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P R E F A C E

What should the United States do with its power? What goals should it have, and 
how should it pursue them? What kind of America should lead the world in the 
twenty- first century?

Ultimately, what do we want this country to be?
These are the basic questions of grand strategy, and Americans are hardly the 

first people to ask them. Many of history’s superpowers found answers, seeking 
to make themselves secure and prosperous, to spread their ideologies and ideals, 
and— maybe most important— to assure that their power remained super. All 
strong countries want to preserve their status and maintain the favorable sys-
temic status quo.

Attempts to maintain the status quo are rarely the stuff of exciting historical 
drama. There are many books that recount the remarkable rise of Rome, for ex-
ample, and even more that examine its dramatic fall, but far fewer that look at 
the times in between. Even contemporaries seemed less interested in the preser-
vation of greatness: we have quite meager sources for the most successful reigns 
at the empire’s peak, those of Hadrian and Antoninus Pius (together 117– 161 
AD), since their peaceful, stable era lacked the massive spectacles that set the 
pens of historians in motion. Much more attention is paid to the conquests and 
crises, the triumphs and blunders. Competence and honorable governance are 
comparatively boring.

This book seeks to enliven history’s comparatively boring bits. It is less in-
terested in how history’s greatest powers rose or fell than in how they ruled; 
it examines not revision but maintenance. Even the safest of countries face 
challenges, both real and imagined, and their reactions determine how long they 
stay safe. With great power comes great responsibility, as the saying goes, and 
strong countries often seek to improve the world in one way or another. They 
have the luxury to prioritize things other than their most basic needs. As it turns 
out, maintaining a favorable status quo can be just as difficult as arriving at one 
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in the first place, so— fortunately for the reader— grand strategy is never boring. 
Hadrian can teach us as much as Augustus.

If it is foolish to attempt to please both experts and laymen, then this book 
is foolish from the start. Its target is the person who knows little but who is in-
terested in much, one who can learn fast and think analytically. Each chapter 
reflects the opinion of generations of historians but adds original analysis and 
thoughts. Perhaps only experts will know where I add to conventional wisdoms 
(and perhaps too only they would care) in my attempt to explain how history’s 
strongest powers endeavored to stay that way. No two cases are the same, thank 
goodness, and each contains plenty for us moderns to consider.

This work comes out of a class that I have taught for about a decade at Tulane 
University, one based on a course first constructed by Admiral Stansfield Turner 
at the US Naval War College in the early 1970s. Turner, who was president of 
the college, wanted to improve the strategic expertise of those in uniform. Under 
his guidance the professors at the war college examined grand strategies from 
the past, speculating about their lessons and relevance to the challenges of their 
time. The long Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta, for example, 
seemed like it might have something to teach the United States during the Cold 
War. The course is still taught in much the same way today.

At Tulane I changed the cases to reflect the conditions the United States faced 
in the early twenty- first century. The United States stood alone atop the inter-
national system, the strongest country in almost every measurable (and quite a 
few unmeasurable) category. The wisdom of the Athenians was made less urgent 
without a modern version of Sparta. Rome seemed more relevant. History’s solo 
superpowers were more pertinent than those with a rival of roughly equivalent 
strength; I became interested in how the Tang Dynasty stayed in power, and how 
the Ottomans ruled a polyglot empire in the world’s toughest neighborhood for 
so long, and how the British maintained their dominance at sea.

These comparisons might strike some readers as odd, since the United States 
is not (nor does it seek to be) an empire. Others might claim that its strength 
is not as great as these others, or that it is shrinking, making U.S. superpower a 
thing of the past. With such notions I disagree, and explain why in the coming 
pages.1 Perhaps most observers might agree, however, that the United States 
remains quite powerful, more indeed than any potential rival, relative decline 
notwithstanding. Thus there may well be something to learn from history’s pre-
vious dominant states, even for those unconvinced that the United States is one 
of them.

In the chapters to come I make no effort to relate history evenhandedly or 
completely. That has been done for every case here many times, and much better 
than I could ever do. This is a work of strategic analysis rather than historical 
description, one in which I will emphasize the elements of the cases that relate 
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to their grand strategies (and take diversions and digressions as my interests dic-
tate). The chapters are narratives that contain discussions of national ends, ways, 
and means. The why and how of grand strategy drive the stories, rather than the 
other way around. Throughout I try to synthesize history and security studies, 
and to merge what scholars refer to as the security- studies and strategic- studies 
approaches to grand strategy, in ways that may strike experts as distasteful. But 
what do experts know anyway.

In these efforts I have received help from a great team of research assistants. 
My sincere thanks go to Jenna Fischer, Lumin Li, Helen Susman, and Tatum 
West, whose assistance was only possible because of the generous support of 
Andrew Byers and his team at the Charles Koch Foundation, who also offered 
helpful feedback on my early draft chapters. Along the way I consulted a number 
of historians, most of whom had the good sense to delete my communica-
tions immediately and block further e- mails. Some, however, responded, and 
corrected some of my more preposterous errors. I am particularly grateful for 
the kind advice and counsel of Yigit Acikin, Yuan- kang Wang, George Bernstein, 
Pierre- Luc Brisson, Andrew Szarejko, Tamer Acikalin, and John Mueller.

So please just remember that no matter how unpleasant and shallow you find 
this book to be, it could have been significantly worse.

What you are holding has also been my way of dealing with the election of 
Donald Trump. For four years I found it much easier to think about Rome and 
the Mongols than modern- day United States. This work is a product of deep 
disappointment with my country combined with optimism for the future. One 
positive lesson is clear up front, however: Superpowers usually survive even the 
most incompetent and/ or venal leaders. Structural factors outweigh domestic 
politics, at least as far as international status is concerned, which is why the post- 
Trump United States will be in roughly the same position that it was in before he 
took office. What it will look like on the inside— whether its democracy survives, 
or how long it would take its society to recover, if it ever does— is another story.

Republics fall, but status usually endures.
New Orleans, LA

February 2022
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Introduction

“Carthage must be destroyed.”
Roman Senator Cato the Elder apparently finished every speech, no matter 

its subject, with this appeal. He also uttered it when casting votes in the Senate, 
and presumably his friends and family heard it on more than a few occasions as 
well. Cato did not want Rome distracted while Carthage still existed. It did not 
matter to him that his enemy was a shadow of its former self, having lost two 
major recent wars and all its colonies, or that it had been paying an annual tribute 
to Rome for decades. Carthage’s coffers were bare and its power controlled, but 
“I shall not cease to fear her,” Cato felt, “until I know that she has been utterly 
destroyed.”1

The senator got his wish in 149 BC. Rome declared war on the hapless 
remnants of Carthage for no real reason— what we might charitably call today 
a “preventive” action— and attacked.2 The Third Punic War went much faster 
than the first two, and although the Carthaginians managed to hold out against 
the odds for two years, they eventually succumbed. Victorious Romans killed or 
enslaved the entire population and systematically burned down the city, leveling 
walls and salting fields to assure that their traditional rival would never regen-
erate.3 A Roman colony was then established on the ground of the massacre, one 
that presumably had to import most of its food for a while.

Then Rome’s real problems began.
Among the witnesses to what came next was Sallust, Rome’s first great his-

torian. “Before the destruction of Carthage the people and Senate of Rome to-
gether governed the republic peacefully and with moderation,” he wrote. “There 
was no strife among the citizens either for glory or for power; fear of the enemy 
preserved the good morals of the state.” As long as Carthage existed, Romans 
were united. “When the minds of the people were relieved of that dread, wan-
tonness and arrogance naturally arose . . . The peace for which they had longed 
in time of adversity, after they had gained it,” according to Sallust, “proved to be 
more cruel and bitter than adversity itself.” Without their enemy, the Romans 
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lost their moral compass, eventually descending into a condition where “every 
man for himself robbed, pillaged, and plundered.”4 And Cato had to find a new 
way to conclude his speeches.

The inequality, injustice, and other social problems that had always existed in 
Rome were much harder to ignore without the Carthaginian bogeyman looming 
over the horizon. Partisan divides steadily widened, eventually leading to the 
first lethal political violence in more than three hundred years.5 Over time things 
grew steadily worse. The century before Christ contained a string of civil wars, 
each bloodier than the last. The republican institutions proved fragile; the center 
could not hold; dictators rose out of the chaos. In the absence of serious danger, 
Romans turned on each other and destroyed their republic.

More than two millennia later another state faced much the same situation, 
finding itself alone atop the international hierarchy after decades of superpower 
rivalry. Americans longed to defeat the Soviets as lustily as the Romans wanted 
to vanquish Carthage. They had their own Catos, who focused all their attention 
on the cold war competition between good and evil and who were willing to 
compromise almost any American value for the sake of victory. Not long after 
that goal was achieved, however, the Roman pattern emerged. Domestic parti-
sanship grew to heights not seen since the 1860s.

Internationally the United States ambled along in the post- Soviet world, rud-
derless, committing blunders large and small as its strategy vacillated drastically 
from one president to the next. Fed a steady diet of fear by their leaders and 
media, Americans now perceive threats and dangers everywhere. The Chinese 
are rising and becoming aggressive, while the Russians are reasserting their 
power. Various rogues, from Iran to Venezuela, are perpetually forming and 
reforming new axes of evil. Terrorism has not gone away, and neither have pop-
ulism, violence, nor drugs. All this adds up to an especially complex world, one 
in which U.S. power and influence has dangerously waned. Or so we are told.

American pessimists should take heart. Although Rome’s republic fell, its 
power persisted, and it remained the undisputed master in the Mediterranean 
for another five hundred years after the destruction of Carthage. Indeed all of 
history’s greatest powers experienced periodic ups and downs but generally 
managed to survive.

Whether countries retain their status over time depends on the choices 
made by their leaders, or what students of international politics call their grand 
strategy. How did previous empires, regional hegemons, or simply dominant 
powers define their interests and then assemble the tools to address them? What 
can current U.S. strategists learn from the experience of earlier powerful states? 
Countries atop international hierarchies are not necessarily any better at an-
swering these questions than those below them. In fact, without great dangers to 
concentrate the mind, they often struggle more and make bigger mistakes.
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This is a book about how strong countries endeavor to stay that way. It 
will explain how some of history’s greatest powers, from Rome to the British 
Empire, identified and pursued their interests. Along the way each did some 
things right, clearly, but they also botched other things up on occasion. They 
eventually fell victim to forces beyond their control or made blunders that as-
sured their downfall. Each is unique, but in some ways, to paraphrase Twain, 
their experiences rhyme.

On Grand Strategy

What are we trying to accomplish, and why do we want to do it? How are we 
going to get it done? Who will try to stop us, get in our way, pose a problem, or 
just generally bother us— and how do we deal with them? These are important 
questions that leaders must answer, and by doing so they create grand strategy. 
All countries have one, whether they realize it or not.

Grand strategy is today both a buzzword and a major subject of academic in-
quiry, one of those rare topics that bridge the gap between scholarly and policy 
communities. It is thrown around by the amateur strategists of social media; it 
is studied in universities across the country, from Yale to Texas A&M and the 
various war colleges; it is discussed in think tanks and academic conferences, 
in graduate seminars and staterooms. One might think that with all the atten-
tion paid to it over the last three decades, broad agreement would exist about 
what exactly grand strategy is— or even that such a thing actually exists, because 
skeptics abound. A comprehensive bibliography would include hundreds of 
works but few common definitions.6

In its simplest form, grand strategy is the art of marshaling resources to 
pursue national goals. It first helps leaders identify and prioritize their ends, or 
why to act; it then prescribes how to attain those goals, or the ways and means 
to employ. The combination of these two elements— the why and the how— 
makes grand strategy grand, separating it from lower levels of thought and ac-
tion. Misjudgment of either aspect can lead to disaster, examples of which are 
not hard to find.

It turns out that grand strategy is difficult for mortals and divine beings 
alike. As representatives of the former category, leaders during the First 
World War were particularly terrible at determining the why aspects of grand 
strategy. Perhaps it would cheer them up to find out that even God Himself 
struggled with strategy early in His career. The Almighty proved surprisingly 
bad at determining how to accomplish His goals at the lowest possible cost. 
A little explanation might make the point clear, if somewhat blasphemous in 
both cases.
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Why did the First World War happen? What were the combatants trying to 
accomplish? Certainly the men in the trenches had no idea, and they would 
have been disheartened to realize just how little thought their leaders gave to 
the matter. Millions of words have been written to explain the cause of the 
war, or why the great powers sent so many to their deaths, since there was 
never any real reason. An Austrian Crown Prince was assassinated by Serbian 
malcontents . . . and before long Germany attacked France. At the very least, 
once the initial offensives of summer 1914 failed the belligerents should have 
recognized that not only were their assumptions about modern warfare all 
wrong but that no imaginable benefit could possibly justify the enormous costs 
victory would certainly entail. The war was not fought to make a better peace; in-
deed nobody could even articulate what that would be. Goals were occasionally 
identified as the years went on— the French wanted Alsace- Lorraine, the British 
worried about Belgium, everybody wanted some bits of Eastern Europe— but 
these were trivial, ad hoc rationalizations to continue fighting, not actual ends 
that anyone had articulated a priori. In the lead-  up to the war, and especially 
once the shooting started, grand strategy was silent.7

World War I was run by generals, a group who, as a rule, values political cause 
less than victory itself. Military establishments on both sides in 1914 urged 
bloody persistence long after national interests had become irrelevant to the 
proceedings. Political leaders, whose task it is to focus war aims and keep costs 
in line with benefits, failed miserably. All wars are idiotic and immoral to some 
degree, but this one was exceptional in both categories. Its participants could not 
answer the most basic of strategic questions, or explain why they were so deter-
mined to win, or what their ultimate ends were. Eleven million people died for 
the sake of victory alone.

Some thousands of years earlier, God had a clear goal, or so the Book of 
Exodus tells us: He wanted to rescue His people from Egyptian captivity and 
slavery. His end was defined. The next task was to figure out how to achieve that 
goal, and to deal with a problem, since Pharaoh seemed pretty intent on keeping 
God’s people in chains as long as there was work to be done. The Lord had to 
figure out how to achieve His goal while facing a rival with opposing interests. 
He needed ways and means.

Good strategists pursue their ends with the least amount of effort or at the 
lowest cost. God had some pretty powerful tools at his disposal, including but 
not limited to omniscience and omnipotence. One would think that unusually 
vivid dreams in the right heads, or a few burning bushes, or a well- placed light-
ning bolt or two would have convinced Pharaoh to let His people go. Instead 
He chose to act with His signature plausible deniability, unleashing a series of 
plagues. He turned drinking water into blood for some reason and unleashed 
frogs, locusts, flies, lice, and hail. Livestock perished, boils appeared on Egyptian 
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skin, and darkness covered the entire country for three days. First- born sons 
died. Eventually Pharaoh got the point but it took months, and in the process 
countless lives were lost, including those of many innocent boys and not a few 
frogs. All this happened when many other options existed, ones that would 
have achieved the objective more quickly and cheaply. God could have used an 
advisor brave enough to point out that His ways and means were unnecessarily 
costly and inefficient. With a better grand strategy, the Almighty could have 
achieved His objectives much more quickly and cheaply. Then again, I suppose, 
who are we to judge.8

Why and how are the essential elements of grand strategy. Too often one is 
ignored for the sake of the other by leaders or by the scholars who study (and 
judge) them. Fortunately for those beleaguered and exhausted policymakers, 
there is a definite logic to grand strategy, one that applies to all eras and gives 
structure to this book.

The Logic of Grand Strategy

The rules of international politics evolve over time. Actions that seemed to-
tally reasonable in the ancient world would strike us as barbarism today, and 
vice versa no doubt. Genocide and ethnic cleansing were tools available to the 
Romans and Mongols but not modern presidents, just as states once thought 
nothing of pursuing prosperity with privateering and slavery. Not only means 
but national goals and priorities vary greatly from age to age. It will never be pos-
sible, therefore, to construct a single, unifying, timeless grand strategy that could 
succeed in every era. Instead, understanding one’s time is the most basic of tasks 
for the strategists. One must have a grounding in theory, in other words, even if 
that word is rarely used in the practical world of the policymaker.

Strong states often drive evolution in thought and action. Superpowers are 
both products of their time and parents of it; beliefs held in imperial capitals do 
not stay there, but trickle down to shape the behavior of everyone else. To some 
extent, in other words, dominant states are theory’s entrepreneurs.

Theory also helps states interpret their surroundings. Expectations about 
what in Pentagon argot is known as the “security environment” (or what normals 
call the “rest of the world”) are shaped by the rules and norms of the time. Grand 
strategy is not forged in a vacuum; the outside world gets a vote in its formula-
tion. Polish grand strategy in the 1930s was going to be far different from that 
of the United States, and not just because of power differentials. The range of 
options is wider for those surrounded by Canada, Mexico, and fish rather than 
Stalin and Hitler. Indeed the presence of other actors is what separates strategy 
from planning. One does not need a strategy to get to the other side of town, or 
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to buy groceries, or to get a project done before vacation, since there is no one 
trying to prevent success. A plan is sufficient. If, however, interaction with other 
actors is inevitable, a strategy is necessary. One can begin an inherently strategic 
activity like chess with a game plan, but the opponent has a say in what happens, 
and adjustments are going to be required along the way. No plan survives con-
tact with the enemy, according to the Prussian strategist Helmut von Moltke. Or, 
according to a more recent strategist, everyone has a plan until they get punched 
in the mouth.9 It is the reaction to that contact, or to Mike Tyson’s punch, that 
separates good strategists from bad.

Assessing the threats and opportunities in the security environment is hardly 
an uncontroversial, empirical, straightforward exercise. Different people looking 
at the same evidence can construct wildly disparate interpretations of their sur-
roundings. Some see threats everywhere and danger gathering around most 
corners; others feel nearly invincible and consider neighbors essentially prey 
awaiting a clever hunter. George W. Bush thought the world was much more 
dangerous than did his successor, for example, and as a result he constructed a 
more active, interventionist grand strategy. The security environment pulls and 
pushes foreign policy, depending on the extent of its dangers. And, of course, 
wolves gather at home too, whether in the form of rival parties, temperamental 
masses, or avaricious barons. One of the surest ways to encourage internal chal-
lenge is to construct an inefficient, overly aggressive, or simply unpopular grand 
strategy.

Great power plays tricks with the ability to assess risk. Strange as it may seem, 
power and threat perception are directly related: the stronger a country is, the 
more danger it detects.10 Dominant states are by nature supporters of the status 
quo and are quick to involve themselves in potential turbulence. For the power 
atop the mountain, movement can only occur in one direction; instability and 
conflict anywhere might be the first steps toward systemic chaos and unpredict-
able status shake- ups. Superpower insecurity has no natural limits and must 
constantly be kept in check lest it lead to counterproductive ventures and un-
necessary expansion.11 Overestimating threats can be as ruinous to the national 
interest as underestimating them.

Interests (Ends) and Policies (Ways)

Some national interests are the same for all states. Security, for instance, is the 
most basic goal of statecraft, the prime directive of governments. If leaders 
cannot protect the lives and property of their people, then there is little point in 
having leaders. Once their basic safety is assured, people can then think about 
other things, like their general standard of living. While modern assessments 
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put prosperity right behind security in the list of enduring national interests, 
for many states of the past, wealth was little more than a means to the end of se-
curity. Prosperity mattered only to the extent to which it could be transformed 
into military power, since ships and soldiers do not purchase themselves. Plenty 
of rulers have sought to enrich themselves or their cronies while making it clear 
that the condition of the masses mattered only when popular dissatisfaction 
spilled out into the streets. Valuing national wealth for its own sake is a rather 
novel notion, historically speaking.

States care about more than power and wealth. They sometimes champion 
their ideology, or their religion, or their sense of fair play. States might value the 
preservation of peace, or the extension of justice, or the spread of freedom. They 
can even act on behalf of others, even if cynics rarely give them credit for doing 
so. Equally if not more important than such altruistic goals have been intangible 
interests like the national honor, or the opinion of the gods. The priority they 
assign to such “milieu goals,” as political scientist Arnold Wolfers once called 
them, varies by state, leader, and era.12 In general, dominant states have more 
flexibility to identify and then pursue interests further down on the hierarchy of 
national needs, since their primary ones are essentially satisfied.

Once national interests are defined, states must construct ways to pursue 
them. They create policies, or general guidelines for action.13 As we will see, gen-
erations of British strategists followed clear policies: they supported balanced 
power in continental Europe; they opposed unfriendly domination of the “Low 
Countries,” from which a sea- borne invasion of the British Isles could have 
been launched; and they sought to keep their various trade routes open. To em-
ploy the common terminology, interests are “ends,” while policies are “ways” in 
which ends are pursued. Although the identification and prioritization of na-
tional interests is the starting point of grand strategy, the construction of policies 
is where creativity, wisdom, character, experience, and intelligence come into 
play— and where the process of grand strategy making often goes awry. After 
states construct their basic policies, the last step is to figure out how to exe-
cute them.

Tools (Means)

At a town hall meeting in Kuwait in December 2004, a gutsy young U.S. Army 
specialist asked Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld why soldiers had to go 
to the local dump and find metal to “up armor” their own vehicles. The secre-
tary responded with recent history’s most infamous admission of poor force pla-
nning: “As you know,” he said, “you go to war with the army you have, not the 
army you might want or wish to have at a later time.”14 The United States had 
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spent trillions on some of the most sophisticated weapons humanity had yet 
seen, but its planners failed to anticipate actual future needs. Since force pla-
nning takes quite a long time, this was the failure of many administrations; then 
again, Bush’s predecessors may well have just never anticipated that the United 
States would find itself bogged down in wars like Iraq. But the important point 
was that the United States did not have the proper tools to execute its policies.

The vast majority of work on grand strategy examines military tools first and 
foremost, often considering other instruments of national power only to the ex-
tent that they affect armed forces. There is good reason for this, of course, since 
military might is the most important factor in explaining why great powers rise 
to dominance and remain there (or do not). As we will see, from the Romans 
through the Mongols to the British, military prowess is often synonymous with 
national power. But just because every leader understands its importance does 
not mean that it is easy to construct the optimum military force to satisfy national 
needs. No country, even the richest of superpowers, has an unlimited resource 
base. How much of a state’s precious reserves should be put into land forces, 
for instance, and how much into the navy? Is there a pressing need for a “space 
force”? And, most important, how much is enough?15 Choices must be made, and 
forces planned, in ways that best support national policies that, in turn, pursue 
interests. Grand strategy helps leaders determine not only how much to spend 
on their militaries but what their forces should look like and against whom they 
might be employed. It is no coincidence that the most successful powers of the 
past have planned their forces wisely, since these are among the most important 
decisions that states make.

The tools of grand strategy go well beyond the kinetic and vary greatly based 
upon the ends being pursued. Often simply talking to other countries can get 
missions accomplished. Many people consider diplomacy to be simply the art of 
avoiding conflict, imagining a State Department dove desperately trying to cut 
deals in order to restrain a Pentagon hawk. This is not what diplomats do, how-
ever (nor is it fair to the Pentagon, whose inhabitants are often the most dovish 
voices in foreign policy debates). Diplomacy is the art of persuasion, the effort to 
achieve national goals through, in Winston Churchill’s absurd (but surprisingly 
oft- quoted) phrase, “jaw- jaw instead of war- war.”16 Diplomats pursue national 
interests just as surely as do soldiers, and they can be just as belligerent. Theirs is 
the most basic tool of grand strategy, the one used much more frequently than 
all others combined.

Diplomacy also encompasses the treaty, alliance, and institutional 
arrangements states make. What partnerships do they enter into, either formally 
or informally, and why? When do they enmesh themselves in regional security 
architectures, and when do they choose to act alone? Depending on the situ-
ation, dominant states will sometimes rely on clients, buffer states, or allies to 
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help them attain their goals. Occasionally they will even follow international 
norms and law. Every choice to cooperate with others entails risk and cannot be 
constructively made without a guiding strategic vision.

Wealth affords those countries fortunate enough to possess it other options 
with which to pursue their goals. While the ancient economic toolkit did not go 
far beyond subsidies and bribes, many more instruments avail themselves to the 
modern strategist. Countries can employ grants and loans, or open their societies 
to trade and investment. In today’s interconnected global economy, the promise 
of access to U.S. markets often convinces other countries to make choices 
friendly to Washington. And economic integration increases the power of sticks 
as well as carrots, at least in the estimation of the modern leader. Sanctions have 
become the go- to option for grand strategy, often seemingly without much con-
sideration of their effect or effectiveness.

States also have at their disposal a variety of tools that do not fit easily into 
these three categories. Some have employed science and technology in the ser-
vice of grand strategy; others have concentrated on information, in the form of 
propaganda and public diplomacy, to influence rivals and neutrals; still others 
have essentially turned religion and/ or political ideology into foreign- policy 
means. The wisdom of using tools from this umbrella category, “cultural tools,” 
varies drastically from age to age and from interest to interest.

Figure 1.1 below summarizes the preceding paragraphs for the visual learners 
among us.

Designing a grand strategy begins with a conception of how the world works 
and the state’s place in it. That plus an assessment of threats and opportunities 

Figure 1.1 The Logic of Grand Strategy
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in the security environment combine to help determine the national interests, 
or our ends— why we act. In order to pursue those ends we develop policies, or 
ways, which in turn drive the construction of tools, or means. These represent 
how we construct grand strategy.

Hopefully this does not obscure more than it illuminates. Mastering all 
aspects of this diagram is hardly necessary to appreciate the analyses to come. 
The logic provides the underlying structure of each chapter, but it will be in-
formal and kept under the surface, to avoid repetition and minimize (if perhaps 
never eliminate) reader boredom. It will always be present, if sub rosa, and all 
parts of the diagram will be addressed at some point as the narratives go along.

Grand Strategies of Dominance

This project needed cases of superpowers that dominated their neighborhoods 
without true peer competitors. Neither Athens nor Sparta qualified, for ex-
ample, since there was always Sparta and Athens to prevent regional dominance. 
The countries that made the cut faced threats and challenges, and certainly 
their leaders felt beset by problems, but during the periods under consideration 
they were rarely in existential danger. The homeland was safe, at the very least, 
and their wars tended to be what we would call today those of choice rather 
than necessity. The only other qualification was that we have to know enough 
about their experience and choices. The Hittites and the Mayans certainly had 
grand strategies, but barring unforeseeable archeological miracles, we will never 
know much about them. This left a half- dozen cases, countries that devised 
grand strategy from a position of relative safety and preeminence. While their 
experiences overlap somewhat at times, all were undisputed masters of their 
domains.

The following chapters all proceed chronologically, or roughly so, but since 
this is not a work of history their organization differs. In some, individual 
personalities are important; in others, they do not factor in much at all. Major 
events are sometimes covered in a sentence or two, and minor ones can receive 
multiple pages of attention. This is all done on purpose, with reasoning behind it, 
even if it might not always appear so. The cases have their own rhythm and pace, 
which I hope keeps things interesting. Fans of rigid structure should prepare for 
disappointment.

The first of these cases should surprise no one. The Romans not only created a 
vast, complex empire but wrote a great deal down, which medieval preservationists 
were kind enough to recopy with regularity. Rome’s approach to dominance 
evolved over the years, largely in response to changing external conditions, and 
some things it did worked better than others. Augustus, the founding father of 
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Roman grand strategy, charted a course for the empire that differed drastically 
from the alternative inspiration for his many successors: Alexander the Great. 
Roman emperors would generally pattern themselves on one of those two 
precedents, with widely varied results. They ran history’s most successful grand 
strategy, though as you may have heard the enterprise eventually declined and 
fell. Even the most dominant of powers could not last forever.

The next case shifts the focus to the other side of the world, where a great dy-
nasty rose as Europe slipped into a centuries- long economic depression. China’s 
relative power has waxed and waned over time, but it was indisputably domi-
nant under the Tang Dynasty, which ruled between roughly 618 and 907. These 
emperors led their country to heights unmatched before or since, a golden age 
when the arts and economy flourished throughout East Asia. Tang China was 
different from all the other cases in this book because it could not depend on 
the greatest military of its time. The empire’s strengths instead rested largely on 
economics and “soft power,” or cultural leadership. Relying on such tools entails 
rather substantial risk, which the Tang emperors generally handled with admi-
rable skill. Eventually a bloody rebellion crippled their ability to wield both hard 
and soft power, but until then they enjoyed an extraordinary level of regional 
dominance. As it turns out, a martial culture is not a prerequisite for national 
security and prosperity.

The Mongols receive consideration next. Never before or since has a state 
risen so rapidly out of obscurity to conquer such a large portion of the Earth. 
Perhaps the only thing more amazing than their defeat of so many powerful 
neighbors was their ability to maintain their status and keep the empire to-
gether. Their rule was as unlikely as their rise. The Mongol approach to govern-
ance was unique in history: unlike so many other imperial powers, Genghis and 
his successors did not seek to remake the societies they overran. They had no 
interest in “civilizing” other people, or uplifting or Mongolizing. Instead they 
followed the opposite path, remaking themselves in order to maintain power. This 
did not sit well with the more conservative elements among them, and the em-
pire eventually tore itself apart.

Though its fortunes rose and fell over time, the Ottoman Empire dominated 
its region for centuries and bridged the medieval and early modern worlds. For 
hundreds of years after they breached the walls of Constantinople, the Ottomans 
ruled over the most valuable and turbulent part of the world. Theirs is a story of 
restrained ambition: Ottoman grand strategists consciously avoided overexten-
sion by concentrating on limits, both at home and abroad. How they managed 
to rule a very troubled region and hang on to their polyglot empire for so many 
centuries is the subject of the fourth case.

The grand strategy of an Ottoman contemporary— that of Imperial Spain— 
is essentially a story of five Habsburg emperors, two Charleses and three Philips. 
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These men oversaw the meteoric rise and gradual decline of an empire forged 
by both conquest and royal marriage, and a dynasty that was easily the most 
powerful state in early- modern Europe. That dominance was short- lived, how-
ever. The fate of the Habsburgs is a direct outcome of a failed, obdurate grand 
strategy, one that did not allow room for meaningful evolution in the face of 
changing external circumstances. Spain’s decline had its upsides, though, since 
by all reasonable measures its people were better off after jettisoning the expense 
and pretense of empire. The Spanish won by losing.

The book’s final case study examines the most consequential of the great 
European empires. The dominance of the British did not last as long as that of 
some of the others in this volume, but it had greater long- term implications for 
the rest of the world. British leaders were able to adapt their strategic thinking in 
important ways, as they grappled with the apparent contradiction of being simul-
taneously liberal and imperial, and as governing and economic philosophies un-
derwent substantial evolution. In the end, unlike the Spanish emperors, British 
leaders managed decline with aplomb and wisdom. Like Spain, however, the loss 
of empire did not prove catastrophic for the British people. Retrenchment, if 
sensibly handled, need not result in social or geopolitical disaster.

The United States is the heir to this dominance. In the twenty- first cen-
tury it straddles the world like any colossus that came before, hardly omnipo-
tent but certainly unignorable. This might strike some as an outdated or even 
biased statement, since many in the United States do not feel dominant, and 
their leaders warn of danger aplenty. Washington’s relative power seems to have 
waned, and with it its influence. The security community appears increasingly 
convinced that the world is multipolar, or drifting in that direction, decreasing 
the relevance of the experiences described in these pages.

Such perceptions, though widespread, are wrong. Confidence in its power 
and judgment may be low, but the United States still leads the world in nearly 
all important (and many unimportant) measures, from the military to the 
economy, from politics to science, and technology. Washington spends as much 
on its armed forces as the next eight or ten countries combined, depending 
who is doing the counting. The increases in U.S. defense spending during the 
Trump years alone amounted to about half of what China spends annually, and 
more than twice Russia’s annual military budget. We will have more to say about 
China’s military modernization later, but for now perhaps it is sufficient to note 
that the PRC can challenge the United States in its immediate neighborhood, 
but it lacks the ability (or desire) to project power globally. Only one country 
can do that. The United States maintains some eight hundred military bases be-
yond its borders, while the rest of the world combined has about thirty.17 When 
it comes to hard power, one country dominates all others, for better or for worse.
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Despite its recent hiccups, the United States also remains the world’s eco-
nomic engine. Its dominance in this area is shrinking as China grows, but in 
many categories the United States still leads. Confidence in the dollar is high, 
and the potential for the euro or yuan to take its place as the chief currency of 
global finance is low.18 Treasury bills remain the most trusted global financial in-
strument, and America is still the world’s most important scientific and techno-
logical state. All this is also coming at a time when much of the Global North is 
shrinking, demographically speaking, while the United States continues to grow.

American global leadership extends beyond traditional measures of power. 
Consider the international impact of the “Black Lives Matter” movement, which 
reached a crescendo in this country when George Floyd died at the hands of 
police in Minneapolis in May 2020. Protests soon broke out not only around 
the country but around the world. People took to the streets in London, Osaka, 
Monrovia, Rio de Janeiro, and Sydney. Demonstrators toppled statues of King 
Leopold in Brussels, marched on the U.S. embassy in Tel Aviv, and marched 
against police brutality in Nairobi. Korean pop stars raised money for the BLM 
movement in the United States. German soccer players knelt in solidarity. 
A mural of Floyd appeared on one of the few remaining walls in Idlib, Syria. 
Marches took place in the Philippines, Argentina, Jamaica, South Africa, and 
nearly everywhere that race plays a role in politics.19 Events in no other country 
could spark such a broad international movement. What happens in America 
does not stay in America.

One need not be fully convinced at this stage that the United States is heir 
to the great countries of the past. Dominance in the twenty- first century, after 
all, looks different than it used to. Ours is a post- imperial age, one where di-
rect control of others is decidedly passé, and where the greatest power seeks no 
formal international dominion. Perhaps “predominance” (most important) has 
replaced “dominance” (controlling); perhaps we ought to speak of the United 
States as the world’s predominant country. Either way, the United States is to the 
twenty- first century what Rome was to the first.

History never repeats itself, clichés notwithstanding, but a close study of it 
can reveal insights about international politics and human nature. “Once we 
understand the patterns of the past,” wrote historian Tami Davis Biddle, “we 
can learn what kinds of questions are most useful to ask ourselves about the 
present.”20 Perhaps too we can recognize just how different today’s world is 
compared to those that came before— and to the extent it is different, it is better. 
The era the United States (pre)dominates is more peaceful than its predecessors. 
This volume concludes with some thoughts about the use of history in grand 
strategy, and what modern- day America can learn from the great powers of the 
past as it seeks to chart a course in much less dangerous times.
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Those who struggle to forge U.S. grand strategy should be comforted by the 
notion that they are not the first to make such an effort. Other states have found 
themselves on top of their geopolitical heap and constructed ways and means to 
keep themselves there, with varied degrees of success. In these pages we examine 
their decisions and actions, in the hope that present and future U.S. leaders will 
find some wisdom to ponder, or lessons to consider, or even guidance to follow. 
And perhaps modern grand strategy might just improve a little over that of our 
rather barbarous ancestors.



      

2

The Roman Empire

Publius Aelius Hadrian had a problem when he became emperor of Rome in 
117 AD: he was following a legend. His predecessor, Trajan, had been successful 
and fantastically popular. Under his leadership the empire grew bigger than it 
had ever been or would be again, stretching from the Euphrates to Scotland and 
from the Sahara to the North Sea. Trajan added hundreds of thousands of both 
people and square miles. His was an act that would have been difficult for anyone 
to follow— and was especially so for someone who had radically different ideas 
for the empire.

Trajan had spent much of his reign (98– 117 AD) on the offense, conquering 
Dacia (modern- day Romania) and large sections of the Middle East. These 
were enormous undertakings that involved tremendous feats of engineering, in-
cluding the construction of canals along unnavigable sections of the Danube, 
roads through deep gorges, and a great bridge that was larger than any Europe 
would see for a thousand years. The Romans invested a great deal of blood and 
treasure in Trajan’s adventures and took understandable pride in their accom-
plishment. To celebrate they constructed a famous column that tells the story 
of the courageous emperor who finally shook Rome out of a century- long, in-
glorious slumber.1 As Alexandre Dumas was to write fifteen hundred years later, 
nothing succeeds like success, at least in the mind of the masses.

When Trajan died, the opaque Roman succession rules brought his trusted 
aid to power. Hadrian had been a senior Roman general and politician, and one 
of Trajan’s closest advisors for decades. This was not long enough, apparently, 
to convince him of the wisdom of his mentor’s foreign policies. In one of his 
first acts in office, and perhaps on his very first day, Hadrian issued orders to re-
verse Trajan’s entire grand strategy.2 He pulled the legions back to the Euphrates 
and abandoned all territory in Dacia that did not already contain large numbers 
of Roman settlers. After the troops returned, Hadrian ordered his predecessor’s 
magnificent bridge across the Danube dismantled. Rome was put on a new path.
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As one might expect, these moves were not popular. If he were trying to make 
himself hated by the masses Hadrian could have hardly picked a surer way to do 
so than to surrender Trajan’s hard- won gains and relinquish the glory that came 
with them.3 Fortunately for him, Roman emperors had options for dealing with 
their critics unavailable to U.S. presidents. Shortly after his ascension, Hadrian 
had his four most vocal skeptics tracked down and killed.4 The rest got the mes-
sage. Although Hadrian’s relationship with the Roman elite never recovered 
from these extrajudicial killings, from then on wise critics kept their grumbling 
to themselves.

Hadrian’s prudence and restraint may have angered those Romans who fo-
cused more on intangible interests like glory and prestige, but the material 
results were clear: the empire flourished. He abandoned quarrelsome areas that 
were not worth pacifying; he embarked on no new, expensive campaigns; he 
opened the Roman purse to buy peace, which was always less costly than fighting 
would have been; and he shared the imperial largesse with the people. Despite 
the handwringing and disquiet generated by Hadrian’s policies, the decades that 
followed the abandonment of Trajan’s conquests were in many ways Rome’s 
greatest, the height of the Pax Romana. Hadrian handed a far more stable, se-
cure, and prosperous empire to his successor than Trajan bequeathed to him, 
having maximized security and minimized cost. He is supposed to have bragged 
on occasion that he “achieved more by peace than others have by war.”5 Most 
observers who have examined his boast agree.

Figure 2.1 The Roman Empire at Its Height, c. 117 AD  Credit: My alterations to a map 
created by Tataryn77, February 18, 2011, Wikipedia commons, https:// en.wikipe dia.org/ wiki/ 
File:Rom an_ E mpir e_ 11 7AD.jpg
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Why did Hadrian reverse course so drastically? He was Trajan’s chosen 
heir, after all, which might lead one to assume they thought alike on the big is-
sues. Unfortunately, we know little about what factored into Hadrian’s thought 
process. He wrote an autobiography, but it is lost to history. The medieval 
monks who preserved ancient texts, recopying them endlessly as their paper 
disintegrated, prioritized ecclesiastic material over secular. We are left to specu-
late about Hadrian’s motivations.

We are on firm ground, though, in recognizing that Trajan and Hadrian 
represented the two ideal types of Roman grand strategy. The former patterned 
himself on Alexander the Great and dreamed of conquest, glory, and riches; the 
latter took his inspiration from Augustus, as we will see, and sought to preserve 
the status quo. The vacillation between aggression and patience, between ex-
pansion and restraint, would define the centuries in which Rome dominated 
its world.

It has become fashionable to argue that the Romans had no grand strategy. 
According to this school of thought, their foreign policy was more reactive 
than proactive, and they engaged in little long- term planning. Not only did the 
Romans operate without maps and all they imply, we are told, but they did not 
even have a word for them.6 Such notions demonstrate a fundamental misun-
derstanding of the concept. While they may not have followed a consistent, se-
cret plan to dominate the world, the Romans certainly thought strategically and 
marshaled resources in pursuit of their interests.7 They might not have maps, but 
it turns out that strategy can be forged in the absence of detailed cartographic 
knowledge. Rather than focusing on territory, the Romans aimed instead to 
control the people who lived on it; they were interested in potential enemies 
or subjects, not the land they occupied. As one historian put it, political geog-
raphy was much more important to the Romans (and all ancient peoples) than 
physical geography.8 Great empires cannot be created and maintained without 
serious strategic thought. And Rome was the most serious of all.

Only with a wise grand strategy could one rather unremarkable citystate 
conquer and then rule a quarter of the world’s population. The Romans were 
always vastly outnumbered by the people they controlled, as well as by those 
on the other side of the empire’s various boundaries. Everything they did was 
aimed at getting the largest return on their severely limited expenditures. Their 
economy of force, to use modern jargon, was without equal in times before or 
since. The ability to accomplish more with less is the central theme of Roman 
grand strategy, and of its remarkable dominance of the Mediterranean.

At its founding there was little noteworthy about Rome, but before long it 
had united the entire coast of the Mediterranean for the first (and last) time. 
Equally unlikely was its fall from that position at the hands of less- developed 
peoples, which has puzzled generations of historians. The real mystery, however, 
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is not why Rome collapsed in the fifth century but why it did not do so sooner. 
“The story of its ruin is simple and obvious,” at least to the great British historian 
Edward Gibbon. “Instead of inquiring why the Roman empire was destroyed, we 
should rather be surprised that it had subsisted so long.”9 The empire survived 
frequent civil wars, coups, awful and/ or idiot emperors, tragic blunders, 
assassinations, plagues, famines, natural disasters, religious passions, and ever- 
present turbulence in the near- abroad. Even fifty straight years of usurpations 
and internal conflict in the third century did not bring Rome down. Instead, 
back it came, emerging stronger than before in many ways. How did the Romans 
manage to rule such a diverse collection of nations for so long? And, inevitably, 
how did their grand strategy eventually fail?

From Republic to Empire

Our story opens in 168 BC, when the Seleucid Empire (in modern- day Syria) 
invaded Egypt. The Seleucid king, Antiochus IV, believed that Rome would nei-
ther interfere nor object, in part because its legions were busy fighting elsewhere. 
Antiochus had a treaty of friendship with the growing regional superpower, and 
Rome had never taken much interest in his conflicts before.

Antiochus miscalculated. The Senate was not happy, since Rome had good re-
lations with the Egyptian kings too, and they had not been consulted about these 
plans beforehand. A delegation led by a consul named Gaius Popilius Laenas 
was dispatched to express this disapproval. According to the story, as Antiochus 
dithered and stalled in initial discussions, Popilius took a stick and drew a line in 
the sand around him, in full view of his advisors, and said, “Before you cross this 
circle I want you to give me a reply for the Roman Senate.” Popilius had drawn 
the first “line in the sand,” to which Antiochus replied, “I will do what the senate 
thinks right,” and agreed to withdraw his troops.10 Popilius then embraced 
him as a friend of Rome. Protracted diplomatic negotiations were never the 
Roman style.

This famous incident demonstrated the Mediterranean power dynamics in 
the middle of the second century BC. Rome was the undisputed leader of its 
region, after crushing Carthage and all other would- be rivals. Though they were 
particularly and stubbornly aggressive, the Romans were hardly atypical for their 
time. The ancient world was not a pacific Eden that lay helpless before Roman 
aggression; quite to the contrary, violence was endemic and expansion expected. 
The security environment in which Rome operated was anarchic and competi-
tive, where safety was never assured and neighbors were likely enemies. Strong 
states did what they wanted and the weak suffered what they must, including 
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conquest and destruction. “Every state,” wrote Plato on behalf of the conven-
tional wisdom, “by a law of nature, is engaged at all times in an undeclared war 
against every other state.”11 The Romans were not more brutal or aggressive than 
their peers. They were just better at it.

Romans certainly did not consider themselves abnormally violent. The rules 
of their time offered little choice but to conquer, they felt, and each conquest 
opened a new front with new potential enemies. Cicero was not the only con-
temporary who believed that Roman expansion was made necessary by their 
frightening neighbors. This notion, known today as “defensive imperialism,” 
suggests that the Roman Empire was propelled ever outward not only by the de-
sire for glory but by the sincere belief that almost any people along its widening 
periphery could represent a threat.12 The fact that most of these neighbors were 
manifestly weaker did not matter; as its power grew, so too did Rome’s insecu-
rity. Even Rome’s most ardent defenders stop short of claiming that its expan-
sion could be fully explained by virtuous or defensive motives— its leaders were 
rarely shy about their desire for the glory that can only come through conquest— 
but there should be no doubt that its strategists were not wholly motivated by 
increasing the Roman prestige.13 The most powerful society in the ancient world 
never felt safe as long as it had neighbors.

The Roman Military

Rome was able to accomplish its goal of known- world conquest largely because 
it wielded the greatest strategic tool of its time. The Roman army was a study in 
economizing force, since it accomplished far more than its small size would sug-
gest possible.14 At no time did it contain more than 400,000 men (and usually far 
fewer), or at most one soldier for every five square miles of territory or 250– 300 
civilians.15 Large swaths of empire experienced no military presence whatso-
ever, making it quite possible to live to dotage as a Roman citizen without seeing 
a single legionary. What it lacked in size, however, it made up for in skill. The 
legions (which were the main unit of organization, comparable to our divisions) 
were not invincible but must have seemed so to opponents, since they regularly 
defeated enemy forces many times their number.16 On the battlefield, quality is 
more important than quantity, and the Romans had the former in spades.

Most ancient armies were composed of part- time soldiers who only 
campaigned between the much more important jobs of planting and then 
harvesting crops. They were rough characters accustomed to a life of violence 
and privation, but they were better thought of as a collection of individual 
warriors rather than a trained, disciplined force. The Romans, on the other hand, 
were pros. The republic eventually grew rich enough to employ full- time soldiers 
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who spent all their time perfecting their craft. These professionals thrived in an-
cient combat, which typically unfolded according to a standard pattern: Two 
groups— whether professionally trained and outfitted soldiers or peasant mobs 
carrying whatever weapons they had— faced each other, yelling and frothing, 
until one side charged. Encounters usually only lasted a few hours. The vast ma-
jority of casualties occurred after one side broke and ran, exposing their backs 
to the enemy. Whichever side stood firm and did not panic generally carried 
the day.

The Romans were much less likely to panic, because in peacetime panic was 
beaten out of them on the practice field. Legionaries “do not begin to use their 
weapons first in time of war,” wrote first- century historian Flavius Josephus.

They have never any truce from warlike exercises . . . every soldier is 
every day exercised, and that with great diligence, as if it were in time 
of war, which is the reason why they bear the fatigue of battles so 
easily . . . nor would he be mistaken that should call those their exercises 
unbloody battles, and their battles bloody exercises.17

The typical Roman soldier trained with a heavy wooden sword, making the one 
he wielded on the battlefield seem light. He could respond in an instant to bat-
tlefield commands and quickly assemble with his colleagues into a variety of 
different formations, depending on the situation, and if things went wrong, he 
could retreat in good order. He was confident in the man next to him and in his 
leaders, and he knew he could rely on battlefield medics to stitch up his wounds. 
He could also expect to be paid well and taken care of when his enlistment was 
up, often with land to farm, money, and slaves. No other state of the time had 
anything like him.

The legions were more than finely tuned fighting machines. When not 
slaughtering the empire’s enemies they moonlighted as construction crews, 
building various civilian and military infrastructure such as aqueducts and 
walls. The soldier- engineers built the famous road system, which facilitated 
transportation and trade for Roman society as well as mobility and logistics 
for its army. This engineering capability gave the Romans another advantage 
over their opponents: they were the best in the ancient world at overcoming 
static defenses. Walls were daunting obstacles in the pre- gunpowder era, and 
even the most rudimentary could render their inhabitants nigh invulnerable 
to most invaders. The mighty Spartans were never able to surmount the walls 
surrounding Athens during the Peloponnesian War, for example. Nomadic 
invaders in particular could rarely conduct prolonged sieges, preferring instead 
to ride past protected towns in search of easier targets. The Romans, however, 
could construct a variety of massive siege engines on the spot that were capable 
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of penetrating the strongest city walls. Retreating inside fortified towns was a 
wise defense tactic against most ancient invaders, but it was ineffective against 
the legions.

The army was, by quite a margin, the empire’s largest expense. The Romans 
maintained a very small maritime presence, since there were no other navies 
to speak of and Mediterranean piracy had been essentially eliminated in the 
first century BC. They had what looks like a coast guard by today’s standards, 
a small constabulary (or “green water”) force capable of operating in nearby 
seas, and a riverine service whose primary role was to support the legions. 
Instead, three- quarters of tax money went to keeping the foot soldiers 
outfitted, paid, trained, fed, and, most important, loyal. Part of that spending 
went toward the construction of an early military- industrial complex. State 
arms factories, or fabricae, were spread throughout the empire, producing 
high- quality weapons and supplies on a scale that none of Rome’s rivals could 
match. Imperial horses were bred in Thrace, Spain, and Cappadocia; a fac-
tory at Augustodunum in central Gaul produced the Roman equivalent of 
artillery; shields were made in Marcianopolis, in modern- day Bulgaria; and 
other fabricae specialized in leather, swords, siege equipment, and helmets.18 
During a time when most other armies consisted of part- timers carrying a 
hodgepodge of sharp objects, the Romans took the field outfitted with the 
best the age had to offer.

This professional, effective military explains the success of Roman expan-
sion, most of which occurred early on, under the Senate’s auspices. By the 
dawn of the first century BC, as it is apparently mandatory for historians to 
observe, the Mediterranean had become “a Roman lake.” The removal of ex-
ternal enemies created an unexpected problem that would bedevil the republic 
until its end, however, since Rome was essentially unable to live at peace for 
long. When there was no danger abroad, Romans found some at home. Their 
first major civil war began in 88 BC and persisted on and off for eleven years. 
Bigger ones were to follow. Republics are essentially fragile institutions, and 
their traditions are easily shattered. They require trust and restraint on behalf 
of their members, or at least the determination to abide by standing rules and 
norms. Antidemocratic forces are always standing by, ready to take advantage 
of breakdowns of trust. In Rome those forces were led by familiar names, like 
Caesar, Pompey, Mark Antony, and Octavian, men who would destroy the re-
public in their quest to lead it.19

At the end of its first great era of civil wars Rome was, and would for 
the rest of its existence be, a military dictatorship. The Senate still existed, 
as did the facade of republican rule, but few doubted where real power lay. 
The first of those dictators would also be the most influential, for better or 
for worse.
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Augustan Precedents

The victor of the republic- killing civil wars was Octavian (who soon took the 
title Augustus, or “the majestic”), adopted son of Julius Caesar, who was to rule 
absolutely for forty- one years. Perhaps his first priority, as one might expect, was 
to break the cycle of internecine conflict. The emperor reimposed the sensible 
prohibition on legions traveling south of the Rubicon River, for one thing, and 
created the Praetorian Guard, a legion of elite troops whose main job was to 
protect the emperor and deter challengers. Augustus also deflected any lingering 
hostility outward, ordering the legions westward into what is today Spain and 
northward into modern Switzerland and the Balkans. His armies also pushed 
the boundaries of the empire south into Africa and east into Judea and Turkey.

The emperor was able to expand so widely because Rome faced no real 
rivals. The barbarian (a term adopted from the Greeks, meaning simply any 
non- Roman) peoples on the periphery came in two forms: Various Germanic 
tribes beyond the imperial boundaries to the west of the Rhine and north of 
the Danube, and Persians to the east. The Romans had already incorporated the 
richer Celtic- speaking societies in modern- day France but chose not to add the 
Germans. This was not due to a lack of capability— Romans entered German 
territory at will, on punitive ventures, and to snatch the occasional slave— but 
because they generally considered these people unworthy of conquest.20 Though 
they would cause problems later, at this point the Germans were disorganized, 
migratory and poor, and posed no threat to the empire. They had few perma-
nent settlements, conducted no trade, and offered no potential tax base. Ruling 
them would have incurred substantial cost for little benefit. The empire stopped 
expanding northward not because it could not go further, in other words, but 
because doing so would have been counterproductive. As pithily summarized by 
one modern historian, “Rome ruled over all peoples who were worth ruling.”21

The Persians, by contrast, had a written language, a flourishing economy, and a 
proud cultural heritage, and were considered civilized, if inferior, by the Romans. 
Between 247 BC and 224 AD that empire was ruled by the Parthian Dynasty, 
which was often at war with itself, usually with Roman encouragement. The 
legions marched in with some regularity, reaching the capital (Ctesiphon, south 
of modern Baghdad) on five separate occasions for bouts of looting and burning. 
There is only one instance of the reverse occurring, of a sustained Parthian at-
tack on Rome, which occurred in 161 AD as Emperor Antoninus Pius laid on his 
deathbed. The venture went poorly, as did most efforts to take and hold Roman 
territory. Parthian armies could not carry out effective sieges and were terrible 
with logistics, which meant that their cavalry- heavy forces had to live off the 
land, and Roman cities were generally safe from their assaults. Although capable 
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of raids into the imperial periphery and other such annoyances, Parthian Persia 
was always more of a target than a threat, more prey than predator.

The bulk of the army was stationed along the perimeter, not to address the 
threat of invasion but to perform a constabulary function. Raiding by small 
bands was endemic throughout the ancient world. The Romans split many 
legions into smaller units, known as “penny packets” whose goal was to nab 
invaders on the way out rather than on the way in. While it was quite difficult to 
stop quick, determined raiding forces from reaching soft targets, when they tried 
to escape, weighed down by booty, they were much more vulnerable. The em-
pire sought to deter marauders with the promise that although getting in might 
be easy enough, getting out was going to be another story altogether.22 Thus 
more legions were deployed along the Rhine and Danube than in the east facing 
Persia, even though the conventional threat from the latter was much more sub-
stantial. In reality, neither was very worrisome.

Augustus faced an extremely favorable security environment, as would his 
successors for the next few centuries. Expansion could have continued almost 
indefinitely, in theory, and would not have run into any serious obstacles before 
reaching Han China. Where to stop, or where exactly to draw the borders of the 
empire, was a matter of choice— and strategy. The Romans assessed costs and 
benefits of potential additions, and sought to incorporate the optimal territory, 
not merely the most.23 Adding scarcely populated, non- arable regions would 
expand the imperial perimeter and increase its responsibilities for little gain. 
Unproductive and wild territory was left to the wild peoples. The Romans could 
have pacified Scotland, for example, or the great steppes of Eurasia, but they de-
cided that doing so would have been worse than pointless. Boundaries were thus 
chosen quite deliberately, to maximize the strength of the empire.

Augustus thought that he had established the ideal frontiers and advised 
his successors to go no further. As he neared the end of his life, he told his heir 
Tiberius to consilium coercendi imperii intra terminos, or “confine the empire 
within present limits,” which effectively became the Roman Empire’s equiv-
alent of the Monroe Doctrine.24 Just as U.S. presidents were often quite con-
sciously guided by Monroe’s advice to keep foreign powers out of the Western 
Hemisphere, Roman emperors at times referred to Augustus’s deathbed recom-
mendation when they restrained their imperial ambitions. Though he conquered 
a tremendous amount of territory, Augustus ultimately set Rome on the path 
toward becoming a status quo power, and established one of the ideal types of 
Roman grand strategy.

It is worth emphasizing just how revolutionary this advice was. Augustus 
was arguing against a bit of Thucydidean wisdom that was already conventional 
by Roman times, that empires begin to decline when they cease to expand.25 
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However, Rome thrived for centuries as protector of its favorable international 
order and generally avoided the kind of overextension that plagued great powers 
before and since. Not all his successors followed this advice, since doing so would 
deny them the glory so popular in despot circles, but most determined that the 
tangible interests of the state were much better served by a policy of imperial 
restraint that lasted, although not uninterrupted, for nearly five hundred years.

Augustus was for Rome what the Founding Fathers were to the United 
States: a secular saint whose advice was often accepted as gospel. Still, not all 
followed his lead, and instead found inspiration elsewhere. Ancient sources dis-
cuss another major influence on imperial behavior: some emperors modeled 
their reigns on that of Alexander the Great, dreaming of re- creating and even 
surpassing his exploits and conquests.

These two great precedents pulled Rome in opposite directions: Those who 
followed Augustus’s advice sought to preserve the status quo, while those who 
drew inspiration from Alexander were invariably aggressive and warlike.26 None 
of our ancient observers seems to have realized that one of those precedents in-
variably led to better outcomes.

Policies of the Pax Romana

The Augustan era began the Pax Romana, the famous peace of Rome during 
which the Mediterranean experienced a remarkable degree of stability and eco-
nomic growth. Modern scholars refer to this as “hegemonic stability,” a condi-
tion that can occur when one power is able to make and enforce a set of rules.27 
The era was not only peaceful and prosperous but enduring, persisting for 
centuries before it collapsed. The Pax Romana was not without its problems and 
challenges, but thanks to Roman dominance it was a relative golden age of peace 
and security.

Augustus lived long for his time, dying at seventy- five in 14 AD. Shortly be-
fore his end he set another precedent, one that demonstrated how to replace a 
living god who stops living. The Romans seemed to realize that primogeniture or 
father- to- son succession creates a host of problems. Rarely do sons of kings have 
a normal upbringing, since houses of absolute power are often not terribly ame-
nable to prudent discipline. Even when the training is good, the personality traits 
that contribute to successful leadership do not always pass through the genera-
tions. Sometimes first- born princes are mentally equipped and behaviorally pre-
pared to rule, but many times they are not. Early Roman emperors avoided this 
pitfall by naming their successors, often formally adopting men who seemed fit 
to lead. Augustus chose his third wife’s son from a previous marriage, Tiberius, 
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who would in turn eventually adopt his own great- nephew. This Augustan line 
lasted until 69 AD and included some of the more famous names in Roman his-
tory. Tiberius, then Caligula, Claudius, and Nero ruled in much the same way, 
at least when it came to foreign policy. Although occasional efforts at expansion 
occurred— Claudius sent the legions into Britain, for example— for the most 
part the empire remained roughly the same size and faced no serious threats.

Nero did not leave an obvious successor when he decided to kill himself fol-
lowing an unfortunate fire during which, legend notwithstanding, he did not 
fiddle. Civil war followed, and three hapless and/ or luckless generals took con-
trol for brief periods, making 69 AD the “year of four emperors.” The dust settled 
when the legions of a fourth general (Vespasian) brought the chaos to an end. 
Rome was then to go without a major civil war for more than 120 years, by far 
the longest stretch in its post- Punic history. These twelve decades were the true 
height of the empire, the most glorious time in the Pax Romana and a period 
when it dominated a secure and profitable Mediterranean. Rome during the Pax 
was what we would call today a “status quo power,” or one more interested in 
maintenance than expansion.28 For powers on top, there is nowhere to go but 
down. “Since change meant decay,” noted one historian, “the Empire was re-
solved to stop change.”29 Protection of the current order always constituted its 
primary interest, and to preserve it Rome developed a few major policies.

Festina Lente

In addition to his non- expansion doctrine, Augustus advised his successors to 
festina lente (“make haste slowly”), or act with both determination and patience, 
especially in military matters.30 The slogan appeared on Roman coins and had its 
own logo, which depicted a dolphin wrapped around an anchor that metaphori-
cally slowed down the ship of state. Deliberate action allowed more time for pru-
dent thought and contemplation, which gave rise to better decisions. Generally 
speaking, therefore, the Romans did not hurry. Taking their time allowed generals 
to think through their tactics, logisticians to prepare the ground, and diplomats 
to deliver ultimata that often made military action unnecessary. Reprisals and re-
venge were inevitable, but they could happen much later, sometimes years later, 
and preparations were rarely secret.31 When emperors displayed patient deter-
mination, problems often solved themselves. Once targets were convinced that 
Rome was coming and was going to accomplish its goals the hard way or the easy 
way, they often chose the latter.

Examples of festina lente in action are not hard to find. Nero prepared an as-
sault on the troublesome buffer state of Armenia in 58 AD for three long years, 
during which time his engineers built a series of roads upon which his legions 
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would travel when he gave the signal.32 The siege of Masada that occurred fifteen 
years later is noteworthy for both the mass suicide that robbed the Romans of 
their glorious victory and the patient determination that success required. The 
Romans constructed a wall around an entire mountain, a ramp extending up its 
flanks and set of custom- made siege engines and towers, moving thousands of 
tons of earth and rock in the process. The whole operation took years, but the 
Romans were in no rush.

The difficulty of executing deliberate actions should not be underestimated. 
The demands of prudence are often at odds with those of glory, and the masses 
are rarely patient. The Roman General Titus supposedly said that “time could 
accomplish everything, but celerity was essential to renown.”33 Reputations 
were built by bold action, not cautious patience; slow movement can suggest 
indecision rather than caution. “Indecision is a slave’s weakness,” Tacitus argued, 
and “prompt action king- like.”34 Roman grand strategy might not have always 
seemed king- like, but it was brutally, inexorably effective. Dominant, essentially 
unthreatened powers need not rush.

Divide et Impera

“Long, I pray, may foreign nations persist, if not in loving us, at least in hating 
one another,” wrote Tacitus. “Fortune now has no better gift than discord among 
our foes.”35 This oft- repeated remark was made after two long- forgotten, trouble-
some tribes along the Rhine (the Chamavi and Angrivarii) annihilated another 
(the Bructeri) while the Romans stood by patiently and watched.

