other things, it depends on the relative success Kyiv and Moscow 
have in conscripting soldiers and generating force. 

• In Gaza, it depends on Israel establishing security so that aid can flow, services can be 
reestablished, and Arab augmentees can participate. 
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