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Volume I of The Cambridge History of Strategy offers a history of the

practice of strategy from the beginning of recorded history, to the

late eighteenth century, from all parts of the world. Drawing on

material evidence covering two and a half millennia, an

international team of leading scholars in each subject examines

how strategy was formulated and applied and with what tools,

from ancient Greece and China to the Ottoman and Mughal

Empires and the American Revolutionary War. They explore

key themes from decision-makers and strategy-making

processes, causes of wars and war aims and tools of strategy in

war and peace, to conûgurations of armed forces and distinctive

and shared ways of war across civilisations and periods.

A comparative conclusion examines how the linking of political

goals with military means took place in different parts of the

world over the course of history, asking whether strategic

practice has universal features.
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The Cambridge History of Strategy presents a global history

exploring how leaders of social groups, civilisations, empires

and states have practised strategy over the course of the past

three millennia. With contributions from leading experts in each

subject, these volumes analyse a series of notable case studies to

reûect on the formulation and application of strategy rather than

on theory. Transcending the traditional Western focus and

modern-state-based framework of strategic studies, this

Cambridge History offers the inclusion of a wider range of

political actors and cases from parts of the world hitherto

largely excluded from the literature. This leads to a discussion

of whether central claims in the ûeld of strategic studies that the

practice of strategy exhibits universal features which apply always

hold up against empirical evidence from different centuries and

cases beyond the West.
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Practising strategy is messy, frustrating and often guided by luck rather than

anything else. This is the subject of this series. While there are many

overviews of the makers and the making of strategy, far fewer focus on

practising it. Overviews of great strategic thinkers abound. Appreciations of

the drafting of strategy are plentiful. What happens when it is put into action

is the subject of these two volumes. More speciûcally, a comparison of these

practices, across time and place, is what the series aims to offer. There is

presently no global history of the practice of strategy, with most treatises

focusing predominantly on Western experiences or single case studies.

Making strategy a focus, even before the invention of the word, brings

something new to the ûeld. Moreover, moving the focus beyond the

preoccupation with theory and the Western world is not the only

ambition. The longue durée, as well as the study of other polities than the

state and its political instrumentality, is where we hope to offer some food for

thought.

The Cambridge Series is a very long-running series with a 100-year history.

The current volumes break to some extent with previous traditions of the

Cambridge History of . . . series. In general, the contributions in the series are

not speciûcally intended to present new research, but rather offer the reader

an overview of a particular noteworthy topic or phenomenon. The volumes

before you intend to do both. First, they deliberately address a non-specialist

readership, as we can assume that none of our readers are familiar with all the

Napoleonic Wars, and also with the wars of the Han, Byzantium or the

Guptas. This may disappoint some who will ûnd the introduction to their

speciûc period of expertise and interest telling them things they already

knew, but even then, while editing the chapters, we had many revelations

about periods we ourselves were familiar with, when interrogated

systematically from angles previously ‘assumed’ to be known.
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Second, by presenting this case material and the state of the art in their

respective historiographies, we offer the opportunity of comparison. Only

comparisons uncover assumptions that turn out to be very culture-speciûc,

or else surprisingly widespread when they were thought to be speciûc to

a particular culture. For example, the strategic aims of cementing alliances or

of peace conûrmation were pursued through the strategic tool of dynastic

marriages not only by the Habsburg dynasty, but also by the ancient Chinese,

the Macedonians, and the Romans under Principate, Dominate, and then the

Eastern Roman/Byzantine dynasties, as well as the Guptas, and all

the subsequent European dynasties, albeit not always as spectacularly as by

the Habsburgs. Third, based on this comparison, we can aspire to present

a global overview of strategic practice that pushes the boundaries of the

debate in strategic studies. This case will be made in more detail in the

introductory chapter.

This work aims to strike a balance between the particular – the speciûc

cases of this history with all their uniqueness and peculiarities – and the

generalisable. Without insisting on the former, we lose the reality of the

particular mindsets, culture, world views, and material circumstances that

determined them. As Carl von Clausewitz, the Prussian general who wrote

the core text in the ûeld of strategic studies almost two centuries ago, rightly

put it, ‘every age’ – and he might have added, every distinct culture within

that period –

had its own kind of war, its own limiting conditions, and its own

preconceptions. Each [period], therefore, would have its own theory

of war, even if one had been inclined everywhere and at all times to

deduce it from philosophical ûrst principles. The events of every age

must therefore be judged in the light of its own peculiarities.1

Without generalisable aspects, however, we lose the relevance of the past

for our own times and our future.

We offer a history of the practice of strategy in two volumes. The ûrst

volume is devoted to a diversity of case studies from around 2000 BC until

1800. The second volume looks at case studies from 1800 until today. The

exact choices we have made will be detailed and justiûed in the opening

chapters to the two volumes. The richness of this overview could not have

been achieved without the contributions of the best and brightest scholars in

this ûeld.We are indebted to them for the time and energy they have devoted

1 Von Clausewitz, Vom Kriege, V I I I.3B, 973f.
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to producing the chapters. In a review of Jeremy Black’s recent book on

a global strategy, it was noted that ‘Black’s invitation to students of war and

strategy to acquaint themselves with non-Western perspectives is timely.

The challenge is formidable, and the task may well be impossible.’2 We took

up this daunting challenge, but we could not have taken it up alone: we have

learned a tremendous amount from our wonderfully knowledgeable, ever-

suffering contributors, whom we submitted to endless questions and

demands for changes and additions.

The ûrst idea for the series emerged during a dinner party at Leiden

University Faculty Club in the spring of 2018. The request for Cambridge

University Press was brought into the discussion, as was how such a series

could be conceptualised. Isabelle was very inspired but rather daunted by the

idea of carrying such a project alone. She approached Beatrice to ask if she

would be interested in collaborating on this endeavour. Reluctantly, Beatrice

came on board as both agreed that it would be crazy to forgo this exceptional

occasion to persuade scholars from all periods and all parts of the world to

help us better understand a subject of such passionate interest to both of us.

They agreed that it would be unusual to have two women, still hugely

underrepresented in the ûeld of strategic studies, editing a contribution to

this prestigious series. We are tremendously grateful to Cambridge

University Press’s Michael Watson, who embraced our idea and

encouraged us in its development.

The editors would like to thank the team at Cambridge University Press,

Michael Watson, Emily Plater, Lisa Carter and the copy-editors John Gaunt

and Linos Edwards.

A special word of thanks goes to Samuel Zilincik, who has acted very

diligently as our editorial assistant. Moreover, Carmel Dowling and Vani

Dhaka have helped with editing language and references. We have also

beneûted greatly from the advice of our international advisory board,

consisting of Professors Jeremy Black, Martin van Creveld, Isabelle Deûers,

Antulio J. Echevarria I I, Lawrence Freedman, Kimberley Kagan, Joe Maiolo,

Assaf Moghaddam, Michael Rainsborough, Monica Toft, Erwin Schmidl and

Matthew Strickland.

2 T. G. Otte, ‘Military strategy: a global history’, Diplomacy & Statecraft, 31:3 (2020),
597–9, 598.
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