These delighted Roman observers were demonstrating what was perhaps 
the highest strategic priority of their empire, and indeed the most basic im-
perative for all great powers. Barbarians angry at one another could not focus 
their combined ire on Rome. We remember this more as “divide and conquer” 
even if the original Latin phrase is closer to “divide and rule” (divide et impera), 
but the policy was useful for both goals. The Romans consistently exacerbated 
intra-  and inter- tribal divisions, of which there was rarely a shortage. Often 
divisions cropped up rather naturally, especially if the Roman threat temporarily 
receded; the empire’s strategic patience often allowed its enemies to recall their 
hatred for each other and engage in self- destructive combat. “Above all,” wrote 
Montesquieu, “their constant maxim was to divide.”36

Diplomacy was the main tool for preventing barbarian cooperation. Standard 
Roman practice was to deal with every king or regional leader separately, 
extending preferential treatment to some over others, in the hope of fostering 
jealousies, resentment, and distrust.37 Exiles and pretenders to thrones were 
often welcome in the empire, where they would be kept healthy and ready to 
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intervene in future power struggles. Offers of imperial protection, monetary 
payments, or receptio (essentially entry visas that allowed barbarian tribes to 
settle inside Roman frontiers) could sweeten potential deals and break parts off 
the barbarian whole. Allying with the smaller side in intra- barbarian conflicts 
was also standard practice.

Rome’s wealth also helped prevent coordination between potential enemies. 
Due to the ease of trade with the empire, over time the people closer to its 
borders grew wealthier than those farther away, making them targets of raids 
and predation. The nearby barbarians often had little to offer in return, at least 
initially, so they were encouraged to conduct raids into the hinterlands and 
capture slaves if they wanted to trade for Roman goods.38 Sagacious emperors 
exacerbated inequality and its accompanying tensions, making proximity to the 
empire an indirect tool of grand strategy.

Five Good Emperors, Prosperity, and Walls

Vespasian and his successors returned stability to the empire after the lone year 
of turmoil, and ushered in Rome’s greatest period, one that was nearly free of 
civil strife. Not until 193 would the legions face one another, but then only 
for one year and not again for decades. Between 27 BC and 217 AD there were 
only two years of major Roman civil war and no serious threats from abroad. 
For eighty- five of those years the empire was led by the so- called Five Good 
Emperors (Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, and Marcus Aurelius), who 
maintained Roman power and ruled with moderation at home. The first four 
chose able successors and adopted them, leading to smooth transitions of power 
each time.

Hadrian (117– 138) proved particularly adept at identifying political talent. 
Late in life he agreed to adopt a senior senator, if in return that senator adopted 
two young, capable men as his sons and successors. Thus Hadrian chose the 
leaders for the forty years after his death, which was a safe and prosperous era 
that eminent British historian Edward Gibbon described as “possibly the only 
period of history in which the happiness of a great people was the sole object of 
government.” He continued: “If a man were called to fix the period in the history 
of the world, during which the condition of the human race was most happy 
and prosperous, he would, without hesitation, name that which elapsed from the 
death of Domitian [96AD] to the accession of Commodus [181].”39 Sources tell 
us that Antoninus Pius (138– 161) never left Italy or even came within five hun-
dred miles of a legion during his long reign.40 He ordered no military campaigns 
that we know of, except perhaps in southern Scotland, and was widely respected 
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at home and abroad.41 Rome’s proudest era was also its most restrained. As is al-
ways the case, unfortunately, relatively peaceful periods like these receive much 
less attention from historians than the times of turmoil.42 We know little about 
the thinking and intentions of the emperors, and have to construct their strategy 
from their actions (or lack thereof).

One of those actions was to mark Roman territory more plainly. Beginning 
with Hadrian, the Romans began marking the imperial frontiers, clearly 
separating their lands from those of the various barbarians. The Rhine, 
Danube, Euphrates, and Sahara made obvious and convenient borders, but 
that left substantial frontiers undefined. Rome’s most famous wall- builder 
was the first to set about limiting the imperial reach, but not necessarily for 
reasons we would recognize today. Hadrian’s wall might have played a sym-
bolic role in the development of English nationhood, but it had little practical 
significance for the empire. In fact, the northern wall was the least conse-
quential of the many constructed in his time, since it demarcated a far- flung, 
unthreatened border. The walls between the Rhine and the Danube (the limes 
Germanicus) as well as the intermittent structures south of Carthage (the 
fossatum Africae) delineated the edge of vital imperial provinces and were of 
greater strategic interest.

The first thing to note about these walls is that they served no real defensive 
purpose. They were not the kind of imposing, crenelated ramparts that would 
have allowed defenders to hold out against sustained assault while awaiting 
reinforcements. To the contrary, they were unmanned, two- to- three- meter- 
high barriers with outposts every mile or so, easily overcome by even semi- 
determined attackers. Germanic invaders would have had little trouble getting 
past the limes Germanicus, and the fossatum Africae were built at a time when 
there was no threat from nomadic peoples to the south.43 Similarly, the Picts and 
other people of Scotland posed virtually no danger to Britannia, so Hadrian’s 
Wall was not designed to protect against invasion.

If these walls were not meant to protect the empire, then what purpose did 
they serve? Opinions differ regarding what the emperor had in mind when he 
ordered their construction. Perhaps the walls were essentially deterrents, im-
portant only because they symbolized Roman power. To cross them, even if 
technically uncomplicated, was to engage the legions.44 Or perhaps the walls 
were constabulary rather than military, meant to control traffic and collect 
taxes on trade, acting like elongated tollbooths.45 To Edward Luttwak, the walls 
encouraged people on the other side to “self- Romanize” by making it obvious 
that life was better on the inside.46

None of these ideas is necessarily wrong, since complex historical phe-
nomena (and long walls were about as complex as things got in those days) have 
complex causes. It is also quite possible, however, that the walls played another 



 Th e  R oman  Emp ire  29

      

role in Hadrian’s strategy. Historians have generally concentrated on the signals 
the walls sent outward, on their potential deterrent or intimidation capabilities, 
rather than the signals they sent inward. While the emperor certainly wanted to 
keep the barbarians out, he also wanted to keep the Romans in. By delineating 
frontiers, the walls made it clear to those on both sides that expansion would 
not be taking place on Hadrian’s watch. The walls were concrete and wooden 
manifestations of restraint, through which the emperor hoped to encourage his 
successors to continue his Augustan grand strategy. In the words of a modern 
historian, the walls were “a clear signal to any surviving admirers of Trajan’s ex-
pansionist policies that the empire was indeed precisely defined; thus far and no 
further.”47 Hadrian’s limits sent messages to the peoples beyond that they had 
little to fear from the superpower on their border. By doing so, he decreased the 
threat that the superpower posed to its neighbors and increased the chance for 
peaceful coexistence.

Whether marked by walls or not, ancient borders were always more flex-
ible than those of today. They had to be, since people were rarely content to 
stay put. Some populations were sedentary but others were perpetually on 
the move, always searching for better places to live or just new opportunities. 
What the Germans call Völkerwanderung (the “wandering of the peoples,” 
or constant human migration) obviously posed problems for the Romans at 
times, but it also could be strategically useful. Emperors often encouraged 
Roman citizens to move, especially to newly conquered parts of the realm. 
The first Roman colony may well have been on the ashes of Carthage, which 
had been a fertile region prior to the Third Punic War. In the years that 
followed incentives were routinely provided to boost emigration to those 
areas the legions had just pacified. New territories made convenient spots to 
settle ex- soldiers, who were commonly promised lands and slaves upon their 
retirement.

Immigration could serve strategic purposes too. Romans regularly let 
wandering barbarians settle inside the empire as long as they disarmed and 
promised to pay tribute and provide soldiers for the imperial armies. There 
appears to have been a consistently high interest on part of many different 
people to immigrate, for a variety of reasons. Rome was rich and peaceful, 
after all, and offered the best medical care available.48 Submission to Roman 
rules and customs (obsequium) was usually a condition of settlement, but as 
long as a group was willing to pledge allegiance it had a fair chance to enter. 
Wise receptio choices could not only enrich the empire and increase the size 
of its army but break up barbarian confederations and divide potential rivals. 
Emperors appear to have been willing and even proud to increase the number 
of people whom they ruled, and allowed immigration for centuries, long be-
fore it became problematic.
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Economizing Force

The Five Good Emperors, like their not- so- good predecessors and successors, 
knew that the most efficient way to undercut domestic support was to raise taxes. 
Those most capable of paying the imperial bills, the senatorial class, were gen-
erally of the opinion that taxes were obligations imposed upon lesser folk. Their 
general refusal to pay much of anything guaranteed that Rome’s revenue, though 
enormous compared to any of its rivals, would never quite cover its expenses. 
Even if there had been unlimited funds, however, raising the requisite number 
of troops to police the empire’s vastness would have proven difficult, since re-
cruitment was difficult and conscription unpopular. A number of stories have 
been passed down to us about citizens maiming themselves or their children to 
prevent them from being drafted into the legions. Apparently, removal of both 
thumbs disqualified a man from military service— and qualified him instead for 
execution, if he was caught.49

Thus, despite its dominance, Rome always faced serious resource 
constraints. Its emperors recognized this and aimed to achieve an economy of 
force, or a maximum return on investment. They wanted to get the most out of 
every denarius, which often meant avoiding battle where possible, even if war 
was often popular with the masses. When the aforementioned Masada Jews 
committed suicide rather than fight, for example, Roman Emperor Vespasian 
was untroubled. “If any one imagines that the glory of victory, when it is gotten 
without fighting, will be more insipid,” he said, “let him know this much, that 
a glorious success, quietly obtained, is more profitable than the dangers of 
a battle.”50 Wars cost a great deal, so the more that could be gained without 
fighting, the better. Devising ways to achieve goals on the cheap, in order to 
achieve that economy of force, became a central Roman concern. They came 
up with a few.

Image and Allies

“What divides the Goths and the Romans is not a river, nor a swamp, nor a 
wall— for these one might break through, sail over, or surmount— but fear, 
which no one has ever surmounted who believed that he was the weaker.” So 
wrote the fourth- century philosopher Themistius on an important tool of 
Roman strategy.51 Since their tangible power was limited the Romans developed 
intangible means that cost little and could bring real benefits. Their strategy 
targeted the psyche of potential opponents as much as their armies, in order 
to encourage them to make the choices that the empire desired. If enemies 
believed Rome to be ferocious, ruthless, and nearly invincible, they would be 
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more likely to cooperate with its endeavors. Thus emperors sought to cultivate 
an image and a reputation that would scare barbarians into cooperation. It was 
a goal for which they were very willing to fight. Any indications of insufficient 
deference by others (what they called superbia, or pride in a negative sense) was 
highly likely to elicit a response. “What mattered most was how the empire, and 
to some degree the emperor, were perceived by foreigners and subjects,” wrote 
historian Susan Mattern. “Symbolic deference from the enemy was a policy 
goal; arrogance and insult, described in exactly those words, were just and nec-
essary causes for war. Terror and vengeance were instruments for maintaining 
the empire’s image. Roman strategy was thus partly moral and psychological in 
nature.”52

Fear was a tool that kept order within and deterred challenge from without. 
Roman efforts to promote it might seem disproportionate to modern 
sensibilities— they occasionally made examples of recalcitrant barbarians 
through invasion, butchery, enslavement, ethnic cleansing, and/ or genocide— 
but they reflected the seriousness with which the Romans considered the enemy 
state of mind. Roman strategy, wrote Mattern, “did not work, or was not believed 
to work, unless the barbarians were frightened.”53 Victory was not enough; only 
overwhelming victory satisfied the Romans, who felt that their security required 
an occasional demonstration of who was boss.

Fear was also useful at the negotiating table, where it concentrated minds 
and encouraged cooperation. “I achieved less by force than by diplomacy,” 
wrote Tiberius to his nephew Germanicus, which is something that could have 
been said by most emperors before and afterward.54 Diplomats always preceded 
soldiers, often finding local leaders eager to make deals. Diplomacy was much 
different in the ancient world, where there were no embassies, standing missions, 
or permanent ambassadors. Instead leaders would send off delegations to dis-
cuss specific concerns, often during crises, rather than carrying on sustained 
interaction.

Roman diplomats went abroad not in search of mutual accommodation but 
to demand obedience. Their role was to deliver ultimata and make clear the 
consequences of disagreement. The empire’s superior status needed to be ac-
knowledged up front and then consistently throughout; once this was done, 
deals could be cut and peace arranged. The Romans perfected what we could 
today call “coercive diplomacy,” which often achieved their goals without the 
need for more costly, violent tools.

Once bargains were struck, the Romans (of this era, at least) prided them-
selves on honoring them. They practiced fides, or “good faith,” and tried to build 
a reputation as a trustworthy and honorable people, partially in the belief that 
it would make future agreements easier.55 Contemporary observers admired 
these ideals, considering them central parts of Roman ethics, and criticized 
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emperors who fell short. When Emperor Domitian (81– 96) violated Rome’s 
treaty commitments by sending troops beyond the Rhine, for example, contem-
porary historian Cassius Dio declared that his actions “entailed great injury to 
the state” that rendered him unfit to rule.56 Manipulating barbarians required 
simultaneous ruthlessness and honesty. Romans wanted to appear reasonable 
and rational unless provoked, at which time they could be unimaginably cruel.

There was no worse enemy than Rome, but also no better ally— and their 
fear- based diplomacy created many of the latter. The empire maintained a web 
of buffers, including client states, formal allies, and less formal friends (or amici). 
The Romans controlled their frontiers less with walls and more by influencing 
those who lied beyond. Clients could stay in power if they knew their place and 
kept the tribute flowing; if, in other words, they proved their value, and kept 
the relationship profitable for Rome. They also could not threaten much less 
fight each other, which is the lesson Antiochus IV of the Seleucid Empire forgot. 
Sagacious clients who learned the rules could maintain a good deal of inde-
pendence. One of the most successful was King Herod of Judea, who owed his 
position to Marc Antony but managed to persist under Augustus long after his 
patron was defeated. Cleopatra had a similar arrangement but dissimilar survival 
skills.57

Allies do entail costs, however. Honor demanded that mutual security 
commitments be fulfilled, and Rome was occasionally dragged into the quarrels 
of its friends. The need to defend amici is one of the most frequently cited casus 
belli in the ancient sources.58 Although useful as a buffer, the network sur-
rounding Rome also occasionally necessitated maintenance and defense. If not 
chosen carefully, amici could embroil the empire in unwanted dangers over feuds 
that had nothing to do with Roman security, costing more than they benefited. 
To be a friend of Rome was a privilege, one not often extended to those people 
considered to be unreliable, unstable, or simply weird.

Making Money Work: Taxes and Bribes

The Romans wrote very little about money, or at least very little that has survived. 
They had no way to assess the economic health of the empire, living quite a few 
centuries before anyone thought of gross national product, supply and demand 
curves, or quarterly growth reports. Just because their view of economics was 
uncomplicated by modern notions does not mean it lacked sophistication, how-
ever. The Romans certainly thought about wealth a great deal and understood 
that money was both an end and means of strategy. Like all ancient states, pillage 
and plunder were not merely side benefits of conquest but central goals. Trajan 
was not unaware of the mineral wealth that had recently been discovered in 

 



 Th e  R oman  Emp ire  33

      

Dacia when he ordered the invasions at the beginning of the second century AD, 
for example. A steady stream of booty flowed back into Roman coffers following 
each of his major operations. The most valuable and important prize was usually 
human: acquisition of new slaves was often a primary motivation for assaults on 
neighboring lands.

The Romans had no concept of debt financing but did have coherent fiscal 
and monetary policies. Emperors determined both the amount of money in cir-
culation and the percentage of silver in the coinage, which over time affected 
prices throughout the empire. More basically, the efficient Roman censuses and 
bureaucracy allowed for taxation, which was a source of power unavailable to 
the disorganized barbarians. The Romans taxed houses, slaves, and ships, and 
collected a head tax on each person.59 They also got creative at times: In 70 AD 
Vespasian imposed a levy on urine, which was at the time a valuable commodity 
collected from public restrooms and sold to launderers and leather workers for 
its ammonia. When his son pointed out that the tax was fairly repulsive and had 
become the source of mockery in the city, the emperor famously responded 
pecunia non olet, or “money does not stink.” The tax did not last long, but the new 
nickname for public urinals— Vespasians— did.

Purchasing outcomes was often cheaper than bringing them about by force. 
In 88 AD Domitian agreed to pay subsidies to Dacian King Decebalus to finalize 
a peace agreement after a misguided, failed Roman invasion, which appears to 
have set a precedent. Trajan made payments to the Roxoloni, who lived near 
his Dacian enemies, and many of his successors were to do the same with other 
problematic peoples.60 Doing this invited criticism, of course, from those who 
would have preferred the barbarians to bend to the imperial will. Bribery might 
have been a sign of weakness, but for emperors on a budget it was often a wise 
way to accomplish objectives.

Not all barbarians could be bought off, as it turned out. At times the Romans 
employed a longer- term tactic, one aimed at incorporating and transforming 
rather than purchasing the loyalty of their enemies. Key to Roman rule was pa-
cification, making the people under their control happy, or at least satisfied with 
their lot. And pacification often necessitated transformation.

Romanization and Citizenship

Hannibal might have been one of history’s great generals, but in 218 BC he made 
a fundamental miscalculation that led to disaster in the Second Punic War. 
After he marched his war elephants through the Alps and handing Rome some 
of its worst defeats, the Cartheginian set about ravaging the Italian peninsula. 
Hannibal expected that his battlefield successes would inspire uprisings among 
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the various peoples who lived under Roman rule who must resent their occupiers, 
he reckoned, and would be eager for liberation. Instead the Carthaginians met 
resistance everywhere they went, and eventually left Italy without ever stepping 
foot in Rome itself. History does not record whether Hannibal had malcon-
tented exiles whispering in his ear, but clearly his strategy depended on being 
greeting as a liberator. The general’s own reputation as a repressive tyrant cer-
tainly did not help his cause, but more important, as it turned out, Roman rule 
was genuinely popular in most places it existed.

The Romans faced a challenge familiar to all imperial powers: The people 
under their control had very little in common with their rulers and were bound 
to resent orders from heavily armed foreigners. Their empire contained many 
different cultures, religions, races, traditions, and languages. Their solution, like 
that of so many since, was to transform the peoples of the periphery into some-
thing resembling those in the core. They sought to “Romanize” the barbarians, 
to elevate the various lesser cultures and introduce them to higher civilization. 
Everywhere the Romans went, they brought with them their language, law, 
dress, baths, food, gladiatorial contests, theater, education, political organiza-
tion, and— most important— they invited the locals to partake.

Romanization does not have many supporters among moderns, often being 
decried as the tool of cultural imperialism that it certainly was. Tacitus agreed. 
Speaking of the policies of his father- in- law, the Roman governor of Britain, he 
wrote this:

His object was to accustom [the Britons] to a life of peace and quiet by 
the provision of amenities. He therefore gave official assistance to the 
building of temples, public squares and good houses. He educated the 
sons of the chiefs in the liberal arts . . . The result was that instead of 
loathing the Latin language they became eager to speak it effectively. In 
the same way, our national dress came into favor and the toga was every-
where to be seen. And so the population was gradually led into the de-
moralizing temptation of arcades, baths and sumptuous banquets. The 
unsuspecting Britons spoke of such novelties as “civilization,” when in 
fact they were only a feature of their enslavement.61

Romanization was rarely coercive, however. It worked because of attraction 
rather than imposition, and it occurred rather naturally over time as local people 
chose to adopt parts of the inclusive, attractive, sophisticated culture of their 
occupiers. The Romans aimed to have people feel incorporated rather than 
colonized, and rarely sought to replace local culture or traditions with their 
own. Until it adopted Christianity in the late fourth century the empire gen-
erally promoted religious freedom, as long as exercising that freedom did not 



 Th e  R oman  Emp ire  35

      

involve denial of the Roman gods. Obdurate monotheists ran into problems, but 
everyone else was allowed to practice as they wished.62 The Romans demanded 
only political acquiescence and tribute. “Once they obtain this,” according to 
Josephus, they will “grant you everything else, the freedom of your families, the 
enjoyment of your possessions and the protection of your sacred laws.”63 For a 
variety of reasons, being Roman was an attractive proposition for many ancient 
people, especially the urban elite and landed aristocracy.64 There were always 
barbarians seeking entry, and those allowed in rarely chafed under Roman rule.

For a people so convinced of the superiority of their civilization, Romans 
were remarkably flexible about what it meant to be Roman. Racial and ethnic 
origins made no difference; if properly educated, even the most barbarous of 
peoples could ultimately join the humanitas.65 Citizens had a variety of rights 
that outsiders did not, such as permission to wear togas (which was apparently 
considered a bonus at the time), vote, run for office, make contracts, sue, be tried 
in court, and marry. Citizens could not be tortured, at least in theory, and were 
ineligible for the death penalty, except in cases of treason, and even then never on 
the cross. Roman citizenship was extended to all Italians after a series of revolts 
in the first century BC, and there were many ways that barbarians could become 
citizens thereafter, such by serving in the army or by, one suspects, pleasing the 
right people.66 In 212 AD Emperor Caracalla ended all ambiguity by granting cit-
izenship to every free male in the entire empire. This might have been mostly a 
ploy to increase the tax base, but the effects were substantial and wide- ranging.67 
It was also exceptionally popular. Civus Romanus sum, “I am a Roman citizen,” 
was a common boast and a declaration of rights in the ancient world.68 People 
everywhere wanted to be Roman.

Romanization worked. Revolts, while rare, almost always occurred within 
a generation of initial conquest. The famous rebellions in Britain, Spain, and 
Illyria all broke out relatively soon after those provinces were added to the em-
pire. Prolonged ethnonational violence did happen— some provinces proved 
hard to tame, such as stubbornly monotheist Judea— but it was rare and inspired 
no copycats. By the third century even the Jews had accepted their fate and did 
not rebel again. Even when opportunity seemed to present itself, when legions 
were off fighting one another or dealing with incursions in the hinterlands, the 
provinces rarely rose up. Not only rebellion but even open expressions of resent-
ment were uncommon.69

Granted, rebellion would have been difficult, since Roman citizens did not 
have the right to bear arms. Disarming the population was standard practice in 
new provinces, which sometimes caused violent backlashes. Tacitus mentions 
that the Iceni of Britain revolted at the prospect of turning over their weapons, 
and one suspects they were not the only ones to object.70 But turn them over they 
did. Barbarian groups who sought receptio had to surrender their swords at the 
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border, which demonstrates the level of trust such people must have put in impe-
rial guarantees. This law was eventually relaxed as barbarian incursions became 
more frequent, but for most of its existence the empire demanded disarmament.

Rome wielded many carrots, but it was helpful to remind citizens occasion-
ally that the stick always existed. Subtle and not- so- subtle forms of intimidation 
aided Romanization. Since the emperor could not be everywhere his image was 
widely distributed, and showing disrespect to an embodiment of the dear leader 
would quickly land a provincial in trouble with the authorities. The administra-
tion of Augustus may have spread as many as twenty thousand statues of the em-
peror across his domains, a practice that was repeated by his successors.71

Architects and engineers also played useful roles in intimidating those in-
side and outside the empire. The great Roman building projects, from temples 
to aqueducts to amphitheaters, helped cement perceptions of power and con-
vince visitors of the pointlessness of resistance. Barbarians were welcome to visit 
Rome and have a look around so they could bring stories of its grandeur back 
to their capitals. The legions would occasionally engage in major construction 
projects only to tear them down after a single use, like Caesar’s bridge over the 
Rhine, just to make their capabilities clear to all those watching.

Due to its ability to attract and intimidate, the Roman Empire was admired 
as well as feared across the ancient Mediterranean. Many people outside its 
frontiers longed to be citizens, and even the barbarians who eventually overran 
it admired what Rome had built and considered themselves its heirs, not 
exterminators.72 “The great paradox of the Roman Empire’s fall,” according to 
Adrian Goldsworthy, “is that it did not end because people inside it— and, in-
deed, outside it— stopped believing in it, or wanting it to exist.”73 Attempts to 
win hearts and minds of citizens and barbarians alike were, on the whole, suc-
cessful and exceptionally helpful to its strategists.

Threats In and Outside the Empire

The reign of Marcus Aurelius, the last of the Five Good Emperors, was the 
final act of the Pax Romana. He did not adopt an heir, leaving the purple rai-
ment instead to his son Commodus who, while hardly the monster portrayed 
by Hollywood, displayed many traits of a child whose upbringing included no 
limits. His twelve- year reign got progressively crazier as it went on. He fancied 
himself a great warrior and staged games where he would slaughter animals 
and compliant gladiators with his own hands. He soon realized that he was a 
living god and renamed many things after himself, like the legions, the months, 
the Senate, and even the city of Rome. Eventually the city had enough and 
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Commodus was assassinated, leading to a brutal civil war and a “year of the five 
emperors” in 193 AD.

Out of this tumult an authoritarian emerged, one who brought stability at 
a price. Septimius Severus ruled for seventeen years and founded a dynasty 
that would produce more than its share of colorful characters, many of whom 
were manifestly unfit for the job. Its final member, Emperor Severus Alexander, 
grandnephew of Septimius, was killed by his troops in March 235. Thereafter 
Rome descended into a fifty- year- long civil war, during which twenty- six for-
gettable generals claimed the throne. This “crisis of the third century,” to use a 
phrase coined by Gibbon, would have surely shattered most empires. As it turns 
out, though, the Roman foundation was solid enough to withstand even this ex-
tended upheaval. Economic performance seems to have suffered somewhat, but 
not much, and most citizens simply saluted the emperor du jour and carried on.

Unfortunately for Rome, the outside world did not stand still, and the policies 
that had heretofore kept the empire safe were inconsistently pursued during its 
long crisis. As opportunistic raiders on land and at sea took advantage of the 
chaos, the string of distracted, weak Roman emperors paid less attention to di-
viding their enemies. Without persistent Roman interference, barbarian cooper-
ation increased. For the first time in centuries Rome faced large confederations 
of peoples, some of which were ruled by “overkings” who coordinated actions 
with their neighbors.74 The Persian frontier also became more of a problem, 
one that the Romans largely brought on themselves. Their determination to 
attack and humiliate the Parthians with regularity resulted in the overthrow of 
that dynasty in 224 AD and its replacement with one more competent and fe-
rocious. The Sassanids, who would rule Persia for the next four hundred years, 
soon launched a series of attacks on Rome’s eastern provinces. Overconfident 
Roman counterattacks led to battlefield disaster in 260 and the capture of the 
Emperor Valerian, who would spend the rest of his days serving as a footstool 
for the Sassanid King Shapur. Although the threat was eventually contained and 
Ctesiphon sacked again in 299, Rome was forced to deploy more troops to its 
eastern borders and raise taxes to pay for them.

Roman civil wars often sputtered on until a sufficiently brutal general brought 
stability by force. The fifty- year crisis ended in 284 with the ascension of another 
such leader, Diocletian, whose ruthlessness was matched only by his organi-
zational genius. His reign combined innovation with repression and persecu-
tion, and most important it was long. The new emperor spent next few decades 
rebuilding the realm both physically and psychologically, commissioning major 
public works projects to re- establish perceptions of Roman dominance.75 Though 
his reign was a rough one for Christians and other various troublemakers, most 
citizens were willing to tolerate Diocletian’s various totalitarian instincts, since 
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he brought the stability they long desired. His era marked the beginning of the 
later empire, when changing external conditions forced Roman grand strategy to 
evolve in important ways.

The primary concern of Diocletian and all his successors was fellow Romans, 
which decreased the time and energy they devoted to foreign affairs. In 286 
the emperor took the extraordinary step of moving the capital from Rome to 
modern- day Milan, a perch that would allow him to react quickly to opportun-
istic barbarians and rebellious generals alike. Given the previous fifty years, it 
was perhaps no surprise that the latter received primary consideration.

The post- crisis empire had a great weakness that it was never able to rec-
oncile, one that would contribute enormously to its collapse: it never devised 
widely accepted rules for succession. The absence of clear protocols encouraged 
intrigue and chaos that undercut the legitimacy of rulers. One general after an-
other dreamed of himself bedecked in purple and took action. Challenges to the 
center from various “usurpers” occurred with regularity throughout the later 
centuries, many of which had to be put down by (often substantial) force. Rome 
enjoyed ten consecutive civil- war- free years only three times between 218 and 
476.76 By my count, at least thirty- nine credible usurpers (though it is difficult to 
separate the credible from the crackpot) laid claim to the throne after the death 
of Septimius Severus, or about one every seven years. Other rebellions that did 
not aim to overthrow the emperor, such as mutinies and regional rebellions, also 
occurred with regularity. Roman soldiers of the later empire were far more likely 
to be killed by fellow Romans than by their various barbarian enemies.

This was true for emperors as well. Ruling Rome might have been the most dan-
gerous job of the time, which makes one wonder why so many pined for it so badly. 
Two- thirds of the (unified or western) emperors met violent ends, usually at the 
hands of their colleagues. Mystery and rumor swirl around some of their fates, but 
only twenty- five appear to have died of natural causes (or twenty- six, if lightning is 
considered a natural cause).77 Three were killed by barbarians; eight probably com-
mitted suicide, once their cause was lost; the rest (around forty- three) fell at the 
hands of assassins, palace intriguers, or other Romans on the battlefield. One appears 
to have fallen victim to carbon monoxide poisoning. Only Diocletian retired.

The previous sentence deserves a quick explanation. After twenty years 
in power Diocletian grew sick, perhaps in body or perhaps just of governing, 
and decided to retire. He spent the last six years of his life in Split, Croatia, and 
watched as the empire descended into entirely predictable civil warfare. After 
long years of fighting, a new general emerged as emperor, one who would go 
on to be known as Constantine the Great. His rule would last twenty- five years 
and be even more consequential, though most of its fascinating details are not 
directly relevant to our story.
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What is instead relevant is that, for most of the empire’s history, Rome’s 
neighbors were too weak to take lasting advantage of its various internecine 
distractions. This began to change in the late fourth century, when the ancient 
security environment grew substantially more dangerous. External conditions 
changed but Rome stayed the same, unable to remain at peace with itself for 
long. It is this inability to adapt and put an end to the cycle of usurpations and 
civil war in the face of danger that ultimately led to the downfall of the west.

New Neighbors

Contrary to widespread belief, the fourth- century empire had not grown too big 
for one person to rule. It was in fact a bit smaller than it had been two centuries 
earlier, which was a time when one person was able to rule it just fine. What had 
changed was the security environment: The outside world had grown more dan-
gerous, and a new system was in order. Later emperors divided the realm not be-
cause it was too large but because its various threats intensified beyond what one 
person could handle. The last to rule over a united realm was Theodosius, whose 
death in 395 began a permanent division into eastern and western halves, com-
plete with their own capitals, armies, and emperors. More often than not (and 
somewhat miraculously) the two would act as brothers rather than rivals and 
would coordinate policy in times of crisis. External threats kept them together.

The Völkerwanderung continued, but now many more people were wandering. 
Archaeological evidence suggests that the Germanic population grew substan-
tially over time, perhaps because of the interaction with rich Rome, and whole 
new groups emerged or arrived in the area.78 By the fifth century the Romans 
had to deal with Britons, Saxons, Franks, Burgundians, Thuringians, Alamans, 
Alans, Goths, and a mysterious group called Bacaudae, who may have been 
freed slaves— all in Gaul alone.79 But while increased threats from Germania 
and Persia were ominous and unwelcome, these were problems that Rome could 
handle. The truly transformative event, what today’s political scientists would 
call a “systemic shock,” occurred in the second half of the fourth century. A new 
group rode out of the steppe, one that combined extreme military competence 
with equally extreme love of pillage and rape.

Not much is known about the infamous Huns, since they wrote nothing 
down and left little behind. We do not know where they originated, for instance, 
or if they were the same people who had posed problems for the Chinese Qin 
Dynasty in prior centuries as some have suggested. Most surviving information 
about them comes from their victims, who were rarely inclined to offer balanced 
portrayals. Our sources tell us that the Huns never washed, which was truly 
anathema to the bathing- obsessed Romans, and ate their meat raw, warming 
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it only occasionally under their saddles.80 Archaeologists have found evidence 
of “artificial cranial deformation” in Hunnic burial sites, a process that involved 
restricting pre- formed infant skulls and causing them to develop into an elon-
gated, almost cylindrical shape. Why they would do such a thing remains a mys-
tery, as does so much about this group.

One thing appears certain: The Huns were a terrifying bunch. These stinky, 
pointy- headed, merciless warriors would emerge out of the ether, as far as an-
cient Europeans could tell, and their military was almost unstoppable. Their 
expert horsemanship, powerful composite bows, and innovative saddles made 
their armies invincible, or so they wanted neighboring peoples to believe. The 
Huns also developed a capability that generally was beyond the reach of other 
barbarians: they were able to conduct sieges and reduce walled cities. No fortifi-
cation could be made fully Hun- proof.

Hun invasions in 376 and again in 405 sent the various Germanic people 
in their path fleeing. Soon the swollen populations of Goths, Suebi, Alans, 
Vandals, Franks, and others were simultaneously moving westward across 
Roman boundaries, rendering the overwhelmed Romans powerless to stop 
them. Modern historians occasionally question whether fear or opportunity 
motivated this migration, or some combination of the two, but either way dra-
matic increases in movement occurred as the Huns advanced.81 Their attacks 
disturbed Germanic stability like a cue ball breaking a rack, propelling hundreds 
of thousands across the thin imperial frontiers. This set in motion a series of 
events that, with the assistance of Roman infighting, would eventually cripple 
the empire in the west.

In 402 Roman Emperor Honorius took a step emblematic of the evolving 
security situation: he decided to move the western capital again, this time to 
the more easily defended Ravenna. Whereas Diocletian had moved away from 
Rome in order to be able to launch offensive operations more easily, in just over 
a century it had to be moved again, but this time for defensive reasons. It would 
not move a third time.

Evolving Tools

As the security environment evolved, so too did the legions. Strategists of the 
later empire realized they could no longer hope to stop invasions at the perim-
eter, so they shifted to a policy of defense- in- depth. The Romans essentially 
allowed barbarian invaders to enter and tried to wear them down as they pillaged 
and looted. Means had to be adjusted to match evolving ways: Defense- in- depth 
required a change in the makeup of the legions, which for centuries had been 
dominated by infantry. The ability mounted barbarians to combine archery and 
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horsemanship presented problems for relatively immobile soldiers, however. 
The Roman military machine proved flexible and adaptable, adjusting to enemy 
tactics and even adopting their best practices and weaponry. The legions of the 
later empire were far more mobile, substituting cavalry for infantry in response 
to the threat posed by Attila and his contemporaries. To some historians, this 
shift represented a “barbarization” of the army and accounted for its underper-
formance at key moments in the waning years.82 It is equally possible, however, 
that without evolution the waning would have occurred earlier. The willingness 
to re- examine even their most revered traditions probably allowed the Romans 
to persist longer than they otherwise would have.

The empire also established fortified, well- supplied outposts in the regions 
near the borders that roving barbarians, most of whom remained terrible at 
siegecraft, would be unable to overcome. Mobile Roman reinforcements could 
then be summoned and would arrive soon enough to help. They would not nec-
essarily be eager to engage the enemy, however— knowing that any invaders 
would have trouble finding food, the Romans often bided their time, avoiding 
confrontation and staying inside the safe, well- supplied outposts.83 The late army 
also frequently employed trickery, or “stratagems,” relying more heavily on am-
bush, harassment, and maneuver. Their general approach was to let barbarians 
in, stretch them out, and then hound and starve them into submission. This ap-
proach proved unpopular with the citizens of the borderlands, as one might ex-
pect, but it was cheaper and less risky than large encounters.

As barbarian populations grew, the Romans were forced to rely even more 
heavily on nonmilitary tools of grand strategy. Diplomacy— and not merely the 
coercive variety— took on greater importance. Constantine established the first 
semiprofessional Roman diplomatic outfit, a “corps of translators” that even-
tually employed over a thousand people who studied foreign languages and 
cultures and brought back intelligence information wherever they could.84 For 
its first few centuries the only permanent representatives of other nations in 
Rome had been the hostages that emperors often demanded as conditions of 
peace. Having relatives of the barbarian kings in Rome encouraged fidelity to 
agreements; even docile and cooperative clients like Herod sent their children 
to Rome for “protection.”85 Over time, as their fortunes began to change, the 
Romans often agreed to do the previously unthinkable and sent their children 
as hostages to barbarian capitals as well. As a boy Aetius, who grew to become a 
great Roman general, was given away as a hostage twice, first to Goths and then 
to Huns.86

Dividing barbarians remained standard practice. Even during the calamitous 
third century the vulnerable empire convinced Alamanni to fight Burgundians, 
and Goths to attack Vandals.87 As late as 414 Romans still managed to persuade 
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some elements within a marauding group of Alans to flip toward their side.88 
And convincing Goths and Gepids that it was in their interest to fight Huns 
never presented much challenge. But in general driving wedges between 
foreigners became more difficult over time. Barbarians continued coordinating 
and began to organize themselves into large proto- states. Later emperors proved 
powerless to break up large confederations of Franks on the Rhine, Alamanni 
in Upper Germania, and Goths across the Danube.89 The threat from the 
Huns drove the barbarians ever closer together, into what one historian called 
“superconfederacies,” by the middle of the fifth century.90 Coordinated action 
by these groups required simultaneous containment, which was beyond Rome’s 
capabilities.

Perhaps partially as a result, the Roman commitment to fair diplomacy grad-
ually broke down. Whereas Augustus and his immediate successors sought to 
make trustworthy and credible commitments, those of the fourth and fifth cen-
tury were not above employing trickery and deception where useful. Summit 
meetings could even be a pretext for murder, which would have been unthink-
able in earlier eras. In 374, a local Roman official commander invited the leader 
of the Quadi, a Germanic people who lived in the modern- day Czech Republic, 
to dinner to discuss an ongoing dispute. At some point during the meal— during 
which course, we do not know— the Quadi envoys were all murdered. This 
breach of diplomatic etiquette resulted in an invasion by the rest of the tribe 
that kept the Roman frontier forces occupied for more than a year.91 This was 
not an isolated incident: the Roman historian Ammianus described four sham 
diplomatic dinner invitations over the course of a twenty- four year period that 
were actually plots to kidnap and/ or murder, often on direct orders from the 
emperor.92 Those barbarians who broke their commitments still invited imme-
diate retaliation, however. Deception was something the Romans tolerated only 
by their own.

Treaties also became more equal over time, and coercive diplomacy less ef-
fective. By the fifth century many barbarian tribes found themselves in more 
powerful negotiating positions and were able to demand more concessions 
from the empire. The Visigoths were given part of Aquitaine by treaty in 419, 
Burgundians were allowed to settle on the upper Rhone around 443, and Alans 
were granted land in Gaul in 440 and 442, none of which would have occurred in 
prior centuries.93 Rome could no longer dictate the terms of treaties with other 
peoples.

Direct payments played a greater role as well, especially in the rich east, where 
the Constantinople’s wealth helped fend off the assaults of nomadic invaders.94 
The Huns were particularly amenable to monetary suggestion. Since their goal 
was always plunder more than conquest, they were often happy to be given what 
they came for rather than be forced to take it, even if it robbed them of good fun. 
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In 421 their leader, Rua, agreed to call off an invasion of Thrace, which he had 
launched to take advantage of a brief Roman war with the Sassanid Persians, 
once Emperor Theodosius II agreed to pay 350 pounds of gold over fifteen 
years.95 In 452, Pope Leo I claimed that the intercession of Saints Peter and Paul 
convinced Attila to turn his Huns away from Rome and into Gaul, but the saints 
may well have been assisted by wagonloads of lucre.

Economy of force is not the only reason the Romans were so willing to pay off 
their neighbors. In that ancient neighborhood the options for spending money 
were not many and varied; whatever gold the Romans used to buy (or rent) 
peace found its way back into the imperial treasury soon enough. The empire 
was a clearing house for the finest products from across the Mediterranean and 
beyond, including manufactured goods and agricultural delicacies. The Romans 
were happy to bribe, noted the ancient historian Appian, because they knew the 
money would soon return.96 Paying off barbarians was essentially an indirect 
stimulus, a way to inject more money into circulation, with the emperor playing 
the role of central banker. Had there been Keynesians at the time, they would 
have been pleased.

These adjustments allowed the empire to persist as barbarian numbers grew. 
Collapse was to come, but it was hardly inevitable. Just as sagacious strategic 
adjustments kept the empire going throughout the fourth century, poor choices 
in the fifth sent it spiraling downward.

Decline, Fall

The Roman Empire may have constructed the most successful grand strategy in 
history, but eventually, as we well know, it declined and fell. Why it did so has 
received as much attention, speculation, and conjecture as any single event in 
history. Reasons offered to explain the decline often tell us more about the sto-
ryteller than the story, and reflect the fears or policy preferences of the day. In a 
speech in 1969, Ronald Reagan blamed Rome’s collapse on the welfare system, 
excessive taxation, and “feminine hairdos.” A decade in later Phyllis Schlafly 
argued that feminism ultimately took Rome down. Disinformation specialist 
Alex Jones has suggested that a loose immigration policy undermined the em-
pire. And now, inevitably, we are told that climate change did the Romans in.97 By 
1984 a German historian had identified at least 210 reasons proposed at various 
times to account for Rome’s collapse, and many more have been added since.98

The final curtain began to close long before Odoacer the Ostrogoth sent 
the cloak and crown of the final western emperor, Romulus Augustulus, to 
Constantinople in 476. Gibbon believed that the crisis of the third century 
marked the beginning of the end. Others— such as the makers of the 1960s 
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epic film The Fall of the Roman Empire— believe the decisive events occurred 
even earlier, identifying the turning point as 180 AD with the death of Marcus 
Aurelius. All this would have been news to the Romans, who remained the 
most powerful actor in their neighborhood for centuries more. If there was a 
turning point, it was probably the costly civil war of 392– 394, which weakened 
the western legions and left the Goths infuriated about how they were treated 
during the whole affair. The victor, Emperor Theodosius, permanently divided 
the empire upon his death.

Nevertheless in 400 AD the empire looked much the same, territory- wise, 
as the one Augustus bequeathed to his successors. Every generation had its 
declinists, but our sources do not demonstrate much existential panic, even as 
imperial power diminished.99 The most obvious factor in Rome’s fall is not in 
dispute, however: Barbarians eventually overpowered its defenses. As parts of 
the western empire were chipped off by migrating Germans, the rich Roman tax 
base shrank and the emperors had trouble raising new legions and paying the 
ones they already had. And they had little left with which to bribe the barbarians. 
The famous Roman general Stilicho was unable to raise cash sufficient to mollify 
Alaric and his Visigoths for long in 410, for example, and a sacking of Rome was 
the result.100

The empire fell victim to violent era. How it grew to be vulnerable— how the 
balance of power in the West shifted toward the barbarians— has been at the heart 
of the disputes over decline. In the middle of the fifth century Rome’s legions 
were being defeated with unprecedented frequency. Much of the discussion 
about why this occurred looks inward, searching Roman practices, culture, and/ 
or religion for the army’s losses. Gibbon blamed Christianity for undermining the 
Roman warrior spirit (even though the East, which was if anything even more de-
vout, persisted for another thousand years). Others have argued that the mobile, 
“barbarized” legions run by non- Roman officers had lost their tactical advantages.

It should be no surprise that historians of Rome focus their explanations on 
Rome. Agency is given to the emperors and generals (and, to a lesser extent, 
the people), not to their opponents; decisions made in Ravenna were decisive, 
not those in Hunnic or Vandal war councils. Peter Heather, a historian of the 
Germanic peoples, offers a different view: perhaps the barbarians eventually 
overran Rome not because of what the Romans did (or failed to do) so much as 
what was done on the other side. Perhaps the various ethnic groups and tribal 
conglomerations simply got bigger and better, learned from their many failures 
about how to fight the Romans, and eventually won. Roman mistakes played im-
portant roles, of course, but the peoples across the Danube and the Rhine grew 
more sophisticated, more adept on the battlefield and much more numerous as 
time went on. Once these nations were put into motion ahead of the rampaging 
Huns, the outnumbered legions were essentially helpless to stop them.
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Was collapse inevitable? Could the empire in the west have persisted for 
longer? No empire lasts forever— at least so far— so alternative choices may 
have merely postponed the inevitable. There is no life span for great powers, 
however, and no cycles that produce predictable collapses. While hindsight can 
help identify a few strategic blunders that sped the Roman decline, we should 
not forget that the story of Rome is mostly one of great success in maintaining 
a status quo for more than six hundred years. Perhaps, though, that story might 
have continued for more had their grand strategy adapted more quickly to the 
changing security environment— and if they had overcome their stubborn un-
willingness to get along with one another.

One specific blunder is obvious. Rome’s greatest danger emerged to its south, 
in northern Africa, and remained unaddressed while its emperors were distracted 
at home. There a Germanic people called the Vandals were causing problems 
after having migrated their way across modern- day Spain ahead of the Hunnic 
onslaught and then, after (perhaps) receiving an invitation from the Roman gov-
ernor of North Africa who needed help with local rebels, crossed the Strait of 
Gibraltar. Rome fiddled, deciding instead to fight another of its costly, pointless 
civil wars starting in 423. Its African colonies constituted not only one of its richest 
tax bases but the breadbasket that supplied the city with the bulk of its food. They 
were also lightly defended. The Vandals marched steadily eastward, surrounding 
St. Augustine in Hippo in 430 and storming into Carthage in 439. The Romans 
realized too late that this disaster represented a potentially mortal blow. Together 
the eastern and western empires mounted three joint efforts to retake the city, 
which were all among the largest military endeavors in ancient history. Due to a 
combination of Hunnic interference, Roman naval incompetence and brilliant 
Vandal admiralship, all ended in failure. Had the Romans deployed more troops in 
the region initially, or had they not been distracted by civil war, they could have de-
feated the Vandals and saved the western empire. Or at least postponed its demise.

Retrospect can recognize other, more general Roman mistakes. Though 
the Romans often managed the peoples beyond their borders with strategic 
aplomb, their treatment of Persia backfired over time. Beginning with Trajan, 
whenever Roman emperors felt insufficiently glorious, they sent legions east-
ward to pound the Parthians. Over and over again Roman troops marched into 
Ctesiphon, often with the sole purpose of reminding its residents of their in-
feriority. As mentioned above, this repeated humiliation undermined the le-
gitimacy of that dynasty, which faced rebellions with increasing frequency. 
The Roman Emperor Caracalla (211– 217) applied the final, fatal straws. In 
214 the Parthian throne was contested by two claimants, as often happened. 
Caracalla demanded that one of them, Vologaesus, return two fugitives who 
had fled Rome a few years earlier. Vologaesus returned the men, but Caracalla 
invaded anyway and crushed his armies. The following year he turned on the 
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other claimant, Artabanus, demanding the right to marry his daughter. At first 
Artabanus refused, but he was eventually won over by gifts and enthusiastic 
promises of peace from the Roman emperor. Caracalla led a contingent of 
soldiers unopposed into Parthian territory and was received outside the gates 
of Ctesiphon with a magnificent feast. Herodian, a contemporary Greek histo-
rian, described what happened next.

All the Parthians, crowned with the traditional flowers and wearing 
robes embroidered in gold and various colors, celebrated the oc-
casion, dancing wildly to the music of flutes and the throbbing of 
drums . . . Abandoning their horses and laying aside their quivers 
and bows, the whole populace came together to drink and pour 
libations. A huge mob of barbarians gathered and stood about cas-
ually . . . eager to see the bridegroom and expecting nothing out of 
the ordinary.

Then the signal was given, and Caracalla ordered his army to attack 
and massacre the spectators. Astounded by this onslaught, the barbarians 
turned and fled, wounded and bleeding. Artabanus himself, snatched up 
and placed on a horse by some of his personal bodyguards, barely escaped 
with a few companions. The rest of the Parthians, lacking their indispen-
sable horses, were cut down . . . They were unable to escape by running, 
either; their long, loose robes, hanging to their feet, tripped them up.

Naturally they did not have their quivers and bows with them; what 
need for weapons at a wedding? After slaughtering a great number 
of the enemy and taking much booty and many prisoners, Caracalla 
marched away from the city unopposed. En route he burned the towns 
and villages and permitted his soldiers to carry off as much as they 
could of anything they wanted.101

Roman troops not only sacked towns and overwhelmed fortresses but “dug open 
the royal tombs of the Parthians, and scattered the bones about.”102 Caracalla 
realized that this was unlikely to win him admirers in the Senate, but as he had 
written to them some time before, “I know that my behaviour does not please 
you; but that is the very reason that I have arms and soldiers, so that I may dis-
regard what is said about me.”103 Not long after this, Caracalla was murdered by 
one of his guards while relieving himself, but it was too late to repair Parthian 
pride or rescue the dynasty from its internal enemies. The Sassanids soon took 
over and were a much larger, self- inflicted headache for the Romans.104 The cost 
of containing them was always greater than any benefit the Romans received 
from their brutal sackings of Ctesiphon.
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Persia was the most obvious recipient of unnecessary, ultimately counterpro-
ductive Roman hostility, but it was not the only one. The Romans also famously 
mistreated a large group of Goths who were granted receptio while fleeing Huns 
in 376. After letting them cross the Danube, the Romans cut off any potential 
food supply and reduced their guests to such desperation that some were willing 
to trade their children for dog meat. The Goths soon revolted and handed Rome 
one of its greatest military defeats, during which the Emperor Valens was killed. 
Ammianus had no doubt where to place the blame, castigating the officers who 
“displayed the greatest profligacy in their injurious treatment of the foreigners 
dwelling in our territory, against whom no crime could be alleged.”105 Had they 
treated the Goths humanely, the Romans might have been able to avoid the dis-
aster at Adrianople and the other problems caused by their rampaging, angry 
victims.

The line between intimidation and cruelty may be fine, but the later Romans 
trampled over it with regularity, provoking backlash and balancing. Overall, 
summarized by Peter Heather, “by virtue of its own unbounded aggression, 
Roman imperialism was ultimately responsible for its own destruction.”106 Had 
they shown more mercy and humanity toward the weaker peoples, or had they 
simply not gone out of their way to humiliate and debase them, the fifth century 
could have unfolded quite differently.

Alexander vs. Augustus

Generally speaking, the great periods of Roman history were those in which 
its leaders followed the Augustan advice and sought to preserve the status quo. 
Trouble arose when they instead listened to the other major voice whispering in 
their ears, and tried to duplicate the glorious greatness of Alexander. Caracalla, 
for instance, insisted on calling himself the Great Alexander and equipped some 
of his soldiers with Macedonian weaponry, such as pikes and round shields, 
naming them Alexander’s Phalanx.107 Emperor Julian openly expressed his de-
votion to Alexander and spent the bulk of his brief reign (360– 363) preparing 
for and then executing an invasion of Persia. He met his end on that campaign, 
in his earlier thirties, like his idol.108 And of course Trajan was an admirer of 
the Macedonian as well, using that inspiration to assault neighbors across the 
Danube and Euphrates.

It was incumbent upon their successors to clean up the messes left behind 
by these neo- Alexanders. The unenviable task of following Caracalla fell to the 
Augustus- inspired Macrinus, who set a course of retrenchment and “working 
through negotiation rather than aggression,” in the words of a modern histo-
rian.109 Jovian— Julian’s successor— began retreating the very morning of his 
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accession and eventually signed a peace treaty with the Sassanid Persians.110 And 
as discussed above, Hadrian pulled troops out Trajan’s unsustainable conquests, 
returning Rome to its more traditional path, and to prosperity.

The outcome of Alexandrian aggression was always unpredictable; Augustan 
restraint, while less glorious, better served Rome’s interests. The most suc-
cessful eras were those in which emperors followed a prudent course, such as 
those of Titus, Nerva, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, and even the much- maligned 
Commodus. Emperors who engaged in adventures abroad, often in pursuit of in-
tangible interests rather than tangible, incurred costs and invited decline. Time 
and again, the wisdom of Augustus outperformed the greatness of Alexander.

* * *
The east was able to avoid the mistakes of the west. Constantinople was merci-
fully unbeset by usurpers and civil war, and it did not provoke barbarians unnec-
essarily. Roman- Sassanid relations were mostly peaceful from the fourth until the 
sixth century, and the empire was perfectly happy to use its financial largesse to 
encourage Huns and other invaders to strike westward and leave Constantinople 
alone. There Augustus ruled over Alexander, and as a result the eastern emperors 
were able to hang on for a thousand years more than did their brothers in the west.

The Byzantines, as they came to be known (though they always considered 
themselves Roman), did not dominate their region in the same way that the 
unified empire did. The collapse of the west left a bipolar Mediterranean in its 
wake, with power divided between Constantinople and Ctesiphon. Justinian 
the Great attempted to reassemble the empire during his long reign (527– 565) 
and was enormously successful at first, recapturing Rome and Carthage. His 
efforts were ultimately thwarted by stubborn Germans, resurgent Persians, and 
virulent bacilli. A devastating, region- wide plague ended the final attempt to 
re- establish full Mediterranean dominance, and a major war with the Sassanids 
soon followed. The Byzantine Empire would persist for centuries more, and as 
its power steadily but slowly diminished it adjusted its grand strategy accord-
ingly. How its leaders managed to adjust and survive is a fascinating story, but it 
is one already well told, with little relevance for us.111

The west, despite the efforts of its emperors and elites, disappeared under 
the onslaught of outsiders. Barbarians are sometimes relegated to supporting 
roles in this drama, but in reality they were its stars. Without rampaging Vandals, 
Huns, and Goths, the Roman Empire in the west would not have fallen. Its grand 
strategy, which had provided the foundation for six hundred years of regional 
dominance, ultimately failed to adjust fully to changing external circumstances. 
Trends beyond its borders proved more complex than what the western Romans 
could handle, and the empire, like all before and since, passed into the night.



      

3

The Tang Dynasty

Western Europe took large steps backward after Rome fell. Populations and 
economies shrank as a succession of Germanic kings tried to consolidate power 
and lay claim to leadership of the empire, each time in vain. Trade slowed to a 
trickle; durable construction ceased as, inexplicably, Europeans lost the recipe 
for concrete; science and philosophy lost ground to superstition and ignorance. 
The production of literature and history came to a virtual halt. Cities shriveled. 
It was a rough time for fans of civilization.

The dark- age label offends modern sensibilities, and perhaps the age was 
not quite as dark as we tend to think.1 When one compares developments in 
Europe to those elsewhere, however, it is hard to reach any other conclusion. 
Inspired by a new faith, Arabs swept across the remnants of the Byzantine and 
Sassanid Persian empires in the seventh century. Baghdad would flourish as 
the center of science, mathematics, and the arts for centuries. Arab expansion 
was stopped in the West only by the Atlantic and in the East by an even greater 
power: under the Sui and Tang Dynasties, China experienced a golden age of 
artistic and economic activity, where innovation and invention progressed and 
the people lived in safety and prosperity. It was the most advanced and powerful 
state on Earth, and would remain so for over three hundred years. Fortunately 
for these purposes, unlike their European contemporaries the medieval Chinese 
were literate and wrote things down, which means we have a good sense of what 
happened during this time and how this dynasty forged its grand strategy.

China’s power in this, the greatest era of its long history, did not rely on brute 
force alone. Its military was enormous but undependable, due in part to Chinese 
cultural attitudes toward warriors. To use today’s jargon, Tang emperors soon 
learned that their rule was dependent less upon hard power than soft. They 
achieved an efficient economy of force by relying on persuasion rather than co-
ercion, the tools for which are cheap and effective when employed by skilled 
tacticians. Soft power has become a cliché in modern security debates, a buzz-
word often misused and misunderstood. It refers to the power of attraction, the 
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ability to get others to want to do what you hope they will do rather than to force 
them.2 It is difficult to cultivate and even more difficult to wield, but it was the 
primary tool the remarkable Tang Dynasty used to dominate its region.

Culture shapes strategy. Ends, ways, and means are not devised in a 
vacuum by robots; they are products of a particular time and place and vary 
widely, depending on prevailing ideologies and moralities. Conflict resolution 
techniques can be quite different from society to society, for example, as can 
conceptions of power. The distinctive strategic culture of every society affects 
choices and outcomes, sometimes in unusual ways.3 Leaders in medieval China 
were the product of an outlier culture, especially for their time, which created 
challenges in the formulation of their grand strategy.

Militant Chinese Anti- Militarism

Chinese society was once as militarized as all others. From its remote ancient 
times through the so- called warring states period (which produced the famous 
strategist Sun Tzu), victory in war, more than any other factor, determined a 
ruler’s worth. This began to change during the Han Dynasty, which roughly 
coincided with the Roman Empire. It was in this period that Confucianism, 
with its embrace of pacifism and denunciation of martial culture, became the 
quasi- official state ideology.4 Confucius believed that warfare is, in the words of 
Mencius (“the second sage”), the “most wasteful, counterproductive, and mis-
guided” of all human activities, and its practitioners little more than criminals.5 As 
his philosophy was gradually adopted by the ruling class, these ideas percolated 
throughout society. From then on Chinese culture has held that armies are 
anathema and professional soldiers parasites.6 China has produced its share of 
warriors over time, of course, and it has been quite aggressive at various points in 
its history, but as an institution the Chinese military has rarely been held in high 
esteem. A consistent component in its intellectual and social life was the belief 
that high culture (wen) is superior to the military (wu).7 “Chinese youth were 
given no equivalents of Alexander, Caesar, or Napoleon to admire or emulate,” 
explained the eminent sinologist John Fairbank. “There was no youthful worship 
of heroism like that in the West.”8 Chinese society offered other routes to high 
status, especially via service in the government’s bureaucracy, or through schol-
arship or the arts. More prestige was held by the lowliest scholar or poet than 
the mightiest general, and as a result the most talented members of society faced 
heavy pressure to avoid the military, often choosing almost any other profession.

Pacific social attitudes, while perhaps admirable to modern ears, had spe-
cific medieval implications. Most obviously, military efficiency suffered. 
Chinese armies were rarely as effective in practice as they appeared on paper. 
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Civil- military relations of medieval China were also quite strained, as one would 
expect. Warfare was too important to be left to the generals, and had to be 
controlled by civilians.9 Many senior military posts were held by non- Chinese, 
by outsiders raised in societies that admired and rewarded the practitioners of 
violence. And unfortunately for posterity, Chinese historians often did not re-
cord details of battles, considering the topic unimportant and barbaric.10 We 
often know less about the development of Chinese military campaigns than we 
do about the development of their poetry.

The anti- militarist culture affected how and why wars were fought. Conflict 
was not merely unwelcome but an admission of leadership failure that re-
quired explanation and justification. The object of a just war could only be the 
re- establishment of order, not victory for its own sake. Wars of conquest and 
plunder, at least in theory, could never be justified. It was always better to defend 
than to attack, and exhausting attackers was preferable to exterminating them. 
And, of course, fighting always had to be a last resort.

A good deal of modern attention has been paid to the implications of this 
Confucian tradition for twenty- first- century foreign policy, and whether pacifism 
implies passivism.11 Does this set of beliefs (or its “strategic culture”) create a pref-
erence for defense over offense? Is China less likely to attack its neighbors due to its 
cultural disdain for the military? The Tang experience certainly suggests a negative 
answer to these questions, since in their time Chinese soldiers were commonly 
sent beyond the national borders, often only to be butchered in large numbers by 
smaller forces. China’s leaders have historically been as driven by power politics as 
their contemporaries everywhere. This does not imply, though, that they have been 
able to do as much about it. Beijing may not maintain a stubbornly pacifist outlook 
at all times, but strategic culture undermines its ability to act. Grand strategists 
must match ends with means. When the latter is weak, the former is constrained.

Most of all, this cultural hostility toward the military had the inevitable conse-
quence of sapping China’s ability to defend itself. Nearly everyone else at the time— 
including their neighbors— thought quite differently about war and warriors. 
Anti- militarist regional systems cannot persist if they are not accepted by all members, 
and for centuries the Eurasian steppe was the home of nomadic, martial people who 
considered pacifists little more than easy prey. The Chinese might have had an anti- 
military culture but, as we will see, military events would often determine their fate.

The Sui Consolidation, 581 AD

China has gone through many cycles of consolidation and disintegration, times 
when the country was unified under one government and others when it had 
many different centers of power. Occasionally a warlord would rise who was able 
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to conquer enough neighbors to convince the others to leap aboard his band-
wagon. Even more occasionally, those conquests continued until the entire re-
gion came to be ruled from one capital. The first such unification occurred in 
221 BC, when the Qin Dynasty managed to consolidate most of the area that we 
know as China. Though the Qin gave the country its name, the dynasty lasted 
just fifteen years, only to be replaced by the Han who held the country together, 
more or less, for four turbulent centuries (206 BC– 220 AD). Widespread con-
flict followed their fall from power and lasted until 581, when armies under Sui 
leaders were able to bring the various disparate regions together again. Like the 
Qin, the Sui did the hard work of uniting the country but were to last for just two 
reigns (581– 618). But we are getting ahead of ourselves.

The founding warlord of the short- lived dynasty was Yang Jian, who was born 
in 541 in Northwest China to a family with a tenuous connection to the long- 
gone Han emperors. He rose rapidly through the military and bureaucratic ranks 
and eventually established a dynasty he named Sui (which means “to follow,” 
implying loyalty) in 581. By the time his forces overran the southern Chen 
Dynasty in the south, they had brought much of modern China under con-
trol. The emperor established a capital at Chang’an (modern- day Xi’an) where 
it would remain for over three centuries. History remembers him as Wen, or 
“civil,” a title granted to him posthumously, and presumably not by the many 
people he defeated.

Emperor Wen’s timing was fortuitous. Many of the provinces his troops 
entered were experiencing higher- than- usual discord and mismanagement, and 
were eager for the restoration of order.12 More important, the traditional steppe 
enemies of the Chinese people were also experiencing internal strife and conflict. 
Like all Chinese dynasties, the Sui faced two main threats: regional challenges 
from within and nomadic horsemen from the vast Eurasian interior. In the eyes 
of the emperors, the former were “bandits” and the latter “barbarians.” Balancing 
them became the central strategic challenge for every ancient and medieval 
Chinese government.

Of the two, bandits posed a greater problem for the average emperor. For 
much of its history China was not a unified, monolithic state but a diverse region 
with many different ethnic groups, some of whom had quite large populations. 
The people who lived in the cold, arid northern regions had little in common 
with the agricultural, sedentary, cultured folk in the south. Regional strongmen 
commonly plotted against the national tyranny in the hopes of establishing their 
own local tyrannies. Internal warfare was endemic: modern Chinese historians 
have counted at least 3,790 internal armed conflicts from the beginning of re-
cord keeping through the establishment of the republic in 1911.13

The external threat was one that would recur for millennia, ending only when 
the invention of gunpowder and artillery neutralized the tactical advantages of 
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cavalry. On the steppe a succession of groups rose and fell, all of whom had to be 
warlike and fierce to survive, and few of whom were content to stay in any one 
place for long. China was invaded at various times by Wusun, Xianbei, Yuezhi, 
Khitans, Xi, Kyrgyz, Tatars, Uighurs, and plenty of others. These peoples are 
today shrouded in mystery, because they wrote little down— at least little that 
can be read by moderns— and left few traces in the record.14 Scholars cannot be 
sure, for example, whether the Xiongnu, who terrorized Han China in the third 
and second centuries BC, were the same antisocials that the Europeans came 
to know as the Huns a few centuries later.15 Small- scale raids from the interior 
were perpetual, but larger attempts at conquest also occurred. Many of China’s 
dynasties, especially ones that controlled northern territory, were founded by 
invading tribes on horseback. The Jin (1115– 1234) and Qing (1636– 1912) 
were established by the Jurchen and Manchus, respectively. We will meet an-
other of those outsider dynasties, founded by the greatest of all nomadic nations, 
in the next chapter.

The steppe peoples and the Chinese shared mutual contempt and loathing. 
Nomads were, in the minds of the Chinese, uncultured, illiterate, ruthless 
barbarians who smelled of goat.16 To the horsemen of Inner Asia, the sedentary 
Chinese were weak, effete, tea- drinking, sandal- wearing poets who lived in pesti-
lential, polluted cities. Unfortunately for the Chinese, the martial steppe cultures 
produced excellent warriors. Small groups of nomads regularly defeated much 
larger Chinese formations. As late as 1449 a force of a half- million Chinese 
troops was trounced by a Mongol army less than 5 percent of its size, and the 
Ming emperor was captured.17 The relationship between the steppe peoples 
and the Chinese was usually one of predator and prey, and only the strongest of 
dynasties were able to provide security for their people. Early medieval Chinese 
emperors built fortifications to keep the various nomadic invaders out, but de-
spite their fame these great walls do not seem to have protected much of any-
thing.18 Chinese sources record 117 nomadic attacks from Mongolia between 
599 and 755 alone, none of which seems to have been impeded by walls.19

This was not a major concern when the Sui consolidation occurred, however, 
since the dominant steppe confederation of the time, the Turks, was experiencing 
a succession crisis and civil war. It was no coincidence that fortunes on the 
steppe and in China tended to be the opposite of one another— when one was 
up, the other was down.20 By 581 the Turkish empire had split into an eastern 
and western half, and the Chinese were able to rise to a height that they would 
not relinquish for some time.

Emperor Wen died under rather mysterious circumstances at his summer home 
in 604. History has not been kind to his son and successor, Yang, largely because 
he was not kind to his people. The second and last Sui emperor is remembered as 
a tyrant, one of the most infamous in Chinese history, in part because his story 
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was written by his successors. While the outline of his cruelty may well be true so 
too are his accomplishments, many of which were adopted wholesale by his Tang 
successors. For one thing, both Sui emperors endeavored to cut down on corrup-
tion and nepotism in governance, as well as aristocratic dominance, by installing 
an examination system for entry into the bureaucracy in the hope of creating a true 
meritocracy. They reformed the tax system, dramatically increasing the amount of 
money flowing into imperial coffers, and established emergency stores of grain to 
combat the ever- present threat of famine. In many instances the Sui governed with 
a light footprint, allowing local leaders to stay in place, and did not exact much of a 
toll on the aristocracy in the hope of minimizing local resentment and hostility. As 
was the case with Rome, taxes were for the lower classes.

The Sui also set out to reform the military, with an eye toward dealing with in-
ternal threats. Emperor Wen was suspicious of standing armies, believing them to 
be the greatest threat to his power. He sought to render nationwide revolt difficult 
by making the military local, civilian controlled, and less professional. The troops 
of this new system, which was known as the fubing, were militiamen who trained 
and drilled extensively. They were semiprofessional, perhaps akin to modern re-
serve troops, who would provide the core of the Chinese military for more than a 
century. In 595 Wen ordered the confiscation of all weapons in private hands and 
made the possession of boats larger than thirty feet a crime against the state. Any 
local commander who took it upon himself to move troops around without per-
mission from the emperor risked decapitation.21 All these reforms were designed 
to increase the power of civilian authority, which had waned during the extended 
period of civil strife, and to demilitarize the country to the extent possible.

The Sui also began construction of a canal system to connect the Yangtze 
River valley with the capital and other major cities. Although ground was first 
broken in 584, Emperor Yang gets most of the credit for the network’s creation 
as well as blame for the indifference to the suffering of those who did the work. 
Many of the fruits of this labor, including the 1,500- mile- long “Grand Canal,” 
still exist today and remain a major boon to economic growth in Central China. 
It came with enormous costs, however, both material and human: the canal was 
dug largely by semi- enslaved conscripts, untold thousands of whom perished 
during its construction. This only added to the emperor’s negative reputation, 
which was one of the underlying reasons that his reign, and that of the Sui 
Dynasty, came to a rather abrupt end.

Sui Goals and Threats

If securing the position of the new dynasty was the most basic strategic goal of 
the Sui, reconstructing ancient glory was a close second. The two emperors were 
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inspired, or perhaps obsessed, with restoring the unified country that the Han 
Dynasty had established centuries before. They returned much of the language 
and names used in that era and organized both national and local governance 
in a similar manner.22 A metaphor commonly used to describe the shape of that 
empire was an elephant, with a trunk extending into Central Asia and a tail in the 
Korean peninsula; the Sui tried three times to add the tail back onto the imperial 
elephant, sending ever- larger armies into the northernmost Korean kingdom. 
All would fail. As would often be the case, Chinese armies underperformed 
against foreign adversaries.

At the time the Korean peninsula was divided into three kingdoms, the largest 
and most powerful of which was Koguryo in the north. None posed a threat to 
China, although they did occasionally reach out to steppe peoples in search of 
protection. When news of one such alliance request made its way to Chang’an in 
598, a security rationale for invasion bolstered the Emperor Wen’s lust for con-
quest. More than three hundred thousand Chinese troops soon entered Korea 
by land and by sea, with only 10 to 20 percent of them eventually returning 
the same way, after have been thoroughly routed. The misadventure appears to 
have made a large impression on the emperor’s son Yang, who was one of its 
participants. Upon ascending to the throne in 605 he began preparations for an-
other go, which finally got underway in 612. Our sources speak of over 1.1 mil-
lion troops accompanying the emperor, along with twice as many laborers and 
support personnel.23 Like his father, Emperor Yang seemed to feel that his num-
bers would be more than enough to overwhelm the Koreans.

It is not entirely clear what the years of extensive Chinese planning produced, 
other than a well- prepared and motivated enemy. No amount of local foraging 
could fill over a million stomachs, and little other logistical preparation seems to 
have been done. The troops were ill- trained and ill- equipped. According to one 
historian, the “entire operation seems to have been planned in complete igno-
rance of the climate and seasonal weather patterns of southern Manchuria.” The 
“spectacular show of ineptitude,” despite its overwhelming numbers, was easily 
repulsed by the Korean defenders.24 The emperor added to his own problems by 
proving to be a poor tactician and micro- manager. He was repeatedly outfoxed 
by Koguryo’s generals and returned home in disgrace.

Not much time passed before Yang tried again. In 613 Chinese forces executed 
their third border crossing only to get word that rebellions had broken out back 
home. The emperor had evidently become too focused on his foreign adventures 
to notice the steady increase of discontent in his country. In 611 a wave of natural 
disasters hit China, including floods in some of the major grain- producing prov-
inces. Famine and desperation led to banditry and revolt, to which the emperor 
did not respond in a timely or efficient manner. His reputation for tyranny did 
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not help matters; local officials were hesitant to open the granaries to starving 
peasants without official approval, which fueled anger among the underfed.25 
As rebel forces closed in on Chang’an, Yang’s invasion was called off suddenly, 
so suddenly in fact that Koguryo’s defenders assumed it was a feint and did not 
emerge from their positions for days.

Koguryo was an obsession of the Sui emperors (as it would be for their 
successors), but it was not their only target of an excursion that would end poorly. 
As a general rule, the Sui military performed better against Chinese armies than 
it did against those of barbarians. A venture into northern Vietnam resulted in 
disaster, as did a sea- borne attack on “Liu- ch’iu,” an island that historians still 
have not identified with certainty.26 What is clear is that no benefit came from 
any of these forays, and that they added to the growing anger at home.

By focusing on barbarians, the Sui let bandits flourish. In the waning years of 
the Sui Dynasty there were more than two hundred insurgencies and mutinies, 
some of which involved rebel armies of a hundred thousand or more. At times 
more than 10 percent of the entire population of China was in open revolt.27 
Advisors who pointed these problems out to Emperor Yang and begged him 
to devote less time to foreign affairs were clubbed to death or beheaded, which 
encouraged their successors to tell the emperor what he wanted to hear.28 As a 
result, Yang may have been essentially unaware of just how dire his situation was, 
and how rapidly his government was losing control of its regions. The final straws 
came in late 616, as one Sui general after another deserted to the rebel ranks. In 
618 the emperor was strangled by victorious insurgents, right after being forced 
to watch his son and heir beheaded.

Emperor Yang became too distracted by dreams of expansion to notice that 
domestic stability had essentially collapsed. “The conquest of Koguryo,” wrote 
historian Arthur F. Wright, “became after each defeat a greater obsession, and 
obsessions tend to be fatal for supreme autocrats and for the people they govern.”29 
The Sui destroyed their dynasty in the monomaniacal pursuit of an enemy who, 
like the white whale, posed no threat and could well have been left alone.

Enter the Tang

The chaos into which China descended in the late years of the Sui made the era 
of national unity look like it would be brief. However, a northern aristocrat was 
able to defeat most of his major rivals and make a reasonable claim the throne. In 
618 Li Yuan, the Duke of Tang, fought his way into Chang’an and crowned him-
self emperor, having witnessed all the appropriate portents and performed the 
rituals necessary to gain legitimacy.30 He spent the better part of the next decade 
restoring the order that Sui Wen had fought so hard to establish.

 



 Th e  Tang  D y na st y  57

      

These campaigns were less bloody than they could have been, but opposing 
factions that surrendered voluntarily were given amnesty and absorbed into the 
Tang armies. As the duke’s power grew, so too did the willingness of local rulers to 
pledge their loyalty to the side that was clearly going to win.31 Most importantly, 
since the Tang family was from China’s northwest, it had a familiarity with, and 
trust of, the steppe peoples. Li Yuan made deals with the Turks, sending gifts and 
promises of subservience if they aided, or at least did not interfere with, his quest 
for power.32 The Turks were eager to have a puppet on the Chinese throne, and 
supported his campaigns against rebel and would- be- independent provinces. 
Unfortunately for the Turks, the dynasty founded by Emperor Gaozu (as he has 
come to be known) did not prove as easy to manipulate as they predicted. The 
new emperor showed his steppe allies insufficient gratitude once the country 
was unified, and the Turks invaded. They would have reached Chang’an had not 
Gaozu opened the imperial coffers and paid them to go back home.

Emperor Gaozu was not to enjoy his accomplishment for long. Problems 
arose immediately after he named an heir from among his sons, a group of 
brothers who apparently did not get along. One of those passed over decided 
that, rather than accept a lesser role in the family, he would prefer instead to kill 
his brothers and force his father into exile. Despite coming to power through 
this rather ignominious coup, Li Shimin— who has become known to history as 
Emperor Taizong— went on to become one of the greatest emperors in Chinese 
history.33 It is in his reign, and those of his immediate successors, that the story 
of Chinese regional dominance really begins, and that the analysis of its grand 
strategy fits in with the others in this book.

Things did not start well. The Turks, seeing dissension in the dynasty, invaded 
shortly after Taizong came to power in 626. Although the emperor followed 
his late father’s lead and bought them off, raiding from the west increased dra-
matically. There had been two dozen major incursions in the seventy- five years 
leading up to 620, but a new Turkish khaghan (or great leader) carried out three 
times that number in the ten years that followed. Taizong counseled patience, 
however, arguing to his advisors that, given enough time, civil strife would visit 
the Turks.34 He was proven correct two years later when a succession crisis di-
vided the nomads, and it became Taizong’s turn to interfere. The Tang supported 
weaker claimants to the throne, sending large armies to help his chosen tribes. 
Vast numbers of Chinese troops might not have been able to defeat even small 
steppe armies on their own, but they could tip the balance in internecine Turkish 
disputes. The divided Turks surrendered en masse; the rest pledged allegiance to 
Taizong. The emperor’s familiarity with the tribal divisions on the steppe, as well 
as their regional jealousies, militaries, and cultures, allowed for a rare decisive 
Chinese victory against a nomadic enemy, ushering in an even rarer half- century 
of dominance of Inner and Outer Mongolia.35
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What to do with this victory, and the tens of thousands of prisoners who came 
with it, became a subject for debate in Taizong’s inner circle. Some suggested 
that the emperor had an unprecedented opportunity to solve the Turk problem 
once and for all, by moving them south where they would become farmers over 
time. “Transform the non- Chinese into peasants,” urged one advisor, “and for-
ever empty the lands north of the Great Wall.”36 Chiefs could be kept as hostages 
as part of an ambitious, generations- long Sinicization process. One of Taizong’s 
most prominent aides, the Confucian conservative Wei Zheng, disagreed. To 
him, bringing a hundred thousand Turks inside China’s borders was a crackpot 
idea, one destined for disaster. A vast program of ethnic cleansing would merely 
create a vacuum that would soon be filled by other steppe peoples. Instead, Wei 
supported a more limited intervention in Turkish affairs, emphasizing the power 
of example and attraction to accomplish the national goals. He argued for the 
employment of Chinese soft power, thirteen hundred years before the term was 
coined. Wei supported “the cultivation of civil culture to attract non- Chinese,” 
wrote one historian, and “the spread of moral influence to make them obey.”37

In the end, Taizong chose a third path. Although he did not endorse the 
full Sinicization project, he did relocate many Turkish people into his empire, 
but with carrots instead of sticks. Prominent nomad families were moved to 
Chang’an, where many were invited to become officials in the Tang government. 
Turkish troops were integrated into the Chinese army, and the former khan was 
made a senior general. This policy of assimilation dissatisfied many displaced 
Chinese officials, but it succeeded in pacifying the frontier for decades. Inspired 
by a new idea, “The Greater Tang,” a society open to those foreigners willing to 
participate, the emperor became not only the Son of Heaven, or the leader of the 
Chinese people, but also the “Heavenly Khagan,” leader of the Turks. Over time, 
he became accepted by both.38

The broad- ranging, extensive internal debate that eventually led to the assimi-
lation project was typical of the Tang decision- making process. Court historians 
recorded details of these discussions and opinions, even when they were critical 
of the emperor, many of which survive to this day. Taizong and his successors 
encouraged their advisors to “remonstrate,” or offer constructive criticism to 
leaders without fear, which was colloquially and colorfully known as “scraping 
the scales off the dragon.”39 Remonstration forced emperors to consider op-
posing views and consider alternatives. Thus, while medieval China was hardly 
a bastion of free speech, the emperors did have a policy process designed to en-
courage analytical thinking and robust debate in the hopes of producing good 
decisions. A trend developed that would be repeated in many advisory circles 
throughout time: Counterintuitively, perhaps, civilian advisors tended to more 
aggressive and warlike than their military counterparts. The doves in Taizong’s 
court wore armor, while the hawks donned sashed robes.
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China experienced two decades of peace and prosperity under Taizong’s 
rule. Harvests were plentiful, famine relief available, and labor- intensive projects 
shelved. The emperor instituted new and more lenient laws and checked the 
power of the clans around the country. Meritocracy in government service con-
tinued, as did the central control of regionally based military units. Travel in 
and around the country was peaceful, and banditry minimized. “There has been 
nothing like this since antiquity,” said one admiring contemporary on behalf of 
the majority.40

His foreign policy was equally wise, at least in the beginning. Taizong seemed 
well aware of the dangers of overextension, commonly referring to the ancient 
warning about “acquiring a stony field,” or controlling areas that cost more 
than they benefit.41 He did not push the frontiers of the empire farther, even 
when invited to do so. Representatives from the Central Asian land of Kangguo 
(around modern Samarkand) visited Chang’an at one point and asked to be in-
cluded in the empire, but Taizong refused. “These tributes are of no use,” he said. 
“Out of righteousness, we would have to assist them were they to be threatened 
in the future. Wouldn’t it exhaust my troops if they had to march five thousand 
kilometers? To burden my people for the sake of superficial reputation is not 
something I shall do.”42 He and his advisors criticized the Han and any other 
emperors who had expanded for expansion’s sake. Like the Romans at the 
height of their power, Taizong realized that not all areas were worth controlling, 
increased imperial glory notwithstanding.

The emperor’s caution and prudence evolved over time, however, as he began 
to contemplate his place in Chinese history. Conquest brings greater accolades 
than competent governance. In a rather drastic reversal of his earlier policies, 
Taizong set his sights on the western Turks who guarded the trade routes to the 
Middle East. In the 640s Tang forces in great numbers attacked and overwhelmed 
one city after another along the famous Silk Road, extending Chinese control 
and influence farther west than it had ever been before or would be again. The 
emperor then heard the seductive call of Korea, the tail of the Han elephant, 
and was apparently undeterred by the Sui triple failure. Koguryo’s leaders had 
initially welcomed the fall of the Sui, hoping that China’s new emperors would 
not share their predecessor’s obsessions. In 619 they recognized Chinese suze-
rainty and sent officials to Chang’an to kowtow to the Tang, but they also began 
upgrading their defenses. The latter action was more prescient, as it turned out.

Taizong’s court was unanimous in its recommendation to ignore Koguryo 
and warned the emperor to learn from the experience of his predecessors. His 
most prominent advisor was also the bluntest. “Long ago, before the empire 
was pacified, you always made righteousness and virtue your central concern,” 
remonstrated Wei Zheng. “Now, thinking that the empire is without troubles, 
you have gradually become increasingly arrogant, wasteful, and self- satisfied.”43 
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None of this resonated with the emperor, who responded with concerns about 
Chinese credibility and wondered whether allowing defeats to go unavenged 
would embolden other potential adversaries. “If China treats Koguryo as a peer,” 
he said, “other foreign countries will despise China.”44 Two other factors weighed 
in on the side of invasion. First, Chinese spies were reporting that new Korean 
leaders were cruel to their people, leading the emperor to believe invaders would 
be received as liberators. Second, as always, the odds seemed to be in China’s 
favor: Koguryo was small, and its army even smaller; its government was tyran-
nical, unpopular, and illegitimate; and the Chinese goal of helping the people 
was righteous, one for which his troops would be eager to fight. Given all this, he 
asked his advisors, “why should we worry that we cannot conquer Koguryo?”45

Thus another invasion was launched in 645, one that met with no more suc-
cess than the other attempts.46 The Korean people did not welcome an invasion, 
as it turns out, nor did they rise in revolt against their government. Taizong’s 
surviving troops hobbled back to China— and did so again after a second 

Figure 3.1 The Tang Dynasty at Its Height, c. 700AD  Credit: Tang Dynasty 700 AD, by Ian 
Kiu, https:// comm ons.wikime dia.org/ w/ index.php?curid= 4641 484

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4641484
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invasion two years later. Only the emperor’s death in 649 forestalled a third at-
tempt (or a sixth one overall for those keeping score). Koguryo was devastated 
by these repeated assaults, but it remained free of Chinese dominance. Toward 
the end of his life, Taizong reflected that he had “conquered the Turks and 
punished the Koreans,” which was true, one supposes, but it was hardly what he 
originally intended to do.47

In the 640s a new power began to rise in the west. Tibet’s fractious tribes had 
recently become united under the memorably named Srong- btsan- sgam- po, and 
the new king requested a marriage alliance with the Tang. The notion of using a 
princess to secure barbarian loyalty was not a new one, but it was pursued with 
vigor by Taizong and the other Tang emperors. Prior dynasties rarely dispatched 
actual princesses (and it was almost always princesses on the Chinese side, 
rarely princes, for reasons unclear) but rather daughters of noble families. The 
Tang emperors on occasion sent their own nieces or even daughters, and with 
increasing frequency as time went on.48 These marriage connections did not sig-
nify the creation of political alliances, as did those of early modern Europe, but 
they did grant the recognition and respect craved by those countries in China’s 
orbit. Chinese leaders never showed interest in taking on foreign wives, but their 
relatives were in high demand. Explained the primary historian of this practice, 
the relatives “of Chinese emperors were eagerly sought after by foreign rulers be-
cause Chinese cultural superiority enhanced of the recipient not only in relation 
to his own people but also before other foreign leaders.”49 The fact that Tibet felt 
strong enough to request such an arrangement would have serious implications 
in the not- too- distant future. For the time being, however, the happy imperial 
marriage bought twenty years of peace.

Tang Power, Both Hard and Soft

The founding emperors of the Tang Dynasty were Confucians who well under-
stood that their legitimacy and esteem rested in wen rather than wu.50 They had 
to forge grand strategy in a culture that valued scholars over warriors and poetry 
over conquest. Their armies fought short campaigns as the crops grew, not during 
sowing or harvesting seasons, and often performed rather poorly. Taizong instituted 
standardized drill and discipline for all his units when he took power, and tried to 
create a new martial tradition, but met with very limited success.51 Despite their 
efforts, bravado, and outward confidence, Chinese leaders were painfully aware of 
their military inferiority compared to the steppe barbarians. Overwhelming quan-
tity could sometimes make up for deficient quality, but not always.

Peasants might not make the best soldiers, but when there are a hundred mil-
lion of them paying taxes, they produce a substantial amount of national power. 
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For generations Chinese leaders used silk and gold rather than swords and 
shields in pursuit of security. It was often the case that invading hordes would 
accept payments and go away, even if such settlements robbed them of the fun 
of a good pillage. National wealth also allowed Chang’an to hire mercenaries by 
the tens of thousands to protect its interests. This policy of “using barbarians to 
control barbarians,” according to an adage, had a long and successful history.52 
“Bribery for peace” was another ancient adage, and one that sounded a bit better 
than “succumbing- to- extortion for peace,” which would have been just as ac-
curate.53 Bribes, when used sagaciously and selectively, could create jealousies 
and exacerbate rivalries inside the always- turbulent Turkic tribal structures. 
Chinese riches could not conquer but they could divide, keeping barbarians 
from presenting a unified threat and keeping the kingdom safe.

The Chinese had another tool in their kit, one that they alone could 
wield: the admiration of their region. The “Sinic zone” of East Asia was infused 
with Chinese writing and religion, as well as its literary, historical, and philo-
sophical traditions.54 Most of China’s neighbors patterned their political and 
economic institutions after those of the Middle Kingdom. The Tang era is 
traditionally regarded as the height of this one- way exchange, a period where 
the region’s superpower spread its influence the furthest.55 It set the rules and 
norms for the era’s international relations, inviting princes of neighboring states 
to come and learn to be civilized at the imperial academy in Chang’an.56 Those 
states aspired to be like China, even if they often despised and feared its rulers. 
Chinese cultural influence was felt most heavily in Japan, the Korean kingdoms, 
Tibet, Vietnam, Siam and the various nearby nomadic peoples. In time all of 
these countries would adopt the lunar calendar, as well as Chinese pottery, pa-
permaking, and agricultural techniques.57 As Mencius once said, “I have heard 
of men using [the doctrines of] our great land to change barbarians, but I have 
never yet heard of any being changed by barbarians.”58 China essentially defined 
what civilization was for the entire region. Its emphasis on the family and hier-
archy, its rituals, and the value it placed on text- based learning and law formed 
the essence of what would become “East Asian values.”59

“No nation ever set out with more eager, if patronizing, generosity than Tang 
China to teach the arts of civilization to its less- favored neighbors,” wrote one 
modern historian. “And no acolyte nation was ever so avid a pupil as the newly 
sinicized Japan of the eighth and early ninth centuries.”60 Indeed the effects of 
Chinese soft power are perhaps most visible in its relations with its neighbor 
across the sea. The first official visitors from Japan arrived in the waning Sui 
years and stayed for decades. Thousands of admiring Japanese ambassadors, 
merchants, students, monks, and others came afterward, as part of at least nine-
teen official delegations. Among the things they brought back to their home-
land were political protocols, dress codes, plans for a new capital with a grid 
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like Chang’an’s, Buddhism itself— and a sense of their role in the regional order. 
Largely as a result, Sino- Japanese relations during this period were healthy and 
peaceful, with only the occasional hiccup over the complicated politics of the 
Korean peninsula.

Chinese emperors therefore had wenming on their side, which is usually 
translated as “civilization” but actually signifies more than that: a particular kind 
of civilization, one marked by ethics and gentleness.61 It was what the barbarians 
lacked, the essence of civility, the characteristic that separated the Chinese from 
all other people. Sagacious emperors realized that wenming could be employed 
as a tool in pursuit of national goals by helping shape barbarian interests and 
goals in ways useful to Chang’an. Deploying wenming was difficult— soft power 
is more often a byproduct of culture, not a weapon to be wielded— but it could 
be done, especially when emperors acted with modesty, choosing humility over 
haughtiness. Although they regarded outsiders as barbarian inferiors, the Tang 
did not make it a policy to dehumanize others in the way so many other great 
powers did. Everybody had a place in the Chinese order, even those with goatish 
odors.62 As Emperor Taizong was fond of reminding his court, “foreigners are 
also human beings.”63 Winning hearts and minds was a central component of 
Tang strategy, and it was more easily accomplished by treating targets with a cer-
tain minimum level of respect.

The respect did not need to be heartfelt. Since they believed barbarians to be 
relatively simple people, the Chinese sought to manipulate them as they would 
children. Jia Yi, a Han- era philosopher, advised emperors to keep good faith 
and use friendly words, making outsiders “believe the Son of Heaven actually 
loved their barbarian faces and appearance and took delight in their barbarian 
techniques.” Meanwhile they could be showered with gifts and “all kinds of impe-
rial favor and personal attention, so as to spoil their senses (of eyes, mouth, ears, 
and belly) and to win their hearts.”64 Wei Zheng advised Emperor Taizong to “rear 
foreigners as it would fish and turtles, allowing them space to breathe and grow.”65

Transforming barbarians was an inherently strategic enterprise. If changing 
their policies by force was difficult, perhaps China could change them by per-
suasion. Wei Zheng once wrote that it was in China’s interest to “cease military 
actions and nourish civil culture, spread virtue and bestow favors, in order that 
when China settles into peace, people from afar will obey it of their own ac-
cord.”66 Chinese rulers promoted the idea that civilized societies were seden-
tary, for example, since sedentary powers by definition do not move across 
borders. The more Sinicized a country, and the more it sought to imitate the 
Middle Kingdom, the less likely it would be to attack. Cultural tools persuade 
only— or persuade best— those targets that appreciate the host culture.67 It was 
therefore in the national interest to promote and spread not only Buddhism and 
Confucianism, but wen.
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Some advisors warned that sharing culture with barbarians could prove 
problematic. They saw little evidence that more sophisticated barbarians were 
also less aggressive barbarians, and worried that the lessons their pupils learned 
would not be the ones that Chinese teachers intended. Most of all, they might 
learn about the empire’s various hard- power weaknesses. Xue Deng, an advisor 
to Taizong, believed that no foreigners— and especially not foreign leaders— 
should be allowed inside China. “Although these practices have won our country 
the reputation of Sinicizing the barbarians,” he said, “they have also broadened 
the barbarians’ knowledge of our alliances and strategies. We might derive tem-
porary pleasure from their visit and their admiration of our country. But they 
soon become ungrateful after their visit. They often wage war against us as soon 
as they return home.”68 Over time Wei Zheng came to agree with this, and even-
tually also opposed all diplomatic missions: “How could we let the foreigners 
see our weakness?”69

These advisors understood that Tang power was built upon a soft rather 
than a hard foundation. Soft power works best when other countries do what 
you want them to do without being told; in the seventh and eighth centuries, 
China was often able to achieve its strategic goals without using force because 
other states of the region aspired to be accepted and admired by the court 
in Chang’an. The successes of the Sui and then especially the Tang emperors 
would not have been possible had they not been able to convince others to 
go along with their project. They were able to pacify their frontiers while si-
multaneously maintaining internal harmony without a martial culture, despite 
the fact many of their neighbors had superior militaries. Tang emperors never 
abandoned the stick— they always kept many princes of regional leaders as 
“guests” in Chang’an to remind them of who was boss— but they led with 
the carrot.70 A few guiding principles (based on more essentially untranslat-
able concepts) helped the Chinese in their effort to cultivate and then wield 
soft power.

The Tang believed it was their responsibility to promote virtue and right-
eousness, or de. Soon after he took power, Emperor Taizong announced that, 
“although I have conquered the world by military action, I should, in the end, 
pacify this world by civil virtue.”71 He and his successors sought to set an example 
to all others regarding trustworthiness and integrity, leading their region to be 
better. They saw no contradiction in the simultaneous pursuit of self- interest and 
the promotion of virtue.72 Milieu goals are the luxury of superpower, but they 
can also be useful in minimizing opposition to imperial initiatives by convincing 
others that they will be treated fairly by a just government.73 Emphasizing mu-
tual interest and shared virtue gave subject peoples a stake in the Tang order. 
Regional leaders were not always fully on board with such initiatives, but they 
often followed the policy of the center.
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Successful cultivation of soft power requires intimate knowledge of the 
target, of what would and would not appeal to other cultures. Therefore, 
Taizong and his successors made honest efforts to understand their neighbors. 
According to what Wang called the principle of “pragmatic pluralism,” the Tangs 
“adopted ‘know yourself and your neighbors’ as the first principle in formulating 
strategy.”74 They believed that their predecessors failed because they made in-
sufficient efforts to figure their enemies out, and instead saw foreign policy as a 
morality play pitting good Chinese against evil barbarians. The Tang endeavored 
to avoid Manicheanism and caricature, in order to understand how best to per-
suade and manipulate their targets.

Finally, right intention mattered, not only to reputation but to outcomes. Our 
sources speak a great deal about yi, or what is usually translated as “appropriate-
ness,” but sounds much more like what we would consider today “prudence.”75 
When remonstrators urged an emperor to consider yi, they were reminding 
him to focus upon the potential cost and benefits of a particular action, and to 
add morality (and de) into his calculations. Preemptive wars were rarely appro-
priate, for instance, since they made foreigners more hostile and aggressive in 
the long run.76 Expenditure of resources had to be worth the price; adventures 
done merely to inflate the glory of the emperor were fated for disaster. Yi was 
both practical and moral, in other words, and connected to fate: appropriate 
actions were more likely to be successful. Without yi, nothing of value could be 
accomplished.

Wenming, de and yi were cultural principles with strategic utility. They could 
assure neighbors of Chinese intentions and perhaps even build trust and con-
vince barbarians to accede to Chang’an’s wishes. Together they added to the 
deep soft- power reserves of the Tang emperors. This more than any other factor 
explains why this dynasty was able to persist as a dominant power for so long. 
Soft power is hard to recognize in the historical record, since it leaves behind little 
evidence. Its importance is obvious only when it wanes, as when the successors 
to Taizong squandered those reserves and lost the ability to lead by example 
rather than force, and when the dynasty weakened and its favorable status quo 
came to an end.

Taizong’s Successors

Chinese history took some unexpected turns after the death of Emperor 
Taizong, when the ninth of his fourteen sons took power in 650. The new leader, 
Gaozong, soon fell under the influence of one of the more intriguing figures in 
all of Chinese history, the (apparently) lovely and (certainly) cunning concubine 
Wu Zeitan, who would be the dominant figure in government for six decades. 
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She would rule directly for fifteen years (the first and last time a woman did so), a 
period that historians invariably record as a break in the Tang line, and indirectly 
by dominating her weak- willed lover Gaozong and her two sons, Ruizong and 
Zhongzong, both of whom took short turns on the throne. The histories of the 
Wu era drip with sexism and class- based snobbery, making it difficult to separate 
truth from fiction. Court intrigues and palace gossip dominate these narratives, 
giving short shrift to what were essentially successful foreign and domestic 
policies. For one thing, the empress managed something her predecessors never 
could: a victory over Koguryo, in 668. The conquest, though glorious perhaps, 
would prove short- lived; in two years a revolt brought the royal family back to 
the capital (Pyongyang) and expelled the Tang forces by 676. It proved to be 
one of the empress’s lesser accomplishments.

Unlike his father, Gaozong knew little about the steppe and seemed to care 
about it even less.77 The Turks chafed under his inattentive, distracted leader-
ship, and revolted in 679. Raiding on the northwest frontier resumed. The 
fragile détente between China and Tibet had broken down in the 660s, and the 
latter expanded into China’s southwest provinces and Central Asian territories. 
Clashes between the two did not produce decisive results, with Chinese armies 
predictably underperforming. Such problems were relatively minor, however, 
and did not constitute anything approaching existential threats to the monarchy. 
Tibetans and Turks could raid and rape, but they could not overwhelm the Tang. 
Steppe nomads of this period wanted to exploit, not conquer; they led a pro-
tection racket more than a state.78 Until the arrival of the Mongols in the thir-
teenth century, the Tang and their successors considered the threat from the east 
bloody and bothersome, to be sure, but temporary.

Emperor Gaozong died in 683, leaving the throne to his son. A rebellion the 
following year was a turning point for the Empress Dowager, who soon would 
rid the court of all pretense and take direct control of the state. Wu became sus-
picious and tyrannical, if our sources are to be believed, ruling through fear and 
treachery.79 The empire continued to prosper, which probably made her more 
popular than court historians liked to admit.80 As ever, in official narratives, the 
peasantry is silent. Under Empress Wu the tide of battle was turned against the 
heavily outnumbered Tibetans, and Chinese recovered their lost territory in 
Central Asia. An attack by a steppe people, the Khitans, was repulsed in the mid- 
690s, if only by the use of overwhelming numbers of troops stiffened by a back-
bone of Turkish mercenaries.81 As the empress lay dying, supporters of the Tang 
were able to maneuver behind the scenes and restore the dynasty. To historians 
obsessed over court shenanigans, this was a glorious deliverance from tyranny; 
to those of us viewing it centuries later, it seems clear that the Empress Wu 
bequeathed a healthy empire, one nearing the peak of its power and influence.
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After a few years of mild turmoil, the throne passed to Xuanzong, whose 
long reign (712– 756) represented the pinnacle of glory not only for the Tang 
Dynasty but for all Chinese history. It was a golden age of peace and prosperity, 
one that ended with the kind of romantic tragedy that makes for great litera-
ture and poetry. Emperor Xuanzong fell in love with one of his concubines, as 
Chinese leaders were wont to do, which became the subject of a great deal of the 
nation’s gossip and, over time, its frustrations.

At first, however, all went well. Extremely well, as a matter of fact: Xuanzong 
returned China to many of the traditions from which Empress Wu had strayed, 
sparking an apparent moral as well as political restoration.82 The government 
undertook serious efforts to combat famine, a cyclical but common problem in 
medieval Asia, which won it many supporters among the poor. According to one 
modern historian, Emperor Xuanzong was “that rarity among China’s rulers, a 
popular emperor.”83

Xuanzong did not waste resources pursuing adventures abroad. Occasional 
raids by Turks and Tibetans were parried and their dangers kept in perspec-
tive. Rather than launch punitive or preemptive invasions to reduce the effects 
of these incursions, the emperor focused on defense of the realm. Perimeter 
strategy was rethought, and a new emphasis placed on mobility at the expense 
of stationary fortifications. In the 710s permanent military governorships were 
created in the most vulnerable areas, positions that came with substantial au-
tonomy and authority. Military power became concentrated in the hands of a 
few men who, even if they were trusted (and watched by imperial eunuchs), 
were stationed far away from Chang’an. When Xuanzong’s advisors warned him 
of the dangers of a decentralized army and weakened fubing system, the emperor 
slashed the army’s overall size, releasing about a third of the semiprofessional 
soldiers. He also created an imperial insurance policy by strengthening the units 
around the capital, which came to function as a Praetorian Guard.84 Weakening 
the center at the expense of the periphery would create problems in the long run, 
but for years it successfully kept the barbarians out— and the Chinese in. It was 
an era when “imperial authority was wisely exercised,” wrote the historian Denis 
Twitchett, “of restraint, and above all an era without costly and ambitious for-
eign adventures.”85 Xuanzong did little to rock the regional boat, at least at first, 
and China’s status as regional superpower was preserved.

As his reign wore on, however, the emperor’s confidence grew and his restraint 
began to give way. Like Taizong, Xuanzong became more aggressive over time. 
Few superpowers can forever resist the temptation to drift away from the de-
fense of the status quo. Safety does not always generate good strategic thinking. 
“History tells us,” observed Wei Zheng a century before, “when a ruler is faced 
with danger, he is likely to appoint worthy men and follow their advice. But when 
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life is happy and peaceful, he tends to slacken off and discourage honest talk in 
his court.”86 Xuanzong received less and less cautious advice from his increas-
ingly sycophantic court, especially as China experienced good harvests and an 
economic boom in the first years of the eighth century, and he began to dream of 
expansion. Those dreams started to come to fruition in 726, when the emperor 
decided to teach bothersome Tibet a lesson, believing it to be, in his words, a 
“minor barbarian country” ruled by “a contemptible wretch.”87 His enormous 
army met with middling success.

In 737 the emperor approved even more sweeping military reform, under 
which the ailing fubing system was entirely abandoned and replaced by profes-
sional units. The cost of frontier defense, which had been growing steadily al-
ready, exploded. These reforms also threatened to add to the growing power of 
local governors, many of whom were becoming more difficult for Xuanzong to 
control.88 To reassert his authority, the emperor decreed that the commanders 
of these new units should be foreign generals wherever possible, since such 
leaders would not have the political aspirations or court connections common 
to native- born officers. Everyone seemed to think that foreigners made better 
warriors anyway. By the end of the 740s almost all the frontier units were under 
the control of non- Chinese officers, and many of their soldiers were barbarians 
as well.89 With professional soldiers stationed in the periphery the interior units 
atrophied. Eventually the only high- quality forces under the emperor’s direct 
command were the so- called Northern Armies, the praetorians in and around 
Chang’an.90

Despite these measures, over time many local commanders began charting 
their own independent courses. They realized there was rarely a price to be paid 
for ignoring the court’s instructions, especially regarding de and the treatment 
of the frontier peoples. Occasionally an ambitious general would deliberately 
mistreat people just over (and sometimes inside) the imperial borders with 
the intention of provoking an armed response that he would be able to crush 
gloriously.91 In addition to creating unnecessary problems, such actions un-
dercut the long- term, soft- power tactic of winning hearts and minds. A classic 
“principal- agent problem” was developing, where the strategic approach devised 
in Chang’an was not executed by its out- of- control regional surrogates.

Though few seemed to notice at the time, Emperor Xuanzong presided 
over a fundamental evolution in Tang grand strategy. Decades earlier, Taizong 
had constructed what Edward Luttwak once called a hegemonic empire, one 
surrounded by a system of buffer states, clients, and partners.92 To the early Tang 
emperors, territory was directly related to security: the more distance between 
potential troublemakers and the imperial capital, it was thought, the safer was 
the government. The empire was essentially a series of concentric circles, with 
Central China surrounded by rings of subordinates and dependents, all of which 
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sent tribute back to Chang’an.93 Each level of the circle had a name, with different 
rules and responsibilities.94 Which territories fit into which category was not al-
ways clear, and the locals were rarely consulted, but the basic idea remained. For 
instance, the Korean states and Japan were included in the group of “pan- Sinitic 
countries of caps and sashes,” and were treated differently than the goat- smelling 
peoples farther out.95 The degree of central control was indirectly related to dis-
tance from Chang’an; faraway regions were allowed to chart their own course, 
within reason. Under what was known as the “loose rein” policy (jimi), the out-
ermost prefectures did not have to offer full allegiance or change their customs, 
and they could raise their own troops under the fubing system, as long as they 
pledged loyalty and kept the money flowing. Chinese officials directly ran only 
those provinces closest to Chang’an. Cultural exchanges with barbarians were 
not only permitted by encouraged, which increased the intensity of China’s soft 
power and influence. According to one modern historian, “this unique nature of 
the Tang loose reign policy was the reason for Tang China’s diplomatic success.”96

Under Emperor Xuanzong, however, the borders hardened. Like in second- 
century Rome, a territorial empire gradually emerged, one marked by extended 
direct rule, clearly defined boundaries, and strong frontier defenses manned 
by permanent militaries. Only the Northern Armies protected the center. The 
new strategy was much more expensive— the military of the 750s cost six times 
that of previous decades— and, as we will see, fatally flawed.97 Initially, how-
ever, the change seemed to work. The reorganized garrisons were more profes-
sional and generally performed better than the fubing units that had previously 
guarded the borders. They proved able to repulse a few fairly sizable incursions 
by Turks and Khitans. More good news followed: the bete noire of generations of 
Chinese leaders, Koguryo, imploded due to internal discord and was overrun by 
its neighbors. The other Korean states, especially Parhae and Silla, were solidly 
in the Chinese sphere, so the Tang were able to exert what might be today called 
“cultural imperialism” over the entire peninsula. Korean politics in the Xuanzong 
era unfolded pretty much as the emperor demanded, without any resort to force.

China’s string of successes snapped in the early 750s. A new power was 
sweeping through the Middle East and aligning itself with some of China’s 
enemies. A Tang army ran into expeditionary units of this growing danger, the 
Arabs, at the Talas River in 751, and things went poorly. The Central Asian por-
tion of the empire then came under serious threat from many sides, with Turks 
and Tibetans also sensing weakness. Another new enemy emerged in the south-
west: the Nanchao, a southern people that the Tang had once supported in order 
to weaken Tibet, who decided to raid north into Chinese territory instead. They 
also routed an overconfident punitive expedition sent to punish them. And a 
general named An Lushan led his troops into a major defeat against the Khitan 
in the northeast.



70 T h e  P u r s u i t  o f  D o m i n a n c e

      

History has not been kind to the changes made under Xuanzong. First, the 
frontiers were too large, and too complicated, to be ruled directly from Chang’an. 
The flexibility that defense- in- depth provided was lost when the borders hard-
ened. The goal became not to contain nomadic incursions but stop them, which 
was essentially impossible. The strategy could not help but fail; the means could 
not achieve the new end.98 Second, professionalizing the military may have 
decreased the danger from without, at least for the people living near the border, 
but it increased the peril from within. “The very success of the new institutions,” 
according to one modern historian, “bred indifference, and the dangers inherent 
in the growth of such powers in the hands of frontier commanders was for-
gotten.”99 The problem with permanent, efficient militaries is that, should they 
decide to take over, there is little anyone can do to stop them. An unstoppable 
force combined with an ambitious general is often the recipe for trouble.

It did not take long for trouble to arise. Despite his various failures in the field, 
General An Lushan remained something of a celebrity in the court of Emperor 
Xuanzong. After a few years he fell out of imperial favor, succumbing perhaps to the 
inevitable jealousies and intrigues that accompany increased attention. He proved 
unwilling to be shuffled off into political oblivion, and instead led his hundred- 
thousand- plus troops southward in an attempt to overthrow the monarchy. The 
rebels routed the Northern Armies, swept into the capital, and forced the court 
to flee, leading to one of the most famous events in Chinese history: Emperor 
Xuanzong reluctantly ordered the aforementioned concubine and love of his 
life, Yang Guifei, to be strangled to death, since his court and soldiers blamed her 
and her family for their battlefield misfortunes. The emperor never recovered; in 
August 756 he abdicated his throne, broken- hearted, and was replaced by his third 
son. Choosing a successor might not have been an easy task, because apparently 
the emperor had sired some fifty- nine children over his long and fertile life.

The so- called An Lushan Rebellion would be a major turning point for the 
Tang. Over the course of its six years, two of the most populous and produc-
tive Chinese provinces, Ho- pei and Ho- nan, were ravaged and depopulated.100 
Without a meaningful military presence in the interior, units had to be taken off 
the frontier to battle the bandits. Loyalist forces vastly outnumbered those of 
the rebels, but they were unable to translate numerical superiority into sustained 
battlefield success. The monarchy was forced to employ the services of Uighur 
mercenaries, who quickly retook the capital. An’s forces held their own for years, 
defeating royal forces ten times their size even as their leader was killed by his 
own son, who was in turn assassinated by other power- hungry rebel leaders. 
Despite their underperformance, the monarchist forces eventually prevailed 
(with help, once again, of the Uighurs), and the rebels were granted a general 
amnesty. The Tang line was restored and it continued to rule for nearly 150 years 
more, but it would never enjoy quite the same position it had before the conflict.
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Barbarians took advantage of the chaos produced by the bandits. The rebels 
had smashed Tang prestige and diminished its source of soft power, emboldening 
anyone who harbored resentment toward Chang’an take up arms. The rebellion 
years were good ones for the Turks, Tibetans, Vietnamese, and Nanchao. Central 
Asia was lost to China for good, and the frontiers of the home kingdom shrank 
under continual barbarian raids. A Tibetan incursion even reached the capital, 
sending the court fleeing. It appears that the invaders were surprised at the ease 
with which they brushed aside much larger Chinese armies and were unpre-
pared for their own success, since they abandoned their conquest after only two 
weeks of pillage, taking many of the city’s artisans, scholars, and women along 
with them.101

Subcontracting defense became more common as time went by. Without 
question the most important hired warriors were the Uighurs, a steppe people 
who emerged out of the vacuum created by the collapse of the Eastern Turkish 
empire in the late 650s. The Chinese considered the Uighurs semicivilized, since 
although they had a martial culture, they were not fully nomadic. The Uighurs 
constructed a permanent capital city, practiced some degree of agriculture, 
and had a written language. Most important, from a strategic perspective, they 
adopted many Chinese traditions and admired the Tang, and were quite willing 
to fight for them— just as long as they were well compensated for doing so.102 
When paid, the Uighurs were extremely useful. Without their help the Tang 
would not have been able to fend off the Tibetans, nor protect their northern 
frontier from other steppe people like the Khitans and the Kyrgyz, and they 
would have struggled to put down the An Lushan rebellion. Although only 4000 
Uighurs arrived at the gates of Chang’an in 757, for example, they provided 
the decisive advantage to the loyalist side and sent tens of thousands of rebels 
packing.103 Uighurs also helped squash other rebellions led by ethnic Chinese, 
most prominently in 765 and 822. The relationship of the Tang with these 
warriors was always complicated, since their services did not come free, and 
when money was not forthcoming the Uighurs extracted payment by sacking 
Chinese cities. According to one historian, the Uighurs “preserved the dynasty 
while at the same time terrifying it.”104

The Tang Dynasty lost control over its far- flung regions, slowly but surely, 
over the course of the century that followed the An Lushan rebellion. The mon-
archy made several attempts to reassert control over its breakaway provinces, but 
time and again its soldiers were defeated in the field by local forces. In the 780s, 
Tang emperors tried to reform the tax system to make up for shortfalls cause by 
losing tribute payments, but collection proved difficult. Mistrust of the central 
government inspired a new round of revolts, which were eventually crushed but 
not without a series of initial reverses and great expense. The Uighurs helped 
again, but for the last time, because the emperor (Dezong) neglected to pay 
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them. They looted and left.105 Full imperial control over the northeast would 
not return until Kublai Khan unified China under Mongol rule over four hun-
dred years later. The Uighur state itself collapsed in 840 when a succession crisis 
tempted its steppe neighbors to intervene. While many in China were no doubt 
relieved, others realized that they would have great difficulty replacing what had 
been the most reliable military tool in their kit.

Big problems with small neighbors gave stark indications of the decline of 
Tang power. Repeated incursions by Tibetan forces inspired the Chinese to 
launch two major invasions of their sparsely populated neighbor in the 780s, 
both of which met with disaster. Tibetan counterattacks would have once again 
reached Chang’an had it not been for the assistance of Uighur troops. On paper, 
the Tang should have had even less of a problem with Nanchao, but the small 
country took advantage of Tang internal disputes and relative military weak-
ness on many occasions, and invaded Chinese territory or vassal states with 
some regularity. Relations between the two fluctuated between coexistence and 
border harassment, with direct clashes occurring in the 860s.106 Fortunately for 
the Tang, both troublesome neighbors would eventually fall prey to internal 
divisions.

By the end of the 700s the dynasty was still nominally in charge of all of China, 
but many regions submitted little more than lip service. Tang emperors would 
struggle with finances until the dynasty’s end, occasionally attempting to revise 
tax collection and develop new sources of income. A monopoly on salt and fees 
on canal traffic supplied the bulk of their money in later years.107 Eventually the 
Tang decided to concentrate their efforts on controlling four areas: the capital; 
the productive Yangtze- Huai basin; the northwestern frontier, where the most 
dangerous nomads lay in wait (and where the population was sparse, so there 
were few locals to support rebellions); and the area around the Grand Canal, 
since its tolls provided much of their cash.108 Chinese foreign policy at the end of 
the century was much less ambitious than it had been at the beginning, since the 
borders and large parts of the interior were no longer under Chang’an’s control.

As regions broke away, the wealth of the Tang diminished, but the emperors 
still had one valuable asset in high demand: princesses. Imperial marriages were 
once tools of cultural power for the Tang, but in the waning years they were 
more often hastily arranged in response to barbarian demands, bringing shame 
and humiliation upon the emperors who would buy peace with the hand of their 
nieces or other relatives. The practice is a good proxy for the Tang perception 
of their power, and an indicator for where trouble spots were brewing on the 
borders: When strong, as under Taizong, Tang princesses stayed home; as their 
strength waned, marriages were arranged to keep Tibetan, Turkish, Nanchao, 
and other soldiers on their respective sides of the borders. In 787 a Uighur ruler 
demanded more— an actual daughter of Emperor Tezong for his harem— as 
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payment for aiding the hapless Tang military. He received his wish, as would two 
other Uighur leaders in the following decades.109

Despite all this, the ninth century was not unremittingly bleak for the Tangs, 
who were at least able to have uninterrupted, relatively orderly successions. In 
its first few decades the dynasty experienced a bit of a revival under Emperor 
Xianzong (805– 820), who oversaw a gradual recovery, in both economics and 
confidence. The emperor made a few efforts to reassert power in the various re-
bellious provinces, many of which were successful if incomplete. In 820 he was 
murdered by two malcontented eunuchs.110 His young and energetic successor 
Muzong continued his father’s expansive policies but did not live long enough 
to see much success. His death during a polo match marked the end of the Tang 
revival, such that it was, and the beginning of desperate, decades- long attempts 
to fend off decline.111 By mid- century the number of soldiers under arms shrank 
to about half what it was fifty years earlier, and the center’s grip on the periphery 
eroded further.112 The gradual decrease in central control was accompanied by 
lawlessness, banditry, mutinies, raids, and warlordism. It is easy for governments 
to hold together in good times; when fortunes take downturns, factions often 
rise. So it was in the Tang court, with the main battle lines being drawn between 
members of the traditional bureaucracy and the large force of palace eunuchs.

“The large force of palace eunuchs” is not a phrase commonly uttered in the 
modern era, so perhaps it is worthy of a parenthetical discussion. Late Tang 
court politics were marked by constant friction between highly trained profes-
sional bureaucrats and a class of people whose primary qualification is that they 
had been ritually mutilated by those they served. For millennia, it was common 
knowledge in many of the world’s great capitals that only castrated men could 
be trusted around royal females, and that their attendant lack of sex drive freed 
their minds for higher- level strategic and political thinking. Eunuchism seems 
to have originated in China about four thousand years ago and from there 
spread into nearly every Eurasian court somehow. The word itself comes from 
the ancient Greek, meaning roughly “guarding the bed,” which eunuchs did for 
Greek dynasties as early as the sixth century BC. It was in China, though, where 
eunuchs had the most influence, and for the longest time. Tang emperors were 
served by anywhere between six and seven thousand eunuchs.113 Many adopted 
sons to mutilate and pass on their positions and wealth to (which probably led 
to a series of good news/ bad news conversations in Chinese orphanages), and 
some even established large families.114 Political castrations occurred through at 
least the late nineteenth century, and eunuchs served Chinese emperors right up 
to the foundation of the republic in 1912. The last man emasculated for govern-
ment service passed away in 1996.115

To the royals they served, eunuchs epitomized loyalty and wisdom; to 
outsiders, eunuchs were devious, untrustworthy schemers who manipulated 
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events to suit their own goals. Chinese history is loaded with examples of 
emperors who fell under the spell of their emasculated advisors and others 
who gained their position as a result of eunuch machinations. At least four later 
Tang rulers owed their crowns to support from the eunuchs.116 These and other 
emperors trusted precious few of their generals, so they often put eunuchs in 
charge of the Northern Armies around the capital. Many military officers in 
the countryside grew to hate their castrated overlords, which fueled further 
rebellions and revolts.117 There were no better allies than eunuchs, apparently, 
and no worse enemies.

But back to our story. In the 860s the pace of banditry increased in the coun-
tryside yet again, and this time the Tang emperors were without Uighur allies 
to aid their pacification efforts. The chaos eroded their remaining prestige and 
soft- power reserves, without which Chang’an could not hope to manipulate 
the decisions of its various enemies. Warlords declared their own independent 
dynasties, and Chang’an changed hands multiple times in a series of complex, 
fluid civil conflicts.118 In 880 the capital was seized by a true bandit army, which 
spent the next two whole years looting and pillaging. Nearby loyalist units were 
just as likely to join the bandits as they were to fight them. Raising new forces 
was pointless, because they soon would become independent and fight for the 
highest bidder. The capital was eventually recovered, if temporarily, and its long- 
suffering residents relieved, but by 884 the Tang emperor had become essen-
tially the mayor of Chang’an and little else.

Chinese unity broke down entirely when the last embers of the Tang Dynasty 
were extinguished. The era that followed is known to history as the “Five 
Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms” period, of which the “later Tangs” were but one. 
Conflict and chaos would continue until the country was brought under one 
government again, which would not happen until a new, powerful force came 
storming in from the steppe three hundred years later.

* * *
The suggestion that anti- militarism is a central aspect of Chinese strategic cul-
ture is sometimes taken too far. There have always been warriors in China, and 
many times those warriors were formed into highly efficient killing machines. It 
is equally true, however, that no country has struggled as much with the morality 
of violence and aggression. An as a result, no country has had such a need to find 
alternative tools with which to preserve an imperial status quo. Most cultures do 
not appear troubled by the occasional need to chop off heads to secure power 
and prestige; the Chinese, however, sought to be different from those they 
despised. Unlike every other cases in this book, at no time did the Tang Dynasty 
wield the best military of its time— it could win battles, for sure, but only if it was 
aided by non- Han, overwhelming numbers, or both. Those times throughout 
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history when Chinese armies prevailed were those when they were able to pro-
duce more peasants than the other side had bullets, and when their leaders were 
rather apathetic about how many of those peasants returned home.

If China’s enormous population were shaped by a more martial strategic cul-
ture, it could have produced a quite formidable army. Had there ever been one 
hundred million ethnic Romans, for example, we all would still be speaking Latin.

We ought not view this as a wasted opportunity. This Confucian- Mencian tra-
dition led to the rarest of outcomes, a medieval society that did not worship war 
and its practitioners. Warriors sat at the top of social hierarchies almost every-
where else, and as a result conflict was a constant feature of the time. China’s anti- 
militarism is both admirable and amazing, given how aggressive their neighbors 
were. The elevation of the civilian virtues over those of the military was hard to 
sustain as long as there were brutes nearby with other ideas.

For centuries, Chinese emperors relied heavily on nonmilitary tools, espe-
cially their wealth and their culture. With the former they could buy off threats 
and rent warriors; with the latter, they could convince potential enemies to 
follow their lead. As status and wealth decline, however, so too does soft power. 
Nothing elicits admiration and imitation like success. As the Tang lost control of 
the countryside through incompetence and mismanagement, they also lost their 
ability to inspire, as well as the advantages that came with it.

Their choices did not help. In particular, the change from a hegemonic to 
a territorial empire fatally weakened the center, and allowed bandits like An 
Lushan to dream of sitting on the Dragon Throne. Costs soared and security 
decreased. A combination of court apathy and regional ambition over time 
weakened the dynasty, leading to the return of division and factionalism. When 
China operated according to its own professed virtues, when it put appropriate-
ness ahead of glory, it was able to fend off outside threats and hold the center.

Since all dominant eras end, it is natural for those looking back to concentrate 
too heavily on their decline. A brief retelling of the highlights of Tang strategy 
necessarily understates their achievements during their centuries of dominance. 
Theirs was the high point of a civilization with many great eras, and it did not 
come about through luck or happenstance. It was the strategy articulated by its 
founding emperors that achieved their greatness and, what is often much more 
difficult, sustained it for centuries.



      

4

The Mongols

Western civilization was saved by alcohol. Had it not been for booze, or had 
steppe nomads been teetotalers, the Middle Ages would have unfolded quite 
differently in Europe. The Renaissance would not have occurred; the age of im-
perialism, for better or worse, would not have happened; the New World would 
have gone undiscovered, at least for a while. We would know little about an-
cient Mediterranean civilizations, since few monasteries would have survived. 
Christianity itself might have perished.

The first time that alcohol saved the West was in 453 AD, when Attila the Hun 
died after a long binge at one of his wedding receptions, presumably spoiling the 
evening for his young bride. The empire he and his family created, and the threat 
it posed to Rome, crumbled shortly thereafter. Eight hundred years later another 
mounted warrior, this time a Mongol, also drank himself to death. When Ogodei 
Khan over- tippled in faraway Karakorum, a great onslaught halted as his gen-
erals braced for a succession battle. Had the Great Khan lived and the westward 
thrust continued, there is little the Europeans could have done to stop it.

At the time Europe was divided and weak, and its petty monarchs were un-
willing to put aside their own quarrels when the new threat emerged in the late 
1230s. Lithuanians and Swedes had been happy to see Mongols arrive in their 
neighborhood, at least at first, since they proved so efficient at slaughtering 
Russians. The growing danger did not inspire Pope Gregory IX to pause his 
feud with the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick II, whom he excommunicated 
in 1239. Frederick responded by marching on Rome.1 Unity in the face of the 
Mongol threat was not their instinctual response.

The pope did send a diplomat to gather information about these mysterious 
invaders. It did not take long for this man, Franciscan Friar John de Plano Carpini, 
to realize that the Mongols would certainly interpret European infighting as an 
opportunity to be exploited. He tried to discourage the khan from dispatching 
delegations to the West, “lest, seeing the wars and dissensions which are among 
us, [he] should be the more encouraged to make war against us.”2 He knew that 
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the primary mission of any Mongol emissary was to collect intelligence, and 
he further assumed that such emissaries might well be murdered by insulted 
European kings when they presented their arrogant demands for surrender and 
submission. This would have immediately set the Mongol armies in motion.

As it happens, Ogodei Khan died in 1241 and Christendom was saved. It is 
easy to imagine an alternate scenario, one in which he chose to drink tea that 
night instead of absurd quantities of fermented mares’ milk . . .

In 1243 Ogodei sent official emissaries to four European capitals carrying 
demands for submission, as well as unofficial scouting parties to assess defenses 
and search for good pastureland for his cavalry. As Carpini had feared, some of 
the khan’s ambassadors returned with their heads in boxes, enraging the Mongols 
and making an invasion all but inevitable. The Great Khan’s network of spies 
and scouts kept him well informed about the rivalries that divided Europe and 
the unimpressive militaries that protected it. His brother Jochi was put in com-
mand of what the khan expected to be a relatively simple campaign.

In the winter of 1245– 46 two Mongol columns converged on the French plains 
near Reims. One had swept through the northern lowlands, destroying inchoate 
Dutch dams and dikes and devastating the cities that otherwise might soon 
have formed a Hanseatic league of some nature. The other column, composed 
of Mongol mounted archers as well as allies and Eastern Europeans who had 
been integrated into their army, turned south into Italy. Over the course of two 
years those troops reduced one Italian city after another, sweeping to the south-
ernmost point on the peninsula before arriving outside the walls of Rome. The 
Pope had issued a call for a crusade, one that was answered by a large contin-
gent of knights and holy warriors from all over Western Europe. Almost 150,000 
Christian soldiers massed south of the city, outnumbering the heathen attackers 
nearly three- to- one. Confident in their numbers (and in their omnipotent ally), 
the great mass advanced to meet the invaders. The flower of medieval chivalry 
rode out to meet the main Mongol force and reported early success, having sent 
the heathens fleeing, only to find that they had been lured into an enormous en-
circlement that resulted in the butchery of the nearly the entire patchwork force. 
Those who escaped fled back into the city, swollen as it was with tens of thousands 
of terrified refugees from the countryside.

The siege of Rome began with an enormous circumvallation. The Mongols’ 
slave engineers raised a wall around the city to prevent escape, and then began 
constructing a variety of terrifying catapults and trebuchets. They dug tunnels 
close to the ancient Aurelian walls and undermined them with subterranean 
explosions. Even tried- and- true European medieval defensive tactics— such as 
slaughtering the city’s Jews and marching relics around its perimeter— failed to 
help the Romans. Although the Italians had removed many of the region’s larger 
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rocks and chunks of concrete to rob the invaders’ catapults of ammunition, 
Mongol engineers brought trunks of mulberry trees from southern France and 
soaked them in water to make them rock- hard. Their heavy trebuchets shelled the 
city with explosives and naphtha, which was essentially crude oil, and before long 
the walls collapsed. Mongols poured in, forcing the city’s surrender.

To the surprise of those inside, no Vandal- style orgiastic looting occurred. 
Instead the civilians were calmly marched outside the city, and the artisans, 
craftsmen and engineers separated from the rest. Rome’s aristocracy, as well as 
its soldiers and clergy, were butchered— each Mongol soldier had a quota to fill 
and collected ears as proof of having met it— and great numbers of peasants 
were taken away as captives and slaves. The Mongols methodically removed the 
Eternal City’s great treasures and divided them among themselves according to 
rank and merit in an orderly fashion, and then tore down and/ or burned every 
standing structure. Those found hiding were put to the sword or died in the 
flames. The Pope was given an end befitting his station: He was rolled up in carpet 
and trampled by Mongol horsemen, carefully dispatched to assure that his blood 
would neither spill into the earth nor be seen by the God of the Endless Blue Sky. 
It was unclear whether His Holiness appreciated the gesture.

Rome’s experience was fresh on the minds of the defenders of Paris. Their at-
tempt to crush the invading army met with the same result: French heavy cav-
alry engaged the Mongols as they advanced and forced them to retreat. The front 
ranks, manned by the best of the nobility, sensed a rout and pursued. The chase 
went on for three days as the news traveled back to Paris that the Lord had indeed 
delivered a great victory. However, the Mongol retreat abruptly stopped halfway 
to Orleans. Their horsemen wheeled around and before long the exhausted 
Christian knights found themselves surrounded, buried under a storm of arrows 
from all sides. The site had been carefully chosen, and the Franks fell right into 
the trap. They began fleeing in the direction they came, only to find pockets of 
Mongols waiting in ambush along the way. One of every ten managed to return 
to the city gates.

As two Mongol pincers converged on Paris, the city’s choice was a stark 
one: submit to Mongol vassalhood, turning over ten percent of the city’s 
wealth and goods in the process, or risk suffering Rome’s fate. The city was 
similarly teeming with refugees, including French, Dutch and German peas-
ants who had fled before the rampaging horde. Food and water supplies were 
dwindling , disease was rampant, and the Mongols were constructing siege 
engines just across the Seine. City defenders were horrified to see enslaved 
French peasants from the countryside forced to construct a long series of 
earthworks around the city, trapping those within. The Mongols appeared to 
be in no particular rush.
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For nearly eight hundred years historians have been trying to determine 
why none of this happened, and why the Great Horde turned its attention else-
where.3 One thing is certain: deterrence had nothing to do with it. The Mongols 
were not scared off by Europe’s castles or its knights. Some have suggested that 
the forests and mountains of Western Europe were too unfriendly to Mongol 
horses, which would have needed pastureland to thrive. Geography had done 
little to constrain other nomadic invaders in centuries past, however. The Huns 
had driven deep into France before being beaten back by a temporary alliance 
of Romans and Goths, and the Mongols operated successfully in many different 
kinds of topographies, including rugged mountains in Afghanistan, jungles in 
Burma, and deserts in the Middle East. Their cavalry would also overcome the 
southern Chinese Song kingdom, which was a patchwork of mountains, rice 
paddies, dense forests, great rivers, and walled cities. The Song also possessed 
the largest army in the world with over one hundred million people to support 
it, a first- rate navy, and a unified central government to coordinate the defense. 
None of it mattered.

There should be no doubt that, had the Mongols made a different decision, 
Europe would have quickly collapsed. Why, then, did they not return to the of-
fense after the succession crisis ended? Perhaps the question itself reflects an 
overestimation of Europe’s importance. People have a hard time accepting the 
notion that they are not at the center of others’ attention. Paris was the heart 
of the European world, so it is hard for Europeans to imagine that it could have 
been unimportant to the Mongols. Fortunately for Western civilization, the 
khans were unimpressed with both European pretensions of importance and 
European wealth. There were other lands to the east that were much more so-
phisticated and potentially lucrative for the plunderer. It seems likely that the 
Mongols simply deemed Europe unworthy of conquest.

Perhaps a drive to the English Channel also held little interest to the Mongols 
because it appeared too easy. The lack of central monarch made Europe an un-
attractive opponent, a low- hanging fruit, the conquest of which would have 
brought little glory due to its simplicity. Europe’s greatest weakness may have 
saved it: other powerful kings, like the Caliph in Baghdad or the Song Emperor, 
represented not only greater prizes but an insult to the khans due to their very 
existence. No potential rival claimant to a powerful, imperial throne existed in 
Europe. There was no equivalent of Rome, which had attracted the attention and 
lust of steppe warriors in the past. The unstoppable Mongol cavalry thus concen-
trated its attention on China, Persia, and northern India, leaving the backward, 
inferior, illiterate Europeans to fight among themselves.

The decision to spare Europe was made quite consciously by the Mongols, 
not thrust upon them by geography or European defenses or Christ. It was 
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driven by a grand strategy, in other words, and a quite remarkable one at that. 
The story of the rise and fall of the Mongol empire offers great support for the 
“great- man theory” of history, demonstrating the power that leadership can 
have over the fate of nations. It did not last long, comparatively speaking, thanks 
to generations of debilitating internecine jealousies and infighting. The Black 
Plague sounded the empire’s ultimate death knell, but without it the end would 
have still come. The greatest land empire in history was not so much killed as 
committed suicide, as so many of history’s greatest tend to do.

Not much attention has been paid to Mongol grand strategy, perhaps because 
it seems unlikely that nomadic steppe people have much to teach those of the in-
formation age. Their world was so much different from ours, their beliefs so pro-
foundly foreign, their thinking mysterious and unintelligible to moderns. Upon 
closer inspection, however, the Mongols have more in common with today’s 
United States than perhaps we wish they did. They rather suddenly found them-
selves in possession of an unstoppable military machine, capable of crushing any 
other on Earth. They had the luxury to choose which direction to travel and 
which neighbors to overrun, and were restrained only by their own choices and 
priorities. The Mongol Empire was the very definition of a unipolar power, un-
balanced and unbalanceable, a dominant state that soon discovered how difficult 
it is to remain on top.

The Mongols did not spend much time contemplating the why component of 
grand strategy. To them conquest was natural and expected. They do not seem to 
have discussed frontiers or limits, and instead considered “all under heaven” to be 
their rightful domain. Mongol chieftains and tribesmen had an insatiable appe-
tite for plunder and demanded that their khans feed it. Expansion for expansion’s 
sake was their goal, the only end of their strategy; when it ceased, when the great 
hordes settled and attempted to rule, things got complicated. They were much 
better at conquering than governing. Indeed they seemed to feel that, once the 
expansion came to an end, so too would the empire.4

The Mongols always had one glaring weakness, one that the how aspects of 
their grand strategy were constructed to overcome: there simply were not many 
of them. Their armies were always far smaller than those of their opponents, and 
their rulers were vastly outnumbered by those they ruled. Numerical advantages 
are not always decisive, but over time they can wear down the smaller side. To 
paraphrase Stalin, quantity has a quality all its own. What the Mongols did not 
have in quantity they made up for in quality, to be sure, and they did more with 
less than any power in history.

Still, grand strategies that value endless conquest cannot help but overextend. 
It proved impossible for the khans to rule their extraordinary domains effec-
tively. Some of their leaders made serious attempts at empire consolidation and 
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maintenance, but the steppe lifestyle trained its sons for predation and exploi-
tation, not governance. Those two basic imperatives— nihilistic destruction and 
long- term construction— never worked together terribly well.

The Rise of a Superpower

As far as anyone knows, the Eurasian steppe became the home of migratory, 
marauding sheepherders shortly after the first people arrived in that inhospi-
table region.5 Their long- standing tradition of intercommunal violence tempo-
rarily ended in the thirteenth century when one great leader, a Mongol named 
Temujin, managed to unite his people as well as those over his immediate ho-
rizon. Somewhere around 1189 he adopted the name Genghis Khan (roughly 
“universal ruler”) and stated his intention to bring all nomadic peoples into his 
domain.6 Many stood in the way of that goal, especially the Tatars, who were the 
dominant force on the steppe and the traditional enemy of the Mongols. The 
Tatars were far more numerous and were closely allied with the powerful Jin, a 
formerly nomadic people in control of northern China, so they were not overly 
concerned by the boasts of this new enemy leader. This, as it turns out, was a 
mistake. Genghis’s troops swept into Tartar lands and defeated their armies time 
after time, absorbing all of what had been Tatarstan within a decade. The Great 
Khan then led Mongol armies south, east, and west. With his nation of between 
seven hundred thousand and a million people, he conquered lands from China 
to Ukraine, and from Afghanistan to Siberia. His sons and grandsons would ex-
tend the empire even further, often attacking vastly superior forces, at least nu-
merically, including many behind formidable defensive positions.

The remarkable rise of Genghis is a story many times told.7 No leader be-
fore or since accomplished so much with so little: Then as now the hard- power 
assets of Mongolia are unimpressive, especially when compared to those of its 
neighbors. Genghis Khan was able to work within those resource constraints 
and turn the strengths of his enemies into weaknesses, in the process building 
the largest land empire the world has ever seen. He inhabits his own level in the 
pantheon of strategic geniuses, even if his methods offend modern sensibilities. 
Or the sensibilities of any era, for that matter.

The Conquests

After dispatching the Tatars, Genghis sent his troops into the two- century- old Xi 
Xia empire, which extended over what is today China’s “Inner Mongolia” prov-
ince and northern Tibet. The Xi Xia (or Tangut) emperors possessed at least 
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twice as many warriors as the Mongols, but their advantage in numbers proved 
to be of no consequence. On this campaign Genghis unveiled a series of features 
that would become common to Mongol invasions: first, diplomats raced ahead 
of the hordes, hoping to divide their enemies. They were largely successful in 
reminding the tribes and conglomerations in their path of the hatreds they 
harbored for one another. Had Genghis faced a unified response to his initial 
aggression, there would have been no rise of the great Mongolian superpower. 
But this was not to be. The Jin empire, which ruled the northern half of China, 
refused to come to the aid of the Xia when the Mongols attacked in 1208. “It 
is to our advantage when our enemies attack each other,” the Jin emperor sup-
posedly said. “Wherein lies the danger to us?”8 When Genghis turned his at-
tention to them, the Jin were also attacked from the south by their traditional 
Chinese enemies, the Song. Over and over again, underestimation of Mongol 
capabilities, no doubt inspired by their relatively small numbers, prevented the 
kind of cooperation and balancing that could have saved their victims.

Second, Genghis did something against the Xi Xia that other generals would 
consider extremely risky, or even foolish: he divided his forces in the face of 
the enemy and attacked multiple targets at once. By doing so he maximized the 
panic his swift cavalry units generated, making them appear capable of emerging 
outside the gates of any town, at any time. Because of their thorough intelligence 
collection, the Mongols were generally aware of the size and composition of 
the forces they faced, as well as where they were located, but the enemy was 
never sure how strong the invaders were. Genghis disguised his small numbers 
by spreading his forces out, engaging only when he felt he had the upper hand. 
No leader in history understood the psyche of his opponent, and manipulated it, 
better than the Great Khan.

Finally, even on this initial campaign the Mongols displayed enormous flex-
ibility. They would eagerly adopt practices from their enemies, always seeking 
lessons that could help them in the future. Perhaps most important, they learned 
how to conduct sieges. After the first few campaigns, walls would offer no protec-
tion from Mongol invaders, which was a major difference between the Mongols 
and most steppe armies that preceded them. In the Xi Xia campaign they also 
learned about hydrology: Genghis and his generals diverted the Yellow River 
to try to wash out a besieged city, but they miscalculated and flooded their own 
camp. They would employ the same tactic a number of times in the future, never 
making that mistake again.

Genghis next set his sights on the Jin, an empire that contained at least fifty 
times the number of people as did Mongolia. He managed to turn that apparent 
strength into a weakness by sweeping through the countryside and setting many 
of those millions to flight before him. Refugees created chaos that clogged Jin 
supply lines and complicated their movements, while the mobile Mongols 
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remained indifferent to the suffering of the peasantry. The accompanying ag-
ricultural collapse spread famine and disease, fueling popular anger and dis-
content at the government. Mutinies and rebellions followed, some of which 
were quite substantial.9 During this and other wars against Chinese people, the 
Mongols were aided by the region’s cultural beliefs about warfare: in addition 
to China’s traditional anti- militarism, its peasants and warriors interpreted bat-
tlefield outcomes as indications of divine preference. Victors gained automatic 
legitimacy, since Heaven would not let its chosen people lose. As the invaders 
won battle after battle, the Jin people began to suspect that God must sup-
port Genghis, and worried that to fight against him was to risk sacrilege. This 
widespread belief reduced resistance to the Mongols after every victory. Entire 
regiments occasionally switched to their side, including elite Jin cavalry units.10 
The Mongols reached the Jin capital, Zhongdu (modern- day Beijing) in 1214, 
and captured it after a fairly brief siege.

Northern Chinese peasants quickly realized that submission would result 
in good treatment from the Mongols, which also decreased their will to resist. 
Unlike some previous raiders from the steppe, Genghis did not seek merely to 
plunder the lands he conquered. He saw the people of these lands as an asset, 
one that, if managed well, could increase his power. Like an enormous amoeba 
the Mongol nation sought to absorb its defeated neighbors, emerging stronger 
after every victorious engagement. Warriors given the choice to switch sides or 
face execution often chose the former. Horsemen of the various Tatar, Turkish, 
and Siberian lands the Mongols conquered were especially useful in their future 
endeavors. Infantry, engineers, and artillerymen from China, Persia, and else-
where would be integrated into auxiliary units to support the cavalry. Rather 
than create separate contingents of former enemies with dubious loyalty, new 
soldiers were integrated into standing units and given an unusual haircut that 
would complicate desertion.11 Genghis’s armies took in so many Tatars that the 
two people eventually became nearly synonymous (in Europe this morphed 
into “Tartars,” implying that the Mongols were riders from hell, or Tartarus in 
Latin).12 Rather than be weakened by the lands it consumed, the Mongol mili-
tary machine grew stronger with the eating.

Genghis then turned his gaze toward some of the world’s great sedentary 
empires. In 1216 his forces rolled through the cities of the Khitan Dynasty in 
Transoxania (roughly today’s Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and the fertile Ferghana 
Valley), eventually decapitating its ruler two years later. This brought the 
Mongols into contact with the greatest Islamic power of the day, one that once 
again did not take their threat especially seriously. The Khwarazmian Empire, 
which encompassed most of modern Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, 
Iran, and chunks of other countries, was no easy target for nomadic attackers. 
It was the home of some of the oldest, grandest cities in Asia with names that 
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still inspire the romantic imagination, like Samarkand, Bukhara, and Merv, all of 
which were protected by a formidable military. In 1218 Genghis sent a trade del-
egation to its capital city, Otrar, only to have his diplomats and merchants (and, 
no doubt, spies) murdered. As the Persian chronicler Juvaini explained, Genghis 
did not take the news of their massacre well: “the whirlwind of anger cast dust 
into the eyes of patience and clemency while the fire of wrath flared up with such 
a flame that it drove the water from his eyes and could be quenched only by the 
shedding of blood.”13 Invasion followed in 1220.

There was no surer way to infuriate the Great Khan than to mistreat his 
diplomats. Two hundred years before the Italians supposedly invented modern 
diplomacy, the Mongols were sending emissaries and semipermanent represent-
atives to capitals around the world. Sometimes the distances they traveled were 
enormous: the Mongol envoy dispatched to England by Genghis’s grandson 
in 1287 had one of the longest diplomatic treks in history.14 Most envoys were 
military men, nobles with direct lineage to Genghis, or scholars, and almost all 
were members of the cadre of professional diplomats known as ilchis. When pos-
sible, Christians were sent to Christian capitals and Muslims to Islamic, in the 
hope that common religion would lead to better outcomes.15 No matter who 
they were or what messages they brought, all ilchis were direct representatives 
of the Great Khan, and he expected them to be treated with commensurate 
respect. In return, Genghis and his successors guaranteed the safety of those 
emissaries sent his way. Over the years the Mongols received official Persian, 
Chinese, and European delegations and housed them for quite long stays. Some 
of our best sources on Mongol habits were papal representatives allowed access 
to high levels of the court for extended periods. By insisting on the inviolability 
of official delegations, the Mongols essentially invented diplomatic immunity. 
Keeping official lines of communication open was vitally important in their 
efforts to persuade potential enemies to submit rather than fight, a subject to 
which we will return shortly.

Everyone knew that mistreatment of ilchis would be taken personally by the 
khan and was an instant casus belli; it is remarkable, therefore, how often Mongol 
ambassadors met bloody or humiliating ends. The messages they carried were 
demeaning and always demanded recognition of Mongol superiority and submis-
sion to their rule, a status that could only be gained by sending a son of the sub-
servient king— and sometimes many more people as well— to serve as hostage/ 
slaves of the khan.16 Medieval kings tended to react poorly to threats, generally 
speaking, especially when accompanied by such costly demands. Rather than car-
rying back a reply, on at least eight separate and substantial occasions Mongol 
envoys were sent off carrying their own heads. War followed each instance.

The Persians were just one of many who would come to regret not accepting 
the Mongol offer of peaceful submission. On paper the Khwarazm Shah seemed 



 Th e  Mong ol s  85

      

to have reason for confidence, since he had more than triple the number of 
warriors, strong urban citadels, and an enormous population upon which to 
draw. The Mongols split their forces— which numbered in the neighborhood 
of two hundred thousand— and attacked multiple areas simultaneously, as was 
their practice. There was serious division and dissention in the Shah’s army, and 
mistrust between his Persian and Turkish commanders, so he dared not split his 
forces to parry the Mongol thrusts. The Khwarazmians were defeated repeatedly 
in the field, and the Mongols reduced one great city after another. Genghis again 
used his enemy’s superior population against it, flushing the peasantry out of 
small villages and towns in panic until the cities swelled to the bursting point. 
Bukhara was one of the first to receive surrender terms, but it decided to fight on; 
in two weeks Mongols were inside its gates, marching the population and their 
wares outside to meet their fate. Soldiers and aristocrats were killed, artisans and 
engineers with useful skills absorbed into the horde, and peasants enslaved or 
slaughtered. Many found themselves transformed into human shields, or even 
human bridges over the moats surrounding future victim cities. The neighboring 
city Nishapur met an even worse fate, since Genghis’s son- in- law fell during its 
capture. The Great Khan let his widowed daughter decide the city’s punishment, 
and she chose the complete destruction of all buildings and slaughter of virtually 
everyone. Each soldier had a quota of civilians to kill and ears were the evidence, 
collected in sacks. Most other cities fell within days or weeks, but then- great 
Urgench held out for six months. Eventually the Mongols diverted a nearby river 
and flooded the city, which was then completely razed to the ground, never to 
rise again.

The conquest of the Khwarazm was accomplished within three years. Its 
shah fled to an island in the middle of the Caspian where he succumbed to di-
sease. His son and heir sought an alliance with the sultan of Delhi, who wisely 
declined, having no interest in inviting the attention of the Mongols. Eventually 
the young shah fled to Turkey, where he gave up his dream of ever returning 
home. With this conquest Genghis had built the largest empire on earth, and its 
expansion was far from over.

The destruction Genghis left in his wake was remarkable, and the suffering 
without precedent. Casualty reports that have come down to us are literally un-
believable: sources speak of deaths in the millions, at a time when few of these 
cities could have sustained anywhere near such populations. Though they were 
swollen with refugees from surrounding areas, the numbers are surely hyper-
bolic. Even if those exaggerations are wild, however— and not all historians are 
convinced they are— the campaign against Khwarazm represents one of the 
worst wartime crimes against civilians in history, and one of the reasons why 
Genghis’s name is today synonymous with ruthless barbarity. According to the 
careful examination of one prominent historian, in those three years, “more lives 
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were lost probably than in any similar conflict of such duration.”17 History gen-
erally does not look kindly upon those willing to employ genocide and ethnic 
cleansing as deliberate strategic tools.

After dispatching Khwarazm, Genghis turned back to dealt with some rebel-
lious Tengut and died on campaign in 1227. He left quite a brood behind, since 
those few hours he did not spend in the saddle were apparently productively 
passed in the bedroom of his royal yurt. Juvaini tells us that his children and 
grandchildren numbered more than ten thousand, which is supported by the 
modern genetic finding that as many as one in every two hundred people alive 
today are his direct descendants.18 Fortunately for the Mongols, Genghis put a 
good deal of thought into succession, and chose a new khan from his enormous 
brood. Ogodei, the Great Khan’s third son, would take over as the next leader, 
an order followed without opposition. It would be the last time that a Mongol 
transition proceeded smoothly. Under the new khan the conquests continued, 
although there were some important changes to the way the empire was run.

On Mongol Grand Strategy

An empire can be won on horseback, according to a saying familiar to the 
Mongols, but it cannot be ruled on horseback.19 Genghis told his sons that 
“conquering an army is not the same as conquering a nation. You may conquer 
an army with superior tactics and men, but you can conquer a nation only by 
conquering the hearts of the people.”20 These words seemed to resonate with 

Figure 4.1 Comparing the Roman and Mongol Empires  Credit: Created by reddit user 
GalXE106, available at https:// brilli antm aps.com/ roman- vs- mon gol- empi res/ .
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Ogodei, who gave substantially more thought to governing than did his father, 
instituting a series of reforms to give the Mongol Empire a chance to last longer 
than those of other nomadic steppe folk. In most places the locals outnumbered 
the occupiers by as much as a thousand to one, a ratio that is, to understate, un-
favorable for effective imperial administration. Historians commonly criticize 
Ogodei for straying from the tactics that brought the Mongols to power, which is 
a bit odd, since one can hardly pillage one’s way to status- quo governance.

Many things are not entirely clear about these efforts. Interpretations of the 
khans’ strategic thinking are necessarily based on guesswork, either that of con-
temporary observers or historians since. Some wisdom of Genghis was collected 
in The Great Book of Yasa, which also may well have contained thoughts about 
grand strategy, but all copies were lost.21 His early years are shrouded in legend, 
most of which comes from the lone source to have survived from his time: The 
Secret History of the Mongols, written in the late 1220s, presumably by people 
who knew the Great Khan and his family. The Mongols did not write much of 
anything else. They were generally an illiterate people perfectly comfortable 
allowing their enemies to record their exploits. As it turns out, the people that 
the Mongols killed, raped, and plundered tended to take a dim view of their 
killers, rapists, and plunderers.22 Contemporary accounts of the Mongols por-
tray them as mindless, ferocious barbarians, with bloodlust matched only by 
military prowess. As we will see, that was not a reputation that the Mongols 
resisted. They were interested more in obedience than rebuttal, content to let 
posterity care for itself. Nomadic cultures leave behind little physical evidence, 
so it is unlikely that new archaeological discoveries will advance our knowledge 
much further.

Thus the modern analyst is left to speculate about the factors that weighed 
into the decisions of Genghis and his successors. We know almost nothing for 
certain about their priorities or their fears, nor can anyone assess their true 
motivations. We must do our best with the actions they took, and determine 
their grand strategy based on whom they did and did not attack, how they acted 
toward different subject peoples, the administrations and rules they established, 
and how they governed and declined.

One thing we can say with certainty is that the Mongols had a clear priority 
list that guided their choice of targets. They first attacked those societies with the 
warriors they respected the most, the steppe nomads. The Tatars, Xi Xia, and Jin 
came before the great, immobile empires of Central Asia and China. Sedentary 
powers by definition were not going anywhere, so the Mongols could afford to 
pass them by and return at their leisure. And since nomadic societies were also 
those that could be most easily absorbed into the horde, conquering them would 
strengthen the army rather than weaken it.
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Some historians have suggested that the Mongol expansion was designed to 
make the steppe safe, and that they conquered a belt of sedentary states in order 
to surround their homeland with vassals.23 While possible, it is not really clear 
that the Mongols ever thought in terms of buffers. Defensive imperialism— 
the desire to expand in order to preempt the threat posed by frightening 
neighbors— was never a factor for them because they do not seem to have feared 
anyone. Sedentary powers did not threaten to project power into the steppe, and 
the Mongols would not have been in much danger should any have considered 
doing so. Insecurity does not seem to have factored into Mongol thinking, espe-
cially regarding agricultural societies that they considered ridiculous and effete. 
Their conquests were offensive, designed to enrich themselves, win glory and, to 
some extent, have fun.

Some things can be said with more certainty. For one, battlefield honor, at 
least as commonly understood by their enemies, appears to have been essen-
tially absent from Mongol strategic culture. The khans did not follow the kind 
of rules on the battlefield that other leaders did, nor did they worry about their 
reputations. Specifically foreign was the notion of the “honorable defeat,” which 
the vanquished often use to salve their wounds. To the Mongols, victory alone 
justified warfare. “Winning by clever deception or cruel trickery was still win-
ning and carried no stain on the bravery of the warriors,” wrote anthropologist 
Jack Weatherford.24 According to an oft- repeated legend, the first time Genghis 
encountered a walled city, he promised the inhabitants that he would lift the 
siege if they supplied him with one thousand cats and ten thousand swallows. 
When they complied, the Mongols supposedly set the poor beasts on fire and 
released them back into the city. This tale was first related by a seventeenth- 
century Mongol chronicler and is almost certainly apocryphal, but it was told 
without embarrassment as a point of national pride, because winning was all 
that mattered.25 Any tactic was acceptable, because to the Mongols (as related by 
Juvaini), “war is fraud.”26

We can also state with some confidence that Mongol strategic decisions were 
heavily shaped by superstition. Our sources mention over and over that Mongol 
leaders relied on advice from the spiritual world that came to them through 
various seers and diviners. Genghis did not send his troops into India, we are 
told, because of “unfavorable auguries.”27 Perhaps similar foretold of disaster if 
his successors set the hordes loose on Europe. Without the proper portents and 
omens, the armies did not move. When they did, however, those armies were 
very difficult to stop.

The central challenge the Mongols faced was numerical. They were always 
a minority, whether on the battlefield or in stately pleasure domes, and had to 
fashion ways to overcome their small numbers to both conquer and then rule. 
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They addressed this weakness by employing two main tools: a peerless, highly 
trained, disciplined, mobile military, and pure terror.

The Mongol Military

Nomads practiced total war, in the sense that every member of society was en-
gaged in the cause.28 Their campaigns required full mobilization, and the en-
tire nation often traveled along. All males between fifteen and seventy were in 
the military unless physically unable, and women played important roles too, 
by both supporting the warriors and sometimes taking part in the battles them-
selves.29 There were no such things as civilians in medieval Mongolia.

The military that nation produced was, quite simply, the greatest the world 
has ever seen. At its core were mounted archers, cavalrymen who like all steppe 
warriors were essentially born in the saddle. Training began in childhood and 
continued throughout the course of the soldier’s life, in both friendly and enemy 
territory. Units worked together toward a common goal in ways unusual for me-
dieval militaries, most of which valued individual skill and small- unit action. 
The Mongols followed a corporate approach to fighting, one that led to glory for 
the army rather than any specific warrior. Like all great professional militaries, 
training and preparation allowed them to prevail against vastly superior forces, 
especially those composed of part- time warriors. Each Mongol, according to 
Juvaini, “was to a thousand men of the Sultan’s army as a wolf to a flock of sheep 
or a red- hot coal to a dry cane- brake.”30

The transformation of an independent- minded people into a disciplined 
fighting machine was perhaps the greatest achievement of the greatest khan. 
Mongol battle tactics required remarkable coordination, and the delayed, organ-
ized plunder that followed the fall of a city was without precedent. Unique rules 
require draconian punishment if they are to be followed, and Genghis’s were no 
exception. Papal envoy Carpini noted that the death penalty awaited any warrior 
caught in the act of unauthorized plunder, and that collective punishment was 
common. He argued that the Mongols were “more obedient to their lords and 
masters” than any other people in the world, and that the warriors did not de-
ceive their leaders “in words nor deeds.”31

New warriors, whether Mongol or allied, were inculcated quickly into a com-
munity approach to both hunting and warfare through annual training exercises. 
Units engaged in a group hunting technique known as the nerge, which in-
volved many thousands of riders forming a massive circle stretching over sev-
eral kilometers.32 The nerge lines gradually contracted, herding animals toward 
the center, and riders attempted to prevent anything from escaping. Success re-
quired excellent communications, cooperation, and, most of all, horsemanship. 
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Substituting human prey for the animals of the steppe did not require a novel skill 
set. The hunt also served as psychological conditioning for the warriors. “In war,” 
noted historian Timothy May, “the Mongols tended to view the enemy more as 
livestock to be herded than human beings.”33 Large hunts were undertaken every 
autumn, even while major campaigns were underway, in order to train new gen-
erations of both warriors and horses. The Mongols needed many of the latter, 
since each soldier traveled with a group of mounts. Replenishing their ranks was 
a constant, arduous process.34

Genghis did not choose subordinates based on clan, nor did he promote ac-
cording to class or tribal affiliation.35 The Mongol military was a meritocracy, 
one in which a lowly shepherd could rise to become a senior officer if he pos-
sessed the requisite talent. As a result, it produced some of history’s greatest 
generals, including the famous Subedei, who might have been the greatest of 
all.36 The Mongols had a thoroughly modern military in many other respects as 
well: their intelligence and communication systems, for example, were second 
to none. All campaigns were preceded by the khan’s swift scouts, and riders also 
kept the disparate columns in constant contact. This was no mean feat for an 
illiterate army; oral orders had to be remembered verbatim for days, which was 
often accomplished by matching them with familiar steppe songs. Logistics were 
rarely a problem, since Mongol armies carried all they needed with them and 
picked up more on the way, allowing their horses eating in pre- scouted pastures. 
There were no lengthy, vulnerable supply trains for enemies to exploit.

Genghis was also one of history’s great organizers. Following an old steppe 
tradition, he employed a decimal system, according to which ten warriors would 
form the smallest Mongol unit (an aravt), and ten such units would combine 
(into a zuut), and ten of those would be a mingghan. Ten mingghans, or ten thou-
sand men, were called a tumen, the rough equivalent of a modern division. Each 
tumen was capable of acting independently, traveling with its own support staff 
and medics. An elite tumen called the keshig was kept in the rear and functioned 
as a guard for the Great Khan. It also was the training unit for Mongol officers, 
the senior- most of whom all had gone through the keshig at some point in their 
careers.37 This de facto military academy assured uniformity and consistency 
across units, and a large degree of interoperability even among those stationed 
far apart for decades.

The weaponry of the Mongols was not substantially different from those of 
their enemies, especially the other nomadic peoples. Their composite bow, while 
substantially more efficient than any used in Europe at the time, was essentially 
the same as that used by the Huns nine centuries prior. It was their tactics, not 
their bows, that set them apart from the rest.

The Mongols approached battle from a fundamentally different perspective 
than that of their sedentary enemies. In agricultural societies, to retreat was to 
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lose. When land is the object of contestation, the side that holds it will be the 
victor and those who lose their farms and cities the vanquished. For nomads, no 
particular area is vital as long as there is sufficient grass for the horses. Retreat 
lost nothing and carried no stigma. The nature of battle was also more fluid on 
horseback: to archers accustomed to shooting while in motion, direction of 
movement is not terribly important.

Mongol tactics grew from that nomadic perspective. They employed three 
common techniques, and did not shy away from repetition because their 
enemies neither coordinated nor shared military intelligence.38 Like a vaudeville 
act, the Mongol armies put on the same show everywhere they went, and it al-
ways took new places by surprise. The first and most devastating of these was 
the one described in the counterfactual exercise above, the feigned retreat. Once 
even the most disciplined enemies believed they had the Mongols on the run, 
bloodlust overpowered caution and pursuit began. Chasing Mongols could last 
for days or even weeks but it always ended the same way, in an area carefully 
chosen, with few of the exhausted pursuers surviving to warn future armies of 
the trap.

The second basic maneuver resembled the nerge. Once the enemy was en-
gaged and tied down in front, two great enveloping arcs of warriors would ride 
out from behind the Mongol lines and sweep around to the rear. When they had 
their prey surrounded, the Mongols would ride around its perimeter and shower 
the center with arrows. The noose would tighten, and escape would be quite 
difficult— except for those occasions that the Mongols purposely left a hole in 
their trap, through which the terrified mass would flow, right into a prearranged, 
bloody coup de grâce.

The final tactic was the Mongol version of a frontal assault. Horsemen would 
advance at high speed in long, single- file columns perpendicular to enemy lines. 
Each man in front would fire repeatedly until he closed within thirty to forty 
meters of the enemy, at which point he would turn and head to the back of the 
line. The next warrior would then take his turn. This tactic would rain an enor-
mous number of arrows on the enemy formation, many of which would be fired 
at speeds high enough to pierce armor at short range. This maneuver took sub-
stantial skill and coordination to execute without collisions and chaos, especially 
as the enemy fired back. Such choreography was not what medieval armies were 
used to witnessing, and one suspects that it added to their already heightened 
levels of anxiety.

May referred to Mongol approach to invasion as the “tsunami strategy,” since 
it swarmed in over a broad area, overwhelmed defenders, destroyed everything 
in its wake, and then receded.39 Often only token forces were left behind, but 
the threat of the reemergence of the main force was always present. Once they 
crossed into enemy territory the Mongols could strike anywhere, which caused 
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fear and panic everywhere. It was that panic, the terror that they inspired in their 
enemies, that was the greatest weapon in the Mongol arsenal.

Cruelty and Terror

“The men are inhuman and of the nature of beasts, rather to be called monsters 
than men, thirsting after and drinking blood, and tearing and devouring the flesh 
of human beings.” So wrote the thirteenth- century monk Matthew Paris, despite 
having never encountered an actual Mongol. “They have no human laws, know 
no mercy, and are more cruel than lions or bears,” he had heard, “and when they 
have no blood, they greedily drink disturbed and even muddy water.”40 Such 
descriptions often preceded Mongol armies, inflating their savagery and cruelty, 
and generating terror in their path. Today the name of the Great Khan has become 
synonymous with tyranny (being “to the right of Genghis Khan” is reserved for 
our ultra- reactionaries) and “Mongol” with barbarity and inhumanity. This, as it 
turns out, was exactly as they wanted it. While many great powers used cruelty as a 
strategic tool, none did it so as deliberately— and so cleverly— as did the Mongols.

The lands they invaded often contained many large, walled citadels, and the 
Mongols never had enough men to reduce them all. If every city resisted, their 
efforts would have bogged down and risked failure. The Mongols needed a way 
to encourage surrender and avoid time- consuming, casualty- inducing sieges. 
They did this by offering their targets a simple choice: surrender and live, or 
fight and die. When cities chose the latter, the Mongols endeavored to make 
an example of them and spread the story far and wide. Slaughter served a stra-
tegic purpose. Genghis clearly thought that maximizing the cruel treatment of 
one city would influence the cost- benefit analysis of the next. This was a fairly 
standard policy for invading armies in Asia, practiced in ancient times right up 
through World War II, but the Mongols perfected the art, methodically de-
stroying the buildings as well as the population of the cities who refused to sur-
render. Some never recovered.

Their meticulous, disciplined city- sacking technique was designed to plunder 
everything of value and find all hiding civilians. The aristocracy always suffered 
the most, which was the opposite experience that most cities had when medi-
eval invaders breached the walls. The poor masses became tools: small groups 
were released to spread word of Mongol ferocity around the countryside, but 
many became enslaved and brought to the next target city. Some peasants 
were forced to build walls or fill in moats (sometimes with their bodies), and 
others were slammed against doors like human battering rams. The effect such 
practices had on the psyche of those on the other side of the gates should not be 
underestimated.
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Genghis sought to publicize, rather than hide, his atrocities. His public di-
plomacy had goals opposite of those today: whereas modern states aim to win 
hearts and minds abroad, Mongols only sought fear. They welcomed hyperbole, 
believing that their interests were served best “not by the acts of warriors, but by 
the pens of scribes and scholars,” in the words of Weatherford.41 Reports of im-
possibly high casualties and wanton acts of cruelty were encouraged. Survivors 
of Mongol victories and post- victory massacres became their unwitting propa-
ganda agents. Peasants terrified by stories of Mongol inhumanity fled when the 
hordes neared, complicating the logistical challenges faced by defenders. Fragile 
medieval economies and food distribution systems collapsed. The number of 
people behind walls grew far past the point that they could be cared for, short-
ening the length of sieges. Large populations of civilians were a strategic liability 
for those societies hampered by basic human decency, which was something the 
Mongols appear to have lacked.

Thus the Mongols butchered innocents for both tactical and strategic 
purposes, to end sieges and prevent them. Some cities would choose to fight— 
as Juvaini noted, surrender cuts against human nature, representing “to mankind 
because of their love of country as the departure of the soul from the body”— 
but many more would not.42 Savagery did not win friends or admirers, but if it 
led to a reduction in casualties among their precious, highly trained warriors, the 
Mongols would employ it without hesitation. Their mindless cruelty was not as 
mindless as it may have appeared to their victims.

Over time the Mongols began to conceive of themselves as imperialists rather 
than pillagers. At first they did not seek to occupy, so they had little concern for 
the condition of the areas they overran. On those occasions that they made up 
their minds to stay the locals suffered even more, since the few are easier to rule 
than the many, especially by a small army whose members were always more in-
terested in ransacking and looting. By the time of Genghis’s death, his Mongols 
had come to accept the notion that occupation also had its enjoyable aspects.43 
His raids produced an empire that was twice the size of Rome’s, and it was just 
getting started.

The Post- Genghis Khans

Ogodei’s reign as Great Khan (1229– 1241), according to eminent historian 
Peter Jackson, “is represented universally by the sources as mild and benef-
icent.”44 Then again, most rulers are going to seem mild and beneficent when 
compared to Genghis. Those same sources relate a tale of when the new khan, 
angered by some unauthorized marriages in a city under his control, ordered 
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all girls over the age of seven as well as those recently married, some four thou-
sand in all, publicly gang- raped in front of their assembled families. Those who 
survived were divided out to various merchants, sold to brothels, or added to the 
khan’s harem.45 So relative Mongol beneficence should be kept in perspective.

Ogodei believed that his people needed a capital befitting a great empire. 
Genghis never settled into a permanent home, preferring instead to travel con-
stantly with his entire nation in true nomadic style. After no small amount of 
internal debate, Ogodei chose a site for a great city he called Karakorum, deep 
in the Mongol heartland, and began to build. Glory and prestige were hardly the 
only motivations. Although a mobile nation did not need to fear a rear- guard at-
tack against its capital, it also offered no set place for taxes and tribute to be sent, 
or for envoys to visit.46 To some observers, the decision to establish Karakorum 
marked a turning point in Mongol history, a recognition that the nomadic life-
style provided an impractical foundation for imperial governance.

The invasions continued. Some disagreement evidently arose in the Mongol 
leadership circles about whether to send the hordes east or west, so rather than 
fight among themselves they decided to do both. Ogodei ordered the first of what 
would be several invasions of the Song Dynasty in southern China, as well as an 
attack into eastern Europe. The former was unsuccessful, and although the latter 
ran into twice as many Russian troops as Mongols, it pressed on, unintimidated. 
When the hordes arrived at their first European kingdom, locals had no idea 
who these new invaders were.47 Word soon spread that the Mongols had overrun 
a series of infidel Muslim cities, so there was hope that they were the advance 
guard of the descendants of Prester John, the legendary Christian king that me-
dieval Europeans believed ruled a pious kingdom far in the East, whose only 
weakness was that he never existed. “We took no precautions against them,” said 
the Queen of Georgia, “because we believed them to be Christians.”48 Shortly 
thereafter Giorgi III of Georgia (nicknamed “the Brilliant,” perhaps ironically) 
became the first European vassal of the Mongols.

The Russian winter has often been a great asset in the fight against invaders, 
but the Mongols actually preferred to attack in the cold months. They were used 
to harsh temperatures and found frozen streams and rivers easier for their horses 
to cross. As was their practice, the Mongols divided their forces and thrust in 
several directions at once, assuring that no Russian prince could come to the aid 
of another without leaving his own people dangerously unprotected. Their cities 
soon met the fate of those in Asia. By this point the Mongols were commonly 
using gunpowder and other explosives to reduce city walls, which produced 
sounds that some chroniclers interpreted as trained attack dragons.49 As always, 
the Mongols were happy to let frightening misperceptions spread. One by one, 
Russian citadels fell to the invaders. An attack into Poland and Hungary, and 
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repeated defeats of some of Europe’s best knights, followed. One such battle 
produced nine large sacks of ears for the Great Khan.50

Geography favored the invaders. The Mongols were able to attack on their 
own terms without any concern of coordination on part their victims. Even if 
their enemies had considered cooperating, doing so would have proven difficult 
given the empire’s central position and the rudimentary state of medieval com-
munication. Russia could not get messages to Persia, much less China or Japan, 
regarding either potential policy coordination or even basic Mongol battle tac-
tics.51 Balancing against the Mongols was nearly impossible.

The empire’s littorals received a ten- year reprieve when Ogodei succumbed 
to alcohol poisoning in 1241. The khan’s instructions that his grandson was to 
succeed him were ignored, and fighting broke out over the succession. Ogodei’s 
eldest son, Guyuk, eventually emerged from the chaos and provided some sta-
bility for a brief and rather uneventful period, but his death in 1248 (caused, to 
no one’s surprise, by excessive drinking) prolonged the period of internal insta-
bility and external passivity. Guyuk’s cousin Mongke succeeded him, wresting 
control of the imperial line from the house of one of Genghis’s sons to another. 
These were the first times that Mongols fought each other over succession issues, 
but they would hardly be the last.

Figure 4.2 The Mongol Family Tree  Credit: My creation.
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Succession was to become a major problem for the Mongols, one exacerbated 
by the fact that most of their leaders lived rather short lives, even by medieval 
standards. Their diet was not conducive to longevity, consisting as it did almost 
exclusively of meat, blood, and milk.52 Gout and obesity posed problems, but 
alcoholism was the main killer. Steppe warriors traditionally drank fermented 
mare’s milk, which was only available in the summer months while their mares 
lactated. Conquest afforded the Mongols access to a wide variety of year- round 
booze, which they consumed in large quantities. Remarkable quantities. At one 
banquet at the height of Mongke’s reign, seven thousand guests drank the equiv-
alent of nineteen measures of alcohol each, which apparently was typical.53 The 
resulting short life spans complicated efforts to stabilize the rapidly expanding 
empire.

In 1251 the new khan set about unifying the Mongol elite, which was itching 
for a return to the national pastime of conquest.54 Mongke obliged, putting 
each of his three brothers in charge of large formations, and set two of them in 
motion. Kublai went east, toward Song China; the youngest, Ariq Boke, was left 
behind to monitor events in Mongolia; and Hugelu drove southwest, through 
modern- day Iran and Iraq to the Mediterranean.

Along the way Hugelu’s troops had to reduce hundreds of fortresses manned 
by a Syrian sect known to history as the Assassins. Some were built on nearly 
inaccessible mountaintops, but the Assassins soon found out that “nearly inac-
cessible” is in fact much more accessible than “inaccessible.” Muslim engineers 
captured during the Khwarazm campaign decades earlier helped the Mongols 
construct a variety of new siege engines and weaponry, and the supposedly im-
pregnable fortifications fell one after the other. One Assassin castle at Alamut 
that had held out against invading armies for eleven years a century before fell 
to the Mongols in two weeks.55 Wary of their reputation for antisocial action 
against enemy leaders, Hugelu ordered all surviving assassins put to the sword.

The Sunni caliph in Baghdad could not have been sad to see the Shia Assassins 
fall, but his pleasure was no doubt tempered by the knowledge that he might be 
next. Relations were tolerable between the caliph and the great khan, since the 
former had agreed during Genghis’s time to accept a subservient position and 
send annual tribute and hostages to the Mongols. When Mongke insisted that 
the caliph travel to Karakorum and bend the knee in person, however, things 
changed. The caliph refused, displaying the kind of insubordination Mongols 
generally found irritating. Hugelu drove south into modern- day Iraq with about 
150,000 soldiers, which was (as usual) an army far smaller than that of the de-
fender. The Mongols reached the Tigris in 1258 and after a brief siege entered the 
city and began the standard methodical looting. The caliph himself was granted 
a royal’s death: he was wrapped in a carpet and run over by Mongol horsemen. 
The golden age of Islamic civilization died with him.
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Mongke’s brief reign constituted the high- water mark of Mongol superpower 
in Eurasia. Although the completion of its greatest single accomplishment— 
conquest of the Song Dynasty in China— was still to come, and although the 
territory under Mongol control would yet expand, the era of large, transconti-
nental campaigns had come to an end. Wars of expansion continued, but over 
time they became less catastrophic for the conquered societies. Mongke’s gen-
eration did not seek genocidal destruction but healthy, prosperous lands to rule, 
so it engaged in far more post- conflict reconstruction than did its predecessors. 
This was not a universal policy— large swaths of Persia were converted into per-
manent pastureland, for instance— but on average the level of massacre and 
rapine decreased as the years went on.56 The Mongols began to consider ruling 
as much as conquest.

Mongke Khan died while on campaign in 1259, which threatened to set off 
another succession crisis. Rather than travel to Karakorum to vie for control, 
however, the leaders of the empire’s various regions decided instead to con-
solidate their enormous fiefdoms. The brothers of Mongke effectively divided 
the empire among themselves and their cousins. Although there was a nominal 
Great Khan, the position became more of a first- among- equals since no longer 
did the regions coordinate policy or action. Predictably, they soon were just as 
likely to fight one another as their various external enemies. Mongol unipolarity 
effectively came to an end with Mongke’s death, and by 1260 the vast empire 
his grandfather founded was divided four ways. Though nominally one domain, 
each part soon began to chart its own path.

The strongest of the successor states, and the only one to keep expanding in 
significant ways, was in the east. Kublai, the oldest living brother, became Great 
Khan although he was never able to dictate policy for the other khanates. He set 
out to conquer the greatest dynasty in the medieval world, the Song of southern 
China, who protected their one hundred million+  people with the world’s 
largest army. Song warships controlled the large rivers that snaked through their 
land, which had been heavily fortified over the years to ward off raids by their 
northern enemies, the Jin. The Song, like, countless generations of Chinese 
leaders before them, had dealt with many raiders from the steppe but never ones 
intent on true conquest. Until now.

The Song leadership was divided by intense disagreements over how to wage 
the war, something that historians since have blamed on court eunuchs.57 Their 
power had also been diminished by decades of relative stability. As is always 
the case everywhere, in times of peace, officers often rise through the ranks for 
reasons unrelated to skill on the battlefield.58 When the Mongols arrived, the 
Song army was led by inexperienced generals, many of whom had qualifications 
that were more political than military. The traditional Chinese disesteem of 
warriors made recruiting good soldiers difficult, which was especially true when 
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China faced no major threat. “Many descendants of military officials were failing 
to maintain their families’ traditions of service in the army out of a sense of 
shame,” wrote one historian, “now that the position of ‘soldier’ had slid so far 
down the social scale.”59 The large Song army and even its indispensable navy 
were thus weaker than they appeared. To the Mongols, of course, none of this 
mattered; they paid little attention to the odds of success. Strong Song or weak, 
an attack was coming.

The Mongols scored one victory after another and were closing in on the 
Chinese heartland from three directions in 1256 when the death of Mongke 
granted the Song a twenty- year reprieve. Kublai’s position of Great Khan was not 
secure enough for him to renew the attack until 1276. Before long the mountain 
citadels fell to the invaders and Mongols entered the Song capital Hangzhou, 
which at the time was the world’s most populous and sophisticated city.60 All of 
China was then unified under one government, albeit that of a foreign barbarian, 
for the first time since the Tang collapse. Kublai established his capital at Beijing 
and founded a new dynasty, which he named Yuan, or “great origin.”

Meanwhile, fighting forty- seven hundred miles away from Hangzhou was 
Hugelu, who had pulled the bulk of his troops away from the front lines in Syria 
to await developments when word reached him of the death of Mongke. In short 
order he recognized Kublai as Great Khan, even if he did not agree to take di-
rect orders from his brother. Hugelu inherited the Arab and Persian lands in the 
Middle East, which became known as the “Ilkhanate,” or “submissive khanate,” 
uniting the area the Sassanids had ruled a thousand years before. An Egyptian 
army known to history as the Mamluks and composed primarily of former slaves 
took advantage of the Mongol troop movement, attacking those left behind in 
Syria, which was about a quarter of the original force. The victory this slave army 
won at Ayn Jalut in 1260 was strategically irrelevant but psychologically crucial 
for the people in the region, since it represented the first time that a Mongol 
army had been defeated in a relatively even contest. They were men, it turned 
out, not invincible demons. Years of fighting followed, but Hugelu was never 
able to crush the Mamluks, who reached north, to an unlikely target, for help.

The third of the successor states was centered in what is today western Russia. 
The so- called Golden Horde established a capital on the lower Volga and soon 
engaged in a series of conflicts with Hugelu over the exact location of its southern 
boundary. The Horde allied with the Mamluks in its struggle with the Ilkhanate, 
even attacking their brothers to the south in 1318. More than either the Yuan 
or the Ilkhanate, the Golden Horde maintained traditional nomadic ways and 
mores. The tension between conquerors and more far- sighted nation builders, 
between the old ways and new, would eventually tear the great empire apart.

Last and least, a fourth Mongol successor state ruled over the traditional heart-
land in the steppe. This “Chagatai” Khanate, named after the son of Genghis who 



 Th e  Mong ol s  99

      

ruled it when Mongke died, included Mongolia, Uzbekistan, and Xinjiang. Their 
leaders had fewer locals to deal with, and like the Golden Horde maintained 
a traditional nomadic lifestyle. The Chagatais made no effort to build a nation 
among their conquered people, and would on occasion sack their own cities, like 
Samarkand and Bukhara, for no apparent strategic reason.61 Like their Mongol 
forefathers, they apparently could just never refuse an opportunity to pillage.

Mongol Civil Wars and the End of Expansion

Back in Karakorum, Ariq Boke grew impatient and unhappy with the trends 
unfolding in China and Persia. Adaptation and regionalization threatened to 
change the character of the empire, he thought, rendering it sedentary and decid-
edly un- Mongol. He objected in particular to the Sinicization that his older brother 
Kublai was undertaking and refused to recognize him as Great Khan. Insults and 
recriminations began to fly, with Kublai accusing his brother of sabotaging the 
war against the Song. Soon the two were engaged in a full- scale civil war, during 
which Kublai cut off all supplies coming into Karakorum in an effort to starve 
the Mongol capital into submission. Ariq Boke was abandoned by his allies and 
within a few years the war was over. Kublai had reasserted dominance.

This did not end his problems, however. While Kublai struggled to convince 
the other khanates that he was their leader, legitimacy questions arose in Beijing 

Figure 4.3 The Mongol Successor States  Credit: My additions to the basic outline available at 
https:// rud.is/ khan/ subdi visi ons- of- the- mon gol- emp ire.html.
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as well. His Yuan Dynasty ruled an enormous, restive population that would 
always consider Kublai and his rather tiny army to be outsiders. He knew that 
there were few better tools with which to win hearts and minds than glorious 
conquests, and he also knew that few places were more disdained by the Chinese 
than Japan.62 Expansion thus became a tool of governance for the Yuan. Kublai 
spent the last years of his life pushing the boundaries of the empire outward in 
order to appeal to both his Mongol and Chinese subjects, and met with mixed 
success.

One area that the empire managed to absorb was Korea, although it took three 
Mongol invasions to do so. In 1270 the Korean crown prince offered submission to 
Kublai rather than experience a fourth. Repeated efforts to add their first overseas 
territories were less successful, however. Water had previously stopped Mongol ex-
pansion, but the Yuan put to use the Song ships and sailors they inherited when 
Hangzhou surrendered. Envoys first arrived in Japan in 1266 demanding surrender 
and dismissing the Japanese emperor as merely the “king of a little country.”63 Four 
more emissaries arrived in the next three years, none of whom was even allowed 
to come ashore. Kublai then ordered the construction of something that had never 
before been part of the Mongol military: an invasion fleet.

The fate of the two Mongol invasions are central components of the Japanese 
national identity. The first horde made it ashore in 1274 and was met by a force of 
some 6000 samurai who beat it back to its ships. A storm may have intervened— 
it was curiously unmentioned by many contemporary sources— but weather 
was certainly a factor hampering the second, larger attempt of 1281. The various 
clans of Samurai fought together, for the nation, rather than against one another; 
unlike most Mongol targets, the Japanese managed to remain united. Their co-
ordination and a kamizake, or divine wind— as well as Mongol inexperience at 
sea— saved Japan from the fate of China and Korea.

Mongol envoys also arrived at the court of the kingdom of Burma in 1273 and 
met the usual fate, this time supposedly for not removing their shoes with suffi-
cient enthusiasm in the presence of the Burmese king.64 The jungle fighting that 
ensued was particularly unpleasant, and included the use of war elephants, but 
the outcome was the same: Burma was added to the empire in 1278.

Kublai also sent emissaries to Java, where they were merely de- nosed rather 
than decapitated. This proved sufficient to enrage the khan, however, and an in-
vasion followed. The long voyage and tropical conditions weakened the Mongol 
force, which gave up after a few months of hard fighting. More successful 
ventures aimed at the Annam and Champa kingdoms (in northern and southern 
Vietnam, respectively), both of which chose submission after a series of incon-
clusive events on the battlefield. As was to be their practice, the Vietnamese 
avoided big engagements in favor of what would later be considered guerrilla ac-
tivities. Despite prolonged efforts, the Mongols never exercised effective control.
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Here the expansion stopped. The area under Mongol domination in one form 
or another had reached its maximum extent, bounded by (going clockwise) the 
Arctic, the Pacific, India, Syria and Poland. Now all the khans had to do was 
govern this empire, the greatest the world has ever seen, and keep their enemies 
and hundreds of millions of subjects at bay. It was a strategic challenge of their 
first order, one to which the Mongols did not rise.

Empire Maintenance

Nothing changes a society as quickly as the rapid influx of unimaginable wealth. 
Genghis found that his people, previously of simple taste, soon grew accustomed 
to luxury and decadence. “The appetites of his own people were insatiable,” 
writes a sympathetic observer. “Novelties became necessities, and each caravan 
of cargo stimulated a craving for more. The more he conquered, the more he had 
to conquer.”65 Living standards, once raised, cannot be allowed to fall. And since 
his soldiers did not have regular salaries but lived on plunder alone, it was partic-
ularly important to keep expanding.

Mongolia may not have had economists, but its leaders were smart enough 
to recognize quickly that trade brought substantial benefit at little cost. As a re-
sult, the great caravans marching across the silk roads connecting the Muslim 
world with China flourished under Mongol rule. While there is no evidence that 
trade affected the choice of targets for invasion, its facilitation often became a 
priority after conquest had been completed.66 Whereas many medieval societies 
denigrated commerce and degraded merchants, the Mongols valued them and 
promoted their interests.

The Mongols instituted a set of policies designed to inspire exchange and 
growth. Prices paid for goods in Karakorum were purposely inflated, to en-
courage the development of more trade.67 The khans also established a common 
currency that could be used across the empire and tried with varying degrees 
of success to introduce paper money, which for some reason worked better in 
China than Persia. Finally, the Mongols made a point of protecting tradesmen 
in their midst and treating brigands and pirates like enemies. Economic activity 
flourished, at least in those places that were not destroyed utterly during con-
quest, which the khans hoped would keep the locals pliant and receptive to rule 
by foreigners. For a while, the people in their charge experienced something akin 
to a Pax Mongolica.

Genghis’s successors also discovered that, over time, taxation could be 
even more profitable than plunder. The Mongols had supposedly considered 
annihilating the entire Jin population before eventually deciding (probably 
at the urging of Chinese advisors) that more wealth could be squeezed from 
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unmassacred subject peoples.68 Mongke instituted an empire- wide tax system, 
demanding that all sedentary people pay for the privilege of being his subjects.69 
Since successful taxation required knowledge of population numbers, the 
Mongols instituted censuses in the areas under their control. Regular military 
salaries were created for the first time as well, all of which were paid by local 
taxes. This gave the soldiery an incentive to aid, or at least not actively hinder, 
reconstruction and development. The better the peasants did, the better off the 
army was too.

Kublai and Hugelu made valiant attempts to continue what their uncle Ogodei 
had started. Their successor khans tried to build nations where none had existed 
before, ones designed to be convenient for the rulers and yet just for the people. 
Over the course the coming decades they were to try a number of avenues but 
mostly fail, in the process learning what all nation builders have discovered, that 
destroying is much easier than building. No matter how much foreign rulers may 
improve the economic and social circumstances of their people, they can never 
overcome the basic impediment to their long- term legitimacy: local nationalism 
and pride. Their primary tools of conquest— their military and terror— were of 
limited use in governance. But their failure was not for lack of trying, especially 
in China.

Above all, the Mongol approach to governance sought to be practical. Their 
policy toward religion was quite progressive and rational, for instance, espe-
cially for the pious Middle Ages. “Being the adherent of no religion and the 
follower of no creed,” observed a horrified Juvaini, Genghis “eschewed bigotry, 
and the preference of one faith to another.”70 This was a bit of an exaggeration, 
since the Mongols were hardly atheists. They were monotheists but flexible 
ones, worshipping Tengri, the god of the eternal blue sky, who apparently did 
not object to multiple, simultaneous beliefs. Spreading religion was never a goal 
of their grand strategy, and the Mongols realized that spiritual flexibility could 
be useful for governing. Genghis instituted an empire- wide religious freedom 
policy, allowing his subjects to worship as they pleased and even encouraging 
debate and discussion among representatives of different faiths. Many of his 
descendants, especially those who became more sedentary, eventually adopted 
the religion of their subjects. Those in the Middle East and Central Asia became 
Muslim, while the Chinese branch of the family converted to Buddhism. One 
suspects that, had they driven south through India or west to England, we may 
have seen Hindu and Christian Mongol leaders at some point as well.

This flexible approach to faith was indicative of the general Mongol atti-
tude toward governance. Whereas the Romans sought to transform the cities 
of Iberia, North Africa and Syria into miniature Romes, and the English would 
someday aim to create Indian subjects “more British than Indian,” the Mongols 
adopted local ways and changed themselves. Kublai was the shining example: He 
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built a Chinese capital and established a Chinese government. He ordered offi-
cial portraits made in the Chinese style, and gave Chinese names to himself, his 
dynasty and posthumously to his ancestors. Rather than make subjects more 
Mongolian, Kublai made his administration more Chinese.

Among the many aspects of Mongolian culture unimposed on their subjects 
was language.71 Unlike other imperial tongues, Mongolian did not take root 
in conquered lands. There are no Mongolian equivalents of the romance lan-
guages, and it is not the first language of any other country today, unlike Spanish 
or English. As destructive as their conquests were, the marks the Mongols left on 
the world were not deep and eroded quickly, like so many hoofprints.

Kublai also tried to win hearts and minds of commoners by attacking the 
privileges of those who had oppressed them for centuries. Aristocrats always 
fared poorly when Mongols came to town, and those in China were no ex-
ception. The Mongols standardized the legal system and rendered all people 
equal before it, at least in theory. They decreased the cruelty of punishments, 
reducing the number of crimes that could result in the death penalty. The rate 
of capital punishment dropped dramatically under the Yuan emperors, eventu-
ally reaching a level roughly equal to that of China today. In addition, Kublai 
attempted to institute something resembling universal education for the first 
time in Chinese history.72 Perhaps most importantly, the Yuan emperors also 
invested heavily in the local economy. They aided reconstruction of the areas 
ravaged by war much more than their peer khans elsewhere, and funded infra-
structure projects sure to increase trade and growth. Another major canal was 
begun on Kublai’s watch, one that connected the north to the south without 
requiring a trip on the open sea, where pirates remained a problem.73 The Great 
Khan then created the Office for the Stimulation of Agriculture in 1261, which 
prohibited nomads from roaming on farmland, a policy that did not sit well with 
many of his underlings.74

Although Kublai could reasonably claim that the Chinese people were not 
mistreated under Mongol rule— certainly not worse than they were mistreated 
by their own leaders— there were still plenty of chafing reminders of who was in 
charge. The emperor created four tiers of subjects, based on ethnicity: Mongols 
were at the top, followed by non- Chinese Muslims, northern Chinese (since the 
Jin had a nomadic background) and then the southern, sedentary people. The 
highest positions of the military or government were off- limits to people from 
the two lowest levels.75 And since the Mongols never lost their hatred for farm 
life, many Chinese were forced into slavery to serve the new regime.76 These 
and other such rules did not affect the material conditions of the peasantry, per-
haps, but the humiliation they generated stirred Chinese nationalism. “Their 
exclusion from the army and higher ranks of the civil service rankled,” wrote 
the prominent historian J.J. Saunders. “They resented the power, the wealth 



104 T h e  P u r s u i t  o f  D o m i n a n c e

      

and often the insolence of foreigners placed in command over them, and they 
secretly despised and detested rulers who could scarcely speak or understand 
their language.”77 One persistent, unkillable rumor held that the Mongols were 
about to roundup all unmarried Chinese children and press them into govern-
ment service. Waves of panic also followed the periodic gossip that the Yuan 
administration was about to order the slaughter of all people with the five most 
common Chinese surnames.78 These are not the kind of beliefs that spread rap-
idly throughout healthy societies.

Over time the rules grew more degrading. Kublai’s successors ordered all 
weapons from Chinese people confiscated, along with their iron agricultural 
tools. The use of knives among peasants was limited to certain non- threatening 
applications, and the production of bamboo was taken over by the state. Chinese 
people eventually were forbidden to ride horses, or visit the inner sanctum of the 
imperial city in Beijing, or even perform operas, which apparently was a taste 
the Mongols never acquired. Finally, Kublai established what was essentially a 
secret police to monitor these rules, one that was quite ruthless and efficient. 
According to one Chinese scholar, “the Mongols’ surveillance apparatus can be 
reckoned as one of the institutional marvels of Chinese history.”79

Kublai always claimed to be acting with the long- term in mind, and did 
little to pander to the needs of the moment.80 In retrospect, perhaps a bit more 
pandering now and again might have been wise as well. The khan’s efforts to 
create a hybrid kingdom that merged Mongol and Chinese traditions eventually 
came to naught. Empires built on fear tend to collapse quickly when populations 
cease to be afraid. By seeking to build legitimate governments based on fair treat-
ment of all subjects, the Mongols undermined the main tool that had allowed 
them to overcome their numerical inferiority. Once the people of Persia, China 
and elsewhere stopped being afraid, the empire could not be sustained.

In the end, that the Mongols were not great builders, of either nations or cities. 
Despite their best efforts, and although it had a few good decades, Karakorum 
never reached the same status as Rome or London. Nomadism was always in the 
Mongol blood; all roads never led to Karakorum. The city was essentially aban-
doned within a century. Its fate was a metaphor for the Mongol imperial project 
as a whole.

Decline

If there is one element common to all the major histories of the Mongol em-
pire, it is this: Decline is treated as an afterthought, worthy of maybe a para-
graph or two, but little more. The implosion of the khanates is always presented 
as somehow inevitable and unsurprising. Even Gibbon did not seem to care 
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much about their decline and fall, writing only thus: “One hundred and forty 
years after the death of Zingis, his degenerate race, the dynasty of the Yuen, was 
expelled by a revolt of the native Chinese; and the Mogul emperors were lost in 
the oblivion of the desert.”81

The real story is not quite as simple. It is true that a revolt of native Chinese 
eventually brought the Yuan Dynasty to an end, but it succeeded only because 
the Mongols had weakened themselves through decades of internecine warfare. 
Descendants of Ogodei in the Chagatai Khanate tried to wrest the empire away 
from their cousins, setting off a thirty- year Mongol civil war, primarily against 
the Yuan. The Golden Horde and the Ilkhanate fought nearly constantly, which 
was good news for the Poles and Mamluks but bad news for the empire.

The successors to Kublai continued to carry the title Great Khan, but none 
of the other khanates recognized their authority. Increasingly, neither did the 
people of China. The first succession went smoothly, but those thereafter did 
not. Kublai’s favorite son drank himself to death while his father lived, so power 
was transferred to another of his sons, Temur. The new khan essentially called off 
further expansion in the Pacific in order to resume the war against his cousins. 
He died at forty- one, one year after his only son, which set off a two- decade pe-
riod of political purges, coups, and civil wars. In 1333 a new emperor emerged, 
Toghon Temur, who was able to bring some stability back to the Yuan. Major 
rebellions broke out in the south in the early 1350s, however, ones the Mongol 
leadership was not able to put down. In 1368 the khanate was finally overthrown 
by a native Chinese dynasty, the Ming, which spent the better part of its time in 
power dealing with endless incursions from the steppe.

Anti- Mongol rebels gained a major ally in the middle of the fourteenth cen-
tury, one that no one at the time fully understood. Mongol experiments in na-
tion building came to abrupt ends when the bubonic plague broke out in their 
ranks and spread rapidly across the interconnected empire. The first reports 
of its outbreak are from the 1330s in Central Asia, probably after it leapt from 
marmots to humans. The disease reached the Golden Horde in 1345 and Europe 
two years later, and by 1351 China had lost somewhere between one- third and 
one- half of its population. The intricate Mongol trade system collapsed, and 
economic depression followed. Shortages of all sorts of goods fueled inflation, 
which raged out of control in China by 1356. The plague was particularly dev-
astating to urbanized areas, whose crowds abetted its transmission much more 
effectively than sparsely populated steppes. The more sophisticated the state, the 
harder it was hit by the plague.

Nature more than rebels brought down the Yuan. The fourteenth century was 
calamitous everywhere, natural- disaster- wise, but in China the suffering was im-
mense. Chinese sources record nine floods, eighty- six droughts, sixty- one locust 
plagues, fifty- six earthquakes, forty- two typhoons, and twenty major epidemics 
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during the century of Yuan rule, some of which may have had climatological 
causes.82 The Yellow River flooded its delta with unprecedented frequency in 
the later decades, and famine visited some portion of the country nearly every 
year. No Yuan emperor ignored these problems, but their relief efforts, sophisti-
cated though they may have been for the time, failed to alleviate the suffering.83 
Eventually the authority of the center was fatally undermined. The Ming rebels 
were thus able to pick the parts off the whole one by one.

The Ilkhans managed succession more successfully than their brothers in 
China but were never able to defeat the Mamluk- Golden Horde alliance. They 
reached out to several European powers in the hope of encouraging a new cru-
sade into the Holy Land, demonstrating the old adage that neighbors are gener-
ally enemies, and neighbors- plus- one are allies. Perhaps exhausted by decades 
of war, the khanate broke apart in 1335, as various warring factions struggled for 
power. The collapse was sudden and somewhat mysterious from today’s vantage 
point, since few sources of the Ilkhanate’s final years survive. According to one 
description, “we appear to have here the perplexing phenomenon of an empire 
which fell without having previously declined.”84 The Golden Horde was the pri-
mary beneficiary, absorbing a few of the successor states.

The steppe khanates fared better and persisted longer, in part because they 
lacked large, restive native populations working to expel them. Rival factions 
split the Chagatai Khanate into pieces in the 1330s, one of which did not fall to 
its neighbors for three hundred years. The Golden Horde was the only successor 
state to grow in power throughout the fourteenth century, but it too split in the 
fifteenth. The smaller pieces decreased in power over time, as native Russian 
strength grew. The last of these, the final remnant of the empire Genghis estab-
lished, survived until the mid- 1800s.

Further conquests in Genghis’s name occurred under a Turkish warrior 
whose battle injuries earned him the nickname Timur the Lame, or Tamerlane. 
He emerged out of one of the many factions vying for control of the Chagatai 
Khanate in the late fourteenth century, proving to be an excellent tactician and 
motivator of men. He married a direct descendant of Genghis in an attempt to 
claim some legitimacy for the rampages he led, but in reality he was little more 
than an avaricious, mass- murdering rape enthusiast who had little interest in 
governing or building. Tamerlane was not boring, to be sure, but neither was he 
Mongol, and his story has little relation to this one. He will however make a brief 
appearance in the next chapter.

Like so many other superpowers before and since, the Mongols were not able 
to persist in a world without enemies. The great distances between khanates 
facilitated the growth of distrust and misperception about one another. The 
martial Mongol horde was not built for peace; once external enemies were de-
feated it found new internal ones to fight.85 And as has been so often the case 
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throughout history, transitions of power proved the ultimate undoing. Without 
a clear way to choose the Great Khan, rivalries and jealousies emerged. The 
grandsons of Genghis were the first to fight one another, establishing a tradition 
kept alive for generations.

The Mongol was the last of a particular species that haunted civilization with 
some regularity: the pillaging steppe horseman. Technology would eventually 
allow sedentary people to solve the nomad problem for good. Artillery alleviated 
the terror of the cavalry charge, and rifles ended the advantages of the composite 
bow. By the seventeenth century the forces of agricultural civilization, in the 
form of Russian and Chinese armies, were pushing into the steppe rather than 
vice versa.86 The era of the rampaging steppe warrior had come to an end.

* * *
In the end, the khans could not overcome the substantial challenges faced by 
any nomadic people who would establish and rule an empire. Societies built 
for movement, destruction, and plunder can rarely also administer, govern, and 
build. The more enlightened Mongols realized this early on and tried to develop 
the skills necessary to remain in power, but tensions always existed between the 
new and old ways. Perhaps, as many historians have judged, moving away from 
traditional Mongol tactics and lifestyle was their most basic blunder. Perhaps 
they had no choice, though, if they wanted their efforts to persist. They could 
have chosen immutability, but they would have watched their conquests evap-
orate even faster, like those of the Huns. Instead, the Mongols were willing to 
adapt their ways to address the needs of governing, and by doing so had more of 
a lasting impact on their conquered regions and on the wider world.

Despite their best efforts, Mongol attempts at assimilation never convinced 
locals to accept them as their own. Kublai Khan’s successors were always 
outsiders to the Chinese people, as were the other khans to the people they 
ruled. Overthrow was everywhere greeted as emancipation. It turns out that 
societies brutally conquered tend to have long memories, and that empires built 
upon foundations of terror do not last long. Mongol rule, no matter how en-
lightened, could never be legitimate. It turns out that people prefer leadership 
of their own, even when their own is tyrannical and corrupt, to that of outsiders 
whose presence is a constant reminder of the humiliating history that brought 
them to power.



      

5

The Ottoman Empire

The Roman Empire still existed, at least on paper, in 1453. Constantinople and a 
few scattered colonies remained in the hands of the successors of Augustus, who 
considered themselves Roman but are known to history as Byzantine. The city 
had survived many sieges over the centuries, thanks to its geographic advantages 
and towering walls, but faced its most serious challenge when Ottoman Sultan 
Mehmed II appeared as an uninvited Easter guest, accompanied by some eighty 
thousand of his friends.1 The Byzantines did not have enough troops to man 
their famous ramparts but they did have a long history of successfully repelling 
barbarian invasions, and had hired some Genoese mercenaries in the hopes of 
holding off the Ottomans until a rescue force arrived. In fact, Mehmed’s was 
the thirteenth Muslim attempt to take the city.2 Legend had it that the Prophet 
Muhammad predicted that eventually one would succeed, though: “One day 
Constantinople will certainly be conquered,” He is to have said. “A good emir 
and a good army will be able to accomplish this.”3

Mehmed was confident too, and not just because he was a good emir with 
a good army. Both of those were true, but he also possessed something that 
earlier besiegers did not: a giant cannon. His massive artillery piece, which was 
dragged into place by sixty oxen, was terrifying and destructive but took over 
three hours to reload. Byzantine engineers were able to patch the holes from 
its blasts in real time, as fast as they were created. After repeated frontal assaults 
were repulsed by the defenders, the Ottomans switched tactics. They tunneled 
up to the walls in the hope of taking them down with mines, but this proved 
unsuccessful too. Eventually they were able to move troops by sea past the city’s 
defenses and stretch the Byzantine lines thin. By the end of May the walls had 
been breached and the city fell to the sultan, who would be known to history 
thereafter as “Mehmed the Conqueror.” The body of his counterpart, Byzantine 
Emperor Constantine IX, was never found.

The fifty- seventh Byzantine emperor may have been little more than the mayor 
of Constantinople by the time of Mehmed’s arrival, but his fall still represented 
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a major turning point in the history of Europe and the Middle East. It was the 
moment that the Ottoman Empire emerged as the greatest power in the richest 
region in the world, the state that would dominate interaction between East and 
West for centuries. Its rise— and its reign— were not only unlikely but would 
have seemed impossible to any neutral observer at the beginning of the fifteenth 
century. The conquest of Constantinople came only fifty years after the Ottoman 
Empire had been thoroughly crushed by a foreign power. In that half- century a 
near- miraculous recovery took place, during which a combination of military 
prowess, bureaucratic efficiency, strategic restraint, and wise domestic policies 
enabled the Ottomans to conquer and pacify some of the least pacifiable areas 
of the Earth.

Misperceptions regarding the grand strategy and indeed very nature of the 
Ottoman Empire accompanied its entire life span. The Turks were waging a re-
ligious war on Christianity, according to their contemporaries, one with unlim-
ited ends and a bottomless capacity for evil. A Croatian bishop wrote in 1493 
that the Ottomans had “an insatiable appetite for the slaughter of the faithful 
and the avid desire to seize power over the entire world.”4 Four hundred years 
later a British prime minister would agree, adding that “from the first black day 
they entered Europe, they [have been] the one great anti- human specimen of 
humanity.”5 Modern historians have been somewhat less convinced of their in-
humanity, but it is still common to find arguments about the relentless belliger-
ence of the empire. The Ottomans built a “near- perfect military society,” at least 
according to an oft- quoted phrase, one designed for constant warfare.6 As begins 
one recent text, “The Ottoman Empire lived for war.”7 Images of a perpetually ag-
gressive state have convinced some that there was little strategic thought behind 
Ottoman actions, and that the state merely expanded as much as possible, for the 
sake of God, and perhaps for expansion itself.

In reality the sultans were far more rational and calculating than their critics 
allowed. Indeed it is hard to imagine how an empire could have emerged and 
then persisted for six centuries in the world’s most dangerous neighborhood 
without a coherent grand strategy. The Ottomans never built a military machine 
capable of world conquest, because such a thing was never their goal. Theirs was a 
regional strategy, one designed to project power a certain distance from the cap-
ital and no more. In order to achieve that aim they instituted a number of clear 
policies: they created a concentric circle of colonies, vassals, and buffers around 
Constantinople, the defense of which was always their highest priority; they stu-
diously avoided simultaneous wars, which was not an easy task when enemies 
lurked over every horizon; and perhaps most important, they sought to mini-
mize resistance in the lands they conquered by offering a more enlightened rule 
than those they replaced. These, when combined with a few advantageous po-
litical traditions— an efficient, professional bureaucracy, as well as a succession 
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process that chose new leaders with a survival- of- the- fittest approach— allowed 
the Ottomans to maintain the strongest empire of their day, one that was to last 
from medieval straight into modern times.

The strengths of their initial imperial formulation eventually proved to be li-
abilities, however, since memories of past successes and glories prevented the 
kind of innovation that would have allowed the Ottomans to keep pace with 
their rivals. Nearly perfect grand strategies can prove very difficult to change. 
And no strategy stays nearly perfect forever.

Imperial Foundations

Nothing about the empire’s early years suggested an imminent rise to super-
power status. Like the Romans, the Ottomans took their name from a quasi- 
mythical figure, one whose accomplishments are under- documented but 
extremely influential. We can say with confidence that a Turkish tribe under a 
man named Osman defeated a Byzantine army near the city of Bapheus in 1301, 
but we know little else about that era.8 Osman evidently led one of many Turkish 
nomadic groups that wisely fled from Genghis at some point in the late thir-
teenth century, settling eventually in western Anatolia. He and his immediate 
successors overran one neighboring Turkish tribe after another, in the process 
attracting the attention of the emperors in Constantinople. The latter resisted 
their rise at first but were eventually impressed enough by the Ottoman battle-
field performance to hire them. Ottoman units fought for various claimants in 
Byzantine civil wars during the fourteenth century, expanding their reach and 
influence each time.

Early Ottoman conquests set precedents for those to come. Raids into neigh-
boring lands grew in frequency and severity until exhausted target governments 
were beaten into vassal- like debility.9 More direct control followed, with the 
liquidation of local nobility or its absorption into the Ottoman system of land 
distribution. By avoiding a major invasion, the hope was, social and economic 
disruption could be minimized, along with resistance.10 Gradual assimilation 
was always preferable to radical change. As we will see, the slow pace of con-
quest helped sell Ottoman rule to the masses, who sometimes even welcomed 
their new rulers and delighted in the humiliation of their local oppressors. Over 
the course of those early decades, the Ottoman military slowly evolved from a 
group of mounted raiders into a disciplined force capable of winning battles and 
conducting sieges. Greater conquests started to become imaginable.

Ottoman armies were fueled at least in part by religious fervor. The sultans 
inherited and promoted the so- called ghaza (holy war) tradition, the fourteenth- 
century equivalent of today’s jihad, or an imperative to expand the territory 
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under control of the faithful.11 Ottoman campaigns aimed to increase the power 
of the sultan, to be sure, but they also hoped to spread the faith and save souls. 
The most basic source of sultanic legitimacy was the belief that he was the head 
ghazi, the leader of the Holy War against the infidel. Neither its bellicosity nor its 
religiosity differentiated the Ottoman state from its various neighbors, none of 
whom were squeamish about killing on behalf of a loving god.

The early sultans ran into substantial resistance to their efforts, especially 
in southeastern Europe. Christendom reacted predictably to the heathen 
incursions, launching a pair of crusades to beat back the Ottoman forces. At this 
point Latin Christians were essentially part- time warriors with little central or-
ganization, however, and these glory seekers spent nearly as much time hassling 
the local Greek Orthodox as they did fighting the Muslim invaders.12 When the 
armies did clash, the Turks made quick work of the amateur crusaders.

As efficient as it was, the military was not the primary tool of Ottoman ex-
pansion. Rather than conquer and then pacify, sultans much preferred to pair 
their many offspring with those of regional warlords and absorb lands through 
marriage.13 One of the most consequential occurred in 1346, when Sultan 
Orhan took the Byzantine Princess Theodora as his second wife and pledged to 
help her father in future battles, in exchange for territory in Gallipoli. Many more 
matches to lesser potentates spread the Ottoman influence throughout Anatolia 
and eventually beyond.

Rather than forge an entirely new imperial structure, Osman and his successors 
were happy to borrow successful practices and modify them where necessary to 
fit their needs. From the Byzantines they adopted their traditions of taxation 
and vassalage; their system of land use seems to have come from the Seljuks, 
their predecessors in Anatolia; from the Arab Empire and the Mongol Ilkhanate 
they adopted the administrative and bureaucratic practices that set them apart 
from all their contemporaries; and from their steppe ancestors the Ottomans 
took their traditions of succession, which kept the empire together and compe-
tently led for generations.14 The resulting administration was a polyglot amalgam 
of several traditions, which fit the polyglot empire’s needs quite well.

The land- use system was particularly important. In the Ottoman Empire pri-
vate property was scarce, since in theory all territory belonged to the sultan. He 
allowed his subjects to live on his land, but for a price. One route to wealth was 
to be given a timar, or fief, from which owners could collect taxes as long as they 
provided cavalrymen in times of war.15 Since lording it over the peasantry is al-
ways popular, Osman was able to use these land grants to reward his most loyal 
followers and to inspire loyalty in new ones. “Those who want a timar, follow 
me,” he supposedly cried on his way off to battle.16 Timars were never perma-
nent, however, since the sultan would periodically move their owners around in 
order to prevent local identities and regional loyalties from forming. The empire 
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was thus founded on a semi- feudal system that contained mechanisms to pre-
vent the rise of warlords while still providing the bulk of the sultan’s army for 
centuries.

By the end of the fourteenth century, Osman’s descendants had secured large 
portions of Anatolia and substantial land across the Dardanelles. They would 
go on to build an empire that included, at different times, all or parts of at least 
thirty- eight modern countries, including the holiest sites of three major religions 
and some thirty million people.17 Somehow they managed to keep that disparate 
group together through the tumults of Renaissance, Reformation, and Industrial 
Age, through the transition from medieval times to modernity. And they man-
aged to rebuild it following a catastrophe that would have spelled the end of 
almost any other state.

Destruction and Renewal

The Ottomans ran into their first major crisis under Osman’s great- grandson 
Bayezid (1389– 1402), nicknamed “the Thunderbolt,” whose forces had added 
large swaths of Bulgaria and Bosnia to the empire and intermittently laid siege 
to Constantinople. The sultan had to break off his efforts to capture the city ab-
ruptly when a new threat appeared in Anatolia, a horde of warriors from the 
Chatagai Khanate under the command of Timur the Lame, or Tamerlane.

We met Tamerlane briefly in the last chapter. Careful readers will recall the 
rampaging leader of the late Mongol period sporting a dubious claim of direct 
lineage to Genghis, whose passions were conquest, pillage, torture, and rape. His 
forces had overrun much of Central Asia, the Middle East, and India by the be-
ginning of the fifteenth century, when his attention turned to Asia Minor. There 
Tamerlane met obstinate and disrespectful resistance from Bayezid, which he 
took quite personally, as was the Mongol way. In July 1402 their two armies met 
near Ankara, where things went poorly for the Ottomans. Bayezid’s large army 
was crushed, and a sultan fell into captivity for the first and last time in history. 
Accounts differ about the treatment he received at the hands of his enemies: the 
sultan may or may not have spent time in an iron cage that was used as a table cen-
terpiece when Tamerlane entertained, events at which Bayezid’s wife may or may 
not have been forced to serve guests nude. The sultan died in 1403, at age forty- 
eight, after (legend has it) repeatedly banging his head on the bars of his cell.18

Here the story of the Ottoman Empire should have ended, with its land 
devastated, its armies defeated, and its leader captured. Few are the great powers 
that manage to climb back from such depths. Fortunately for the Ottomans, how-
ever, Tamerlane expressed little interest in governing Anatolia, and died only a 
few years after his conquest. The Thunderbolt’s four surviving sons fought to 

 

 



 Th e  O t toman  Emp ire  113

      

determine who would have the right to lead the reconstruction, delaying matters 
for more than a decade. But when the Ottomans finally coalesced behind the 
victor of these civil wars (the new Sultan Mehmed), they began what would be 
a stunningly successful rebuilding effort, one that would within a century raise 
them to superpower status rivaled at the time only by the Habsburg Empire to 
their west. Mehmed began the reconstruction project during his relatively short 
reign (1413– 1421), and under his son Murad II the pre- Tamerlane boundaries 
of the empire were re- established. Within fifty years the Ottomans would be 
strong enough to take Constantinople, and within fifty more they had spread 
over most of the modern Arab world and reached the gates of Vienna.

This odds- defying rise from the Mongol ashes, and then the long imperial sur-
vival in a rather rough neighborhood, was the result of some clear strategic choices. 
For one thing, the dramatic reversal of fortunes would have been impossible had the 
peoples formerly under Ottoman rule resisted the reconquest, but they did not. It 
could never have been accomplished if the Ottomans did not remain highly organ-
ized and disciplined, even through the Mongol disaster and subsequent civil wars, 
but they did. And no imperial reconstruction could have occurred if the sultans had 
not figured out a way to hand a united empire down to their most deserving sons, 
but they had. These three elements allowed the imperial humpty dumpty to be put 
back together again, and within two generations attain much greater heights.

Toleration and Local Resistance

Although its European enemies portrayed it as an infidel monolith, the Ottoman 
Empire was actually quite diverse. The government was a religious minority in its 
own land, at least for its first century, and at no time did the army lack Christian 
officers and men. The most senior positions were reserved for Muslims, but in ge-
neral the sultans chose tolerance over oppression and coexistence over conversion. 
Osman first developed a policy of accommodation, or istimalet, which aimed to ease 
expansion by decreasing local resistance to Ottoman conquests. While Christian 
states in the Mediterranean expelled Muslims and Jews and burned people of “he-
retical” Christian denominations, the Ottomans preached and practiced tolerance. 
As long as local communities did not take actions hostile to Islam, they were gen-
erally left alone. The state did not seek their conversion, either directly or indi-
rectly.19 There was no “Ottomanization,” no attempt to remake the periphery in the 
image of the center. The brilliant istimalet did not emerge from Ottoman cultural 
or religious traditions, nor was it an ideological or moral approach to governance.20 
It was means to imperial ends; it was, in other words, strategic.

Many imperial regions enjoyed limited self- government, depending upon 
local circumstances. There was no uniformity, no cookie- cutter approach applied 
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everywhere, which made for a complex, confusing patchwork of an empire that 
required substantial organization to work. The Ottomans were “institutionally 
omnivorous,” in sociologist Karen Barkey’s words, willing to accept wide vari-
ation in exchange for stability.21 Largely as a result of these policies, the home 
front was kept quiet. Different religious and ethnic communities co- existed, 
often side- by- side, with remarkably little intercommunal conflict. Violence did 
occur, but never at levels before or since the Ottomans controlled the region.

People living outside the empire certainly knew of the treatment of minorities 
across the border. They knew, for instance, that Sultan Bayezid named his sons 
Jesus, Moses, Solomon, Muhammad, and Joseph. They knew that Christians 
retained their lands and privileges under Ottoman rule. They also knew that na-
tional and local boundaries did not change when Ottomans took over, and that 
imperial provinces areas generally maintained their local laws. They could not 
help but see that former Byzantine subjects paid less tax under the Ottoman 
system, even though it provided more security, and they might have even known 
that one consistent Ottoman policy was to introduce postwar fiscal regimes 
designed to hasten recovery in devastated regions.22 Most important, they 
certainly knew that all the states around the Ottoman Empire, and especially 
those in Reformation- era Europe, practiced some form of cuius regio eius religio, 
wherein the religion of the ruler became the religion of the people. The masses 
generally had no choice about their beliefs. The Ottomans never followed this 
practice: Christians, Jews, and other religious minorities flourished under 
Istanbul’s rule. Even the zealous ghazi order proved to be pragmatic when it 
came to conquered areas, tolerating a host of other faiths and traditions.23 “They 
pay a great respect to the customs of foreign nations,” wrote one baffled contem-
porary (Christian) observer, “even to the detriment of their religious scruples.”24

Target populations were aware of these facts, despite terrifying rumors to the 
contrary, because Ottoman agents made them aware. Large- scale intelligence 
gathering and propaganda campaigns typically preceded invasions, aiming to 
reassure target populaces and identify the exploitable fissures and discontents 
in the lands they coveted.25 As a result, even sultans who had reputations for 
severity were often regarded as improvements over indigenous leadership. Over 
and over again, invading Ottoman armies were not greeted with the kind of pop-
ular resistance that local leaders anticipated. From the empire’s earliest days, a 
surprising number of garrisons and castles surrendered without resistance and 
even joined the Ottoman ranks. Many Orthodox Christians in the Balkans who 
bristled under Latin rule welcomed the more tolerant Ottomans. Christian 
counterattackers were rarely greeted as liberators, much to their amazement. 
Hungarian noblemen, for instance, had experienced rule by both empires at 
different times and were often quick to rebel against their Habsburg overlords 
in ways that puzzled Christendom.26 One Protestant in the Low Countries 
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summarized the view of many: “Rather Turkish than Popish.”27 From Cyprus in 
1571 through Crete in 1645 to Greece in 1715, the Ottoman armies were aided, 
or at least not impeded, by largely sympathetic local populations.28 Orthodox 
Christians were not the only ones who welcomed Ottoman armies. Muslims in 
Syria, Egypt, and Iraq would also delight in the replacement of their local rulers 
when their times came.

Diversity created other advantages for the Ottomans. First, it expanded 
the pool of potential servants of the empire. The Ottomans took the best of 
conquered populations into government employment, where religion and he-
redity created no advantage. As a result, the talent level across the empire was 
higher than in its rivals. Mehmed the Conqueror’s chief artilleryman during 
the siege of Constantinople was famously a Hungarian; Christian generals led 
charges against crusaders; Turcomen cavalry fought against Persian armies.29 
Even the Ottoman elite had no central ethnic identity. Though it became more 
difficult to rise through the ranks without conversion to Islam as time went on, 
no other empire under consideration in these (or any other) pages could boast 
of leaders from so many backgrounds with roughly equal status.30 It would be an 
exaggeration to call their society a pure meritocracy since women were excluded, 
but the Ottoman Empire was closer to that ideal than any of its era. Running it 
were the best men they could find.

Second, diversity gave the Sublime Porte (the spectacular nickname for the 
Ottoman central government) an intelligence advantage as well. The empire 
was a destination for a variety of disaffected peoples across its region, such as 
Jews ejected from Habsburg Spain or Orthodox Christians fleeing the pope’s 
influence. Many kept in touch with their co- ethnics abroad. Sultans were able to 
draw upon their Armenians and Greek subjects, for example, in their attempts 
to gather information about their Balkan enemies.31 Diaspora communities with 
connections in Europe and Asia were important sources for the Porte’s intelli-
gence professionals.

It would be a mistake to consider the Ottomans to be unblemished paragons 
of humanism, however. They were relatively enlightened for their era, to be sure, 
but it was an era when the bar was preposterously low. As much as conquered 
people might have appreciated the religious freedom and tax relief that the 
sultans brought, one suspects they resented the marauding soldiers, burning 
cities, and lost land. One further suspects that the Ottoman ghulam system, 
which was based upon child slavery, did not endear them to their subjects. In 
the Christian areas they conquered, the Ottomans kidnapped young boys and 
brought them back to Istanbul for indoctrination and training. “The candidates 
had to be between the ages of ten and eighteen or thereabouts, able bodied, good 
looking, clever, unmarried, and uncircumcised,” according to one description of 
this practice. Most of the recruits were Greeks, Serbs, and Albanians— Jews were 
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considered unsuitable for warfare, Gypsies unreliable, and Muslims forbidden by 
law. They all had to be stolen from families, since orphans “were believed to lack 
a proper upbringing and to be greedy.”32 Some kidnapped boys formed the heart 
of the famous and fierce janissary corps, which we will discuss shortly. Others 
with less martial talents were recruited into the imperial bureaucracy, destined 
for a lifetime of government civilian service. None would see their families again.

The second practice that did not fit well with their reputation for toler-
ance was the Ottoman enthusiasm for mass deportation. Early sultans for-
cibly transported nomadic peoples to the imperial periphery, and later ones 
“encouraged” the movement of Turkish people into newly conquered areas, 
often after deporting the locals beforehand. Artisans and merchants from across 
the empire were relocated to Constantinople after it fell, and peasants were 
moved into its suburbs. “As these people did not usually like to abandon their 
homes,” understated the historian Halil İnalcık, “the officials concerned were or-
dered to carry out these measures with firmness.”33 This “firmness” is what today 
we would call “ethnic cleansing,” and it would come to influence history’s final 
verdict on the empire.

Thus Ottoman success in winning the hearts and minds of their subjects could 
not have been absolute. Christians and Jews were integral parts of Ottoman so-
ciety, but they never achieved full equality in what was always a predominantly 
Islamic empire. They had to pay a special tax and did not enjoy the same rights 
and freedoms as their Muslim neighbors. Many Balkan communities might have 
been happy to replace Latin rule with Muslim, but when an Orthodox alterna-
tive arose in the form of a Russian tsar in the eighteenth century, they quickly 
switched allegiances.34 Nevertheless, when compared to its early- modern rivals, 
the Ottoman Empire practiced a level of tolerance and achieved a corresponding 
diversity that was well ahead of its time, and that created a reputation that gener-
ally served its strategic goals quite nicely.

Men of the Pen

Bureaucracies are not heroic. They do not produce glorious victories or inspire 
public affection, and commonly they are the object of scorn from contemporaries 
and historians alike. If there is one actor who set the Ottoman Empire apart from 
its rivals, however, it was not the warrior but the bureaucrat. Organizational 
rather than martial skill produced the post- Tamerlane recovery, and the imposi-
tion of order in quite excitable parts of the world for centuries afterward.

Although everyone in the empire was a subject of the sultan, Ottoman leaders 
relied heavily on two classes of servants, both of whom were exempt from tax-
ation: “men of the sword” and “men of the pen.” The former may have gained 
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the lion’s share of historical attention for their contributions to the empire but 
the latter held it together. Imperial continuity and resilience were preserved by 
its lonely, nameless bureaucrats, whose tedious toil kept it functioning through 
good times and bad.35 The bureaucracy is often discussed only in context of 
decline, as a scapegoat for Ottoman inefficiency, rapacity, nepotism, and/ or 
corruption.36 Some of this is fair; while the men of the pen made the empire 
resilient, they would also provide inertia to resist change. But while it is always 
popular to bash administrators, without them complex political entities cannot 
exist. Ottoman bureaucrats were exceptionally professional, well- organized, 
and relatively flexible, responsive to local conditions and suited to solving the 
day- to- day problems of imperial governance. They also served as an informal 
counterweight to the sultan, providing continuity during transitions and times 
of instability.37 Other Islamic states had similar services, but European powers of 
the day had nothing like it.

The heroes of the Ottoman Empire were not only the mighty timariots smiting 
and slaughtering on the battlefield but also the lowly scribes toiling in the impe-
rial bowels, pouring over tax remittances, reorganizing fiefdoms, adjudicating 
small claims, and approving third marriages. This was not an accident; the sultans 
placed a high priority on organization and rational governance, and created a ca-
pability to bring it about. Their army of bureaucrats sustained the imperial struc-
ture, allowing the diverse empire to resist its strong, persistent centrifugal forces. 
Those wielding swords were important, but so were those pushing paper.

Succession and Fratricide

Ottoman royal families could be quite large. Sultans could take many wives and 
even more concubines, and all offspring were considered legitimate.38 Henry 
VIII ruled the wrong country. Polygamy could pay diplomatic dividends, since it 
gave the sultans many options for helpful marriage alliances, but it complicated 
matters upon their demise.39 The empire crafted a way to deal with succession 
that worked pretty well, from a practical standpoint, even if it did result in the 
occasional mass murder.

The Ottomans did not merely enthrone eldest sons regardless of their ability 
to govern. And unlike in other Turkish nomadic traditions, when the sultan 
died his lands were not divided.40 Instead each son of a sultan was put in charge 
of his own province in Anatolia when he came of age and given an education 
designed to prepare him for rule. When dad passed away, the sons would fight 
for the crown. Thus, princes spent their lives learning to govern, aware that they 
needed to attract support for a looming power struggle. In theory, anyway, he 
who was best suited to rule would (with God’s help) ascend to the throne. This 
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survival- of- the- fittest imperial selection resulted in surprisingly uncommon civil 
wars, and unsurprisingly common fratricide. No sultan ever felt safe until all his 
brothers were dead. Ottoman legal theorists constructed elaborate defenses for 
this system, arguing that whatever produced the best chance for competent lead-
ership was essentially justified. Royal omelets are not made without breaking 
eggs. One sultan spoke for many when he declared that it was appropriate for 
one of his sons to kill the others, “for the sake of the good order of the world.”41 
Only those with one son could expect their family’s unity to persist after their 
departure.

This Ottoman succession tradition lasted for centuries, until some overanx-
ious would- be sultans took things a bit too far. Fratricide was practiced by every 
new leader between 1389 and 1595, but when Mehmed III had all nineteen of 
his brothers (some of whom were toddlers) strangled immediately upon the 
death of their father, the public had enough. The sight of little caskets in the fu-
neral procession was simply too much for them, and the practice was discon-
tinued.42 This tradition of crowning the best possible leader while sustaining the 
direct line to Osman proved too brutal to last forever.

The “Near- Perfect Military Society”: Men of the Sword

Dominant powers do not achieve their status by tolerance, organization, and frat-
ricide alone. The Ottomans also possessed the best military of the early- modern 
era. They were to teach Europe and Persia a lesson that apparently needed regular 
repetition throughout history: professional, trained soldiers perform extremely 
well against part- time peasant warriors. The Ottomans fielded the best standing 
army in Europe since Rome, one that regularly defeated much larger forces.

Sultan Murad I founded what was to become the heart of that professional 
military, the janissaries, in 1363. This highly effective force was a product of the 
ghulam system described above. Ottoman procurers would seek boys between 
eight and twenty years old, with twelve to fourteen being optimal, in conquered 
lands. These boys, once they recovered from the trauma of bidding farewell to 
their homes and families, were trained to become part of an elite infantry unit 
whose main task would be to protect the sultan and win his battles. For more 
than four centuries they would do just that. The best troops of the Ottoman mil-
itary were infantrymen, which separated it from its nomadic predecessors. In 
retrospect, the heroism and pride demonstrated by these slaves in the perfor-
mance of their duties is remarkable: At no point did these highly trained killers 
use the chaos of the battlefield to turn on their kidnappers. It was not until the 
janissary corps was watered down with volunteer soldiers in later centuries did it 
ever rebel against the sultans.
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Although the janissaries were the nucleus around which the Ottoman mili-
tary was built, at no time did they constitute a majority of the soldiers under the 
sultan’s command. A far greater number were sipahis, the cavalry supplied by the 
timar holders during campaigns.43 Those given fiefs were expected to provide 
soldiers, retainers and supplies when the bugle sounded; failure to do so would 
result in confiscation of land. These two major categories were supplemented 
by auxiliary personnel, including light cavalry, irregular soldiers manning the 
borders, and specialists of various kinds. Also included on some campaigns were 
the deli, or “maniacs,” the “riskers of souls” who were used in the most dangerous 
activities.44 All told, by the middle of the sixteenth century the sultans could field 
armies of ninety to one hundred thousand men, of whom two- thirds would par-
ticipate in a typical season’s campaigning.45

If, as the cliché goes, strategy is for amateurs and logistics for professionals, 
then the Ottoman army was run by professionals. As if their highly trained, elite 
warriors did not provide enough of an advantage, the Ottomans also maintained 
the best support system of the era. The sultans drafted not only warriors but 
cooks, craftsmen, and artisans who would travel with the army and meet its 
needs. They baked its bread, made its shoes, and mended its weaponry on site. 
Ottoman units purchased food and supplies from locals in towns they traversed 
instead of preying on them, actually helping local economies— quite the op-
posite of most armies of the time— and keeping their soldiers better fed. The 
sultan’s engineers could lay down roads and bridge any river in their path, in-
cluding the major waterways of southeastern Europe. Along the route the armies 
could count on finding pre- positioned warehouses stocked with supplies by 
local leaders. Wounded soldiers received financial support, as did families of the 
fallen.46 And as always, the Ottoman intelligence network, both tactical and stra-
tegic, was second to none.47 Their units were rarely taken by surprise.

When those armies arrived at their destination, their battle tactics followed 
a familiar pattern. The janissaries were placed in the center of the line, guarding 
the sultan. By the end of the fifteenth century, they commonly formed a circle of 
interlocked carts with spaces in between for artillery, similar to the laagers that 
the Boers would employ four hundred years later.48 On the flanks were the far 
more numerous sipahis who would carry the fight to the enemy. Raiders typi-
cally rode out front and tried to draw enemy into an area where the sipahis could 
encircle and annihilate them. They were much more maneuverable and better 
disciplined than Europe’s heavily armored knights.

Opportunities to demonstrate these tactics were relatively rare. This was 
an era in which sieges were far more common than open, fluid engagements 
in the field. Generals were hesitant to risk their forces in big clashes, knowing 
that entire wars often turned on the outcome of one decisive day. Single battles 
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determined who would rule the Balkans (the Ottomans, after the Battle of Varna 
in 1444), Syria (the Ottomans, after Marj Dabiq in 1516), Egypt (the Ottomans, 
after Ridaniya in 1517) and Hungary (the Ottomans, after Mohács in 1526). 
The so- called “Long Hungarian War” (1593– 1606) had only one big battle, at 
Mezőkeresztes in 1596, as did the nearly- as- long war with the Persian Safavids 
(at Caldiran in 1514). Although the Ottomans won far more of these big battles 
than they lost, their record was not unblemished. Tamerlane’s conquest had also 
resulted from one major field victory, after all.

Like all great militaries, the Ottomans actively sought to learn from their 
enemies and stole ideas when appropriate. Turkish forces were initially light on 
firearms, for instance, since it was not easy for mounted warriors to use such 
weapons effectively. Once they saw what gunpowder could do, however, they 
integrated it into their tactics with alacrity, and before long other militaries were 
copying their techniques. For at least three hundred years, from the fifteenth 
century through the seventeenth, this combination of professionalism, support, 
and adaptation made the Ottoman military the best in the business.

Mehmed the Conqueror— and the Strategist

By the time Mehmed II took the throne in 1451, the Ottoman recovery had 
progressed to the point that they could capture the city that remained the sym-
bolic heart of Orthodox Christianity. Soon after its capture Constantinople 
quickly became to the Ottomans what it had been to the Byzantines: the capital 
and center of all imperial action. They developed the habit of just referring to it 
as “The City,” needing no more explanation, which in the Greek- translated- to- 
Turkish sounds like “Istanbul.” Conquest of The City changed Ottoman grand 
strategy, which after 1453 prioritized defense of the capital above all other goals, 
putting the Turks on a collision course with the Habsburgs.49

Mehmed took immediate steps to make Constantinople great again. He 
granted tax exemptions to tradesmen and brought in artisans and laborers from 
all over Anatolia, increasing the city’s population by around 50 percent.50 His 
treatment of the Byzantine administration and elite followed long- standing 
practices: rather than tear down and then try to replace the existing institutions 
and structures, the Ottomans absorbed willing locals into the new adminis-
tration and adopted the efficient aspects of their systems. “They coopted their 
enemies,” argued Barkey. “Instead of pursuing a policy of de- Byzantification, they 
recognized the value of their rivals, accepting Byzantine and Balkan aristocracies 
into their new administration.”51 As a result, transition from one imperial rule to 
another went as smoothly as could be expected, once the natives came to realize 
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that life would not be markedly different under the new regime. The same pro-
cess ensued wherever the sultan’s troops conquered.

The seizure of Constantinople also represented a turning point in the means 
that the Ottomans employed. For one thing, no longer would royal marriages be 
used to advance their interests. Mehmed did not need regional allies any more, 
since most of the region was under his control anyway, and considered all poten-
tial strategic matches unworthy of his offspring.52 His empire and reputation were 
to be made on the battlefield, not on the altar. Mehmed the Conqueror would 
earn his nickname by adding territory, primarily in the Balkans, Peloponnese, 
Crimea, and Mediterranean. He expanded the northern border of the empire 
to the Danube, which he considered its natural boundary, and brought the en-
tire Black Sea under Ottoman control. One of his campaigns was designed to 
punish a recalcitrant Wallachian warlord fond of impaling his enemies on stakes. 
While there is no evidence that Vlad Dracul drank blood, he did provoke an 
Ottoman invasion of Transylvania. In 1480 Mehmed even landed troops in Italy 
and captured the port city of Otranto. Panic spread up the peninsula and the 
pope prepared to flee, but the sultan’s death within a year of the invasion brought 
the expedition to a close. In total Mehmed led eighteen campaigns in his thirty- 
year reign, all of them in person, and most of them successful.

This conquering was done with a guiding principle in mind, one that would 
become central to Ottoman grand strategy over the course of the next four 
centuries: Above all, Mehmed sought to avoid two- front wars. When trouble 
broke out in one theater, he disengaged in others to deal with it, sometimes 
signing quite disadvantageous treaties in the process. His successors would 
follow this lead.53 To outsiders focused only on one part of the empire, this could 
produce puzzling behavior. When the Turks took Tunis in 1574, for example, 
near- panic ensued among the Habsburgs who expected of more attacks in the 
Mediterranean. None took place, because a crisis had arisen in Persia. Internal 
challenges often brought external wars to an end too, which could make Ottoman 
actions appear even more mysterious to their rivals. In 1444, King Vladislaus 
I of Hungary was taken aback by sudden Ottoman concessions during peace 
negotiations, since he was unaware of the revolt forming in Asia Minor.54 The 
king then unwisely broke the truce a month later. After dealing with the revolt in 
Anatolia, an angry Ottoman force carrying a pole with the broken treaty nailed 
to it marched back and crushed Vladislaus’s army.

Geography aided this Ottoman policy. As was the case with the Mongols, 
their central position made communication and coordination difficult for their 
enemies. The Persians would occasionally exchange ambassadors and corre-
spond with European states, but there is little evidence of the kind of cooper-
ation that would have caused problems for Constantinople.55 This fortunate 
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state of affairs did not last forever, though. By the eighteenth century the var-
ious enemies of the Porte were not only raising enormous, industrial- age armies 
but using them in concert, sometimes with and sometimes against the empire. 
Avoiding the dreaded two- front war became increasingly difficult.

Once in possession of The City, the Ottomans cemented control over 
the trade routes connecting East with West as well as shipping in and out of 
the Black Sea. They gained enormous leverage over the trading city- states of 
Venice and Genoa, and could cut their European rivals off from Middle Eastern 
products (and vice versa).56 The wealth of the empire began to grow dramati-
cally, allowing Mehmed to embark upon a public works campaign that would 
also produce something no Ottoman sultan had to this point possessed: a navy. 
The nomadic cultural heritage came without a maritime tradition, but the 
expanding empire contained great expertise. Mehmed gained possession of 
Constantinople’s skilled carpenters and sailors, and soon began constructing a 
fleet that would dominate the Mediterranean within two generations. He hired 
Greek officers and European gunners, and opened the ranks to sailors from 
all over the empire and beyond, amassing a great deal of nautical knowledge 
of the eastern Mediterranean in the process. Mehmed especially welcomed 
Andalusians angered at having been ejected from Habsburg Spain.57 Soon “sea 
ghazis” responded to the sultan’s call to address the maltreatment of Muslims in 
Christian lands. Diversity, as always, was an asset.

Naval warfare in the Mediterranean had not changed much since Roman 
times. The Ottomans relied on galleys, large ships powered primarily by oarsmen, 
with which they would attempt to ram, get close enough to fire at, or even leap 
aboard enemy ships.58 Rowing such ships, one imagines, was among the worst 
jobs in an era filled with horrible ways to make a living. Most seats were filled by 
criminals, slaves, and people who had been kidnapped and sold to the navy. This 
presented rather obvious tactical complications: such unfortunates were rarely 
well motivated in battle, no matter how vigorously their whippers whipped, and 
they tended to revolt when opportunities presented themselves. The chaos of 
battle often provided such opportunities. “Countless ships have been lost this 
way,” lamented one contemporary observer.59

The Ottomans followed what today what we would call a “green- water” 
maritime strategy, or one that aimed to control the nearby seas rather than pro-
ject power far from home. Although they could not operate well on the open 
oceans, within a certain radius the Ottomans were very formidable. This mir-
rored how they approached land operations: they sought dominance in their 
region only, never seeking to create a limitless, expansive domain. Despite the 
fears of their enemies, the Ottomans did not aspire to rule Europe, much less 
the world.
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The “Action Radius” and Limited Ends and Means

Universalist rhetoric notwithstanding, the sultans had no desire to march into 
Paris, nor did they seek to bring Persia or sub- Saharan Africa into their em-
pire. Always conscious of the dangers of overextension, the Porte never sought 
to extend its boundaries beyond a clearly defined radius from Constantinople. 
Ottoman strategy allowed for expansion only as far as their armies could march 
in a single season from The City, which was the origin and logistical center for 
all campaigns.

Like many early- modern armies, the sultan’s forces almost always mustered 
after the spring’s thaw and had to be back home before the cold weather set in. 
They rarely brought enough supplies to spend the winter in enemy territory. If 
a fighting season was roughly 200 days, and if their forces could travel fifteen 
miles on a good day, then at most fifteen hundred miles were within the sultan’s 
striking distance for a round- trip campaign. Conquering armies rarely march in 
only to turn tail and immediately march right out again, however. Maneuvers 
and battles take time, and sieges can last for months. Once delays from mother 
nature and other unpredictable frictions were factored into this equation, the 
Ottomans were left with an effective radius of operations closer to six hundred 
miles from the capital. The exact distance depended to some degree on the 
dangers involved with the campaign: The Ottomans were willing to go farther 
when they were confident that their armies could not be defeated, like when 
attacking foes without artillery, but against more formidable foes they rarely 
ventured outside what might be considered their “action radius.”60 Sultans who 
pushed those limits, ordering assaults on Vienna or forays deep into Persia, 
courted disaster.

The Ottomans also limited operations at sea within a defined area. Their ships 
could travel a bit farther but not much, since sixteenth- century galleys could 
carry no more than ten days of provisions and were thus forced to stay near 
friendly ports. They also had relatively shallow drafts and would founder in heavy 
seas, which meant that the Ottoman navy, like its army, rarely sallied forth in the 
winter.61 These were limitations common to all Mediterranean powers, some of 
whom would adopt new ships as naval technology evolved in coming centuries. 
The Ottomans never constructed a “blue- water” or oceangoing navy, however, 
being instead content to operate in the green water and avoid engagements out-
side of the naval action radius.

When noted at all, these limits on the empire are usually presented as if they 
were natural checks on the ambition of the sultans rather than deliberate stra-
tegic decisions. Two alternatives exist: either the Ottomans were prevented from 
reaching their expansive ambitions by the practical limitations of their semi- 
feudal military structure, or they deliberately constructed that structure and 
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never substantially modified it because it fulfilled its mission. The timar system 
provided the basis of the Ottoman military for centuries, which was more than 
enough time for its strategists to recognize a problem and reform it, should 
they have had the desire to do so. It is more logical to suggest that these policies 
remained in place because they served the empire’s ends quite well. The various 
Habsburg defenses of Vienna, therefore, did not save Christendom from the in-
fidel hordes because those hordes would have gone no further. Vienna was on 
the very edge of their radius.

There were good reasons to limit expansion. First, no sultan trusted his gen-
erals to operate independently beyond Constantinople’s control for long.62 
Second, and more important, the sultans were quite keen to avoid overexten-
sion.63 The area under their control was already extensive, and restive. Sultans 
had to play constant two- level games, balancing internal threats with those from 
abroad. The Persian heartland and Austria constituted the limits of the possible, 
and even if they were added to the empire neither would have been possible to 
defend. Geography had granted Constantinople almost total security by the end 
of the fifteenth century. Far- off natural barriers like rivers and mountain ranges 

Figure 5.1 The Ottoman Empire, with Its Action Radius  Credit: Free vector graphic, 
https:// pixa bay.com/ vect ors/ otto mam- emp ire- map- 42644/ .



 Th e  O t toman  Emp ire  125

      

formed boundaries with the other great empires of the day, within which the 
empire was fundamentally safe. Existential danger could result only from overly 
aggressive action.

Bringing the area inside that circle under their control was the first priority 
for the sultans. Like so many of history’s great conquerors, the Ottomans felt 
that expansion to the edges of their action radius was thrust upon them by un-
ruly and untrustworthy neighbors. What appeared to their rivals to be clear acts 
of aggression were, to the sultans, defensive in nature. The Ottomans annexed 
Hungary in 1541, for instance, because the growing power of Charles V (a.k.a. 
Charles I, whom we will meet in the next chapter) made it necessary.64 Since 
their various expansions were defensively motivated, at least in the eyes of the 
strategists of the Porte, there was no need to build a military capable of traveling 
outside the circle within which Constantinople was safe.

The Ottomans never constructed the kind of tools that would have allowed 
them to pursue limitless ends. One can dismiss their occasional grandiose 
rhetoric as just that; had they really been interested in worldwide conquest, 
or in adding Rome or Cologne to their empire as they occasionally bragged, 
the Ottomans would have built a military capable of traveling that far, or of 
overwintering in hostile lands.65 It was hardly impossible— the Romans traveled 
much farther, as did the Mongols and the contemporary Spanish. Ruling dis-
tant lands just does not seem to have appealed to the Porte, perhaps because 
it had aggravation aplenty nearer to home. “The Ottoman state had no partic-
ular reason to push very hard,” argued historians Jane Burbank and Frederick 
Cooper. “It had a good thing going where it was.”66 The sultans constructed lim-
ited means because they had limited ends, and as a result their diverse, fractious 
empire lasted, against all odds, for over six hundred years.

The Post- Mehmed Security Environment

Mehmed the Conqueror died while on campaign in 1481. Succession was more 
difficult than usual since the sultan left two powerful sons, Bayezid and Cem, 
each of whom sought to continue the family tradition of murdering his half- 
brother. This process took a while, and involved more open warfare than usual. 
The Ottoman military machine engaged in no major foreign adventures as long 
as the civil strife lasted, and for quite some time afterward, as the loser (Cem) 
took refuge in Christendom. Once his brother was dead, Bayezid II settled down 
into a thirty- year reign marked by much less expansion than those of sultans 
before or after. Although criticized at the time for his inactivity, in retrospect 
his was a golden era, one in which the Ottoman economy was healthy and its 
subjects safe. Whereas Mehmed had raised taxes, debased coinage, and seized 
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property to pay for his wars, his son’s books were balanced without extraordi-
nary measures.67 Restraint is rarely glorious, but it often leads to prosperity.

Bayezid II’s time was not completely devoid of violent drama. Ottoman 
armies fought two small, inconclusive wars in Egypt between 1481 and 1491, 
and at the turn of the century the growing navy defeated a Venetian fleet for the 
first time. After that war came to an end, the Ottomans had very little military 
engagement with Europe for two decades. It is not recorded whether anyone 
took much notice of Vasco de Gama’s voyage around the Cape of Good Hope in 
1497, which would set off a chain of events that would cause future headaches. 
And things were about to change for the worse in the east.

In 1502 the Safavid family overthrew the rather timorous Timurid Dynasty 
in Persia and instituted policies that would cause problems for, and eventually 
change the character of, the Ottoman Empire. The new dynasty posed more of 
an ideological challenge Constantinople than a military one: its shahs promoted 
a heterodox version of Shi’a Islam, which found willing audiences across the re-
gion, including in some Ottoman lands. Bayezid soon had to deal with internal 
strife known as the “Red Head” phenomenon, a sectarian struggle named not 
for hair color but for hats favored by the rebels. The Porte’s distrust of its Shi’a 
subjects grew as the Safavids helped engineer more revolts against Ottoman 
rule, including long and bloody ones in the late sixteenth century.68 Efforts to 
extirpate heresy tend to be even more brutal, at least to civilians caught in the 
middle, than wars against the infidel, and in this case they started a long process 
that weakened of one of the central Ottoman strategic advantages. Over time, 
thanks in part to the Safavids, the empire became less tolerant of diversity.

When the threats on the home front dissipated, the Ottomans moved 
to punish the shah’s effrontery. The great distance to Safavid territory from 
Constantinople did not leave much time for disciplinary action, however, and 
the Ottoman task was made more difficult by Safavid tactics that relied more on 
evasion than confrontation and on harassment rather than pitched battle. The 
two powers met in the open field only once, at least in a major encounter, which 
went very poorly for the Safavids at Chaldiran in 1514. After that the Persians 
retreated and scorched the earth behind them, even moving the capital south at 
times, under the assumption that geography and the elements would sufficiently 
slow the Ottoman advance as winter approached.69 Campaigns into Safavid 
territory were endurance contests without much chance for winning glory or 
booty, since burned lands contain few treasures, and as such were often quite 
unpopular with Ottoman troops. As time went on, musters for assaults became 
occasions for desertion, riots, and outright mutiny, even among elite units.70

The Porte had no fear of direct assault from the east, however. As the Parthians 
were always more opportunity than danger for the Romans, so too the Safavids 
had no ability to project power into Ottoman lands. At various times the shahs 
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reached out to the Habsburgs, Muscovy, and even England for aid, but they 
could never mount a serious threat to Constantinople.71 Had the sultans chosen 
to do so, they could have marched into the Safavid capital and added it to their 
empire, but their strategy suggested that the benefits of such a venture would be 
unworthy of the cost. The Porte had the home front to consider as well, and was 
not eager to upset its Shi’a subjects further. Although Bayezid’s successors would 
seize chunks of Safavid territory on occasion, they never made an effort to con-
quer the entire empire or overthrow the dynasty. They were content to leave a 
hostile- but- weak power on the empire’s frontiers.

Sultans Grim and Magnificent

Three sons of Bayezid II were alive in 1511, each of whom governed a province 
in Anatolia; by 1512 one was left, having dethroned and exiled his ailing father 
and dispatched his brothers. From the beginning, it was clear that the reign of 
Selim I (aptly nicknamed “the Grim”) was to be different from that of his father. 
In the time of this warrior- sultan the size of the empire would double, adding 
some of the richest areas in the region to its domains. All lands within the action 
radius would become Ottoman.

Selim was not in power long before he turned his attention south. The 
Mamluks, the dynasty formerly run by slaves that had defeated the Mongols at 
Ain Jalut in 1260, were still in charge in Cairo. Selim manufactured a number 
of grievances against their leaders, from the reasonable (he accused them of 
fomenting unrest in Anatolia, meddling in the affairs of the buffer states that lay 
between the empires, and interfering with Ottoman pilgrims making the Haj 
to Mecca) to the absurd (failure to congratulate his grandfather sufficiently for 
his victories over the Christians), and attacked.72 Ottoman armies crushed the 
Mamluks in two successive campaigns, one through Syria and the next straight 
into Cairo. The standard Ottoman action radius was extended a bit because the 
Mamluks considered gunpowder to be dishonorable, and consequently their 
armies did not use artillery. As was often the case, the people of Syria and Egypt 
welcomed the Ottomans, and large swaths of territory, including Damascus, 
surrendered without a fight. Around the same time, the Kurds of Anatolia, who 
had bristled at Safavid attempts to control them, essentially invited the Ottomans 
in too.73

The addition of Mamluk lands enriched the empire enormously, both phys-
ically and spiritually. No longer was there any question of who led the Islamic 
world, since the Porte controlled all of the pilgrimage routes to, and assumed 
the role of protector of, the Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina. While Sunni 
Islam was unifying, Christianity was moving in the other direction: in the same 
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year that Selim’s troops marched into Cairo, some 2,500 miles away Martin 
Luther nailed his ninety- five theses on a church door, creating divisions that the 
Ottomans would be happy to exploit over the years. The Porte consistently sided 
with the weaker side in complex intra- Christian disputes, whether Protestant, 
Catholic, or Orthodox. Any enemy of the ultra- Catholic Hapsburgs, including 
the English, Dutch, and French, was a friend of theirs.74

Controlling Egypt also generated vast financial rewards. Tax revenues surged, 
and Ottoman control of the spice trade routes, already significant because of their 
dominance of the Black Sea, became absolute. Imperial confidence was nearing 
its peak. Selim’s advisors began to dream of campaigns to conquer China, advice 
the sultan never seems to have taken too seriously.75

Selim the Grim died at about fifty, bequeathing a rare gift to the empire: a 
peaceful succession, since he had only one surviving son (the other three had 
been killed on their father’s orders six years earlier). This lone survivor would 
go on to become the most famous sultan of all, under whose reign the Ottoman 
Empire is often considered to have reached its peak. To history he is known as 
Suleiman the Magnificent, but at the time he wished to be called Suleiman the 
Lawgiver, as a signal to his (present and future) subjects that his rule would be 
just. His name, after all, was the Turkish version of Solomon. Among his first acts 
were reversals of his grim father’s policies that many considered tyrannical, all as 
part of a major public- relations campaign that won no small number of admirers.

Suleiman himself appears to have admired Alexander the Great, which (as 
always) meant bad news for neighboring peoples.76 His reign was predictably 
aggressive, extending the empire to the limits of the action radius, north through 
Hungary, west to Algiers, and east to Baghdad and Basra. He proved willing to 
violate the cardinal Ottoman strategic rule: Suleiman’s forces often waged wars 
on two fronts simultaneously, which drastically increased the cost of his military 
and decreased its effectiveness. Not all traditional guidelines were abandoned 
though: after Baghdad fell, the Ottomans made pains to demonstrate immedi-
ately that their rule would be superior to those they replaced.77 Suleiman’s forces 
assaulted Vienna, even though it lay on the very edge of their effective zone, and 
there he encountered his only near- peer rival. Habsburg Emperor Charles V had 
been promoting himself as savior of Christianity and slayer of Ottomans, even 
promising a new crusade, all of which Suleiman took rather personally. The as-
sault failed, and the two powers gradually carved out spheres of influence in the 
Balkans, the larger of which was Ottoman.78

Pitched battles remained rare. When they occurred, they were still often 
decisive: with a single victory at Mohács in 1526, for example, Ottoman rule 
was consolidated over Hungary. But warfare during Suleiman’s reign was more 
commonly marked by retreats into fortified cities by one side and siege by the 
other. Unfortunately for his enemies, Suleiman’s troops had perfected the art of 
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reducing fortresses. Under his leadership only thirteen castles were able to re-
sist Ottoman firepower for more than twenty days. Only four times were sieges 
repelled, and in three of those four cases the target was eventually captured.79 No 
one was better at sieges than the sultans.

When the Ottomans overran Egypt, they inherited its problems. For some 
years the Mamluks had been clashing with the Portuguese, who had cut into 
the spice trade in the early sixteenth century by defeating the Mamluk navy and 
establishing outposts in India. In 1538, Suleiman sent troops to conquer Aden 
in modern- day Yemen, in order to control access to the Red Sea, and began 
preparations to raid Diu, the main Portuguese base of operations in western 
India. After an inconclusive four- month siege, the Ottomans returned home. 
The raid was punitive rather than imperial; Diu was much too far away to add to 
the empire, and clearly outside the operative radius.

Conflict with the Portuguese would wax and wane for three decades and 
demonstrate once again the regional flavor of Ottoman grand strategy. Although 
their galleys were no match for the Portuguese oceangoing vessels on the open 
seas, the Ottomans still refused to construct a blue- water navy. Instead they 
chose to fight closer to home, near the coastlines or in narrow waterways where 
the Portuguese could not maneuver effectively. In the green water, in what one 
historian described as “the narrow, steamy waters off Arabia,” their galleys held 
a decided advantage.80 Eventually the two sides settled into an uneasy peace 
that recognized a military reality in the Indian Ocean and Horn of Africa: the 
Portuguese could not project power inside the Ottoman radius (although they 
tried unsuccessfully to colonize Ethiopia and Eritrea), and the Ottomans had no 
real interest in expanding beyond it. This arrangement suited both sides, since 
Lisbon wanted to control over trade on the open sea while the Porte sought to 
tax goods in transit.81

Under Suleiman the size of the Ottoman bureaucracy and court, which was 
never small, grew even larger. He employed eunuchs— thousands of them— to 
service the inner circles and royal family. There was a Chief White Eunuch and 
Chief Black Eunuch, the latter of whom appears to have been superior in rank.82 
The emasculated could also lead men in battle: the admiral that led the Ottoman 
fleets against the Portuguese in 1538 was one Suleiman the Eunuch. Another 
class of mutilated unfortunates served the sultan, one that was highly valued 
for its inability to gossip: Tongueless court mutes were tasked with some of the 
most delicate imperial tasks, such as strangling brothers of new sultans.83

Although he made many substantial, practical contributions to the empire, 
Suleiman’s greatest skill was marketing. His decades of (mostly) successful war-
fare were turned into legend by his team of court historians. No successor sultan 
could measure up to the exaggerated skill and wisdom of the Magnificent, rein-
forced by comparison with the mere mortals who succeeded him.84 Even today 
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many histories regard the end of this reign of imagined perfection as the onset 
of the gradual process of Ottoman decline. In reality, however, the empire had 
centuries to go before it slept. Suleiman the Magnificent died while on campaign 
against the Habsburgs in 1566, setting off the standard spate of palace intrigue 
and fratricide. His son Selim emerged from the chaos, reigning for eight years 
as Selim II. His time on the throne was most memorable for two events, one of 
which generated a great number of early- modern headlines but proved ephem-
eral. The other, while relatively unnoticed at the time, was to generate problems 
for the empire until its eventual collapse.

Pax Ottomanica

Selim II inherited an empire that was still expanding, albeit slowly. The new 
sultan had a weakness for alcohol (his nickname is “Selim the Drunk”) and a 
strength for grandiose pronouncements and plans. He ordered his engineers 
to construct a canal to connect the Volga and the Don rivers in the empire’s 
expanding Asian territories.85 This never came to fruition, but it did bring the 
Ottomans increasingly into conflict with the local powers, especially Poland 
and Muscovy, which was to have major implications down the road. History 
recalls his reign, however, more for the greatest sea battle of the early modern 
era, one whose significance has been overstated by generations of Europeans.

On October 7, 1571, the combined Mediterranean navies of Christendom 
(those of Venice, Spain, Genoa, Malta, Savoy, the Papal States, and others) de-
feated the Ottomans in the Ionian Sea near the Greek city of Lepanto. The en-
gagement was the largest of the galley era, involving over two hundred ships 
and tens of thousands of sailors on each side. Most of the Ottoman fleet was 
sent to the bottom, which the Christians regarded as evidence of God’s favor 
and deliverance from the infidel. The victory was celebrated across Europe for 
decades to come, but few seemed to notice what took place in its immediate 
aftermath: Within a year the losses had been replaced and the Ottoman navy 
was back, stronger than ever. The sultan could not replace his mariners, but he 
had the wealth, the resources and above all the bureaucratic organization and 
skill to build new ships. The Men of the Pen rose to the occasion and made sure 
the Porte had an even more powerful fleet by the beginning of the next fighting 
season. None of the members of the Holy League could have duplicated this feat. 
Overall the strategic position of the Ottomans in the Mediterranean improved 
under Selim the Drunk, Lepanto notwithstanding, because of the conquests of 
Tunis in 1569 and Cyprus in 1571.86 The defeat stung, to be sure, but its effects 
were short term. The Drunk is supposed to have remarked that on Cyprus he 
had “cut off one of Venice’s arms,” whereas at Lepanto the Christians “had only 
shorn his beard.”87 If the Holy League, which splintered immediately after the 
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battle, had hoped that large engagements at sea would be as decisive as those on 
land, it was to be sorely disappointed.

After Lepanto, naval activity in the Mediterranean was restricted to small- 
scale raids and privateering rather than big, risky battles. The Ottomans often 
subcontracted these activities to willing associates, and found many North 
African corsairs happy to take payments to concentrate their predation on 
Christian shipping. Some became quite rich and famous in the process, in-
cluding Khaireddin Barbarossa, who served the Sublime Porte faithfully for 
five decades, eventually rising to become Grand Admiral of the Ottoman navy. 
Corsairs provided another layer of intelligence gathering and regional expertise 
as well.88 Their lands became informal additions to the Ottoman Empire.

In December 1574 Selim decided to chug an entire bottle of wine, which 
was not out of the ordinary for him. This time, though, he slipped afterward and 
cracked his skull on a marble palace floor. His eldest son leapt into action imme-
diately, ordering his five younger brothers strangled and taking command of the 
Porte. He would rule as Murad III, and his twenty- year reign would begin a slow, 
nearly imperceptible strategic shift. Having achieved the extent of the possible, 
having conquered all territory in its action radius, the Ottoman Empire became 
more interested in defense than offense, in protection rather than expansion. It 
became, in other words, a status- quo state, and would remain one for the next 
three hundred years.

But there was a little more expansion on the agenda first. Murad III would 
order assaults into Persian lands and add a vassal state in Morocco. Toward the 
end of his reign the Ottomans began a major war with Austria, one that would 
last thirteen years, involve only one major engagement, and end in a draw. The 
empire he gave to his son, who would become Mehmed III, was at its largest.

At this point expansion stopped, largely because all lands within six hundred 
miles of Constantinople had been brought into the empire. Imperial goals grad-
ually shifted from expansion to protection, from offense to defense, and their 
means shifted too. Ottoman attitude toward immobile fortifications, for ex-
ample, evolved. Castles help preserve the status quo; they are weapons of de-
fense, not offense. In the early decades at least until the time of Suleiman, the 
Ottomans did not protect their empire with extensive fortifications. Their pri-
ority was conquering nearby lands, and they well understood that their enemies 
posed little offensive danger. Fortresses were for those across the frontiers, those 
who needed to protect their cities, towns, and islands from infidel invaders. The 
Turks, wrote the great French historian Fernand Braudel, “preferring wars of ag-
gression, flinging masses of cavalry into the field, took no such precautions.”89 
Late sixteenth- century operations at the edges of their action radius were less 
successful, and their enemies were strengthening, so the Ottomans dug in. By the 
end of the century, they had constructed a string of fortresses in the Caucasus, 
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and forty years later the European and Black Sea frontiers were equally protected. 
The mid- seventeenth- century fortification system extended across the perim-
eter of the empire.90

Many observers at the time and since have associated this deliberate shift to 
a defensive posture with decline. Greatness demands expansion, apparently, in 
the eyes of geopolitical scorekeepers. And while it is true that the empire did 
lose ground to its rivals over time, its eventual collapse (300+  years later) was 
not due to its decisions to abandon the offensive. Restraint need not imply os-
sification, and the status quo is not necessarily stultifying. Ten generations 
passed between Murad III and the end, during which time the Ottoman Empire 
remained safe from external threat and prosperous within its defined radius from 
Constantinople.

This is not to say that the later Ottoman centuries were without problems, of 
course. The seventeenth century opened ominously, with a major internal re-
volt involving many sectors of Ottoman society. The initial spark involved the 
confiscation of the lands of timariots who failed to send troops to help with the 
war against Austria, but it quickly spread throughout the Anatolian countryside. 
These “Jelali” revolts were also fueled by economic dislocation caused by the 
most effective (if inadvertent) weapon the Habsburgs ever deployed: inflation. 
Silver brought by Spanish ships into Europe from the New World caused prices 
to spike across the Mediterranean. By the end of the sixteenth century goods 
cost three- to- four times what they did at its beginning, and few governments 
understood why, much less how to respond.91 Most of what was done by the 
Ottomans and their rivals alike, such as price controls, restrictions on imports 
and exports, and eventually devaluations, only made things worse. The tradi-
tional Ottoman preference for imports over exports, which was the opposite 
of mercantilist logic, might have helped keep market shelves full but it did 
not help their cash flow.92 Ottoman finances were complicated by religious 
prohibitions on charging interest. While many of their rivals were taking advan-
tage of the growing European credit markets, the sultans did not borrow to get 
them through the lean times. This does not mean that credit was unavailable in 
Ottoman society; people in both rural and urban areas found their way around 
the restrictions.93 But there was less money available for the Porte than there 
would have been if Islam had not frowned upon interest.

The gradual shift in priorities from offense to defense was not uniformly 
welcomed or even accepted in all quarters, or by all sultans. There remained 
a crusading spirit in the empire that manifested itself in occasional assaults 
into European territory, such as the quixotic campaign against Vienna led by 
Mehmed IV in 1683. The city remained on the edge of the Ottoman geographic 
reach, however, and the assault ended in disaster and began a series of reversals. 
In 1699 the Porte was forced to sign the one- sided Treaty of Karlowitz, which 
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for the first time formally ceded territory to enemy forces (in this case, to the 
Habsburgs and Russians). The treaty marked a turning point of sorts, since it 
was also the first time that the Ottomans acknowledged a wartime defeat to a 
European power. Relative decline had become a reality, or at least a topic of much 
conversation, throughout strategic circles of the empire. Why it was happening, 
and how to reverse it, became something of an obsession for sultans to come.

Ossification, Reform, and Decline

Pessimism is surprisingly common among superpowers. Defeat in war often 
brings out the Chickens Little, whether justified or not, to predict doom in 
coming years. The Ottomans had their fair share of such people, many of whom 
made reasonable diagnoses but offered few cures.94 Overall the Porte spent more 
time during the next two centuries fretting over its decline than implementing 
ways to stave it off.

Regionalism and religious fervor began to play greater roles among Ottoman 
subject peoples, with ominous portents. The Jelali revolts had weakened the impe-
rial center, and power struggles with local actors in the periphery would wax and 
wane for centuries. One uprising in particular would have implications for future 
international politics. In the middle of the eighteenth century, the austere cleric 
Muhammad ibn Abd al- Wahhab and his followers were unimpressed with both 
the piety and competence of the sultans. The atavistic brand of Islam preached 
by the Wahhabis radicalized many in the region, inspiring their converts to sack 
cities and slaughter those they considered heretics along the way. Wahhabis even 
took control of Mecca and Medina in 1803. The movement took another decade 
before being squashed— or, perhaps more accurately, forced into hibernation.

The outside world did not stand still. Russian power continued to grow, and 
soon the tsars replaced the Habsburgs as the Porte’s main enemy. The two would 
clash on the imperial periphery a dozen times between 1568 and 1918, for a 
total of about fifty- seven years of warfare. At first the Russians struggled mightily 
against the Ottomans, but by 1774 the forces of Catherine the Great managed 
to hand the Turks their worst defeat since the days of Tamerlane. Sultan Mustafa 
III was inspired by the disaster to implement a series of overdue, controversial 
reforms. His new vision for the military, the “New Order Army,” incorporated 
a number of modern innovations such as engineering schools, new training 
regimens, European officers, and greater numbers of troops.95 Like its main 
rivals, the New Order Army would rely less on cavalry and more on infantry. 
And, perhaps most important, it would not depend as much on the janissaries.

This did not sit well with the corps, who was already restive during the long 
conflict- free periods of the later Ottoman centuries. Peace might have served 
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the sultans well, but it did not please the janissaries, whose social status was 
predicated on marital abilities that needed occasional practice to remain sharp. 
When no enemies presented themselves for smiting, the corps grew bored and 
anxious and engaged in side ventures, such as trade, politics, and pillage. The 
janissaries of the nineteenth century bore little resemblance to those of earlier 
times. The corps was no longer a small elite unit composed of Christian slaves 
but an enormous, unevenly trained force of 135,000 men, many of whom 
inherited their positions from their fathers. Its members were growing more and 
more corrupt and exploitative over time.

Perhaps most importantly from a strategic perspective, the janissaries were a 
powerful conservative force that resisted the innovation and evolution the em-
pire needed to remain competitive. Europe had moved past the 1500s but the 
janissaries wanted to remain there and preserve many of the traditions of their 
most glorious era. As a result they were becoming less effective on the battlefield. 
Training, discipline, and professionalism, which once gave the corps a compet-
itive advantage, were no longer unique to the Ottomans. Defeat at the hands of 
even the lesser European militaries, like that of the tsar, became more common. 
The janissaries even began to develop a reputation for cowardice, and their com-
mercial and political ventures fed the view that they had become less an elite, 
patriotic unit than a predatory, self- interested gang.96

Events came to a head on June 15, 1826. In one fantastically violent half hour, 
Sultan Mahmud II’s army slaughtered or arrested thousands of unsuspecting 
janissaries. Over the course of the following weeks many of their leaders were 
executed and most of the rest imprisoned, effectively bringing the unit to an 
end. Russia took immediate advantage of the turmoil and temporary Ottoman 
weakness created by this “Auspicious Incident,” as the purge became known, de-
manding the removal of Ottoman forces from sections of Wallachia. Rather than 
face an invasion, the troops left their posts.

The destruction of the janissaries was part of a larger effort to strengthen 
the hand of Constantinople against the troublesome regional warlords. Earlier 
attempts had ended in failure. Eighteenth- century reformists adopted the symbol 
of the tulip, a flower associated with worldliness and enlightenment in Turkish 
lore. This “Tulip Age” (roughly 1718– 1730) resulted in among other things 
the first widespread use of printing presses throughout the empire, but it met 
fierce resistance among conservatives. By mid- century reactionary elements had 
prevailed, and those new presses were put on mothballs.97 Indeed most attempts 
to drag the Ottoman world into the modern era were unsuccessful, even while 
its rivals innovated and reformed and passed them by. Many reasons have been 
offered to account for the relative Ottoman decline, at least when compared to 
the great states of Europe, all of which include a general failure to keep pace with 
the Age of Industrialization.98 For decades the struggles between reformers and 
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conservatives resulted in periodic violence and governmental paralysis. Real and 
imagined past glories convinced many that progress itself was the enemy, and 
that the route to regeneration led through a revival of the economic, strategic, 
and even moral structures of the past.

Like many powers in decline, Ottoman society became more conservative, 
blaming its woes on impurities brought by outsiders. Islam grew more prom-
inent in national decision- making, and immigrants became frequent targets 
of official and popular ire.99 Reforms that did occur tended to be reactionary, 
and included bans on bans on tobacco, coffee houses, and taverns, as well as 
regulations on the clothing styles that non- Muslim subjects were permitted to 
wear in public.100 The great strategic strength of the empire— its tolerance— was 
slowly sacrificed by those seeking to keep pace with a world that in many ways 
was leaving it behind.

Reform had many natural domestic enemies, most prominently the religious 
class and nobles, and precious few allies. Those enemies were able to quote the 
Prophet Muhammad, who once said that “the worst things are those that are 
novelties, every novelty is an innovation, every innovation is an error and every 
error leads to Hell- fire.”101 Only strong leadership from Constantinople could 
have overcome these stultifying elements, and unfortunately the later sultans 
were generally less effective than their predecessors. Whether this dip in ruling 
had anything to do with the abandonment of the practice of survival- of- the- 
fittest- brother is not clear. For centuries, however, despite some occasionally he-
roic efforts no leader was able to enact the kind of reforms that would have kept 
the empire competitive with its enemies.

Reform had another great enemy: peace and security. In every society, when 
threats from abroad seem dire, imperatives for innovation are high. Although the 
Ottomans were involved in some wars on the periphery during the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, they faced no existential threats. It was not uncommon 
for thirty years to go by without conflict, as occurred in the mid- eighteenth cen-
tury, and in such times the urgency to keep pace with rivals decreased.

External stability also meant that internal debates became more intense. 
Frightening external enemies always help people forget how much they distrust 
those with whom they live. In times of peace, they remember soon enough. In 
addition, few things are worse for social stability than large numbers of underem-
ployed soldiers. “In default of an enemy to plunder,” wrote Lord Kinross, “men 
plundered one another; in default of land, they flocked to the cities or spread 
disorder throughout the countryside.”102

Reform might have been doomed, but the Ottomans did not fail to try. One 
sultan after another endeavored to reform the unreformable state bureaucracy, 
land distribution system, economy, and military. Some succeeded more than 
others, but none could overcome the forces of tradition that kept the empire 
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rooted in the early- modern era. As brilliant as the Ottoman governance machine 
was for its time, it was not built for evolution. Bureaucracies are not engines of 
innovation. While the scribal service could keep the empire functioning and 
thriving, it could not easily push forward. Europe moved forward while its “sick 
man” stood still.

Even the most basic of military reforms failed to gain purchase. The willing-
ness to evolve that had been such a strength of the early army was abandoned as 
time went on. The Ottomans did not adapt the bayonet, for instance, until losing 
a number of battles to armies that employed it. Repeater rifles, machine guns, 
ironclads, dreadnoughts, and mass formations all reached the Ottoman military 
very late.103 The Porte also did not participate in the blue- water naval revolutions 
of the seventeenth century, as the decisive theater of operations shifted from the 
Mediterranean to the Atlantic. Maritime technology left the Ottomans behind as 
the great seafaring European powers added quicker, more maneuverable sailing 
vessels to their fleets.104 By the time of the Treaty of Karlowitz, the Ottoman 
navy had been reduced to second- class status at best, and its days of harassing 
European shipping and projecting power by sea were long gone.105 Overall, by 
the dawn of the nineteenth century its rivals had come to consider the empire a 
target rather than a threat.

The (primarily) defensive wars of eighteenth century often went poorly, as the 
more modern European armies defeated the ossified Ottomans time after time. 
The century was not uniformly grim: the Safavid Dynasty collapsed in 1722, for 
instance, and outside powers swooped in to fight over the spoils. Eventually the 
sultan and the tsar carved the remnants into spheres of influence, which held 
until the disastrous (for the former) war of 1768. The Ottomans lost the Crimea 
and other predominantly Islamic areas and saw their ability to protect Muslims 
everywhere diminish.

Restrained grand strategies rely more on diplomats than warriors. As their 
neighbors were matching and then exceeding their military capabilities, the 
sultans developed a corps of professional diplomats that became the empire’s 
primary strategic tool. Prior to Karlowitz, Ottoman diplomacy had been “uni-
lateral, without reciprocity,” according to one historian. They were “a law unto 
themselves,” and acted as if they were “the only nation on earth.”106 By the eight-
eenth century the sultans could no longer dictate terms to their rivals. The bal-
ance of power was shifting, and the Ottomans sought means to achieve ends that 
did not relay solely upon raw military power. They improved their capability to 
pursue their goals through persuasion and negotiation rather than force.

They also rethought their friends and allies, often choosing to remain aloof 
from the intrigues and conflicts of their rivals. After 1700, wrote Virginia Aksan, 
“neutrality, or at least disengagement, was also part of the tools of the new diplo-
macy.”107 Their long alliance with France ended rather abruptly when Napoleon 
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landed troops in Egypt in 1798. It took three years to drive his armies out of the 
empire. Britain became the best friend the Ottomans had, helping in their var-
ious efforts to keep Russian influence out of the Mediterranean. The two signed 
a formal defensive alliance, agreeing to come to each other’s aid in times of crisis, 
which was entirely one- sided because only one of its signatories was ever likely to 
need the other’s assistance. That support came with a price, though: the sultans 
were forced to open up the empire to British trade. As part of aptly named “ca-
pitulation” agreements, foreign merchants were granted access to all parts of 
the empire in exchange for the opening of foreign markets to Ottoman goods. 
Capitulations initially brought benefits to all parties, but over time they came to 
be seen as symbols of Ottoman weakness, of the Porte’s inability to control its 
destiny.108 Similar agreements were occurring all over the region, however, as the 
Smith/ Ricardo gospel of free trade won converts among elites everywhere. The 
Ottomans changed their views about the importance of autarky, but they were 
certainly not alone.

As it neared its end, the empire was held together as much by outside powers 
as the sultans. The British decided that an Ottoman collapse would lead to unac-
ceptable Russian gains, and used their influence (and at times their soldiers) to 
help prevent or at least delay that outcome. In 1832 British troops were deployed 
to Anatolia to help defend Constantinople against an army of Egyptians that had 
risen in revolt; a generation later they served the Ottoman cause in the Crimea. 
This alliance came with a cost, but it helped keep the tsar’s sharks at bay.

The Ottomans made one final, fatal mistake, throwing in their lot with 
Germany and the Central Powers in 1914.109 Four years later their empire was 
gutted, with Britain and France dividing the spoils, much to the chagrin of many 
independence- minded Ottoman subjects. It was also during this war that the 
growing Ottoman intolerance, the very opposite of the strategic virtue that 
contributed so much to their rise and ability to rule, reached its nadir. The mass 
deportation of the Armenian minority from Anatolia was not exactly new for 
Ottoman internal policy— they had been moving entire populations since the 
time of Osman— but this one was notable for its scale and brutality. It remains 
a stain on the conscience of modern Turkey and a subject of intense patriotic 
passion on both sides today. The suffering of the Armenians demonstrated just 
how morally and strategically bankrupt the Ottoman Empire had become in its 
last years, and how far it had drifted from the spirit of the Lawgiver. Although 
many from the Balkans to Egypt and beyond welcomed its initial embrace, few 
anywhere lamented its demise.

* * *
Over the course of the nineteenth century the Ottoman Empire essentially be-
came a tool in the grand strategy of the next superpower. Some of the factors 
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that had contributed to its greatness ultimately led to its downfall: The large and 
capable Ottoman bureaucracy had been a great stabilizer, allowing the sultans to 
recover from almost any disaster and overcome nearly any blunder, but stability 
has its limitations. There are times in history when progress is necessary, when 
only innovation and reinvention can prevent relative decline. The nineteenth 
century was one of those times. The men of the pen, along with their conserva-
tive allies in the military and religious establishments, prevented the Ottomans 
from keeping pace with their rivals as industrialization transformed Europe. The 
empire’s attempts at reform were insufficient, and without evolution no power of 
that time could possibly persist.

The flawed Ottoman cultural memory did not help matters. When decline 
threatened, rather than identifying the empire’s strengths and seeking to build 
upon and expand them, the Ottomans clung to visions of an imagined and il-
lusory past, one that overlooked the diversity that attracted so many to its rule. 
As the empire weakened it became more religious, more nationalist, more abso-
lutist and less tolerant. It became, in other words, just like the other great early- 
modern empires, but it did so anachronistically, since the others had left that era 
behind.

The empire’s ultimate collapse should not detract from the accomplishments 
of Osman and his descendants. Using a combination of military prowess, bu-
reaucratic efficiency, and tolerance, the Ottomans maintained centuries of or-
derly rule over the most fractious, contentious areas of the world. They avoided 
overextension by rigidly limiting their goals, seeking to conquer only the areas 
within a manageable radius of The City. Most significantly, they managed a long, 
prosperous, and secure status quo. For this success they could thank their self- 
imposed checks on their own ambitions.

What worked in 1453 was not well suited for 1853, however, no matter 
how hard the sultans tried to make it so. To the extent that they changed, the 
Ottomans abandoned some of the traits that led to their greatness in the first 
place. Theirs is a story of grand strategy that failed to keep pace with the times, a 
way of life that did paid insufficient attention to innovation elsewhere. Decline 
under those circumstances may have been inevitable, but that does not take 
away from its remarkable rise and even more remarkable reign. Its dominions 
have been uniformly more violent and less orderly in its wake.



      

6

Imperial Spain

Spain’s King Philip III had a lot on his mind as he traveled to Portugal in the 
summer of 1619. For one thing, a major war that had been on hiatus was sched-
uled to restart fairly soon. It was ten years into the “Twelve Years’ Truce” be-
tween his government and the United Provinces of the Dutch Republic, a 
Spanish colony that had been in open, bloody rebellion for decades. The truce 
was controversial, however, and many of his advisors were urging Philip to let it 
expire. The issue was certain to be discussed in Lisbon, where the king was trav-
eling to secure official Portuguese acknowledgment that his son was the legiti-
mate heir to both thrones. The head that wore the crown was particularly heavy 
that summer.

Sixty- two years earlier, Philip’s father had sent ten thousand soldiers under 
the command of the Duke of Alba to his northernmost colony to crush a re-
volt that had broken out over taxes and religion. Large sections of the Spanish 
Netherlands, which also encompassed today’s Belgium and Luxembourg, were 
dominated by Protestants who felt oppressed by the Catholics in Madrid. 
Alba, as it turns out, was the wrong person to send. Perhaps the Duke’s favorite 
saying— “Cut off their heads!,” which he would blurt repeatedly during meetings 
of the Council of State— should have given the king pause.1 But dispatched he 
was, and Alba’s heavy- handed tactics soon inspired many an otherwise neutral 
Dutchman to join the rebel camp.

The war dragged on without resolution for decades. By the turn of the century 
it had long been obvious to both sides that neither could win. The Dutch fended 
off numerous Spanish attacks but could not hope to expel the occupiers from 
their land; the Spanish could not reduce the fortified Dutch cities or cut the rebel 
supply lines to France and England. A truce was negotiated, one that contained 
what we would call today a “sunshine clause,” or an expiration date, twelve years 
hence. Fighting was set to resume on April 9, 1621 unless the Spanish decided 
to renew or renegotiate the truce. And it would indeed be Spain’s decision to 
make: The Dutch were clear that they wanted the peace to continue and were 
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open to the notion of making it permanent. They also communicated that, were 
Madrid to opt for war, they were prepared to renew the fight.2 The ball, to use a 
cliché unavailable at the time, was in Spain’s court.

The truce was hardly perfect. Although it brought an end to the fighting in 
Europe, actions in other parts of the world were unaddressed, like Dutch pri-
vateering against Spanish shipping and assaults on Philip’s possessions in the 
Pacific and South America. Much more problematically, the agreement was 
universally interpreted as a humiliation for Spain, since it essentially recognized 
Dutch independence, something the monarchy had fought for decades to deny. 
It appeared to be an admission of Spanish defeat.

Philip had clear options. He could renew the treaty without alteration, which 
would have been the simplest thing to do, at least from a bureaucratic perspec-
tive. He could open negotiations to alter it, perhaps addressing some of the flaws 
so bothersome to Spanish interests in the hope of creating a more durable peace. 
Or he could let it expire, essentially announcing that hostilities would soon 
resume.

The Spanish Council of State met multiple times in the summer and fall of 
1619 to discuss the issue. Many thought that the monarchy was in a strong posi-
tion to negotiate new terms, hoping that the taste of peace would have undercut 
the Dutch appetite for war. “The people, having enjoyed for so many years the 
benefit of the trade and commerce with us, and of the freedom from heavy tributes 
such as they pay now,” argued Philip, “will not want to return to the difficulties 
of war.”3 Without a unifying Spanish enemy, internal divisions in the provinces 
had festered. England and France, who had been Dutch allies, were growing in-
creasingly irritated with privateers based in the Low Countries. Madrid, how-
ever, was better off having been relieved of fighting in the Netherlands. Twelve 
years of peace had taken some pressure off Spanish finances and its army had 
largely recovered. Spain was in a stronger position in 1621, the pro- negotiation 
party argued, and could expect to get more favorable conditions in exchange for 
a continuation of the armistice.

There was a correlation between distance from the conflict and hatred of 
the truce. Political and military leaders on the ground in the Netherlands were 
strongly in favor of renewal. The Spanish governor of the southern provinces and 
general in charge of the Army of Flanders understood full well what war would 
mean, and opposed restarting it. They pointed out that trouble was brewing else-
where, especially in Germany, where the emperor’s cousin had his hands full 
with rebellious Protestants. The Catholics in the southern Dutch provinces still 
under Spanish rule were enjoying the peace and did not want to see the truce 
expire.

The king’s advisors in Madrid were far more hawkish. The anti- truce party 
was led by Don Baltasar de Zúñiga, a senior favorite of the king, who argued 
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not that the Dutch could be defeated, necessarily— four decades of inconclu-
sive fighting had disabused most observers of that notion— but that failure to 
try would send the wrong messages to the rest of the empire. Spain’s reputation 
was at stake, its honor and credibility. “In my view,” he said, with a bit of flourish, 
“a monarchy that has lost its reputation, even if it has lost no territory, is a sky 
without a light, a sun without rays, a body without a soul.”4 If the fight were 
abandoned, if the Dutch were allowed to break away from the empire, other col-
onies might be emboldened to rebel. Should the belief spread that its army was 
not invincible, the consequences for Spain might be everywhere catastrophic. In 
the eyes of many of his contemporaries, Philip’s reign had been one long, slow- 
motion act of humiliation, since after a brief period of aggression when he first 
took the throne, he had stubbornly followed a mostly peaceful path. They hoped 
this decision would signal a determination to restore Spanish honor.

Everyone seemed to agree on some basic facts. First and foremost, there 
was widespread consensus that the war had been a complete disaster. Despite 
the fact that the Spanish had deployed the largest army in Europe to the Low 
Countries, the seven independent provinces of the Protestant Netherlands were 
able to resist all military and economic pressure. No progress had been made in 
reducing their cities or choking off their trade. The cost to Madrid, in terms of 
both blood and treasure, was staggering, and it was crippling Spain’s ability to act 
in other theaters.

Second, everybody knew the issue had no military solution. Nearly thirty 
years of effort had convinced them all that the war against the Dutch was unwin-
nable. Spain’s substantial military advantage was counteracted by superior de-
fensive fortifications and favorable geography of the Low Countries. As long as 
English and French support continued, so too would the rebel war effort. Even 
the most hawkish advisors had few illusions about the possibility of victory. “We 
cannot, by force of arms, reduce those provinces to their former obedience,” 
Zúñiga wrote at the time. “To promise ourselves that we can conquer the Dutch 
is to seek the impossible, to delude ourselves.”5 The best that could come from 
a renewal of hostilities was a series of temporary victories that could perhaps 
produce a more favorable peace. No one seems to have thought that the Dutch 
Republic could be reabsorbed into the empire.

As it happens, before Philip could make the biggest decision of his reign, fate 
intervened. On the way home from Lisbon he contracted malaria and never fully 
recovered. His illness forced him to remain aloof from further discussions on 
the matter, and indeed from all government work in 1620.6 In the end the war 
party prevailed. Two days before his death at forty- two, in one of his very last 
decisions, a delirious Philip III agreed to let the truce expire. The hawkish nobles 
advising the new boy king, Philip IV, did not allow a revisitation of that fateful 
decision. And with that, Spain’s last chance to save its empire was lost. The war 
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restarted in the summer of 1621 and would drag on for another twenty- seven 
years, ultimately ending with the borders in exactly the same place. More than 
any other single factor, the ruinous war in the Netherlands destroyed Spanish 
dominance in early- modern Europe.

Spain’s run as the world’s strongest power was relatively brief, covering only 
about a century and a half, during which time it made a series of decisions, 
like renewing the war in the Netherlands, that in retrospect appear foolish 
and misguided. But in its heyday it certainly was an early- modern superpower, 
overseeing the first truly global empire with dominions extending from northern 
Europe to South America, and from Italy to Mexico to the Philippines. Spanish 
conquistadors added thousands of square miles and millions of souls to the em-
pire, and urged their king to consider an assault on China. A re- examination of 
its grand strategy does indeed reveal flaws and blunder, but not necessarily in the 
way commonly held by today’s historians.

The House of Habsburg

The story of the Spanish empire at its height is one of five kings, all of the House 
of Habsburg, two of whom were named Charles and three Phillip. It begins with 
royal marriage and ends with the fruits of generations of inbreeding, the product 
of a belief that relationships between relatives were wiser than tainting imperial 
bloodlines with the genes of commoners. It experienced the fastest rise and fall 
of a superpower in history, an empire with a legacy that far outlasted its brief 
reign at the top.

And what a reign it was. At its peak the Habsburg Empire extended over 
about one in four Europeans and millions more in the New World.7 About a 
quarter of the earth was under its rule. Spain possessed the best army and navy 
of its time, and its diplomatic corps was the envy of its rivals, setting the tone 
for European norms and behavior. It was the epicenter of culture, fashion, and 
the arts, including the age’s great novelists, dramatists, poets, and painters, all of 
whom combined to grant Spain substantial reserves of soft power.8 “Wherever 
the knowing observer directed his gaze,” wrote one historian, “he would see signs 
of Spanish influence.”9 It is no accident that today Spanish is the official language 
of twenty- one countries, with more than four hundred million native speakers.

The world that Spain dominated was one of perpetual conflict. The major 
powers of Europe managed to avoid fighting for only seven complete calendar 
years in the entire seventeenth century, which was actually an improvement over 
the sixteenth.10 The Spanish were not so much victims of this violence as willing 
participants. As we will see, they engaged in wars of choice with nearly every 
great European power at one time or another during their two- century peak. 
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This was also the age of European exploration and colonization, during which 
time its great powers divided up the rest of the world. No state did this more ef-
ficiently or enthusiastically than Spain.

It would be incorrect, however, to imagine that state policy of this era was 
based solely on amoral realpolitik. Ideas did matter, or one set of ideas in partic-
ular: Christ was ever- present in the daily lives of the people, and an active partic-
ipant at the councils of state. Theocracies dominated sixteenth- century Europe, 
even if they often considered God’s rules to be rather flexible. Shared faith some-
times provided the foundation for trust and cooperation, but deals with heretics 
were not uncommon. Catholic France allied with Protestant German princes 
and Muslim Ottoman rulers when convenient, as did the pope on occasion. The 
five Habsburgs were somewhat more consistent, or uncompromising, when it 
came to matters of faith. Perhaps the strong find it easier to be true to God, while 
the weak— even popes— are sometimes forced to choose between security of 
this world and fate in the next.

Early- modern monarchs benefited from their people’s belief in an active, 
omnipotent deity. Surely God would not allow anyone to rule without His per-
mission and support. Leaders were considered semi- divine and treated with a 
reverence that would have made Roman emperors jealous. All royal households 
had a version of England’s Groom of the Stool, for example, a senior position 
whose main task was to monitor the royal discharges and see that they were 
disposed of with the proper dignity and respect.11 From a more practical per-
spective, while this “divine legitimacy” tended to discourage revolution and 
usurpation, it also seemed to encourage individual zealots from taking God’s 
will into their own hands. Ambitious generals were rarely a problem for early- 
modern rulers, but assassins often were.

The first of these semi- divine monarchs in our story was the product of an 
imperial marriage that brought together two of the great European houses. The 
crown prince of the Austrian Habsburgs, Philip the Handsome, married Joana of 
Castile, daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella, the couple who had united most of 
Spain in 1469. The offspring of this merger, Charles, inherited both empires and 
immediately became the most powerful man in Europe. For more than a century 
he and his successors would dominate their region and expand their sphere of 
influence across both oceans. It was Charles, however, who set the tone and laid 
down some important guidelines for Spanish grand strategy.

The First Charles, 1516– 1556

The Spanish did not conquer their way to superpower; they inherited it.12 Due 
to a series of fortuitous premature deaths and childless unions, Charles of Ghent 
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found himself heir to the Habsburg lands in central Europe as well as the Spanish 
territory of his parents. In 1519 he inherited quite a large domain, one that in-
cluded a united Castile and Aragon, Sicily, Sardinia, Naples, Burgundy, Franche- 
Comte (in eastern France), the Low Countries, Hungary, Bohemia, Austria, 
and an expanding empire in the New World. He was elected Holy Roman 
Emperor in 1520, making him the nominal leader of its 1800+  states, cities, and 
principalities. He had never been to Spain and was unpopular with the Iberian 
nobles at first, but in time came to be accepted by all his subjects and faced no 
major internal revolts after the first few years of his rule. In order to maximize 
confusion for future generations, the king was known as Charles I in Spain and 
Charles V in Austria. By either name he set the strategic precedents for his four 
descendants on the throne.

Unlike some of the other superpowers reviewed in these pages, Spain never 
established a “Pax Hispanica,” or a period where its power brought peace and sta-
bility. Quite the opposite: the rise of Habsburg power resulted in more fighting, 
more resistance, and more balancing.

At first, Charles faced two significant threats, one to each of his major 
domains. The Ottoman Empire under Suleiman the Magnificent abutted his 
Central European inheritance and threatened the Mediterranean as well. As a 

Figure 6.1 The Inheritance of Charles I/ V  Credit: Originally in The Cambridge Modern History 
Atlas, edited by Sir Adolphus William Ward, G.W. Prothero, Sir Stanley Mordaunt Leathes, and E.A. 
Benians. Cambridge University Press: London, 1912.



 Impe r ia l  Spain  145

      

general rule, one never wants to be faced with a ruler known as “the Magnificent,” 
since such nicknames are not generally earned through restraint. The Ottomans 
represented a religious as well as political rival, threatening Habsburg souls as 
well as their interests. The two great powers were at war for at least sixty- six years 
during the era of the five kings. The Austrian branch of the family took the lead in 
resisting Ottoman expansion on land while the Spanish Habsburgs fought them 
at sea.

The other substantial threat lay to the north. France had twice the population 
of Spain, and its kings possessed far greater wealth. The two powers clashed re-
peatedly in Italy in the first half of the sixteenth century, with the Spanish pre-
vailing on nearly every occasion, for reasons we will discuss shortly. The French 
king Francis grew so frustrated with the failure of his armies that he challenged 
Charles to a duel, to let God decide the fate of Italy, in 1527. The Spanish king’s 
ministers were apparently so concerned that Charles would accept that they did 
their best to hide the message.13 The French were also well positioned to threaten 
Charles’s northern territories in and around the Low Countries. A Spanish op-
timist might suggest that the Valois kings in Paris were surrounded on all sides 
by Habsburgs; a pessimist might point out that the French had the advantage 
of central strategic position and could choose to engage the Spanish on mul-
tiple fronts without taxing their supply lines. Madrid in those days was full of 
optimists.14 Eventually all of Italy was in Spanish hands.

The various revolts and wars in Italy prevented Charles from addressing a dif-
ferent kind of crisis, one that was to result in the rise of another major enemy. 
Few in 1517 foresaw the tumult that would result from the actions of an obscure 
German monk who nailed a list of grievances to a church door in Wittenberg. 
Over the course of the following years. Lutheranism spread across the Holy 
Roman Empire and beyond, posing a direct threat to the Catholic Church and 
its primary defender, the Habsburgs. Luther was soon joined by other protestors 
in Switzerland and elsewhere, all of whom believed that they grasped the path to 
salvation more clearly than did the established authorities in Rome.

Although as Holy Roman Emperor it was Charles who called upon Luther 
to recant at the Diet of Worms in 1521, he generally seems to have hoped that 
Protestantism would wither and die of its own accord. When negotiations 
failed to bring the heretical princes back into the fold, Charles rather reluc-
tantly led a campaign against them. In the Schmalkaldic War (1546– 1547), he 
crushed the political independence of these duchies, but it would prove much 
more difficult to crush their beliefs. Charles and his successors were to lead the 
Counter- Reformation, which often turned violent, but it came too late to pre-
vent Protestantism from spreading.

Religious wars are typically brutal affairs, and these were no exception. 
When men fight for God, they do not seek compromise solutions that provide 
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mutual benefit, since it is hard to find common ground with Satan’s minions. The 
decades that followed Luther’s revelations were among the most gruesome in 
European history, highlighted by the kinds of slaughter and torture that presum-
ably would have puzzled and horrified Jesus.15 The Spanish were in the middle of 
all of them, and were among the most enthusiastic killers for Christ.

Interests, Priorities, Policies

By the time Charles took the throne, the main Habsburg priorities were clear. 
They were everywhere on the defensive, from their perspective, and sought 
to maintain the empire’s many rightful lands. The Spanish heartland was most 
important but the least of their concerns, since it was threatened by no enemy. 
The second highest Habsburg priority was Italy and the family’s dynastic claims 
therein. Charles inherited the powerful kingdoms of Naples and Sicily, and spent 
his entire reign fighting off various French claimants to the peninsula’s other 
thrones. Protecting the central and northern European holdings was third on the 
list. It was all a bit overwhelming; already by the 1520s Charles was passing the 
administration of Austria to his younger brother Ferdinand, since managing the 
entire empire was proving to be too much for even the most powerful of kings.16

The Habsburg monarchs considered themselves protectors of the status quo. 
They fought to defend their empire and religion, to parry challenges from their 
various enemies rather than seek to dominate all corners of the continent. “I 
have no reason to be driven by ambition to acquire more kingdoms or states, 
or to gain reputation,” wrote Charles’s son in 1586, “because Our Lord in his 
goodness has given me so much of all these things that I am content.” Four years 
later he stated that “God is my witness that I have never made war to gain more 
kingdoms, but only to maintain them in the [Catholic] faith and in peace.”17 
Outsiders were rarely convinced by such royal insistence, such as one Florentine 
ambassador, who wrote on behalf of the European conventional wisdom in 1588 
that “these pigs wish to tyrannize the world,” and make themselves “monarch 
[over everyone], having pretentions to every throne.”18 As is always the case, 
actions taken by one state to improve its defensive position were interpreted by 
neighbors as offensive, aggressive, and inherently threatening.

One of the iron rules that governs international politics is that they are realists.19 
It does not matter who they are; as long as they are not us, we perceive them to 
be motivated only by the pursuit of power and interest, while principle and jus-
tice often drive our decisions. This is particularly true for any state with which 
we have even a mild rivalry, or any reason to suspect its motives. Since our rivals 
are realists, it follows that the main goal of their foreign policy is to increase their 
power at the expense of ours. Central to the enemy’s eternal nature, therefore, 

 



 Impe r ia l  Spain  147

      

is deep- seated cultural dissatisfaction with the status quo. We are interested in 
maintaining the world as it is, while they always want to change the balance of 
power in their favor. This is a ubiquitous belief, and it is often mistaken.

The Habsburgs’ rivals had substantial evidence to bolster their perceptions, 
since of all European powers, Spain most aggressively expanded overseas. What 
started famously under Ferdinand and Isabella continued infamously under 
Charles and his descendants. The story of the conquest of the native peoples 
Columbus stumbled upon is as well- known as it amazing.20 Spanish conquistadors 
were essentially independent actors who brought enormous amounts of terri-
tory under the control of Madrid. Geography and technological limitations as-
sured that micromanagement was not an option— it took at least eight months 
for letter writers to receive replies— but these colonial entrepreneurs were not 
even given much guidance before they left. They conquered on behalf of their 
kings, both on Earth and in heaven, with little constraints on their actions. 
Presumably they were chosen according to their personal thirst for glory, since 
those unlikely to accept defeat made the best conquistadors. And all of these 
ventures were aided enormously by old- world microbes, many of which found 
homes in defenseless new- world bodies.21 Waging biological warfare was never 
the Spanish intention, though no doubt this demographic catastrophe was not 
entirely unwelcome.

Germs cannot take full credit for the ease with which the Spanish conquered. 
Fortunately for the conquistadors, the new- world empires they encountered 
were brutal and unpopular with many of the people they ruled. The Aztecs 
were particularly hated by their subjects, so when white soldiers on horseback 
offered an opportunity for liberation, many took it. Their empire was enormous 
and powerful— the capital city Tenochtitlan had over two hundred thousand 
residents, more than any European city of the time— but the Spanish had many 
instant local allies, without whom their efforts would have ended in quick failure. 
Aztec grand strategy created a major internal weakness, even if it should not be 
faulted for failing to prepare for unimaginable threats.22 Francisco Pizarro was 
similarly able to take advantage of an Incan civil war to divide and conquer that 
empire in Peru starting in 1532.

The conquistadors and their more official successors earned the Spanish a 
reputation for brutality and savagery. This “black legend” suggested that Spanish 
imperialism was worse than all others, and that their subjects suffered more than 
did those of other European colonizers. Supporting examples were not hard 
to find, since the conquistadors could be exceptionally harsh to people they 
considered beneath them (which included just about everyone). But historians 
have since cast a degree of skepticism on this legend, suggesting that it was largely 
invented by Spain’s rivals and sold to willing Protestant audiences.23 Spain was 
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hardly kind or fair to the people it ruled, but neither were its peers. There is little 
reason to believe that the Spanish were much worse to the natives than were 
their competitors. Nor, however, were they any better.

The Spanish believed their actions were just and necessary, and like all 
conquerors emphasized the areas in which they improved native society. 
They banned human sacrifice with its attendant cannibalism, for instance, and 
instituted monogamy throughout the New World. They also had a clear human- 
rights policy, albeit one that would seem unfamiliar to twenty- first- century 
readers. The primary goal of today’s humanitarians— saving lives— was not a 
priority of the pious Spanish. Since this world was temporary and trivial when 
compared to the next, the fate of the soul was much more important than the 
fate of the body. If small numbers of people had to be killed at times to encourage 
many others to convert, it was a price worth paying, one for which the saved 
would someday thank the Spanish. As a Jesuit superior general once explained, 
“a peace which will enslave souls is worse than any war, and the ruin of souls is 
more to be avoided than that of bodies.”24 Going abroad to save souls was in fact 
performing God’s work on Earth and was a major interest of the Habsburg kings, 
rather than merely a way to excuse what was otherwise decidedly un- Christian 
behavior.

The Spanish Habsburgs considered themselves defenders of the faith and 
leaders of the pope’s army in Europe (although their armies sacked Rome in 
1527, a rather embarrassing interlude probably not discussed much by the two 
thereafter). The primary tool they used in pursuit of their spiritual goals was 
their most infamous: in 1480 Ferdinand and Isabella had established a separate 
court to deal with heresy and root out Jews who had converted in name only 
and continued to practice their faith surreptitiously. The Spanish Inquisition 
tortured and burned its way through the country’s few remaining Jews within 
a generation or two and became rather directionless until the late 1550s when 
Protestants were discovered in Castile. Though Calvin and Luther were never 
popular in Spain, the notion that their poisonous ideas could ever take hold in 
the peninsula set off a new round of trials. Mass public burnings (or auto- da- 
fés) sent unambiguous messages about what would and would not be tolerated, 
lest there be any doubt. The Inquisition was not without mercy, however: those 
accused heretics who confessed could choose to be garroted before the flames 
overtook them.25 As always, physical pain for the few was a small price to pay if it 
led to salvation of the many.

It is easy to be cynical regarding the Spanish dedication to region, especially in 
light of the violence they were perfectly willing to perpetrate in the name of the 
Lord. Many at the time and since have suggested that Catholicism was merely a 
tool rather than a serious concern of the Habsburgs, a means not an end. This is 
too simple, however; people are wonderful rationalizers, so it should surprise no 
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one that their various interests did not conflict. The cross and the sword had a 
tremendous amount in common, as it turns out. They did not counsel contradic-
tory actions, at least in the Spanish mind, and were instead mutually reinforcing. 
The commitment of our five kings to the Church was genuine and heart- felt, and 
it just happened to be also true that they decided that the best way to serve Him 
was to preserve and expand Spanish power.

Though disappointed by their inability to find cities of gold or fountains of 
youth, the Spanish managed to cheer themselves up with the discovery of mas-
sive stores of silver. Before long the monarchy was dependent upon these riches, 
without which the relatively weak Spanish economy would not have been able 
to compete with its rivals, much less tower over them. Spain was primarily an 
agrarian society, one whose industrial development lagged behind the other 
European powers. The promise of incoming silver provided its kings the credit 
to borrow, allowing them to live far above their means. Protecting the colonies 
thus became a major Spanish interest, important mainly due to its contributions 
to the real theater of competition. The New World was always a sideshow. What 
Spain “took from the Americas with the one hand,” wrote one historian a century 
ago, “she squandered in Europe with the other.”26 It was fortuitous timing— the 
near- simultaneous ascension to a dual throne and discovery of new riches— that 
produced Spain’s golden century.

Tercios and Castilians

His newfound riches allowed Charles to maintain a capable, professional army. 
At its heart was the infantry, organized into tercios, which were to Spain what the 
legions were to Rome: the basic units of organization, the functional equivalent 
of modern divisions, and the symbolic center of imperial power. Tercios debuted 
in 1490s, as Castilians fought the remnants of the Muslim emirates in the Iberian 
Peninsula. From Swiss mercenaries they adapted the pike, a long spear that was 
a very effective anti- cavalry weapon. Horses, being somewhat more rational 
than their riders, generally refuse to charge into a wall of spears. The rest of a 
tercio’s 3000- or- so men carried swords or the various firearms of the day, espe-
cially the arquebus, a musket stabilized by a pole that extended from the barrel 
to the ground. Auxiliary troops and artillery provided support, as did medics 
and surgeons.

For 150 years tercios were the best fighting units in Europe. They defeated 
one French army after another in the first half of the sixteenth century and 
did the same to Swedish formations in the first half of the seventeenth. Like 
all of history’s best armies, the superiority of the tercio can be traced back to 
training: raw recruits received a year or more of drill on basic combat technique 
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and discipline before they ever stepped foot on a battlefield.27 Spanish troops 
became very good at following orders and were unlikely to panic.

Habsburg armies had another built- in advantage. Though all early- modern 
societies experienced brutality and violence, Castile was unusually warlike for 
its time. Centuries of clashes between Christians and Muslims had transformed 
Castilians into what one historian has called “a society organized for war.”28 
Martial values dominated the culture, making the region a fertile recruiting 
ground for warriors, since raiding and conquest were normal features of eve-
ryday life. Castilians were the Vikings of their time, men whose reputation for 
military competence and inexhaustible violence often produced victory before 
battles were engaged. They were always a rather small part of the overall mili-
tary, however, being outnumbered in tercios by mercenaries from Italy, Ireland, 
and the various Catholic areas of Germany. The quality of Habsburg armies was 
always correlated with the percentage of their soldiers that came from Spain.29

Tercios were expensive to raise, train, and maintain, but they were a bar-
gain compared to navies, especially for countries like Spain that had very 
little timber. The Spanish navy was semiprivate throughout Charles’s reign, 
and was neither well organized nor led. Under the two Philips the size of the 
navy would grow enormously and evolve into another major expense for the 
imperial treasury. Spain would eventually maintain two major fleets, one in 
the Atlantic and one in the Mediterranean. Rather than concentrate their re-
sources on one service as other superpowers had done, Spain operated the 
era’s most expensive army as well as its most expensive navy. As if this was not 
enough of a problem for Spain’s finances, wars were getting more and more 
costly as time went on. By the 1590s Spain was spending five times what it 
had on its military fifty years before.30 These were not expenses it could easily 
afford.

The Borrower from Hell

The military absorbed ten times more of the monarchy’s money than all its other 
expenses combined.31 Raising cash for it was a constant problem, and a major 
strategic limitation, despite the fact that Charles controlled the richest, most 
urbanized parts of Europe. Income from the Netherlands and Italy were never 
enough to cover the cost of their defense. That burden fell on the Castilians, 
whose taxes grew steadily over time. Unlike its competitors, Spain had an or-
ganized, efficient collection system and a competent governing bureaucracy that 
squeezed the most out of its agrarian people.32 Their contributions were the pri-
mary source of money for the Spanish government, far outpacing money col-
lected abroad and the hauls of silver from the New World.
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The Spanish did not invent the mercantilist system— that dubious distinc-
tion is held by the Portuguese— but they did apply it with alacrity. That system 
is probably broadly familiar to anyone wise enough to read this book, but to re-
view briefly, mercantilists believed that governments should actively regulate the 
economy in order to promote the growth of national power. By protecting na-
tive industries and promoting exports, mercantilists hoped to keep more money 
flowing into the state than out. The Spanish government regularly intervened 
in the economy to bolster its own industries and hurt those of its rivals, since 
everyone at that time considered trade and growth to be zero- sum games. In 
this pre- Smith era there was no sense that free trade could benefit all parties.33 
Perhaps most significant, the imperial European powers sought to monopolize 
the resources of their colonies and use them exclusively for the mother state. All 
legal trade with the Indies was regulated by Madrid and was designed to enrich 
Spain. Like all mercantilists, the Spanish sought self- sufficiency and believed 
that relying on any potential rival for goods created an unacceptable strategic 
vulnerability.

Incoming silver helped make Spanish foreign ventures possible but brought 
problems of its own. To exploit the riches, by the mid- 1540s Spain had devel-
oped an early public- private partnership: Mines were rented to private actors 
in return for 20 percent of the silver they produced (the “royal fifth”). The gov-
ernment also taxed incomes, bringing its share to about 40 percent of the total 
yield. The rest of the silver stayed in private hands, and was pumped directly 
into the Spanish economy, which had the unforeseen consequence of driving 
up prices.34 The amount of silver that arrived annually varied considerably, 
depending on the number of ships that made the transatlantic voyage and their 
fate. Storms, privateers, and (eventually) enemy navies made the crossing ex-
tremely hazardous.

The monarchy’s income grew steadily, tripling between the year Charles took 
the crown and when he passed it on. It doubled in the first years of his son’s reign, 
between 1556 and 1573, and then doubled again before Philip III took over. But 
it was never enough. By 1532 and then for nearly every year thereafter, expenses 
always outpaced revenue, at least by a factor of two, and often much more.35

In order to make ends meet, the Habsburgs had to borrow. Fortunately, the 
monarchy had a young banking system eager to loan. For the first time in history a 
secondary market for debt emerged, in which bankers sold bonds to speculators, 
thereby increasing their holdings and the funds available for governments to 
borrow. And many of them took advantage. Banks in Germany and Genoa lent 
enormous sums of money to the Habsburgs, adding interest expenses to the 
long list of things the Spanish could not afford. Already by 1536 Madrid’s short- 
term debt was seven times its annual revenue.36
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Eventually the bills came due. Between 1571 and 1575 crown expendi-
ture had grown to around eighteen million ducats per annum while its income 
ranged between five and six.37 In 1575, Spain experienced the first sovereign de-
fault in history. Its debt was rescheduled and many investors ruined as a result, 
yet lending commenced again in short order. Spain would declare four more 
bankruptcies, in 1596, 1607, 1627, and 1647. Why, you might ask, would banks 
continue to extend credit to such an unreliable borrower? There is little evidence 
of direct coercion or intimidation; they could have refused. Instead, it seems 
that generations of bankers calculated that high interest rates made the loans 
worthwhile, and that the risk of occasional default was outweighed by short- 
term profits.38 Most of the time, the monarchy paid its bills and the banks made 
money. Apparently there was never a shortage of financial daredevils willing to 
invest in the Habsburgs.

Soldiers were often the first to feel the effects of imperial bankruptcy. One 
of the major disadvantages of a rented army is that, when payments do not 
come through on time, it stops honoring its end of the bargain as well. Unpaid 
mercenaries are much more likely to desert than soldiers fighting for their 
homelands. Paying troops was a major problem for almost all early- modern 
European powers, and mutiny was a common occurrence. But, as it turns out, 
not only mercenary armies resented broken promises and bouncing paychecks. 
The Army of Flanders experienced regular mutinies by Spanish soldiers as well, 
including an infamous incident in 1576 when unpaid Castilians rampaged 
through friendly Antwerp in a fit of impecunious, underfed rage. Over a thou-
sand buildings were put to the torch and as many as seventeen thousand people 
lost their lives in this first example of “Spanish Fury,” which became a propa-
ganda tool for the Dutch. Between 1589 and 1607 there were at least forty sub-
stantial mutinies among imperial troops in the Low Countries.39 Spain’s inability 
to pay its troops was a major contributor to its failure in the Netherlands, and 
indeed in the eventual decline of its empire.

Spanish warriors had allies that their medieval predecessors did not: profes-
sional, highly effective diplomats. Credit for the invention of modern diplomacy 
and the notion of permanent representatives in foreign courts is generally given 
to the Renaissance Italians (even if the Mongols might object), but Ferdinand 
and Isabella adopted the practice quickly.40 By the time of Columbus’s voyage, 
Spain had ambassadors in Rome, London, Venice, Brussels, and Vienna. Soon 
afterward diplomatic missions were common across Europe, as were the norms 
that we would recognize today, such as diplomatic immunity, strict protocols, 
and ubiquitous cocktail parties. In many of these areas the Spanish led the way, 
in both innovation and competence.

Treaties and other international agreements were common in Charles’s 
day, even if there was rarely a price to be paid for violating them. The seeds of 
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international law were being planted in the Low Countries during this era by the 
great Dutch diplomat and jurist Hugo Grotius, but for the most part no rules in-
hibited the actions of kings. Law and rights were subjects for philosophers and 
propagandists, not strategists. Wise advisors could always find ways around in-
ternational norms when necessary. As in all eras, wars had to be justified, but 
fortunately for power- hungry kings practically all of them could be, as long as 
clever lawyers were nearby.

Alliances were never serious unless backed up by royal marriage. Romantic 
images of princes and princesses marrying for love rarely matched reality. 
Children of monarchs had a political duty and were expected to accept the 
choices made by their parents. The Habsburgs came to global prominence 
through marriage, and like all monarchists of the time they would try to sustain 
their power and balance against enemies by strategic spousal selection.

Such arrangements were not without cost. Marriage is an exclusive arrange-
ment, after all, one that often leaves disappointed suitors behind. Many kings 
hoped to marry their sons to Philip II’s daughter, the Infanta Catherine Michelle, 
and all- but- one were left disappointed when he chose the heir of the House of 
Savoy in 1585. Forty years later a son of the King of England tried to take matters 
into his own hands, traveling incognito to Madrid to woo the daughter of Philip 
III. The Spanish were apparently unimpressed with the hopeless romanticism of 
Prince Charles, who was turned away humiliated and disgruntled. While royal 
marriage could unify, it could also frustrate and divide.

For centuries European royals married one another, in complete ignorance 
of the potential genetic consequences. The most visible cost of keeping the 
Spanish bloodline pure was mandibular prognathism, an inherited condition 
that causes the lower jaw to protrude beyond the upper. Spanish kings generally 
grew beards to hide what became known as the “Habsburg jaw,” which for most 
was more inconvenience than true disability. Charles’s mouth hung open most 
of the time, and he could not eat without drooling, but he suffered no further ill 
effects.41 While future generations would suffer more seriously, for Charles the 
consequences of inbreeding were mostly aesthetic.

Philip II (“The Prudent”), 1556– 1598

In 1556 Charles decided that he had had enough.42 He was suffering from a 
number of ailments, including gout and bouts of melancholy, the latter of which 
he seems to have inherited from his mother.43 European monarchs rarely retired 
and even more rarely divided their empire as they exited the palace, but this is ex-
actly what Charles did. The king felt that his domains were too large and unruly 
for one sovereign, and he also wanted to pre- empt a potential struggle for power 
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in the family. He decreed that Spain and its associated lands would be passed on 
to his son, Philip II, while the central European empire would go to his brother 
Ferdinand, who had led two successful defenses of Vienna against Ottoman 
assaults. The arrangement worked quite well and the two houses of Habsburgs 
generally cooperated, at least on the big issues, in the decades to come.

Charles did his best to groom his son for leadership. In 1548 the emperor 
wrote a political testament for young Philip, full of advice on how to rule. 
Charles told his heir that the main goal of Spanish grand strategy ought to be 
maintenance of the status quo. He regretted the cost of “the wars I have been 
forced to fight so many times and in so many places” (although, he added with 
some pride, he usually won them).44 Philip’s primary objective therefore should 
be to avoid conflict, unless jealous neighbors forced Spain to protect its lands. 
His instructions “breathe the very spirit of conservatism,” according to one his-
torian, and urged his son to learn from his words rather than his deeds.45 Philip 
followed much of this advice but did not share his father’s enthusiasm for peace. 
During his long reign, the Spanish people would experience no more than six 
consecutive months without war, against enemies new and old.46

Philip II would rule for more than thirty years and preside over the empire 
at its greatest territorial extent, even without its central European lands. The 
Spanish added new colonies in the Americas and an archipelago in the Pacific 
that was named for the king. It is not clear how many people in the Philippines 
were aware that they had been absorbed into the Spanish Empire, since only a 
few ships reached them every year, but the islands gave the empire a truly global 
character, the first in history upon which the sun never set. It is little wonder that 
by the end of the sixteenth century it was common for people to remark that 
“God must be Spanish.”

Soon after Philip took charge, religious civil wars broke out in France, ones that 
would last decades and keep its armies tied up at home. The Spanish proved unable 
to resist the temptation to intervene in their neighbor’s troubles: forays into France 
in support of the Catholics, including a major thrust into Paris led by the Duke of 
Parma in 1590, took troops away from other fronts and piled more ducats onto the 
growing mountain of imperial debt. Other enemies did not go away. Philip was 
to fight three major wars against the Ottomans, none of which had a decisive out-
come. His ambassadors were able to cobble together a Catholic alliance, a “Holy 
League” that united Venice, the Papacy, Genoa, Malta and others in 1571 to fight 
the battle at Lepanto that we reviewed in the last chapter. The major victory raised 
spirits across Christian Europe, even if it did not affect the balance of power in the 
Mediterranean. The Turks soon recovered, and war went on.

Philip’s men in the New World and the Philippines lobbied him for more 
than twenty- five years to keep the expansion momentum going. A venture into 
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China, they assured him, would be both simple and glorious.47 Estimates of the 
manpower that would be required varied from four to ten thousand, a force that 
would be supplemented by recruits from Japan and Manilla. Spanish hawks ex-
pected to repeat their astounding, against- all- odds successes in the Americas, 
despite a series of inconvenient facts: the Chinese had gunpowder, for one thing, 
so they were unlikely to be awed by Spanish musketry. They also had long been 
exposed to old- world diseases, so the conquistadors would be without their 
main ally. Nonetheless, a generation of Spaniards prepared for what would have 
certainly been a catastrophic failure, prodded the whole time by their men of 
God. As was always the case for the Spanish, the loudest voices encouraging an 
assault on a new area— one that, the Spanish were convinced, would find them 
greeted as liberators by the oppressed, idolatrous Chinese masses— came from 
men in frocks. Conquest was urgent, at least according to members of the var-
ious holy orders intent on saving as many souls as possible. This new genera-
tion of would- be conquistadors assured Philip that victory in China would be 
soon followed by similar success in modern- day India, Vietnam, Cambodia, and 
Indonesia. The only disagreement they had was over precisely who would be 
granted the title of “Duke of Peking.”48

In retrospect it may seem surprising that this request was denied, since it was 
generally the practice of the Spanish kings to engage in all possible conflicts, no 
matter how debilitating, especially when supported by church officials. But some-
thing had happened in 1588 that profoundly shook Philip’s confidence. Without 
that event, it is likely that history would have witnessed a Spanish attempt to bring 
all of Asia under its control— one which, to understate, the odds would have been 
against. In fact Philip was to make three major decisions in his thirty- plus years of 
rule that had enormous strategic implications for the management of the empire. 
In each case there were viable alternatives, ones that were cheaper and less risky. 
Spanish interests would have been better served had Philip taken his father’s ad-
vice to heart and ignored the hawks whispering in his ear.

The Dutch, the Portuguese, and the Armada

On October 29, 1566, the new king convened a meeting of his senior aides to 
discuss an evolving new issue. The security situation in one of his most impor-
tant colonies, the Low Countries of modern- day Netherlands and Belgium, was 
rapidly deteriorating. A bad harvest in 1565 had led to widespread hunger, and 
the people were bristling under new taxes levied by the king. Calvinist preachers 
had whipped the peasantry into frenzies of iconoclasm and looting. The destruc-
tion of religious imagery and art, known to the Dutch as the Beeldenstorm, or 
“statue storm,” was a direct challenge to the Habsburg leadership in Madrid. Like 
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his father, Philip considered himself the great protector of the Catholic faith, 
Christ’s warrior on Earth, and he could hardly be expected to ignore heretic van-
dalism of holy sites. Local nobility could not, or would not, rein in the rioters.

Present at this Council of State were two of the king’s favorites, the longtime 
rivals Duke of Alba and Prince of Eboli. Alba and Eboli often pulled the king in 
opposite directions, and did so again in this case. The former felt that the time 
for patient negotiation had passed and urged an immediate military response.49 
The people of the Low Countries needed to be shown the error of their ways, 
thought Alba, and deserved the kind of message that only concentrated imperial 
power could send. The rest of the empire was watching, which meant that vacil-
lation or delay would be interpreted as weakness and would encourage further 
challenge. As Alba’s allies had noted in the months leading up to the meeting, 
“All Italy is plainly saying that if the troubles in the Netherlands continue, Milan 
and Naples will follow.” A statement from the Council of State in September had 
expressed a similar opinion: “If the Netherlands situation is not remedied, it will 
bring about the loss of Spain and all of the rest.”50

It surprised no one that Eboli disagreed. The prince, who had a reputation as 
a dove, proposed a smaller response that would involve a light military footprint 
and perhaps a royal visit to spark a reconciliation. Eboli recommended détente, 
and felt that extensive repression was likely to make the situation worse. He 
urged Philip to send a senior emissary to make one more effort at reconciliation, 
perhaps bringing promises of religious freedom and respect for local customs.

The meeting went late into the night. The king eventually cut off discussion 
as tempers flared, and announced his decision the next morning: he sided with 
Alba and ordered a punitive force of ten thousand men under the duke’s com-
mand to set off for the Low Countries immediately, before the winter snows 
blocked their route.51 Alba was one of the foremost military officers in Europe, 
having for decades led Spanish armies against the French and other enemies 
various and sundry. He soon sallied forth, with instructions to put an end to 
Dutch insubordination. And end it he did. Opposition, which was not wide-
spread, quickly collapsed in front of the Spanish troops. Tens of thousands fled 
the country, avoiding the kangaroo courts and show trials that Alba soon estab-
lished. More than 1,700 people were executed in the first few months after his 
arrival.52 The court’s nickname among the people, “the Council of Blood,” did 
little to soften Alba’s views. He felt that fear was an essential strategic weapon 
and pledged to continue until “every individual has the feeling that that one fine 
night or morning the house will fall in on him.”53 To top everything off, in 1568 
Alba erected a large bronze statue in Antwerp of himself trampling the Dutch 
under his horse.

Unfortunately for Philip and the Spanish, Alba’s oppression backfired. 
Although it took some time for the Dutch resistance to recover, eventually it did, 



 Impe r ia l  Spain  157

      

and it came back stronger than ever. Had the king listened to Eboli, and had the 
Spanish taken steps to address Dutch grievances, the entire history of the mon-
archy might have unfolded differently.54 Much might have been accomplished 
by a simple visit from the emperor, a show of good faith that the mother country 
took local concerns seriously.55 This would have required an entirely different 
king, however, a wiser one who did not share Philip’s pathological assumptions 
about the utility of force and repression. The Dutch Revolt, which would prove 
catastrophic, became something of a metaphor for Spanish grand strategy under 
the Habsburgs.

The Spanish would send the better part of the next eighty years trying to 
pacify the Low Countries, spending money they did not have and wasting 
thousands of lives in the process. To the Amsterdam magistrate Cornelis 
Pieterszoon Hooft, the contest pitted “a mouse against an elephant,” but that 
mouse proved more than able to hold its own.56 The Dutch people rallied behind 
the charismatic William of Orange and other nobles who promised indepen-
dence and relief from Alba’s tyranny. They soon learned to avoid large pitched 
battles, opting instead for a combination of hit- and- run tactics and retreats into 
prepared positions. Many Dutch towns were protected by new fortifications 
of the “Italian style,” which took gunpowder into account. This design created 
crossing fields of fire for cannons and eliminated the “dead zones” in front of 
medieval fortresses in which attackers could hide safely. They were very difficult 
to overcome, and help explain why early- modern sieges often lasted quite a long 
time.57 Geography also helped the defenders: the many canals and bogs of the 
Low Countries proved impassable for the heavy Spanish regiments. Alba’s tercios 
were able to sweep over the friendlier, Catholic southern provinces, but they 
could not dislodge Orange’s forces in the north. The mouse was to hold off the 
elephant for many decades, and in the process drain the imperial treasury more 
than any single foreign policy venture of the five kings. It would be up to Philip’s 
son and then his grandson to try to find a way out.

Philip’s second foreign- policy decision had more mixed results. In 1578, 
Portugal’s King Sebastian and most of his court died in Morocco while quix-
otically trying to stem Ottoman expansion. The king left no heir, so power 
transferred to his aged and equally childless uncle, Cardinal Enrique, who 
reigned less than two years. Power vacuums did not last long in early- modern 
Europe. Philip felt he had to act quickly since, as one of his advisors told him, 
“the gain or loss [of Portugal] will mean the gain or loss of the world,” even if 
the logic was never really spelled out.58 Fifty thousand Spanish troops under 
the ubiquitous Duke of Alba marched into Lisbon, marking their route with the 
duke’s signature deprivations and atrocities, which the Portuguese did not soon 
forget.59 In 1581 Philip was crowned Philip I of Portugal (continuing the tradi-
tion of taking multiple names to confuse future generations), and the peninsula 
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was unified for the next six decades. The unification could have proven perma-
nent had Philip moved his capital to Lisbon, which he was apparently sorely 
tempted to do.60

Philip did not improve his position through the domination of Iberia. Though 
Portugal’s territories were vast on paper, their contributions to Spanish power 
were minor. Most Portuguese colonies were little more than trading posts, some 
of which were quite far away, and once added to Philip’s empire they required 
defense. The costs added to the already strained Spanish treasury were greater 
than any benefit they brought. Furthermore, the annexation alarmed Spain’s 
rivals, who felt an even greater imperative to balance its power. The most basic 
strategic imperative of all dominant powers— to keep potential rivals divided— 
was undermined by this costly addition to the empire. In just a few years, an 
advisor would warn that Spain had become “the target at which the whole world 
wants to shoot its arrows.”61 The most consequential positive development that 
arose from the absorption of Portugal was the addition of its navy and its sailors, 
which made possible dreams of even more conquests, especially one that would 
prove to be the most disastrous venture of all.

The English and the Spanish, once united by faith and interest, found them-
selves on opposite sides of a deepening rivalry in the 1580s. Trouble had started 
when Philip’s second wife, the English Catholic Queen Mary Tudor, died in 
1558 and was succeeded on the throne by her Protestant half- sister Elizabeth. 
The new queen set about returning England to the faith of her father, which 
complicated relations between the two powers. The geopolitical glue that had 
held them together was a shared hatred of France, which because of its internal 
problems was not much of a threat to anyone. As glue weakened a deterioration 
of Anglo- Spanish relations followed, and the idea of landing Spanish troops on 
English beaches to march on London began to appeal to Philip. The emperor 
was encouraged to do so by many, including Pope Gregory XIII, who not only 
endorsed the attack but urged Philip to make haste. He was also assured by 
Catholic exiles in Rome that Spanish invaders would be greeted as liberators, 
and that there was a popular insurrection waiting to happen in England, in need 
of only the slightest spark.62 The debate and planning went on quite publicly for 
more than a decade. Philip’s enthusiasm for the enterprise waxed and waned, but 
it soon became conventional wisdom around the court that true peace would be 
impossible until English heresy was squashed.

Relations grew substantially worse in 1586, when Philip aided an assassina-
tion attempt against Queen Elizabeth, a scheme known to history as the “Ridolfi 
Plot.” According to the plan, the king would offer to dispatch Spanish troops to 
London in the post- assassination chaos to restore law and order (and eventually 
Catholicism). The murderers failed, however, and Elizabeth took the whole af-
fair rather personally. After executing the local perpetrators in gruesome fashion, 
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she signed a new defensive treaty with France and increased her support for the 
Dutch rebellion. Philip had blundered into a union of his enemies.

Philip’s Plan B for England was more traditional and straightforward. A large 
Spanish fleet would sail up to the Low Countries, pick up a few thousand battle- 
hardened troops currently fighting there against the Dutch, and ferry them over 
to England. There was little doubt in anyone’s mind about what would happen 
if the tercios managed to get ashore: they would make quick work of the English 
army and set Elizabeth to flight.63 The only real challenge would be getting them 
there, but the relatively small and unprofessional English navy presented an ob-
stacle that hardly seemed insurmountable .

The armada Philip assembled to teach the English overdue lessons was, in 
retrospect, unimpressive. It consisted of nearly a hundred transport vessels 
protected by nine warships and twelve galleys carrying about twenty thousand 
men initially but hoping to add many more at its first stop. In command was 
a senior aristocrat who possessed great faith but little maritime knowledge. 
Preparations were about as un- secret as could be imagined: the English certainly 
knew an invasion was coming in 1588, and mustered nearly two hundred vessels 
to meet it.64 As heroic as Sir Francis Drake and his sailors were, Spanish tactical 
blunders and bad weather made the decisive contributions to the debacle. The 
Armada failed but the war dragged on; the Spanish navy eventually recovered 
and was soon eager to try again.65 Over the course of the next two decades Philip 
would send three more fleets north, none of which met any success. In the four 
hundred years since, the Spanish Armada has become a symbol of arrogance 
and military incompetence (as well as a source of unlimited national pride for 
the English). It was also what we would call today a war of choice, as well as an 
unnecessary, unforced error.

Intangible Assets: God and Honor

While preparing the armadas, Philip knew the odds were against him. “Unless 
God helps us by a miracle,” he told a papal agent as in Lisbon as the first set sail, 
“the English, who have faster and handier ships than ours, and many more long- 
range guns, and who know their advantage just as well as we do, will . . . knock us 
to pieces . . . without our being able to do them any serious hurt. So we are sailing 
against England in the confident hope of a miracle.”66 The king carried on despite 
his misgivings because he possessed a secret (or perhaps not- so- secret) weapon, 
a tool all Habsburg emperors relied upon heavily: God. Central to their grand 
strategy was the miracle, divine intervention that would rescue even the most 
poorly planned ventures. Historian Geoffrey Parker called this a sign of Philip’s 
“messianic imperialism,” the firm belief that God would intervene in worldly 
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affairs on behalf of the monarchy. Confidence in miracles was a consistent fea-
ture of the king’s calculations. No defeat, no matter how serious, could shake his 
faith that God would not let him fail. “May God help us with a miracle,” he told a 
subordinate in December 1574 after a series of reversals. “I tell you we need one 
so much that it seems to me that He must choose to give us a miracle, because 
without one I see everything in the worst situation imaginable.”67

A sense of divine mission permeated all Spanish foreign policy, especially after 
Luther split the Church. Philip saw himself as a Renaissance Moses, someone 
who was leading the faithful as part of His plan.68 Due to his special relationship 
with the Almighty, which was a byproduct of divine legitimacy, Philip thought 
he understood strategy differently from everyone else.69 Christianity was thus 
both end and means for the Spanish, and they acted with the understanding that 
a just and loving God would be at their side. “Everyone relies on miracles and 
supernatural remedies which God visibly provides for His Majesty,” commented 
one of Philip’s courtiers, who was not fully comfortable with the practice.70 As it 
happens, the Almighty often remained neutral in Europe’s endless wars, and re-
liance upon divine intervention proved catastrophic for Spanish grand strategy.

It is difficult to assess risk accurately when one’s chief ally is omnipotent. The 
expectation of miracles led Spanish leaders to overestimate their capabilities 
and generated the kind of overconfidence that can lead to disaster.71 Divinely 
inspired overconfidence is even worse. Any advisor who voiced concerns about 
the fate of the armadas would be accused not just of undue pessimism but in-
sufficient faith, potentially angering the Almighty and dooming the mission.72 
Contingency planning was discouraged, since it admitted the potential for 
failure. Anything less than full- throated support for even the riskiest ventures, 
much less actual caution or prudence, was not only treason in Madrid but sacri-
lege, the kind of thing that might earn one a visit from the Inquisitors.

Faith notwithstanding, Philip must have known that his various wars were 
expensive, debilitating, and essentially unwinnable. Why, then, did he continue 
to wage them? Like his father before him, the king worried obsessively about 
his image, fearing that perceptions of Spanish power would be damaged by any 
failures, surrenders, or compromises. He much preferred to fight on, even in oth-
erwise pointless wars, than to admit failure. Philip’s reputation (or what modern 
readers might recognize as his credibility) was one of the most important stra-
tegic assets he possessed. Any sign of weakness, he worried, would invite greater 
challenges. “Without reputation kingdoms cannot be maintained,” an advisor 
warned.73 Spanish kings certainly agreed.

Reputational concerns always counsel belligerence and discourage compro-
mise.74 Philip II consistently refused to negotiate with the Turks, for instance, 
because to do so would “lose the common esteem of the world.” In 1577 his 
court warned that even talking to the Dutch was incompatible “with the honor 
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and reputation of Your Majesty, which is your greatest asset,” and that anything 
but war would “strain Your Majesty’s conscience and hazard your honor and 
prestige.”75 Therefore, the fighting had to continue. As always, reputation and 
credibility were rhetorical tools of the hawks.

The Habsburgs feared that the slightest damage to their image would cause 
irreparable harm. Although the concept would not be devised for another four 
hundred years, they worried about falling dominoes, and were never confident 
in the resiliency of their empire. Cracks anywhere would soon spread. Losing the 
Low Countries or new- world territories or any of the Italian provinces would em-
bolden potential rebels elsewhere, with unforeseeable systemic consequences. 
Chaos might well spread all the way back to Castile. Advisors warned that if the 
rebellion succeeded, “we shall lose the Indies, then Flanders, then Italy and fi-
nally Spain itself.”76 How exactly such things would occur was never explained, 
nor particularly important. “The day that Spain removes its armies from those 
[Dutch] provinces,” warned another aide, with no hint of sarcasm, “we would 
inevitably see theirs in Spain.”77 Once leaders become convinced, however irra-
tionally, that their basic security is tied to their performance in far- flung, periph-
eral battles, they cannot be expected to relent.

The obsession with reputation propelled Spain to continue the wars against 
the Dutch and Ottomans and start a new one with the British. In their efforts to 
ward off imagined catastrophes that would follow compromise, the emperors 
brought real catastrophe on themselves. Philip II’s failures followed a pattern, 
according to Parker: “an ambitious and intransigent policy was adopted, became 
increasingly impracticable, and yet was not altered until the cause was already 
lost.”78 This failure to adapt to changing circumstances would prove to be the 
defining characteristic of the monarchy.

Philip III (“the Pious”), 1598– 1621

The future of the Spanish Habsburg monarchy was imperiled in 1562 when its 
heir apparent, Philip’s son Don Carlos, fell down a flight of stairs while chasing 
a maid whom he enjoyed raping with some regularity. The prince recovered but 
was even less stable than before the accident. Don Carlos was never the picture 
of mental health— he was the product of substantial inbreeding, having had only 
four great- grandparents and six great- great ones— but after his accident he was 
regularly haunted by delusions and paranoia, and became convinced that his fa-
ther wanted him dead.79 The crown prince died under mysterious circumstances 
in 1568, leaving no obvious successor. Fortunately, his father lived another three 
decades and was able to sire again. Philip Number Two spent a great deal of time 
training Number Three to take over, demanding that he sit in on Council of State 
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meetings and become involved with a variety of political decisions. Governing 
never really caught his fancy, however. Philip III, who came to power in 1598 
at age twenty- one, was more interested in hunting and pageantry than the daily 
grind of ruling. His reign offered a different strategic vision, and an opportunity 
that was missed.

Historians are not generally fond of Philip III who, when compared to his 
father and grandfather, was a weak ruler by the standards of the time. He did 
not expand the empire, and failed to shower the country with the kind of glory 
admired by so many before and since. He was an “undistinguished and insignif-
icant man,” according to one such modern, and a “pale and anonymous crea-
ture” to another.80 Philip II had worried that his heir would be dominated by his 
advisors, telling a confidant that, “I am afraid they will govern him.”81

His concerns were not unjustified. In the very first moments of his reign, 
Philip III ordered his court and councils to obey the commands of don 
Francisco Gómez de Sandoval y Rojas, fifth Marquis of Denia and first Duke 
of Lerma (mercifully known to history merely as “Lerma”), as if they were his 
own.82 The new king had appointed Lerma to handle the day- to- day operations 
of state, something his micromanaging predecessors would never have allowed. 
The duke became Philip’s most trusted minister, informally known as valido or 
favorite, part sycophant and part father figure in charge of the bureaucratic, less 
glorious aspects of government. Lerma, who at fifty- eight was twice the new 
king’s age, set the precedent for the informal position, determining its scope and 
limitations.

The personalities and priorities Lerma and future validos, who were essen-
tially early versions of prime ministers, were more important than those of the 
kings, at least as far as the development of Spanish grand strategy was concerned. 
The notion of a valido was not new— they had advised Castilian kings as far back 
as the fifteenth century— but Lerma was particularly influential because Philip 
III did not share his father’s interest in management. In fact it appeared to many 
that he had no interest in leading at all. “Nobody ruled in Madrid,” argued one 
critic, “a world empire was run on automatic pilot.”83 It was Lerma, then, who 
shouldered most of the blame (or perhaps, as we shall see, credit) for the foreign 
policy of Philip III.

The reign had inauspicious beginnings. Spain was in the grip of dire social 
and economic troubles when Phillip III took command that were largely beyond 
his control. A series of bad harvests had lowered the nation’s caloric intake and 
the plague took advantage, killing around six hundred thousand Spaniards, or 
around 10 percent of the population, between 1596 and 1602.84 At the same 
time, the new king felt pressure to cement his reputation, which as ever can only 
be accomplished with bold action. He inherited wars in the Low Countries and 
England, as well as continuing harassment from the Barbary pirates, those local 
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allies of the Ottomans. The king also faced festering problems in the nearby 
Italian states of Savoy and Milan that threatened to choke off his supply route to 
the Netherlands, and his cousin Archduke Ferdinand in Vienna was requesting 
help against the Turks.

Rather than set priorities Philip lashed out in all directions.85 A large Spanish 
force sailed south, intent on solving the Barbary problem once and for all. Bad 
weather prevented a landing in North Africa, and storms followed the battered 
remnants of the fleet all the way back to Spain. Then in 1601 the Spanish turned 
their attention once again in England. This time they opted for a more limited ef-
fort, one designed to foment rebellion in Ireland, but it met with the same basic 
outcome. Some three thousand Spaniards landed in Kinsale along the southern 
Irish coast and were immediately surrounded by English troops who seemed 
to know they were coming. Promised uprisings of discontented Irish Catholics 
did not materialize. The Spanish were not greeted as liberators, as it turned out, 
and the garrison surrendered after receiving assurances of safe passage home. 
Engagements continued at sea for the next few years, but nothing of lasting con-
sequence occurred. England survived what would be the final Spanish onslaught.

Desperate for a victory, the new king ordered new offensives in the Low 
Countries, which resulted in a siege of the heavily fortified town of Ostend. 
The Dutch defenders were outnumbered but their Protestant allies kept 
supplies flowing in by sea, which allowed them to hold out for over three years. 
Eventually the Spanish fought their way inside, but not before losing between 
sixty and seventy thousand men to both the enemy and disease. The city was 
completely destroyed in the process, but the king could finally claim a foreign- 
policy success.

After this aggressive beginning, Philip III’s foreign policy shifted to a less bel-
ligerent phase. Encouraged by Lerma, the king designed a peace treaty with the 
English and began to contemplate an end to the war in the Low Countries, since 
decisive victory against the Dutch seemed more elusive than ever. Diplomacy 
thus rose in strategic importance. The seventeenth century has been called the 
“golden age of Spanish diplomacy,” one in which persuasion trumped compul-
sion, usually with the goal of conserving, rather than expanding, the empire.86 
Philip III was the only one of our five Habsburg kings who actually pursued the 
end they all professed to desire: maintenance of the status quo, a restrained grand 
strategy that did not threaten its neighbors. And his primary agents for assuring 
that status were his diplomats, with the action taking place at the negotiating 
table rather than the battlefield.

Philip III’s ambassadors were widely considered the best in Europe. They 
saw themselves as not only representatives but physical manifestations of their 
emperor, and demanded to be treated with a commensurate level of defer-
ence.87 They were always drawn from the nobility and had a reputation for being 
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unbearable, arrogant bores that was certainly justified, but they were also com-
petent and efficient. The ambassadors’ job was not to find common ground and 
prevent war; these were agents of foreign policy, interested only in helping the 
monarchy achieve its goals. Early- modern diplomacy was “war by other means,” 
in the words of historian Paul Allen; the purpose of negotiation was victory, and 
the way to win glory for the diplomat was to defeat the opponent.88 Ambassadors 
were also intelligence agents, spies charged with keeping a steady stream of intel-
ligence flowing back into Madrid.89

In the transition from father Philip to son, Spain went from “a generation of 
war to a generation of peace,” according to one influential historian.90 A Venetian 
ambassador explained to his government that the primary characteristic of Philip 
III’s court was its “lively desire for peace.”91 To many of his contemporaries as 
well as generations of historians since, this desire made Philip a weak, dishonor-
able monarch, one whose aloof inattention began the process of Spanish decline. 
Reputational concerns are respectable, according to this view, while pacifism is 
a sign of cowardice, corruption, and/ or simply disinterest.92 Rather than ap-
plaud or at least rationalize his restraint, even some of his defenders have instead 
emphasized his early bellicosity.93 The only admirable qualities of a king, appar-
ently, are those that lead to victorious aggression. So even though by nearly any 
measure the Spanish were in a much better strategic position at the end of Philip 
III’s reign than they were at the beginning, glory- obsessed historians have gener-
ally not looked kindly upon it.

This shift in strategy was felt early in the Netherlands. By the turn of the cen-
tury everyone was utterly exhausted by four decades of war in the Low Countries, 
but it was hard to imagine how a peace could be concluded without damaging 
Spanish reputation. Both sides agreed to a ceasefire in 1607 and negotiations 
commenced in 1608, with Lerma becoming the target for those in Spain who 
could not contemplate ending the war without victory. After several rounds of 
talks a compromise emerged, the twelve- year truce, but it was a tough sell back 
home. Lerma knew he would have to fight accusations of weakness, so he came 
up with a plan: on the same day that Philip III announced the truce with the 
Dutch he also signed the “Edict of Expulsion,” which announced a new policy 
toward the Muslim population of Valencia.

In 1609 there were around three hundred thousand “Moriscos” still living in 
Spain who had been victims of escalating discrimination over the years. Charles 
I had passed an edict banning bathing, for instance, which directly targeted the 
Moriscos since they apparently took hygiene a bit more seriously than did their 
Christian neighbors.94 Morisco leaders had been in contact with the Ottoman 
sultan at one point, but had posed no problems since a failed revolt in 1570.95 
Still they were accused of the sins common to potentially disloyal minorities 
throughout history: they spent too little, worked too hard, and bred too fast.96 
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The final solution to the Morisco problem would be deportation en masse to 
northern Africa. Like most acts of ethnic cleansing, this was simultaneously 
cruel, pointless, and self- defeating: It deprived Spain of about 4 percent of its 
population and damaged both regional and national economies. Furthermore, 
the aggrieved masses swelled the ranks of Spain- haters among the Barbary 
pirates. The king judged such concerns, along with infamy, small prices to pay 
to distract the masses from the conciliatory policies he was enacting in the Low 
Countries. His time in power was peaceful, but it was not necessarily just.

In June and July 1618 Councils of State convened to discuss another problem. 
The other House of Habsburg was dealing with a revolt by its Protestant states, 
many of which were semiautonomous in the bewilderingly complex Holy Roman 
Empire. A few had risen in rebellion, famously announcing their displeasure by 
tossing a trio of papal envoys out a window in Prague. Lerma advised the king to 
remain on the sidelines, since the issues at stake had no direct implications for 
Spanish national interests. Zúñiga and many others in the king’s court disagreed 
and appealed to the one factor Philip valued above peace: his faith. Once the 
conflict was portrayed as a battle for the survival of the Church, Philip relented.97 
The war in Bohemia was joined and the truce in the Low Countries allowed to 
expire.

Lerma, who had become the focal point of hawkish ire, was replaced by much 
more belligerent validos. He had fallen victim to palace intrigue instigated by 
his own son and a court rival, Gaspar de Guzmán, the Count- Duke of Olivares. 
Unfortunately for Lerma Jr., Olivares continued to plot, and reunited the Lermas 
in exile as soon as the mosquito felled Philip in 1621. Spanish grand strategy was 
to take a turn, one from which the monarchy would never recover.

Philip IV, 1621– 1665

As Philip III lay dying, Olivares supposedly exalted “Now everything is mine!”98 
It was quite clear who would play the role of valido to the new king, who was fif-
teen years old at the time he took power. Olivares had clear ideas about foreign 
policy, ones that were far different from his predecessor, and he would be the 
driving force behind Spanish grand strategy for the next few decades. With such 
a young king, the popular saying that the “favorite ruled while the king reigned” 
was never more true. Olivares was a rare combination of vision and competence, 
someone who both knew what he wanted to do and how to manipulate the bu-
reaucracy to accomplish it. Unfortunately, his goals were, as one historian put 
it, “insanely bellicose.” To another, “Olivares was possibly the worst man who 
could have been chosen, precisely because he had sufficient ability to attempt 
the execution of his mistaken ideas.”99

 



166 T h e  P u r s u i t  o f  D o m i n a n c e

      

The young king and his favorite set out to reverse Spain’s fortunes by rebuilding 
its military reputation. The truce in the Low Countries had effeminized the 
monarchy, they felt, and Spanish manhood could not flourish as long as it was in 
effect.100 When fighting resumed, Spain made a major surge to end the war once 
and for all. The plan was to employ economic as well as military tools, attempting 
to strangle Dutch trade at sea and on land with the construction of a new canal 
to divert traffic away from their markets.101 Spending on the navy, which had 
lagged under Philip III, increased dramatically.102 The Spanish also established 
what was essentially a base for pirates at Dunkirk, which became known as “the 
Algiers of the North,” to prey on Dutch and English shipping. Privateering had 
been a tool commonly employed by their rivals, but rarely to this point by the 
Spanish. Over three hundred English vessels were captured between 1624 and 
1628, or about a fifth of the Queen’s merchant marine.103 Goods prevented from 
reaching the Dutch would be split between the Spanish and their corsair allies.

It is worth noting that despite all of this, at no point did Olivares think that 
reconquest of the entire colony was possible. The goal of his escalation was to 
procure a less humiliating bargain, a peace with honor, and to “reduce the Dutch 
to friendship.”104 It was Spain’s honor that needed rescue, not its interests.

Economic woes returned. Depression descended on Castile in the 1620s, and 
agrarian output declined by 40 percent.105 The Spanish population shrank by as 
much as a quarter in the first half of the seventeenth century.106 As government 
revenues plummeted, the Spanish did what all economic nationalists do in the 
face of downturns: they made things worse. Philip raised taxes and increased 
borrowing by 500 percent, then in 1623 the crown banned imports in an at-
tempt to boost native production. Spanish merchants lost markets and profits as 
other countries reacted in kind.107 As modern economists would have predicted, 
prices rose across the country and the peasantry, as always, suffered most. The 
only beneficiaries were the smugglers, whose business surged. One clever way 
to raise revenue did emerge in this era: the selling of noble titles. Although the 
established elite could not have been pleased, between 1625 and 1668 the size of 
the Spanish aristocracy doubled, since anyone with enough money could join.108 
Such efforts, however, were never close to enough.

States facing trouble often believe that material factors cannot fully account 
for their deteriorating fortunes. Prescriptions for national renewal are almost 
always conservative, calling for returns to simpler, more successful, purer (and 
usually imaginary) times before modern generations perverted the traditional 
values that led to greatness. Spain was no different. The aloof decadence of Philip 
III became a symbol of, and scapegoat for, the various negative trends besetting 
the country. Stagnation and disasters were signs that Spain had drifted out of 
God’s favor; restoration could only succeed by returning to His good graces with 
moral and cultural reinvigoration. Olivares led a crackdown on luxury, setting 
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up a committee for reform to eradicate all manner of vice and abuse. Eventually 
the government banned brothels, extravagant dress, foreign manufactures, and 
dancing.109 Rather than innovate and move forward, the Spanish looked to the 
past and stood still.

Reasserting battlefield dominance was another central goal of Olivares’s re-
juvenation strategy. In addition to the debilitating fighting in the Netherlands, 
Spain dove into the roiling vortex in central Europe. Details of the Thirty Years 
War are as ponderous as they are confusing; for these purposes, it is enough to 
note that Madrid contributed tercios and money to the Catholic cause. Spain’s 
forces were still the best, most reliable troops in the field, and its silver kept 
its allies fighting.110 Spain was the arsenal of Catholicism throughout the war, 
bankrolling the expensive efforts to crush Protestantism on many fronts, none 
of which it could afford. Nearly eight million people, the vast majority of them 
central European civilians, would perish during the course of this brutal, tragic, 
and ultimately inconsequential war. The map of Europe looked essentially the 
same in 1648 as it did in 1618, even if the politics had changed, and not for the 
better from the perspective of Madrid.

Although the tercio remained the dominant military unit in Europe until the 
middle of the seventeenth century, during this long war Spain’s rivals began to 
catch up. The Swedish and Dutch experimented with smaller, mobile infantry 
units that incorporated more musketry and performed better in the field. The 
Spanish suffered a series of surprising defeats in the 1640s, the most famous of 
which was to the French at Rocroi. Like the entire imperial project itself, tercios 
were slow to adjust to changing realities and were eventually overtaken and 
rendered obsolete by more flexible competitors.

The Catholics were slowly winning the Thirty Years War until the perfidious 
French entered on the side of the Protestants in 1635. Spanish defense spending 
doubled from 1635 to 1637 to address this new reality, and the crown began a 
predictably unpopular policy of confiscating private silver to pay for it all.111 The 
wars did not end with the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648; Philip IV’s troops would 
continue fighting France for another decade. The peace that finally came in 
1659, even though cemented with imperial marriage, would only last eight years. 
The Spanish also had to deal with a succession crisis in Mantua (1628– 1631) 
and other major revolts, in Catalonia (1640– 1659) and Portugal (1640– 1648, 
1660– 1668), while the crisis in Central Europe dragged on. War with England 
commenced again in the mid- 1620s and once more in the 1650s, the latter of 
which resulted in the loss of Jamaica.

Any of these problems on their own would have been manageable, but to-
gether they stretched Spanish resources beyond their ability to cope. By the 
1650s the direction of intra- Habsburg aid had reversed: the Austrian house, 
once the recipient of money, began assisting the Spanish.112
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One good thing did come with the end of the Thirty Years War: Spain finally 
abandoned its efforts to bring the United Provinces to heel. The Low Countries 
were divided into the Protestant Netherlands and Catholic Belgium, the latter 
of which would remain part of the Spanish empire. Bribery, once anathema, 
no longer seemed unthinkable; the Spanish secretly paid a handful of Dutch 
electors to accept the division of their lands, in the hope that they would recog-
nize that the growing power of French presented a danger to them both.113 The 
Dutch had won their independence at long last.

Olivares’s attempts to restore the power of the monarchy backfired. At the end 
of Philip IV’s reign, Protestantism was unified and capable, and its destruction 
was all but unthinkable. The English were implacably hostile, and the French had 
re- emerged from their self- imposed exile. Over the course of the seventeenth 
century, the center of European power shifted from Madrid to Paris.

Charles II (“The Bewitched”), 1665– 1700

Generations of inbreeding caught up to the Habsburgs when Philip IV passed 
away in 1665. His only surviving son, Charles II, suffered from a series of de-
bilitating ailments that were probably the genetic consequences of married 
relatives. Charles could not speak until the age of four and did not learn to walk 
until he was eight. He was prone to seizures that eventually were treated with 
exorcisms, giving rise to his nickname, and the Habsburg jaw had progressed to 
the point that he could not chew his food. When the king was twenty- five the 
papal nuncio commented that, “he is as weak in body as in mind. Now and then 
he gives signs of intelligence, memory and a certain liveliness; usually he shows 
himself slow and indifferent, torpid and indolent. One can do with him what 
one wishes because he lacks his own will.”114 The constant anticipation of early 
death hung over Charles’s reign. He outlived all expectations, however, ruling for 
thirty- five years. During this time the monarchy, distracted as it was by court in-
trigue and continual behind- the- scenes scheming, deteriorated further. The de 
facto prime ministers ran the country directly and occasionally came to blows. 
Spain experienced its first military coup in 1677 as one valido violently replaced 
another. The helpless king watched it all from the throne.

Charles II ruled over a period of relative decline, when Spain’s rivals grew 
at a much faster pace. French power in particular became an insurmountable 
problem. Philip II had kept about 163,000 men under arms; by 1700, Spain 
could not field more than 63,000. During the same time period France went 
from 57,000 to 342,000 troops, from one- third that of Spain to seven times 
greater.115 The Spanish population had shrunk to 5.7 million people by 1700, 
while France was passing twenty- one million.116 French King Louis XIV’s hobby 
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was attacking his neighbors, which forced Spanish expenditures to double rev-
enue in many years.117 This was also a golden age for pirates and predation in the 
Caribbean. Most of the most infamous and semi- fictional characters plundering 
Spanish shipping did so as Habsburg power waned. A series of natural disasters 
contributed to the sense of national doom: in the ten years following 1677, Spain 
experienced harvest failures, locust invasions, widespread damaging hail, floods, 
droughts, and outbreaks of plague and typhus.118 The Venetian ambassador to 
Madrid spoke for many when he told his government that “the whole of the pre-
sent reign has been an uninterrupted series of calamities.”119

Poor decrepit Charles II is a convenient metaphor for the collapse of Habsburg 
power. He was “the last pallid relic of a fading dynasty,” the great historian J.H. 
Elliott argued, presiding “over the inert corpse of a shattered Monarchy, itself no 
more than a pallid relic of the great imperial past.”120 While it is true that the era 
of Spanish superpower came to a definitive end on his watch, Charles’s time on 
the throne was not the unmitigated disaster so commonly portrayed. It started 
poorly and was affected by forces outside Spanish control, but by its end things 
looked markedly better. The empire did not collapse; indeed Spain actually ex-
panded its territories, adding the Marianas Islands. Charles’s economic advisors 
convinced him to implement a rather painful austerity program, which brought 
inflation under control and balanced the budget the first time since the 1530s. 
Birth rates, which had been plummeting for decades, began rising soon after 
Charles took the throne, and Spain’s population would double between 1700 
and 1787.121 These signs of recovery augured well for the post- Habsburg era.

Spain would have to suffer some more before that arrived, however. War broke 
out when the childless Charles finally died, as a coalition of powers tried to pre-
vent Louis from putting his grandson on the Spanish throne. Over the course of 
the War of Spanish Succession, all the remaining European colonies would be 
lost, including those in Italy and Belgium, and a Bourbon would eventually rule 
in Madrid. With that, the Habsburg era in Spain came to a definitive end.

* * *
Postmortem evaluations of the Spanish Empire generally coalesce around a few 
themes. Paul Kennedy spoke for many when he made Spain a central example 
of how overextension and its attendant profligate spending can cripple a great 
power.122 “If she could have restricted herself to her purely Spanish inheritance,” 
argued another historian, “even with the incubus of her Italian possessions, 
she might have prolonged her existence as a great power indefinitely.”123 Spain 
lacked the resources to rule its enormous empire, and failed to prioritize among 
its many interests. It was doomed by its bellicosity: The Habsburgs racked 
up at least 361 years of major warfare, as well as countless small engagements 
and minor clashes, all within 180 years of rule.124 Under the impression that 
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surrender anywhere would lead to imperial implosion everywhere, the Spanish 
brought about the outcome they so wanted to avoid. Their inability to compro-
mise, to settle disputes peacefully or accommodate the interests of their rivals, 
kept them hemorrhaging blood and money until the imperial edifice collapsed.

Sometimes conventional wisdoms are conventional for a reason. It is hard to 
argue against the notion that Spanish grand strategy was irresponsibly aggressive, 
and counterproductively belligerent. Perhaps history has not been completely 
fair to the Habsburgs, however. A recent economic analysis suggests that their 
economic mismanagement has been overstated, for one thing.125 Spain’s bor-
rowing was not much different, and no more irresponsible, than that of its rivals. 
France, England, and Austria did not have to deal with something the Spanish 
did: a massive influx of silver. Ironically, the asset that the Spanish thought would 
bring about a triumph over its enemies undermined their power and hastened 
their decline. Economists have long known that discoveries of new resources can 
be profoundly mixed blessings for the financial health of countries. Their benefits 
can be obvious if the new assets are handled well, and if leaders avoid the temp-
tation to go on uncontrolled spending sprees. This rarely happens in practice, 
however. Instead, large injections of cash often have destabilizing effects on local 
economic conditions, leading to inflation and corruption, and encouraging an 
overreliance on the single asset. Countries that discover new resources are often 
worse off for it, something known today as the “resource curse.”126

Riches from Peru and Mexico provided the Spanish monarchy with funding 
for its ventures and collateral for its loans. They also sparked runaway inflation, 
and discouraged innovation and diversification. After a century of dealing with 
the curse, Spain was much less competitive than her rivals. Whether or not the 
agrarian, hierarchical Castilian society could have supported an industrial trans-
formation is not clear— it might well have stagnated without the resource injec-
tion, held down by a conservative landed elite— but certainly the introduction 
of so much new wealth did not help matters. Silver ossified and disrupted the 
economy and enabled counterproductive Spanish adventurism. Perhaps then 
the monarchy did not spend itself into oblivion as much as it was undermined 
by forces it could not have anticipated and did not understand.

It is not clear that other options were ever really open to the Charleses and 
the Philips. Spanish kings had a limited set of options available and rarely sought 
creative solutions to their problems. Their court was an echo chamber that bred 
uniformity of opinion and stultification of thought. Over half of the people who 
advised Philip II not only had law degrees but came from the same six schools. 
Many of the rest were clerics.127 They were educated in the same ways, shared 
general values, and gave broadly similar advice. Their empire was a product of 
its time, and reflected the era’s pathological expectations and norms. It was born 
suddenly as the result of two marriages, and it was born overextended, into a 
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warlike age where states were always either fighting or preparing to fight. Peace 
treaties were fragile and perceptions of weakness invited challenge. Honor 
cultures like that of early- modern Europe demand that their members respond 
to challenge and engage in routine, pointless violence.128 No powerful state in 
that era could have avoided warfare altogether, especially once Christianity split 
and God’s belligerent voice was added to the standing calls for action. Religious 
zealots are always enemies of peace. While it is certainly true that overexten-
sion killed the empire, and hindsight allows the historian to identify their many 
mistakes, it is not clear that the Spanish believed they had viable alternatives. 
Europe cannot be dominated for long, as many would- be hegemons discovered 
over the years, especially given the rules of their game.

This is not to let the Habsburgs completely off the hook. Decisions always 
seem inevitable in retrospect; perhaps the Spanish were conditioned by path 
dependence to choose poorly, to persist in ventures that prudence would have 
recommended against, but other options did exist. Philip II could have followed 
his father’s advice to concentrate on the status quo, for example. His son seemed 
to be headed in that direction, at least toward the end of this reign. Perhaps it was a 
mosquito, a female of the Anopheles genus to be precise, that doomed Spain to de-
cline. Had Philip III not died at age forty- two, it is at least possible that he would 
have made fundamentally different choices than his successor. It is also possible 
that he would have chosen the same path and let the truce with the Dutch lapse. 
and responded to the crisis in Germany with the same belligerence, had he not 
spent his last two years in bed. But his reign had grown more peaceful as time 
went on, much to the chagrin of both contemporary observers and subsequent 
historians. His lack of aggression was unacceptable, even disgraceful. Elliott spoke 
for many when he asked, “Was the reality of Spanish experience to be found in 
the heroic imperialism of Charles V or in the humiliating pacifism of Philip III?”129

Phillip III’s pacifism, no matter how humiliating, might have at least pro-
longed the era of Spanish dominance. If he had lived long enough, perhaps the 
nobles he employed during that “golden age” of Spanish diplomacy would have 
reacted more swiftly and efficiently to the intra- Christianity crises of the seven-
teenth century. Had that mosquito not infected the third Philip, the pathologi-
cally bellicose Olivares would not have been able to dominate the young fourth, 
and Spanish power might not have been expended in debilitating, fruitless wars. 
The much- maligned grandson of Charles I had set the empire on a sustainable 
path, but it was one that he did not live to see through. “To the extent that suc-
cess is measured by the preservation of the territorial integrity of the Spanish 
monarchy,” wrote one historian, contradicting the majority view, “Philip III and 
Lerma did rather well in the end.”130

Finally, it is worth pausing for a moment at the end to consider exactly what 
decline actually meant for the Spanish. The average person may have hardly 
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noticed; in fact, most would have benefited. Once relieved of the burden of 
paying for the defense of the various far- flung portions of the empire, the 
economy expanded and the population grew. Spain’s pride surely suffered as a 
result of the loss of its empire, but its material interests did not. The entire state, 
and especially the peasantry, found itself much better off after the monarchy 
shrank than it was at its height. By 1700 the string of national bankruptcies had 
stopped, and its young men no longer risked death at the hands of Dutch bullets 
or Peruvian mosquitos. It is hard to argue that the people of Spain were in worse 
shape by 1750, by which time Madrid’s imperial pretensions had essentially 
ended, than they were a century earlier at the empire’s height. By almost any rea-
sonable measure, decline was actually good for the Spanish. It is little wonder that 
many Castilians came to welcome the loss of their empire.131

Decline was bad for Spain’s intangible interests like glory and honor, which 
tend to dominate popular and historical imaginations. To return to Elliott 
again: “it was difficult for a society nurtured on war to find a substitute for the 
glory of battle in the tedious intricacies of mercantile ledgers, or to elevate to 
a position of pre- eminence the hard manual labour it had been taught to de-
spise.”132 When greatness is measured only in military terms it cannot last. Nor 
perhaps should it. That the Spanish people were better off in 1750 than they 
were in 1650 cannot be disputed; whether they were better for having lost the 
empire, though, is a question that pits emotion against reason, and perception 
against fact.



      

7

The British Empire

Were it possible to dig a hole in London down through the center of the Earth 
and out the other side, and were one inclined to do such a thing, one would 
emerge near Portobello, New Zealand. This charming little town is the farthest 
point on the planet from the old British imperial capital. And it is named for a 
borough in Edinburgh, Scotland, because it, like the rest of the country, became 
part of the British Empire in 1841.

No part of the world was too remote for the British. Redcoats (or their khaki- 
clad successors) marched into Colombo in 1796, Delhi in 1803, Cape Town in 
1806, Washington in 1814, Beijing in 1860, Cairo in 1882, and Lhasa in 1903. 
In 1845 British ships blockaded the mouth of the Rio Plata, stopping all trade 
going into Buenos Aires for five years. A half- century earlier they had found 
themselves in a dispute with Spain and France over the fate of the Nootka Sound 
on Canada’s Pacific coastline.1 Theirs was the world’s first truly global empire, 
extending to every continent on which people outnumbered penguins. Its rapid 
rise was abetted by the sea, by the British ability to access any coastline and de-
feat any rival navy. And not long after reaching its peak, the empire gracefully 
declined in ways that kept its people prosperous and safe.

Great Britain at the peak of her power operated according to a clear grand 
strategy, one that proved consistent on some issues and remarkably adapt-
able on others. This is not a universally accepted notion: casting doubt upon 
the existence of that strategy began at the empire’s height, when historian J.S. 
Seeley claimed in a bestselling 1883 book that the British constructed their em-
pire without much logic or reason, piecemeal, indifferently, driven by private as 
much as public interests. “We seem,” he wrote, “to have conquered and peopled 
half the world in a fit of absence of mind.” Modern historians often agree, com-
monly remarking that imperial policies were developed on the spot, guided by 
neither plan nor forethought.2

This argument, though oft- repeated, is absurd. Never has an empire been built 
with more premeditation or purpose. Although sometimes expansion occurred 
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for expansion’s sake— as is the case with all empires— generally the British had 
clear strategic rationales behind their conquests. Their priorities were obvious; 
their goals were clear and understood by friend and foe alike; and the ways and 
means employed in the pursuit of those ends were followed, more or less, by 
generations of policymakers. Great Britain’s grand strategy was not only con-
sistent and logical but apparent to all, which made its actions largely predictable 
by design. It was hardly flawless, and its consistency was sometimes a weakness, 
but the British certainly left behind a coherent approach to superpower for 
modern policymakers to contemplate.

The British Empire was unlike any covered in this book. For one thing, the 
British had no neighbors to worry about, aside from some occasionally quar-
relsome Scots. Their country was a natural fortress, not fully impregnable 
but nearly so, and as a result geography would play an outsized role in their 
thinking and planning. In addition, Britain’s power emerged when the world 
was experiencing significant economic, moral, and philosophical evolution. 
Liberalism transformed the empire, exposed its contradictions, and eventually 
brought it down. Ideas, not enemies, proved decisive in the end.

The “First Empire”

When we last encountered the English, they were one of a few secondary 
European powers struggling to fend off attacks from the dominant regional 
state. They were meddling in the Low Countries, harassing Spanish shipping, 
and killing Irishmen, but their imperial aspirations remained rather modest. The 
English were unable to get their products past the Dutch navy, which defeated 
them in three successive wars in the second half of the seventeenth century. The 
crucial moment in their evolution, the turning point for the empire and its place 
in the world, occurred exactly a century after their famous defeat of the Spanish 
Armada.

In 1688 the British were ruled by King James I, a Catholic sympathetic to the 
French, which were two things that made his subjects uncomfortable. When the 
royal family gave birth to a son, fears of an emerging papist Francophile dynasty 
gripped the mostly Protestant land. Various nobles reached out to William of 
Orange, the Protestant king of the Netherlands, who obliged their requests and 
arrived in Devon with some heavily armed friends in November. This drama is 
known to history as the “Glorious Revolution” rather than the “Dutch Invasion” 
because most of King James’s erstwhile supporters eagerly threw their lot in with 
the newcomer. James was sent into exile and William became king, insisting for 
legitimacy purposes that he share the crown with James’s daughter Mary. This 
laid the foundation for a unity government of sorts (as well as one of the oldest 

 

 



 Th e  B r i t i sh  Emp ire  175

      

American universities), one that would accept a greater role for Parliament. No 
longer could the sovereign make decisions without approval of the House of 
Commons. This allayed the aristocracy’s fears of arbitrary rule to some degree, 
or at least to the point where it did not object strenuously to a major national 
fiscal reorganization.

In 1692 that reorganization came, and for the first time the British collected 
substantial taxes on land. The results were immediate and dramatic: During 
Charles II’s long reign (1660– 1685), annual crown revenues ranged had averaged 
around 1.35 million pounds; within a decade of the Glorious Revolution they 
reached 32.7 million, and would be nearly double again by 1713.3 In a remark-
ably short period of time the English system of public finance went from lagging 
far behind those of its competitors to being the best, most efficient revenue col-
lection service in the world.

The social consequences of this reform are hard to overstate. Its effects were 
felt most by the ultra- elite: inefficient country manors soon became burdens, 
and the landed nobility lost social ground to those whose wealth came from fi-
nance and commerce.4 More relevant to our story, however, was the effect on 
England’s (or Great Britain’s, after 1707) ability to build a fleet. The Royal Navy 
under the Tudors had been little more than a home- defense squadron with 
vessels supplied by nobles and merchants. Post- revolution revenue allowed for 
the construction of regular, homogenous ships that could sail to far- off waters 
and protect English interests and shipping.5 It was the beginning of the force that 
would come to dominate the world’s seas and provide the most important tool 
for the expansion and maintenance of empire. Events on the continent would 
soon make its growth apparent to all.

Those whose memories extend back to the last chapter may recall that Europe 
descended into chaos when Charles II of the House of Habsburg died in 1700. 
The bewitched king lived longer than anyone anticipated, but his inability to 
father children offered opportunities for outside powers to promote their pre-
ferred candidate for the Spanish throne. Most enthusiastic of all was Louis XIV 
of France, who thought his grandson made a perfect choice. This move was op-
posed by countries uninterested in Franco- Spanish continental dominance, a 
group that included pretty much everybody. A complicated fourteen- year war 
ensued; at its end, a dominant new power did indeed tower over Europe, but 
it was not the one Louis expected. After this “War of Spanish Succession” no 
country was more important in shaping the nature of the modern international 
system than the simultaneously liberal and authoritarian Great Britain.

“At the accession of William III [in 1689],” summarized Paul Kennedy, 
“England was one of the three leading sea powers; at the accession of George 
I [1714], she was the leading sea power, without a rival or even a companion.”6 It 
would take a series of wars to convince the French of their new status, however, 
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each of which (save one in the New World) ended in British victories. In fact, 
Great Britain was at war steadily throughout the eighteenth century, usually 
against France but occasionally versus Spain and the Netherlands too. It seized 
control of the Baltic Sea from Sweden in a brief war from 1715– 1718, and then 
successfully protected Sweden from Russian expansion a decade later. The most 
significant of its encounters was the so- called Seven Years War, which raged from 
1756 to 1763. Like many of the great- power engagements of the time it was a 
complicated affair, pitting coalitions of great powers against one another. It was 
also rather one- sided, ending with a decisive victory for the Anglo- Prussian al-
liance and devastation for the French. Great Britain came away with a long list 
of spoils, including all French territory in North America, Spanish Florida, a few 
Caribbean islands and outposts in West Africa, and effective control of an en-
tire subcontinent. The war left no doubt as to the dominant power in Europe. 
Britain’s outlook began to shift from regional to global, from considering her 
sphere of influence to include just the North Atlantic to imagining herself mis-
tress of the entire world.

Global preeminence would have to wait a bit, however. The so- called first 
empire was an Atlantic one, with various far- flung trading stations and fortified 
cities at the mouths of rivers, but true colonies only in North America. The basic 
imperial priorities emerged during this era, though, and the ways to approach 
them were identified. A grand strategy started to come together.

Priorities coalesced pretty quickly. There was widespread agreement across 
political parties about the ends and ways of grand strategy, even if there were oc-
casional disputes over means.7 Regarding continental affairs in particular, Britain 
was a status- quo power.8 It opposed revision of existing balances, believing that 
change generally led to problems. Like all island states it put special importance 
on the sea, the source of all potential dangers and opportunities. The British 
forged a primarily maritime strategy, one that relied on naval power first for se-
curity and then for dominance. At sea, “our stakes are out of all proportion to 
those of any other Power,” said Lord Selborne, First Lord of Admiralty, adding 
that “to all other nations a navy is a mere luxury.”9 To Britain, it was both a neces-
sity and a major strategic advantage.

Naval power is not merely a function of resources. Warships are expensive 
and cannot be constructed in great numbers by poor states, but it is skilled 
mariners who are decisive during battles at sea. The kind of expertise and experi-
ence necessary for success cannot be taught quickly. Raw recruits can be trained 
into semi- functional infantrymen in a matter of weeks, but true maritime com-
petence takes a lifetime, or at least a good number of years, to develop. As an 
island country Great Britain had a deep pool of seafaring men from which to 
draw. British ships were manned by those whose families had spent generations 
as merchants and fisherman, whose connection to and understanding of the 
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sea could not be duplicated in training under controlled conditions near home 
ports. The wars against France contained a nearly unbroken string of major 
naval victories, even though the British were rarely numerically superior to their 
opponents.10 Like the Roman infantry and Mongolian cavalry, the Royal Navy 
had a qualitative advantage that allowed it to win engagements even when pro-
foundly outnumbered.

Once dominance at sea was achieved, what was to be done with it? Increased 
revenue had allowed the British to turn the skills of their seafaring people into an 
efficient, deadly tool. To begin constructing a strategy that employed that tool, 
British planners took out their maps. Before long they had identified eternal and 
perpetual interests that it was their duty to follow.

Geopolitics

Maps shape perception. They also simplify, conditioning leaders to conceive 
of international politics as if it were a game of Risk. There are no obstacles to 
expansion on two- dimensional projections, and games are always zero- sum. 
Three- time Prime Minister Lord Salisbury considered maps the enemy of 
good strategic thought. “The constant study of maps is apt to disturb men’s rea-
soning powers,” he complained, speculating that his advisors would have liked 
to “annex the moon in order to prevent its being appropriated by the planet 
Mars.”11 The Romans did perfectly well without maps, after all. Their ambitions 
remained limited, their threat perceptions realistic, their territorial hungers 
sated. British strategic decisions were made by men looking at the first accurate 
maps of the world, and in almost all cases they recommended expansion.

They did not need those maps to realize their primary strategic asset was 
geographic. Water provides security and insurance for mistakes that would 
doom a country surrounded by hostiles rather than fish.12 The moat around 
the British Isles offered protection from the various excitable continentals, as 
well as a degree of freedom for its leaders to make choices. Waves of ancient 
and medieval attackers proved that the moat was hardly impenetrable, but over 
the last millennium no European country has experienced the level of safety 
that the Channel, slim though it may be, has afforded the Britons. “Let us be 
master of the Strait for six hours,” cried Napoleon, “and we shall be masters of 
the world.”13

Geography is an aid to statecraft, but it is not fate. It takes strategy to main-
tain safety even in the most secure of neighborhoods, and generations of British 
leaders were able to keep invaders at bay while constructing a vast empire. They 
turned to their maps as they looked outward and devised a strategy shaped by 
geography, one focused on three major concerns.
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The first of these was the most basic. British strategists were confident that no 
single state could muscle past the Royal Navy. If a few cooperated, however, or 
if one martialed a substantial portion of the mainland’s resources, that calcula-
tion could change. French and Dutch seamanship, if supported by the financial 
resources of the Hapsburgs or the Hohenzollerns or the pope, could over time 
wear down Britain’s ability to defend itself. Were its various rivals ever to com-
bine forces and coordinate their actions, they might fight their way across the 
Channel.

Since superpowers are threatened only by cooperation between potential 
rivals, it should come as no surprise that keeping the continent divided was the 
top British foreign- policy priority for generations of its strategists.14 Fortunately, 
there was no shortage of distrust and hatred in Europe, and the desire to attack 
Britain never overrode long- standing feuds with neighbors. Various bids for con-
tinental mastery occurred from time to time, any one of which had the potential 
to generate the kind of threat London feared so much. The British always op-
posed such bids, whether by the Hapsburgs in the sixteenth century, the French 
in the nineteenth, or the Germans in the twentieth. Over and over, the British 
intervened on the side of weaker countries. Her allies and enemies would change 
depending on the situation, and on whose power needed balancing. Allies and 
enemies were never permanent.15

The need to keep power in Europe balanced often led the British to support 
lesser states on the continent’s periphery. The Portuguese commonly received 
their assistance, including during the War of Spanish Succession and a combined 
Franco- Spanish invasion in 1762. British troops were sent there again in 1834 to 
help expel a Spanish pretender to the throne. When Portuguese new- world col-
onies gained their independence, Great Britain was well placed to benefit. The 
British also took on the role of prolonging the existence of the Ottoman Empire, 
which they were calling the “sick man of Europe” by the mid- nineteenth century. 
But more on that later.

The second British priority concerned the regions that were potential 
launching pads for invasion of their home island: Ireland and the Low Countries. 
The former was less likely, since the Royal Navy controlled access to and from the 
Emerald Isle, but this did not stop British leaders from obsessing over the pos-
sibility that their empire contained a vulnerability, a potential backdoor.16 Irish 
nationalists wondering why the British put such a high importance on repressing 
dissent on their island rarely seemed to give much credence to geopolitics.

The Low Countries posed a greater danger. In the age of sail an enemy flotilla 
could be assembled in their bays and inlets, sheltered from Royal Navy cannons. 
Prevailing winds would allow such a force to sail out of the Scheldt Estuary right 
up the Thames with a major tactical advantage against any defenders. Getting 
out against the wind would be much more of a problem, but if the goal was to 
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deposit troops near London, it was an accomplishable mission. The advent of 
steam engines reduced, but never completely removed, this threat. Keeping 
these countries in friendly hands was therefore of great importance. As long 
as the Netherlands remained in the hands of the pro- British House of Orange, 
London felt safe, and in 1983 Britain made a formal guarantee of Belgium’s neu-
trality. Entry into the First World War was likely when the Germans threatened 
to dominate the continent, but inevitable once they marched through Belgium 
en route.

No navy, no matter how big and capable, can control the vast expanse of ocean. 
British maritime strategists had to prioritize some areas over others and deploy 
their limited assets in ways that would maximize their impact. The most valuable 
ocean real estate is the narrow spaces, the spots where shipping is channeled to-
gether into relatively small passages. With control of these places, these “choke 
points,” a maritime power can control of traffic in and out the surrounding seas. 
The third geo- strategic priority of the empire was to identify and secure these 
points one by one.

Figure 7.1 The Low Countries and the Scheldt Estuary  Credit: https:// www.wor ldat las.
com/ seas/ engl ish- chan nel.html, with my alterations. I have written to the publisher requesting 
permission to reproduce.
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Ships entering or exiting the Mediterranean Sea had to pass through the Strait 
of Gibraltar, which at its narrowest is nine miles wide. It is no coincidence that 
Gibraltar and its iconic rock were taken by the British in 1704. At the other end 
of the Mediterranean, the narrow Dardanelles and Bosporus control access to 
the Black Sea. Keeping Constantinople out of the tsar’s hands became a high 
British priority early on. Then as now, the Straits of Hormuz marked the passage 
into the Persian Gulf; the British controlled Hormuz Island by 1622. Digging a 
canal through Suez would have been pointless if another power controlled the 
Bab el Mandab at the mouth of the Red Sea. The British solved that problem 
by adding Aden and the small island of Perim to the empire in 1839 and 1857, 
respectively. Prior to the opening of Suez, ships heading to India had to sail 
around southern Africa, making them vulnerable at a number of points. The 
British colony in South Africa was designed to protect that shipping. And due 
to the peculiarities of southeast Asian maritime geography, by far the most effi-
cient way to sail between the Indian to the Pacific Oceans is through the narrow 
Straits of Malacca, which was a haven for pirates until the British established a 
colony at Singapore, on the narrowest part of the straits, in 1819. By controlling 
these and other choke points, the British effectively controlled the seas.17

Later, as the age of sail gave way to that of steam, a new strategic imperative 
arose. Steam- powered ships were superior in every way except one: their range 
was limited by the amount of coal they could carry. To address this, Britain es-
tablished stations where both naval and merchant vessels could reload, often 

Figure 7.2 Global Maritime Choke Points  Credit: My adjustments to blank political world 
map, open source, by Petr Dlouhý, https:// ia.m.wikipe dia.org/ wiki/ File:A_ large_ blank_ world_ map 
_ wit h_ oc eans _ mar ked_ in_ b lue.svg
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in places where local preferences were not given much thought. Before long 
the Royal Navy had a global archipelago (if such a thing is possible) of coaling 
stations and naval outposts to protect them.18 The impetus for all of these was 
geo- strategic, the result of staring at maps and imagining rivals doing the same. 
Absent- minded imperialism it was not.

Jewels in the Crown

Second only to protecting the mainland on the list of imperial priorities was 
securing Britain’s dominions, three of which were of particular importance. The 
first jewel in the imperial crown was in the West Indies, having been taken from 
the Spanish by Oliver Cromwell in 1655. Within a century of becoming a British 
colony, Jamaica was dotted with hundreds of estates producing one crop. Sugar 
plantation owners soon became a powerful force in Parliament, having amassed 
enormous wealth, thanks to the British sweet tooth and the African slave.

Equally significant events were unfolding on the other side of the world. 
British merchants had been trading with India for quite some time, as had those 
from other European countries, bringing back exotic spices and silks. The British 
coordinated their trade, as they had in other areas, by chartering a “joint- stock 
company” to help finance and centralize the process. From humble beginnings 
in 1600, the East India Company would grow into a colossus that accounted for 
half the world’s trade, and it would raise an enormous semiprivate army to con-
quer the second most populous country on Earth.19

In 1661 the British King Charles II had acquired Bombay as part of dowry 
that accompanied his Portuguese wife Catherine. It became the Company’s 
territory in 1668. From this foothold in Bengal British influence spread across 
the subcontinent, usually under Company auspices using Company soldiers 
on loan from the crown. Many local Indian states resisted, but rarely for long. 
Expansion followed a general pattern: once a new and desirable territory was 
identified, Company representatives arrived to demand a series of apparently 
minor concessions. They offered some form of monetary compensation, typ-
ically, as well as the addition of British “advisors” to the princely court. States 
could retain a large degree of autonomy if they agreed to these concessions, and 
most did. Failure to do so was often, in British eyes, a sure sign of hostile in-
tent, and a casus belli. The British were coming, either in the form of advisors or 
soldiers, and many Indian princes chose the former.

In 1757 the Company’s troops won a battle about ninety miles north of 
Calcutta against a much larger French- led force that effectively eliminated 
France’s presence on the subcontinent. Many more wars followed in the decades 
to come, all of which included Indian troops, which were collectively called 
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“sepoys,” recruited by the Company. One local leader after another made the 
catastrophically foolish mistake of challenging the British and their allies in 
European- style pitched battles, playing directly into their enemy’s strengths.20 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, Indian troops fared poorly against adversaries trained to 
fight in such manners. Outnumbered Europeans and their local allies regularly 
carried the day against large Indian armies, helping to cultivate the impression 
that they were nearly invincible. The princely states of India were added to the 
Company’s territories one by one, often against their will— and, as we will see, 
often without the official sanction of London.

As important as India was becoming, the first empire was mercantilist and 
North America was its heart. Since the British entered the colonial game rather 
late, they missed out on the more valuable areas in Central and South America. 
They had to settle for the temperate, gold- free north, but by the middle of the 
eighteenth century that colony no longer appeared to be an imperial consola-
tion prize. European settlers had turned it into a flourishing region that provided 
both raw materials and a steady market for British goods, as well as a reservoir 
of timber for the fleet. “She was the fountain of our wealth,” William Pitt had 
declared in 1777, “the nerve of our strength, the nursery and basis of our naval 
power.”21 It was as British as Britain, or so it seemed, a brother colony that was 
expanding the sphere of the Anglo- Saxon world.

The revolt of those colonies was quite a shock to the imperial system. North 
Americans were among the most prosperous of all British subjects, whether at 
home or abroad, and were thriving as part of the empire.22 The British attempt 
to make the colonies pay for their own security (an attempt that was abandoned 
rather quickly) allowed conspiracy theorists in America to imagine a variety of 
nefarious plots by King George III.23 The demands of the rebels did not seem 
to warrant revolution in London’s eyes, especially after the acts that so offended 
colonial sensibilities were repealed, but before long musket balls were flying to-
ward redcoats.

After six years of conflict those redcoats departed. Yorktown did not have to 
spell the end of the revolution— the British could have deployed more men to 
the theater, landing them in Canada without interference— but they had not 
the heart to continue. “The use of force alone is but temporary,” commented 
Edmund Burke at the time, “may subdue for a moment, but it does not remove 
the necessity of subduing again; and a nation is not governed which is perpetually 
to be conquered . . . Power and authority are sometimes bought by kindness but 
they can never be begged as alms by an impoverished and defeated violence.”24 
The loss led to a good deal of soul- searching and pessimism in London, as well 
as the perceptions of decline that always follow defeat. There was a troubling lack 
of public spirit, many commentators felt, a selfishness and spiritual malaise that 
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portended ill for the future.25 And the British had to find a new home for their 
convicts, which they soon did, as far away as possible.26

The loss of the colonies, however painful and humiliating (and puzzling), 
hardly heralded the end of the empire. The next round of wars against France 
would in fact inaugurate its greatest age, one that saw British troops deployed 
in dozens of new parts of the world, bringing millions of square miles and even 
more souls under their rule. Better days were ahead.

The “Second Empire” and Pax Britannica

Two rebellions marked the transition from the first to the second British 
empires. One involved ungrateful American colonists, and anti- monarchical 
forces also caused a ruckus in the other, in Britain’s main rival, which eventually 
produced a major security threat. It took a decade to defeat the forces of the 
French Revolution, and another, bloodier one to defeat Napoleon. Afterword 
Britain stood alone as the world’s greatest colonial power. Her dominions ex-
panded to include strongpoints in South Africa, the Caribbean, and Indonesia, 
and she soon added colonies in Sri Lanka, Nepal, Burma, and West Africa. In 
the century leading up to the emergence of Napoleon, Britain was the greatest 
among many great European powers; once he left for his final exile, she stood 
alone, unchallenged and unchallengeable, especially at sea.

During this second British Empire the world experienced peace on the high 
seas, the end of officially sanctioned slavery, and unprecedented economic 
growth. This was the “Pax Britannica,” where direct warfare between great 
powers was rare, at least relatively speaking, as martial energies were directed 
toward weaker peoples in the periphery. British troops and their local allies were 
engaged constantly, fighting and conquering on every continent, carving out the 
largest sea empire the world has ever known. How to rule it, and maintain its 
status, became the primary concern of its strategists.

Men on the Spot

Italian journalist Luigi Barzini once wrote that the British Empire succeeded be-
cause its servants all held the same seven ideas, ones inculcated in their public 
schools and elite universities, which led to them to execute uniform and con-
sistent policies.27 What these seven ideas were, he did not say; it might have 
been six, it might have been ten. But similar backgrounds and breeding created 
generally common perceptions of what had to be done. This is what historians 
Robinson and Gallagher referred to as the empire’s “official mind,” or what in the 
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United States today is sometimes derisively called the foreign policy “blob.”28 
British policies “were decided by a relatively close official circle,” they wrote. 
“Their purposes in Africa were usually esoteric; and their actions were usually 
inspired by notions of the world situation and calculations of its dangers, which 
were peculiar to the official mind.”29 London trusted its officers in the field, its 
“men on the spot,” to understand the national interest and pursue it without 
much management from home because they tended to interpret that interest in 
roughly the same way.

This is not to suggest that the official mind was always unified. Sometimes 
those seven ideas were interpreted by the men- on- the- spot differently from 
those back home, as were the ways to pursue them. Since messages took months 
to arrive under the best of conditions, London had no choice but to rely on its 
local agents to run colonial affairs. Agents of imperialism in far- flung regions, 
conquistadors and bureaucrats alike, were largely on their own. Restraining 
them often proved more difficult than protecting them. Generally speaking, 
the British in the colonies were more aggressive than their nominal bosses, 
since losing control of territory was the lone way to the imperial doghouse for 
governors. Unauthorized conquest, as long as it went well (and it usually did) 
was never punished.30 Officers in the field were often rewarded after successful 
ventures with hefty pensions and occasional elevation to the peerage. Aggression 
offered the quickest route to glory and riches, which meant that the men- on- the- 
spot were always itching for a fight.31

In 1784 Parliament grew weary of the excesses and aggressions of the East 
India Company and tried to rein it in. “William Pitt’s India Act” created a 
Board of Control that would answer directly to the crown, and limited the au-
tonomy of the Company. “To pursue Schemes of Conquest and Extension of 
Dominion in India, are Measures repugnant to the Wish, the Honour, and Policy 
of the Nation,” the act read, making it illegal for local governors to commence 
hostilities against neighboring princely states.32 Like any act without the ability 
or will to enforce it, this just wasted paper. Expansion of the empire’s boundaries 
under the auspices of the East India Company continued steadily, with British 
troops and their sepoy allies marching eastward into Burma and westward into 
the Punjab, Sind, Pashtunistan, and Baluchistan. London had little say in these 
matters. The Commander- in- Chief of the army, the Duke of York, tried to stop 
an expedition into Nepal in 1814, wondering “why it was ever necessary,” all to 
no avail.33 The governors made the calls, justifying their actions with appeals to 
British prestige and refusal to tolerate dangerous neighbors.

The heightened threat perception of the men- on- the- spot was not merely 
a function of avarice. Those back home concentrated on the bigger picture, 
and tended to focus on external enemies, while the men- on- the- spot worried 
more about the challenges inside colonies. London’s fears were often generated 
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by what they imagined their rivals were planning. Many times the British felt 
compelled to send troops into neighboring territories in order to block the 
French or Germans or Russians from doing so. London’s oft- expressed reluc-
tance to conquer new areas was genuine, but its leaders were more even more re-
luctant to lose ground to potential enemies.34 Ruling Fiji did not appeal to Prime 
Minister Disraeli in 1875, for instance, but keeping it out of German hands did. 
British troops marched into northern Burma in 1885 out of fear that the French 
were about to do the same. If they did not march into Tibet, as they did in 1903, 
surely the Russians would have. British leaders could therefore maintain the illu-
sion that they ran a satisfied, status- quo state, drawn into new areas only by the 
expansionary tendencies of its enemies and its aggressive men- on- the- spot.35

Imperial governors were more aware of local conditions and felt their colo-
nies could never be secure as long as threats loomed over the horizon. National 
leaders talked about Russian and Persian threats to India, but external powers 
mattered to the heavily outnumbered British officials in- country only to the ex-
tent that they could inspire internal rebellion. They knew they were operating 
inside a gunpowder magazine, one that would explode with the slightest spark.36 
This inspired many aggressive actions to remove potentially dangerous or merely 
inspirational neighbors. Indeed it can be said that every war undertaken by the 
British in India— and there quite a lot of them— was justified in their mind by 
the needs of colonial defense.37 Preventative wars inspired by defensive imperi-
alism drove the imperial boundaries ever outward, as the Company’s servants 
lived in fear that their fragile regime could not withstand the strain of turbulence 
on the frontier.38 They always erred on the side of aggression.

The Indian gunpowder magazine exploded in 1857. The kindling was laid 
by decades of oppression, humiliation, and mistreatment at the hands of the 
British; the spark came when new rifles were distributed to the sepoy troops. To 
load them, a soldier needed to bite the end off a small packet of powder. Rumors 
swept through the ranks that the packets had been lubricated with pig and/ 
or cow fat, either of which would be deeply offensive to some of the soldiers, 
depending on their religion. Years of pent- up outrage came to a head, and a good 
percentage of sepoy units mutinied.

Had the infection spread throughout the army, the British would not have 
been able to contain it, ruling as they did some three hundred million people 
with about thirty thousand of their own troops.39 But many units remained loyal, 
crucially the Gurkas and Sikhs, and over the course of the next couple of years 
the Great Indian Mutiny (or the First War of Independence, depending on one’s 
perspective) was put down. The rebellion shocked the British. In London it was 
widely interpreted it as a betrayal by an ungrateful, unredeemable people, which 
had the effect of strengthening British racism.40 The rebellion also reinforced the 
notion held by the men- on- the- spot that they were sitting atop a volcano, which 
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increased their repressive tendencies. Parliament responded by rescinding the 
charter of the Company and taking direct control of India, ending the era of the 
semiautonomous joint- stock companies for good.

Maintaining the Pax

By the early nineteenth century Britain considered itself a status quo power 
that sought to suppress disruptions in Europe and its dominions, and to do so 
it assembled an impressive set of tools. First and foremost was the Royal Navy, 
whose responsibilities expanded alongside the empire. In mid- century, steam 
power replaced sail, a transition Britain made smoothly thanks to its broad in-
dustrial base. How much naval capability would be necessary to protect com-
merce, dissuade challengers, squash the slave trade, and maintain maritime order 
was never completely clear. In 1889 Parliament passed the Naval Defence Act, 
which codified what had been a general policy for quite some time: according 
to the “two- power standard” it described, British force planners were instructed 
to maintain a capability at least as strong as the next two biggest navies together. 
This was usually not difficult to achieve, since in 1883 the number of British 
battleships was about equal to that of the rest of the world combined.41 This 
would change, though, as the fruits of industrialization filtered down to its rivals.

The army remained the secondary branch, always smaller than those on the 
continent and far less prestigious. In most years even the Swiss maintained more 
men in the field.42 At mid- century, the British army consisted of about 135,000 
regulars, disproportionately Irish and Scots, half of whom were stationed in the 
home islands. The rest, alongside about 150,000 native (mostly Indian) troops, 
were scattered around the empire.43 What the army lacked in size it attempted 
to make up for in mobility; leaders from Wellington to Wolseley emphasized 
not the number of troops but the speed with which they could be trained and 
dispatched, from either India or the home islands. Although to cynics the army 
appeared to be “merely a projectile to be fired by the navy,” that projectile could 
arrive at almost any shore within a matter of months.44

De- emphasizing one branch kept military expenditures low, amounting to 
about one pound or less per capita per annum, or between 2 and 3 percent of the 
national income.45 This certainly maximized the return on the national invest-
ment, achieving an economy of force unmatched by any land power. Security 
can come relatively cheap for island countries, should they choose wisely.

Intangible assets played an even more important role in restraining subjects 
and deterring enemies. It was psychology, not brute force, that ultimately held 
the empire together. The vastly outnumbered men- on- the- spot could not main-
tain order unless locals believed them to be essentially unbeatable. A War Office 
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official said this in 1904 about Africa, but he could have been speaking about the 
entire imperial project:

The fact cannot be stated too plainly that . . . our whole position depends 
entirely on prestige . . . the authority of these officials is supported only 
by troops recruited from the subject races, whose obedience to their 
officers rests on no other basis than a belief in the invincibility of the 
British government and confidence in its promises. If that belief and 
confidence be once shaken the foundations of all British authority be-
tween Cairo and Mombassa will be undermined, and at any moment a 
storm of mutiny and insurrection will sweep us into the sea.46

Local officials were hardly the only ones obsessed with prestige. If another 
longish quotation may be forgiven, Lord Palmerston, then the foreign minister, 
said this to the House of Commons in 1850:

These half- civilized Governments such as those of China, Portugal, 
Spanish America, all require a dressing down every eight or ten years 
to keep them in order. Their minds are too shallow to receive an im-
pression that will last longer than some such period and warning is of 
little use. They care little for words and they must not only see the stick 
but actually feel it on their shoulders before they yield to that argument 
which brings conviction.47

Palmerston was explaining why British ships were being sent to punish a Greek 
government that had refused to compensate British subjects in some forgettable 
circumstance, thereby insulting the crown. Such things could not go unpun-
ished. Reputation and fears of falling dominoes factored into imperial thinking 
as much for the British as for all superpowers. Their reluctance to grant the Irish 
home rule might have been driven by security concerns, but there was also a ge-
neral sense that removing any leg would send the whole imperial table crashing 
down.48

Mid- century events in the Far East demonstrate the importance London 
placed on its prestige, and how sensitive it was to insult. British trade with China 
was interrupted in 1839 when leaders in Peking decided that opium was no 
longer welcome in their country. Since this was the main commodity that the 
British could offer the Chinese in exchange for their sublime tea, as well as a 
major source of the East India Company’s revenue, London determined that 
this Chinese prohibition policy was unacceptable.49 Thus began the first Opium 
War and the beginning of China’s “century of humiliation” at the hands of the 
West. Future Prime Minister Gladstone decried the operation on the floor of 
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Parliament, declaring that a “war more unjust in its origin, a war more calculated 
to cover this country with permanent disgrace, I do not know and have not read 
of.”50 Nonetheless, British ships were dispatched to convince the Chinese to re-
assess their national attitude toward opium.

The fighting was over rather quickly. The Chinese assumed that superior num-
bers would compensate for inferior arms, but they were badly mistaken. A couple 
thousand British and sepoy troops repeatedly attacked Chinese formations 
more than ten times their size, besting them on every occasion. As has often 
been the case throughout history, Chinese armies underperformed. Leaders in 
Beijing soon relented, and the narcotics trade resumed. More hostilities over 
opium broke out in 1858 when China again tried to restrict its importation. This 
war unfolded much the same way, but even more dramatically: twenty thousand 
British and French troops marched inland, fighting their way past two hundred 
thousand Chinese into Beijing, where they spent a couple of weeks looting, 
pillaging, and burning the Summer Palace to the ground. Another unequal 
treaty followed.

Though the stated cause for the conflicts, opium never had more than a sym-
bolic importance to policymakers in London. British prestige was at stake, an 
asset far more important than the trade in any commodity. In the view of John 
Quincy Adams, opium, which is barely mentioned in the treaty that ended the 
war, was “no more the cause of the war than the throwing overboard the tea 
in Boston harbor was the cause of the North American revolution.” Instead, he 
argued, “the cause of the war is the kowtow.”51 Both sides felt theirs was the su-
perior culture and insisted on a degree of genuflection, or at least respect, from 
the other. When it was not forthcoming, hostilities commenced.

China was not the only site of imperial warfare during the Pax. A more wor-
risome problem for map- obsessed Victorian planners was the growing Eurasian 
colossus steadily expanding its reach southward toward India. Nineteenth- 
century Russia represented everything that the British believed they were 
not: it was an illiberal, Asiatic land power with a nearly inexhaustible reserve 
of soldiers, led by an inscrutable, irrational tyrant. “I take [Tsar] Nicholas to be 
ambitious, bent upon great schemes, determined to make extensive additions 
to his dominions,” said Palmerston in 1835, adding that the tsar was “animated 
by the same hatred to England which was felt by Napoleon.”52 Russia was strong 
where Britain were weak, which made strategists in London obsess over its 
intentions and capabilities. Although the two came to blows but once, relations 
were strained for decades, so much so that some have taken to calling this rivalry 
the world’s first cold war.53

The goal of containing Russia led the British to prop up the ailing Ottoman 
Empire, which had been one of the primary targets of the tsar’s expansion. By the 
mid- 1800s the sultan’s control over his outer territories was largely fictional, and 
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British leaders worried that the “sick man of Europe” would prove unable to keep 
the Russians bottled up in the Black Sea. Independence for Constantinople, and 
protection of the choke point it controlled, became a major British interest. To 
Salisbury, the straits were “the only weak point in the English position. No for-
eign power is in a condition to threaten England’s interests, except Russia by 
striking at Constantinople.”54 Keeping the Mediterranean open to shipping only 
mattered because, like so many of the areas important to Britain, it sat along the 
sea route to India. Russia had the ability to threaten India by land as well, how-
ever. As the tsars won victory after victory against the khanates to their south 
and two wars against Persia, those fears grew.

Open conflict with Russia erupted in 1854, the first and only time the nine-
teenth century’s cold war heated up. British troops traveled to the Crimean 
Peninsula where, alongside those from France, Sardinia, and Turkey, they 
opposed the extension of Russian influence. The war was preposterously 
mismanaged on all sides, marginally more so by the tsar’s generals. A couple of 
mid- sized pitched battles occurred that fall, and into the valley of the shadow of 
death rode tragically misdirected cavalry. By winter the belligerents had settled 
down for a siege of Sevastopol, the main Russian city on the peninsula. The 
besiegers and besieged suffered the typical privations, dying in large numbers of 
sickness and cold and boredom. Eventually the Russians blew up their fortress 
and left the peninsula. The allies declared victory and went home.

The urgency to bolster the sick man was relieved to some degree by events 
in Egypt in 1882. A revolt broke out that the Ottoman sultan was unable to 
control, which brought British intervention. The rebellion was crushed and 
redcoats remained but did not annex, creating an odd imperial hybrid be-
tween colony and independence. Strategic priority in the Mediterranean 
shifted from Constantinople to Cairo, at least to a degree. Defensive impe-
rialism kicked in quickly: London began to fear that Egypt could not be se-
cure while there was a vacuum of power in neighboring Sudan. British troops 
entered that immense territory, if reluctantly, inspired by the rather cock-
amamie notion that the French might somehow divert the Nile and starve 
Cairo. Events gathered their own momentum, including a pointless siege and 
couple of rather large battles against locals, before French and British troops 
came to face each other in 1898 along the White Nile. Cooler heads eventu-
ally prevailed.55

Overall the Pax was not actually that peaceful. The great powers did not fight 
each other much in the nineteenth century, and never after Napoleon did they 
face off at sea, but they regularly clashed with lesser powers as they expanded 
their imperial reach. “In the last quarter of the nineteenth century,” wrote his-
torian Byron Farwell, “there were so many campaigns, military expeditions, 
revolts suppressed and full- scale wars that no one has ever counted them all.”56 
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The Foreign Office did count the bigger clashes, the “principal wars,” which 
in the half- century after Crimea numbered fifteen.57 The British were fighting 
on their periphery nearly constantly, often waging multiple small conflicts 
simultaneously.

Particularly troublesome was the northwest frontier of India, where 
British and allied forces fought without much break for more than a cen-
tury. Although never able to force their will on the Pashtuns or other peo-
ples of the northwestern frontier, the British lived in fear that somehow the 
Russians would somehow be able to do so. Some of their conflicts in the 
region have names— the first, second, and third Afghan wars; the first and 
second Sikh wars; etc.— but many were simply “expeditions” designed to 
punish one rebellious tribe or another. A few of these, like the Sikhs and the 
Sind, were eventually conquered and brought into the fold. Others never 
were, such as the Pashtuns, who proved as unconquerable for the Brits in 
the nineteenth century as they were for the Soviets in the twentieth and the 
Americans in the twenty- first. No media images arrived in British homes 
during this forever war, which raged at a level those at home considered tol-
erable. Or ignorable.

Some of the expeditions were quite substantial. In late 1897 more British 
troops were sent to a secluded valley in northwest Pakistan than had gone 
to the Crimea four decades earlier.58 Their counterinsurgency tactics were 
reminiscent of those used by the Romans or Nazis: they sought to punish 
the societies that gave shelter to guerrillas. “With savage tribes to whom 
there is no right but might,” commented one of the commanding officers, 
“the only course, as regards humanity as well as policy, is to make all suffer, 
and thereby, for their own interests, enlist the great majority on the side of 
peace and safety.”59 The troops fought a series of battles, burned as much 
as possible, and then withdrew before the winter, dooming much of the 
valley’s population to starvation. This basic approach, repeated many times 
throughout the region, served only to harden the locals against the occupiers. 
It turned out that leveling homes and killing livestock failed to win converts 
to the British cause.

Thus, within a decade Britain had gone to war in the world’s three most pop-
ulous states— China, India, and Russia— and had prevailed each time (if barely 
with the latter). It dominated trade with China for forty years, until at least the 
Sino- Japanese War of 1895, but never endeavored to make it a formal colony. 
On no Victorian map does the British red extend over China, nor were Brazil, 
Argentina, or Persia ever part of the empire, but for significant portions of the 
nineteenth century those countries were not entirely free to make policy without 
London’s approval. The influence (and interests) of the empire extended far be-
yond what was run directly by its ministers.
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Informal Empire

No empire rules uniformly. Gradations of control are the norm, with some areas 
administered directly and others granted various levels of autonomy. British 
leaders preferred to avoid obvious imperial expansion where practical, since it 
entailed substantial expenditure and a variety of political hassles. Colonies were 
“millstones” around the neck of the British taxpayer, thought Prime Minister 
Disraeli, since they could rarely cover the full cost of their defense.60 If a similar 
amount of cooperation and profit could be attained without landing troops and 
rearranging societies, so much the better. “Informal empire” was the answer, even 
if it was not a distinction recognized at the time, which involved dominating cer-
tain areas without direct rule or annexation. This was typically accomplished by 
addressing the fondness of local elites for cash and/ or guns, and thereby rend-
ering them amenable to suggestion. The process worked in Persia, Turkey, Japan, 
Zanzibar, Siam, Morocco, and, most prominently, China and Latin America.61 
Earlier empires called these “client states,” though Britain’s informal empire was 
held together by different means: when Rome’s clients stepped out of line, the 
legions were sure to appear shortly; London was much more likely to dispatch 
bankers— though those bankers would arrive on gunboats.

“Wherever British subjects are placed in danger, a situation which is acces-
sible to a British ship of war,” wrote Palmerston to the British representative in 
China in December 1846, “thither a British ship of war ought to be and will be 
ordered, not only to go, but to remain as long as its presence may be required for 
the protection of British interests.”62 British diplomacy was backed up by threats 
of force symbolized by the gunboat, a shallow- draft vessel capable of sailing into 
the brown water (rivers) as well as the blue. Shelling coastal positions was rarely 
necessary; the mere presence of firepower was enough for “gunboat diplomacy” 
to protect British interests. To paraphrase Admiral Nelson, warships are often 
the best negotiators.63

Informal empire is a slippery concept, one not universally accepted by 
historians.64 Certainly there were differences of degree. After the Opium Wars 
in China, British nationals enjoyed immunity from local laws or “extraterritori-
ality,” and a free- trade regime was essentially imposed from outside.65 In Latin 
America, British policy was driven almost entirely by private interests, leading 
some analysts to argue that it was not imperialism at all. About a quarter of 
Britain’s overseas wealth was tied up in South American banks, commercial 
properties, and utilities, but London rarely intervened to protect its interests.66 
Occasionally the Royal Navy blockaded ports or the mouths of rivers to sup-
port one side or another in civil wars or to choke off the slave trade. But to those 
who see imperialism as a binary concept— it exists or it does not— the informal 
version might appear a bit loose.
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Informal rule sometimes formalized over time. The surest way for a semi-
autonomous region to lose its semiautonomy was to flirt with other suitors, or 
threaten to join (whether by choice or through negligence) the sphere of another 
power. Across Africa there were regions that the British would have preferred to 
rule indirectly, but fears of leaving vacuums to tempt rivals convinced them to 
extend formal control.67 The empire in Latin America remained informal in part 
because the Royal Navy was able to keep foreign interference out of the region’s 
various conflagrations.

Informalizing the empire where possible brought substantial benefit at little 
cost. Perhaps too it was an exercise in plausible deniability, since the British 
could reasonably claim that they exercised no direct control over the target 
states. The growth of international economic and financial integration during 
the nineteenth century afforded the queen different tools to extend her influ-
ence, ones that certainly would have been exercised by the caesars or the khans, 
had they been available. And informal empire fit nicely with the evolving philos-
ophy of the time, one whose proponents increasingly bristled at imperialism and 
argued instead that trade would save them all.

Ideas in the Second Empire

The first empire had an ideological element, to some degree, since many early 
imperialists imagined themselves waging a holy war against the Papists in 
Madrid. They also struggled against the revolutionary ideas of the French, and 
provided support for conservative forces in colonies everywhere.68 It was not 
until the second empire, however, that intangible goals became truly influential 
in British policy. This makes sense, of course: it is only when powers become 
fully super that they can afford to look past security and prosperity. As time went 
on, London came to adopt a set of ideas that were to have a variety of effects on 
its policies— and ultimately undermine the justification for the entire imperial 
project.

The Enlightenment transformed the way people thought about many aspects 
of society. The rather revolutionary notion that all people had rights challenged 
some of the central assumptions of imperialism: How could a society that prided 
itself on is liberal ideas, its justice, and its tolerance justify ruling others against 
their will? The British dealt with this apparent contradiction by emphasizing 
the positive, uplifting, civilizing aspects of their empire. Increasingly liberal 
Britannia had a mission to improve the world, to share wisdom and culture with 
the various backward folk in the periphery. The empire was a common good, 
bringing peace, stability, justice, morals, and tea to all those fortunate enough to 
be its subjects. “A strong and confident Greater Britain would, so it was claimed, 
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benefit the entire planet,” wrote historian Duncan Bell. “It was to be the indis-
pensable nation.”69

This civilizing mission drew inspiration from the past. “Pax Britannica” was 
not a concept born in a historical vacuum; those who bandied it about were 
well aware of its Latin origins, just as they were aware of, and tried to learn from, 
Roman precedent. Many British planners considered their empire a second 
coming of Rome and modeled themselves accordingly.70 Like the Romans, 
the British understood that force and fear could not bring long- term stability. 
Transformation of the Indians was necessary, for example, to make them not 
only appreciate Britishness but aspire to be associated with it. A concerted, in-
tentional Anglicization project aimed to produce Indians “more English than 
Hindu, just as the Roman provincials became more Romans than Gauls or 
Italians,” according to one civil servant.71 The British considered it their mis-
sion to impose the fruits of their civilization, including their language, educa-
tion, sports, laws, and religion. Children of the elite could be educated at Oxford 
or Cambridge, where they would be Anglicized further before returning home 
and educating their country. It was all for their own good, as well as the good of 
the crown.

There is no need to determine the precise extent to which this mission drove 
imperial practice. People are efficient rationalizers; interest and ideals tend to 
align very closely in all of us. For the Victorians the mission was real, and the 
“white man’s burden” came with the imperial territory.72 But it also generated a 
certain anxiety over time and sparked a robust debate about whether the empire 
could be justified, and even whether it should be abandoned. “It was the ‘liberty’ 
thing that was most problematical for Britons in connection with their Empire, 
for obvious reasons,” wrote Bernard Porter.73

That “liberty thing” was not reflected in the everyday life of the colonies. 
Governors had less interest in the civilizing mission of the empire, generally 
speaking, considering themselves instead practical men forced to rule lesser 
peoples. The depth of the empire’s racism was a function of distance to the cap-
ital: The farther one got away from London, the less enlightened the thinking.74 
The men- on- the- spot were rather insulated from happenings back home, in-
cluding the intellectual currents that were changing the nature of British society. 
Liberalism did not transform British leaders in India, who regarded new notions 
of human rights and individual liberty as luxuries unavailable on the front lines. 
They also believed that their power depended upon the maintenance of var-
ious social and political hierarchies. Ministers in London were often distressed 
and occasionally appalled at the behavior of their representatives in the field, 
but there was little they could do to control them. Perhaps the British were not 
as cruel to their subjects as some imperial powers, but this hardly implies that 
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their rule was always a paragon of enlightenment thinking. Locals with opinions, 
never mind rebels, could expect no quarter, much less an audience. A liberal- 
minded visitor to India in the late 1860s was startled by the everyday brutality of 
British rule, and noted this sign commonly posted in even the most fashionable 
hotels: “Gentlemen are earnestly requested not to strike the servants.” African 
laborers were routinely treated even worse.75 Overall the mission to civilize 
the Indians not only went terribly wrong, according to one observer, it instead 
ended up barbarizing the British.76

As imperialism barbarized those running the colonies, liberalism transformed 
opinion at home, often conflicting with tangible national interests. On no issue was 
this more consequential than slavery. Since the end of the War of Spanish Succession, 
when Great Britain took control of the Atlantic slave trade, great fortunes had been 
made with the practice. More than fifty thousand souls arrived in colonial ports every 
year during the eighteenth century, at least 40 percent of whom made the passage on 
Her Majesty’s ships. The trade generated more and more profits as time went on. By 
most accounts, the beginning of the nineteenth century was slavery’s most profitable 
era, and Britain profited enormously. Over half of the world’s sugar originated in her 
West Indian colonies, all of it harvested by people in British chains.77

Liberalism and slavery cannot coexist. Despite the profits that the slave trade 
brought into the empire, in 1807 Parliament undertook the first major aboli-
tionist action in the world, banning the practice. The Royal Navy quickly de-
veloped constabulary capabilities, deploying a squadron to West Africa to run 
down ships defying the order. Over the course of the coming decades hundreds 
of vessels were seized and tens of thousands enslaved people returned to their 
places of origins (or thereabouts).78 In 1816 the British shelled Algiers into the 
ground because its leaders refused to cease the trade, and they blockaded all 
maritime traffic into Brazil in 1850 to stop slaves from entering.79

Plantation owners resisted at every stage. Though Jamaican planters had non-
trivial power in Parliament and were able to slow the abolition momentum, they 
could not stop it. Support for freedom had its limits: Britain did not come to the 
aid of rebellious slaves, either in her colonies or elsewhere, and actively sought 
to suppress the successful revolt in Haiti. But in 1833 slavery itself was outlawed 
throughout the empire, in the hope that other countries would soon follow suit. 
For the most part they did not, and as the plantation owners predicted, British 
sugar was soon rendered uncompetitive. By mid- century the British West Indies 
had become a commercial backwater, with sugar production having shifted to 
the slave- retaining states of Brazil, Cuba, Java, and the United States.80

History’s first great humanitarian action cost Britain dearly. Its consumers 
suffered, as did its bankers, plantation owners, shippers, merchants, and 
manufacturers. According to one estimate, ending the slave trade reduced the 
national income by 2 percent annually for sixty years.81 British abolitionist 
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zeal turned some of their subjects against the crown, including the masses in 
Zanzibar and South Africa.82 Its seizures complicated relations with the other 
slave countries, especially France and the United States. The end of the trade 
also upended power relationships among West African polities and enraged the 
slaving states. The hundreds of antislavery treaties signed with African chiefs put 
Britain on a collision course with Dahomey, a powerful regional empire, and led 
to a brief war. Overall the British lost somewhere around five thousand soldiers 
and sailors enforcing the slave embargo, the majority of whom fell victim to di-
sease.83 These were costs that increasingly liberal Britain was willing to bear.

Liberal ideas reshaped many aspects of British economic thought. As the first 
empire transitioned into the second, conceptions about the proper relationship 
between the private and public sectors evolved as well. Great Britain was ini-
tially a mercantilist state, like all other European powers of the time. A primary 
motivation for imperial expansion was to gain control over raw materials for the 
industries back home. Every great power sought self- sufficiency, the ability to 
produce all elements vital to economic and military performance without having 
to rely on any other state. A series of parliamentary acts the mid- seventeenth 
century mandated that all imperial trade be carried on British ships and, to the 
extent possible, kept inside the empire.84 Mercantilism worked well, at least for 
Britain, whose national wealth grew steadily, both absolutely and relatively.

Over time, British intellectuals began chipping away at the mercantilist 
consensus. In 1776 Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations made the case that a 
free market with minimal government interference would produce the fastest 
growth. A retired banker named David Ricardo read Smith’s work twenty- five 
years later and expanded upon it, suggesting that if countries concentrated on 
their most efficient sectors— their “comparative advantages”— and traded for 
the rest, all would benefit. This would require trade unencumbered by the tariffs 
and subsidies that were central tools of the mercantilist system. Together these 
two economists had a greater impact on British grand strategy than any general 
or admiral. The suggestion that free trade would help a country grow called 
centuries of economic orthodoxy into question, and it resonated in London.

Slowly, surely, these ideas began to take hold. Free trade gained advocates 
among elites interested in more wealth and national leaders interested in more 
strength. Mercantilism had many allies and did not go away without a fight; 
it took the tragedy of the Irish famine to convince Parliament to sweep away 
protectionist legislation. The so- called Corn Laws that had protected local 
producers were repealed in 1846, along with the Navigation Acts a few years 
later. In their place Britain entered into a series of bilateral free- trade agreements, 
including with Turkey in 1838, Iran in 1841, China and Texas in 1842, and the 
landmark Cobden- Chevalier Treaty with France in 1860, which set off a string 
of similar agreements across the continent.85
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The growth of free trade coincided with another revolution in nineteenth- 
century economics. The age of industrialization began in the previous century, if 
slowly, at a time when the continental powers were roughly equal to Britain. The 
Napoleonic Wars retarded growth on the continent, however, allowing Britain 
to take a lead.86 Wood gave way to steel, and sail gave way to steam. Pig iron 
gives a sense of the transformation: Britain produced 125,000 tons of the stuff 
in 1796, 677,000 by 1830 and 3.8 million in 1860.87 At least until the 1880s, 
it is fair to suggest (as has Paul Kennedy) that Great Britain was “the only re-
ally industrialized nation in the world.”88 It was also the world’s primary cred-
itor nation, the one with the highest amount of investment capital flowing into 
it. Nineteenth- century London was the center of global finance, the home of 
great banks that lent money around the world at (mostly) reasonable rates. At its 
peak about 10 percent of the national income came from interest on its foreign 
holdings.89

Thus, Britain was well positioned to benefit from a free- trade system. Its vast 
industrial lead and investment expertise, along with its nonpareil merchant ma-
rine, meant that it held most of the important comparative advantages. Free trade 
was economic nationalism to the British. When other countries opened their 
markets to foreign competition, rarely would the queen end up on the negative 
end. The British conveniently forgot that protectionism had facilitated their rise, 
convincing themselves that free trade was a common good in the interests of all 
states at all stages of development.90 Observed one German economist in 1840, 
“It is a very common clever device that when anyone has attained the summit 
of greatness, he kicks away the ladder.”91 To rivals, Britain’s support of trade was 
merely a tactic to preserve its economic dominance; nevertheless, before long 
they all adopted that tactic. Superpowers always shape the system. With Britain 
as its champion, economic liberalism swept over the world, and international 
trade increased tenfold between 1850 and 1913.92

Free trade and open markets soon became associated with the broader 
civilizing mission. To Palmerston, the exchange of commodities would be 
“accompanied by the . . . diffusion of knowledge— by the interchange of mutual 
benefits engendering mutual kind feelings . . . It is, that commerce may go freely 
forth, leading civilization with one hand, and peace with the other, to render 
mankind happier, wiser, better . . . this is the dispensation of Providence.”93 
Economic liberalism was the solution to many of humanity’s ills, from tyr-
anny to barbarism to slavery— and, to some degree, to empire. One of its major 
proponents, philosopher, and member of Parliament Richard Cobden, argued 
that trade was the antidote to imperialism, since it would bring an end to “the 
desire and motive for large and mighty empires; for gigantic armies and great 
navies— for those materials which are used for the destruction of life and the 
desolation of the rewards of labour.” Over time, trading people would cease 
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to be enemies, producing a world where “man becomes one family, and freely 
exchanges the fruits of his labour with his brother man.”94

Liberalism was dangerous for imperial powers interested in preserving the 
status quo, however.95 Rival theories soon arose in the British marketplace of 
ideas, one of which salved imperial consciences. Social Darwinists applied nat-
ural selection, then a relatively new concept, to cultures, arguing that only the 
fittest races would survive international competition. According to three- time 
Prime Minster Lord Salisbury, “Countries can be divided into the living and the 
dying; weak become weaker, strong stronger; living will encroach upon dying.”96 
This intellectual current, which was promoted by the most popular Victorian 
philosopher, Herbert Spencer, had two branches that prescribed different 
actions: to some, this natural order of things called upon the more enlightened 
races to aid the lesser ones; to others, it justified all actions taken on behalf of 
one’s people, since constant conflict was the natural order of humanity. Social 
Darwinism gave pseudo- scientific cover for British racism, which (liberalism 
notwithstanding) was more prominent at the century’s end than it was at the 
beginning.97

Social Darwinism also helped provide intellectual justification for a dramatic 
expansion of the formal empire in the last decades of the century. Heretofore 
informal sections (such as Cyprus, Mandalay, and upper Burma) were annexed 
and new areas were added, especially in Africa, which was the last of the world’s 
major regions to fall under European control. Disease more than any other 
factor had kept white settlers confined to coastal enclaves until the 1880s, 
when rudimentary treatments for malaria were introduced and a series of high- 
profile explorers brought the continental interior into popular consciousness. 
Events then unfolded quite rapidly. The continent went from independent to 
conquered in less two decades, fueled largely by the fear of being left behind. 
Once one power (Belgium) began the “scramble” for claims, all others soon 
followed suit. Though there were neither riches nor great benefit to imperialism 
in Africa, no country was willing to cede control to its rivals. Between 1880 and 
1900 ten thousand independent tribal kingdoms were consolidated into forty 
states, thirty- six of which were ruled by Europeans.98

Though they did not begin it, the British quickly joined the scrambling. They 
too worried initially about losing ground somehow, particularly to the French 
and Germans, and laid claim to those areas from which their enemies could the-
oretically disrupt the trade routes to India. Fear drove expansion farther and far-
ther still, so much so that by 1890 Salisbury could tell the German ambassador 
that though “Africa was a very large place,” the British “had interests in every 
part of it.”99 We have already discussed how intervention in Egypt to protect the 
Suez Canal necessitated an adventure into just- over- the- horizon (but strategi-
cally worthless) Sudan, and that was just the start. Protection of Zanzibar led to 
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expansion into Kenya and Uganda, and then colonies along the western coast 
necessitated forays far up the Niger River. Lord Granville of the Foreign Office 
argued in 1884 that it was “essential” that Mt. Kilimanjaro “should not be placed 
under the protection of another flag,” even if the exact reason was never clear.100 
Among the flags that could protect African landmarks was now that of Prussia, 
whose chancellor (Otto von Bismarck) was assumed by all to be a cunning stra-
tegic genius. All told between 1871 and 1900, some four and a quarter million 
square miles, and sixty- six million people, were added to the British Empire.101 It 
is hard to see how Great Britain was better off in any measurable way after these 
additions, or how rival empires would have benefited from their inclusion. The 
scramble for Africa was neither profitable nor, in retrospect, rational.

Late Imperial Anxieties, Justified and Not

Despite all this expansion and associated derring- do, the last decades of the 
nineteenth century were uneasy ones for the British. Though they led Europe in 
all measures of national power, other states were catching up. Rivals copied their 
route to national wealth, and technology facilitated change that was more rapid 
than in times past. The railroad was particularly worrisome, since it allowed land 
powers to move forces around with the speed until then only available to sea 
powers.102 The free- trade system built by the British helped others grow too, so 
much so that the economic dominance of Great Britain was essentially over by 
the 1890s. In 1870 Britain produced 32 percent of the world’s manufactured 
goods; by 1910 that had shrunk to 15 percent.103 It was also losing its edge in 
trade and the production of steel and iron. By the outbreak of World War I the 
United States produced three times as much of both those commodities, and 
Germany twice as much, as did Britain.104 A multipolar world was emerging, 
with Britain being one of several great powers rather than sitting alone on top.

It is hard to know for sure what ordinary Britons thought of their empire at 
this stage in its evolution, since there were few polls or surveys. The best the his-
torian can do is examine its popular culture, which renders an incomplete picture 
at best, akin to judging America today based solely on Twitter. But those who 
have performed such examinations suggest that support for its imperial mission 
was thin, especially among the working classes who could not identify much ben-
efit. And liberalism continued its assault on the foundational assumptions of the 
empire.105

Since popular support for imperial initiatives was a necessary component 
for success in increasingly democratic Britain, successive governments under-
took hefty public- relations efforts to reinvigorate the empire in popular con-
sciousness and remind everyone just how important and special it all was. An 
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education curriculum stressing the virtues, benefits, and responsibilities of the 
empire was distributed nationwide by the mid- 1880s. Schools received new 
lessons with imperial themes, and patriotic societies like the Boy Scouts were es-
tablished to supplement the various advertising campaigns.106 To some degree it 
all seemed to work, at least among those who mattered. Interest and pride in the 
empire, often called “jingoism” after a line from a popular song rose markedly as 
the century came to an end, reaching a fever pitch as trouble started to brew in 
South Africa.107

Jingoism notwithstanding, late Victorian Britain had uneasy and anxious 
elements. It proved difficult to enjoy the fruits of the Pax Britannica because, 
as is often the case with superpowers, fear accompanied strength. Although 
the British were, by all reasonable measures, relatively safe in the second half 
of the nineteenth century, they did not feel that way. Strategists and the public 
alike imagined that enemies could arrive on the beaches of Brighton quite sud-
denly and work their way northward. Waves of anxiety, and even obsessive fear, 
accompanied the Pax.108 The list of potential invaders evolved over time, but the 
French and Germans played prominent roles in these nightmares. An armada 
sent by a secret hostile coalition could emerge, in Lord Balfour’s words, like a 
“bolt from the blue” to overwhelm scant British homeland defenses.109 A new 
literary genre became very popular, and British bookstores had no shortage of 
novels imagining invaders appearing offshore without warning. One entry in 
this large literature, The Battle of Dorking from 1871, created such a stir that the 
prime minister felt obliged to address national anxieties. “I should not mind this 
‘Battle of Dorking,’ ” Gladstone told an audience in Yorkshire,

if we could keep it to ourselves, if we could take care that nobody 
belonging to any other country should know that such follies could 
find currency or even favour with portions of the British public; but un-
fortunately these things go abroad, and they make us ridiculous in the 
eyes of the whole world . . . the result of these things is practically the 
spending of more and more of your money. Be on your guard against 
alarmism. Depend upon it that there is not the astounding disposition 
on the part of all mankind to make us the objects of hatred.110

Like most official attempts to calm public fears, this one failed.
The Defence Ministry welcomed the occasional panic, since it usually resulted 

in an influx of cash for the military. “An invasion scare is the mill of the Gods,” 
said an approving Lord Esher, “which grinds you out a Navy of Dreadnoughts, 
and keeps the British people war- like in spirit.” Panic rarely results in rational 
expenditures; hoarding behavior follows, whether of toilet paper during 
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respiratory pandemics or battleships during invasion scares. Great amounts 
were thrown at the fleet and new units raised for homeland defense during one 
such panic in 1859, without regard for strategic priorities of the empire. Thirty 
years later, despite the opinion of the First Lord of the Admiralty, Lord George 
Hamilton, that “at no period in our history was the invasion of England less likely 
than it was at the present moment,” Salisbury increased the budget for defense. 
Field Marshall Wolseley blocked the construction of a Channel Tunnel, despite 
the potential economic benefit, on the theory that it could provide a highway for 
would- be invaders.111

Germany’s decisive victory over France in 1871 only made things worse. To 
Prime Minister Disraeli, the war represented,

a greater political event than the French Revolution of the last cen-
tury . . . Not a single principle in the management of our foreign affairs, 
accepted by all statesmen for guidance up to six months ago, any longer 
exists. There is not a diplomatic tradition which has not been swept 
away. You have a new world, new influences at work, new and unknown 
objects and dangers with which to cope . . . The balance of power has 
been entirely destroyed and the country which suffers most, and feels 
the effect of this great change most, is England.112

While this may have been a tad hyperbolic, it is true that the Franco- Prussian 
War inspired a broad rethinking of British grand strategy, and an eventual rec-
ognition that priorities needed adjustment to reflect emerging realities. It would 
take a few decades before those changes took full effect.

In 1890, Britain’s two main rivals were France and Russia, and she was on 
mostly friendly terms with Germany and Austria; she was resistant to peace-
time alliances, and her grand strategy prioritized imperial possessions over con-
tinental concerns; and, of course, Britain was still dominant at sea. Within fifteen 
years, every one of these was reversed.113 The age of British unipolarity had come 
to an end.

The British had traditionally shied away from alliances in peacetime, largely 
because there was no need to attach their fate to another. Dominant countries 
have little to gain from alliances. As that dominance ebbs, however, they reach 
out to others to assure their security. In 1902 Britain signed an agreement with 
Japan which both guaranteed the independence of China and Korea and neu-
trality during hostilities with third parties. This treaty is often seen as the sym-
bolic end of “splendid isolation,” the period where overwhelming British power 
made alliances unnecessary. It was soon followed by non- aggression treaties 
with the French (1904) and then the Russians (1907), reflecting the enormous 
change in the security environment at the beginning of the new century. The 
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British were willing to bury their two most enduring hatchets to make common 
cause against what appeared to be the most serious challenge in quite some 
time: Wilhelmine Germany, a growing industrial and military power that was 
beginning to assert itself on the continent and around the world. It did not help 
matters that this new colossus was led by an unpredictable, narcissistic half- wit.

Rising countries often blunder. Like the nouveau riche, inexperience and in-
security lead to clumsy action and crude displays of status in those unfamiliar 
with power. Resentful established states often do not take them seriously, 
compounding their irritation. Germany was able to avoid some of the predictable 
mistakes while in the capable hands of Bismarck, but once the Iron Chancellor 
was pushed aside its leaders made a series of counterproductive moves. Chief 
among these, at least as far as relations with Britain were concerned, was to build 
a navy. Why Germany needed a fleet of battleships was never clear to anybody 
in London. Foreign Minister and future chancellor Bernhard von Bülow tried 
to calm fears, explaining that “We must build a fleet strong enough to prevent 
an attack— I underscore the word attack, for with the absolutely peaceful nature 
of our policy there can be no talk of anything but defense— from any power.”114 
Few were reassured. An arms race centered around the newest class of battleship, 
the Dreadnaught, ensued, which raised tensions and laid the kindling that would 
ignite a few years later.

Germany’s combination of growth and ineptitude caused complications in 
many parts of the empire, but nowhere more than South Africa. Long- standing 
troubles there with the local Dutch settlers began to accelerate when Britain 
annexed the Transvaal territory in 1877, largely out of fear of growing German in-
fluence. In response the modern Afrikaner nationalist movement was born, which 
sought independence and the right to oppress the local Black population without 
interference. Unfortunately for fans of stability, nine years later gold was discov-
ered in the Transvaal. White settlers began pouring in, loosening British control of 
the colony. The delicate balance that had held until that time, in which the British 
held the coastline while the Boers farmed the interior, started to appear less ten-
able. Since the southern African coast was near the trade routes to India, at least 
to those with an expansive definition of the word “near,” the official mind became 
convinced that the safety of the entire empire hinged on controlling it.115

Enter Kaiser Wilhelm. Following an unsuccessful British raid into Boer ter-
ritory he sent a telegram congratulating the Afrikaners. In what would not be 
his administration’s last ill- advised correspondence, this telegram sent public 
opinion in Britain into a frenzy, scuttling any talk of an Anglo- German rap-
prochement and increasing London’s perception of threat in South Africa.116 
A British invasion to recolonize Transvaal became inevitable.

Things did not go well, especially at first. The Afrikaners defeated the British 
in a series of large battles, after which London sent increasing numbers of 
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reinforcements that eventually turned the tide. The British needed a 7:1 nu-
merical superiority to win, ultimately deploying more than 448,000 troops, 
which left only a single regular battalion at home.117 The Boers, however, did 
not have the courtesy to admit defeat. They took to the hills for sabotage and 
sniping, carrying on a vicious guerrilla campaign for months. Here the British 
did not conduct the scorched- earth tactics common on the northwestern fron-
tier, employing instead the state- of- the- art counterinsurgency tactic of herding 
civilians into camps. All those who remained outside became legitimate targets, 
at least in the British mind. The war would cost some forty- five thousand British 
lives and end in a draw, though the British claimed victory.118 It rocked Great 
Britain in much the same manner that Vietnam would the United States six 
decades later, and caused similar soul- searching and re- examinations of the 
global strategy. The Boer War was the largest of the pointless imperial ventures 
of the era, and also the last. Its sacrifices added nothing to the empire but greater 
anxiety, pessimism, and fear.

Early twentieth- century- European politics was a roiling, unstable cauldron 
of jockeying and scheming, with crisis following crisis. Much of the chaos was 
driven by the transition of power: It is exceptionally hard for countries to lose 
status, to agree to share a stage they previously occupied alone.119 Rivalry be-
tween Germany and Britain was perhaps inevitable, but major conflagration 
could have been avoided, had wise leaders been in charge. Unfortunately, they 
were not.

Appeasement Misunderstood

Britain was sucked into the maelstrom in 1914 shortly after Germans rolled 
through Belgium on the way, they hoped, to Paris. In addition to the mindless 
butchery on the Western Front, British armies participated in bloody, mean-
ingless sideshows in Mesopotamia, Salonika, and Gallipoli. Leaders in London 
were looking for some way to break the stalemate in France and consulted their 
maps, with predictable results. Eminent historian A.J.P. Taylor referred to this 
as the “cigar butt strategy.” “Someone, Churchill or another, looked at a map of 
Europe,” he wrote, “pointed to a spot with the end of his cigar; and said: ‘Let us 
go there.’ ”120 This was about as deep as strategic thinking in that war ever got.

Yet the British Empire survived the catastrophic stupidity of World War I, and 
even expanded. It absorbed a few Arab provinces left behind by the Ottomans 
and inherited their problems. It did not take long for those new colonies to be 
considered vital to the entire imperial project, despite the fact that the empire 
had previously gotten along just fine without them.121 The British spent the first 
postwar years putting down rebellions in new colonies and old, from Egypt and 
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Iraq to Ireland and India. Overall the empire in 1920 was stronger in many places 
than it had been in 1910, even if its relative position would never return to its 
nineteenth- century level.122 The days of dominance were over; the world had 
become irrevocably, distastefully multipolar.

Most countries learned the Great War’s obvious lessons. The victors in partic-
ular recognized that battle had lost its romance, and that industrial- age warfare 
was to be avoided at all costs.123 What leaders in Paris and London were slow 
to realize was that their counterparts in Berlin not only did not share their dis-
gust, but were in fact— despite their endless protests to the contrary— eager to 
give it another go. The allies assumed for years that Hitler and Mussolini were 
reasonable men at heart, only to be proven tragically wrong. Since the failure 
of the British to stop Hitler’s aggression before tanks rolled into Poland is often 
portrayed as one of the greatest strategic mistakes of the century, perhaps it is 
worth a moment’s contemplation.

The British applied to Hitler the approach that had often paid substantial 
dividends in their recent history: they appeased him, or sought mutually accept-
able solutions to disagreements, even when those solutions involved concessions 
on their part. As a result of this vacillation and weakness, so the conventional 
wisdom goes, Hitler’s appetite grew stronger and the Second World War became 
inevitable. Appeasement has since carried a deep emotional resonance, warning 
leaders of the dangers that accompany weakness and vacillation. The experience 
at Munich has shaped many decisions great and small, advising against coopera-
tion and compromise, stiffening backbones, and encouraging war.

It is also preposterously misunderstood. The association of appeasement 
with Munich, and its resulting delegitimation, has impoverished the execution 
of grand strategy since.

First of all, appeasement often worked. The official mind was proud of its tradi-
tion of compromise, and considered flexibility an asset. Britain found it wiser to 
return many of the gains it had made in the wars against Napoleon, for instance, 
caving in to French and Dutch demands, rather than fight over them.124 Rivals 
were often appeased by the Foreign Office at the height of Pax Britannica, espe-
cially over colonial matters, since doing so acknowledged that not all interests 
are equal, and that healthy international relationships often were the greatest in-
terest of all.125 They found that rarely would the costs of concession outweigh 
the risks of confrontation. The most obvious and consequential example— 
one whose long- term benefits far outweighed the cost of Chamberlain’s sup-
posed blunder— was the systematic appeasement of the rising power across 
the Atlantic. Britain chose to cultivate its relationship with the United States 
through sagacious compromise and conciliation, and succeeded brilliantly.

Over and over, generations of British leaders proved willing to sacrifice 
minor imperial interests, and in the process lose prestige, in order to establish 
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and nourish an understanding between Anglo- Saxon states that would come to 
lay the foundation for the future world order. Appeasement began once the U.S. 
Civil War ended, as London sought to restore relations with the winning side, 
even though it had been rooting for the South. In 1871 the British agreed to pay 
for supporting Confederate commerce raiders during the war and capitulated 
regarding fishing regulations sought by Washington. They backed down in a dis-
pute over the border between Venezuela and British Guyana in 1895, in which 
the United States took an interest for some reason; they encouraged Washington 
to increase its presence in the Pacific, including over Hawaii; they remained 
aloof during the Spanish- American War, agreeing to recognize American pos-
session of the Philippines; they declined to pursue any claims to the Panama 
Canal.126 By prioritizing their partnership with the United States over other 
interests, the British alleviated the hostility and suspicion that had persisted in 
many American circles since their revolution. The “special relationship” did not 
form by accident. It was the result of deliberate policy, an end pursued through 
appeasement, the outcome of the British belief that not every rival had to be 
defeated or humiliated. Often, more often in fact, the national interest is better 
served by accommodation and compromise. Appeasement often achieved cen-
tral goals at minimal cost. It was a useful strategic tool.

In appeasing the United States, British leaders demonstrated that they un-
derstood how international relationships are affected disproportionately by 
the stronger power. Misperception is common in all interaction, particularly so 
when power asymmetry is present.127 Cooperative measures by strong countries 
are likely to be well received by the weak. Such measures are less risky for the 
strong, who have less to lose in interaction with others. “The British could afford 
to concede quite a lot,” wrote Paul Kennedy. They “had lots of buffer zones, lots 
of less- than- vital areas of interest, lots of room for compromise.”128 Appeasement 
from a position of strength is often a wise choice. It is the opposite of domino- 
theory thinking, and when used wisely can offer the kind of flexibility unavail-
able to those under the spell of the credibility imperative. Had the Habsburgs 
been willing to appease on occasion, they would have been far better off.

It is not always the correct move, of course. No tool is appropriate for every 
situation, and states that predictably, routinely appease quickly become victims. 
But the near- universal approbation that Chamberlain has received is unwar-
ranted. Hitler was simply unappeaseable and insatiable— and, fortunately, 
unique. Perhaps German generals would have risen up to remove Hitler had 
Chamberlain had shown more backbone at Munich, but that is one of history’s 
unknowable what- ifs. A common criticism of Chamberlain— that the allies 
would have been better off fighting in 1938 than 1939— is simultaneously unfair 
and unfounded.129 As unready as the Germans were for war, the allies were more 
so. Anyone who would assume that the French military would have performed 
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better a year earlier carries the burden of proof. Appeasement probably also dis-
appointed Hitler, who may well have hoped for a limited war in 1938 that might 
have kept the British on the sidelines.130 Thus the criticism that Chamberlain 
has received from generations of historians is mostly unfair. World War II was 
coming, and there was little that anyone in London could have done to stop it. 
Appeasement was worth a try— it was cheap, at least, and did no actual harm.

The lesson that generations of policymakers took away from that conference 
is based on a misunderstanding of history, often a willful one, and it has all but 
removed an important tool from the kit of the superpowers to come.131

A Graceful Decline

Great Britain, alone among the cases under consideration in these pages, did not 
so much resist decline as adapt to it. Fortunately it had a sister state, or an off-
spring perhaps, poised to take over many of its tasks. One senior Foreign Office 
official noted in 1928 that Britain was faced with “a phenomenon for which there 
is no parallel in our modern history— a State twenty- five times as large, five times 
as wealthy, three times as populous, twice as ambitious, almost invulnerable, and 
at least our equal in prosperity, vital energy, technical equipment and industrial 
science.”132 British concerns about lost status were assuaged, at least somewhat, 
by the knowledge that their apparent successor was a friend, even a relative. The 
decline of the British Empire did not result in a “Thucydides Trap,” or hostility 
between the dominant and rising powers, which is a significant achievement, 
whether fully intentional or not.133

The British seemed continually surprised by the yearning for independence 
in the periphery. Their concern for the economic and social development of 
their subjects might have been stupendously patronizing, but it was also sincere. 
They were sometimes taken aback at the degree to which locals wanted a native 
government that would look out for their interest first, even if it was unable to 
deliver on promises, and an end to humiliating foreign rule. After the world wars, 
British imperialists were unable to make a credible case to stay.

As intellectual currents led to an expansion of the empire in the late 1800s, so 
too did ideas contribute to its contraction a half- century later. Ideas had changed 
drastically by the end of World War II, and it was becoming harder and harder 
to justify the repression that accompanies colonialism. The slow international 
drift toward liberalism, sidelined temporarily by perceptions of national natural 
selection, eventually brought an end to the age of European imperialism. The 
basic right to self- determination became a shared value against which it was hard 
to argue. So while the world wars accelerated the process of colonial indepen-
dence, it is hard to imagine that the empire would have lasted too much longer 
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without them. Furthermore, trade had rendered the old imperial economic logic 
obsolete. The economy no longer needed the colonies.134 Liberalism was killing 
empires, and the most liberal of imperial states could hardly stand apart from 
the trend.

The British left India in 1948, having been bested by one of the twentieth 
century’s great strategists. Mohandas Gandhi’s civil resistance movement was 
many things— a deeply moral philosophy, a political inspiration to millions, an 
example of the power of the people, etc.— but it was also a brilliant strategic in-
novation, perfectly suited to the situation. Gandhi did not adopt a nonviolent 
approach merely because of its ethical superiority but also because he believed, 
based on no prior experience anywhere, that it would prove the most effective 
and least costly means with which to convince the British to leave India. Central 
to his approach was noncooperation, or resistance to injustice until the injus-
tice ended. Eventually, he reckoned, the oppressors would have had enough. 
Modern research makes it clear that, when deployed correctly in the modern 
world, nonviolent movements are more likely to be successful and to lead to 
stable post- revolutionary outcomes than those that rely on the gun.135 No one 
knew this in the 1920s and 1930s when this lawyer inspired his compatriots to 
rid their country of British influence using love and respect. To say this approach 
was innovative, and to suggest that getting people to follow him (and be impris-
oned and/ or beaten without fighting back) was a difficult proposition, would be 
to drastically understate the case. Somehow Gandhi managed to gain enough 
followers to win his country’s independence, and essentially began the tradition 
of nonviolent protest around the world, by reminding the British people of their 
basic humanity. Domination of unwilling, peaceful people in the periphery was 
exceptionally hard to justify.

Everywhere the age of imperialism came to a swift conclusion. Some new 
states had to fight for their freedom, but many had freedom granted by impe-
rial powers eager to leave. Just as the British set examples about how to forge an 
empire, they also showed how best to leave one: although few new states had 
completely successful postcolonial experiences, it is generally the case that those 
left behind by London fared better than the rest.136 Most British colonies did 
not have to fight for their independence; those that did, like Kenya, Cyprus, and 
Malaya, saw it arrive only after the fighting stopped. No Portuguese- style pro-
longed nightmarish wars preceded the independence of British colonies.

The end of dominance did not spell catastrophe for Britain. Modern great 
powers rarely descend into chaos or implode due to external pressures. Barbarians 
no longer stand at the gates. As was the case with Spain, Britain’s pride suffered, 
but its people have not been materially, tangibly affected by the loss of empire. 
The working classes in England, the masses that constitute the “silent majority,” 
were mostly indifferent to the loss of the dominions.137 Decline in the modern 
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era is simply not as dangerous as it used to be, and as the British found out, it is 
not something to be feared.

* * *
The legacy of the British empire is as contested as the variety of experiences it 
generated. Though it usually found ways to ignore its growing liberal conscience, 
it was also the first empire to exhibit one. No such qualms about ruling natives 
were shown by the French or Spanish, much less the comparatively barbarous 
Germans, Belgians, or Russians. To some people this makes British excesses even 
less forgivable, since they seemed to know better and simply ignored their moral 
code. Social Darwinism provided temporary relief from their pesky consciences 
and quieted their inner voices, but it could not last.

From a strategic perspective, the British accomplishment was remarkable. 
Early on they identified clear ends and constructed means with which to pursue 
them. The impressive economy of force employed along the way was no acci-
dent: British leaders kept military costs low by concentrating on one service, 
and appeased wherever possible. They also did their level best to shield their 
taxpayers and make the colonies pay for their own security (and oppression).138 
This was never popular among the conquered, most of whom did not want 
British protection, and it led some, like those in North America, to rebel. At 
other times it was not possible, since many colonies were never self- sustaining. 
But imperial costs were never far from the official mind and, given the choice, 
the cheapest routes to security were normally the ones chosen.

Though its dominance was relatively short- lived, Britain’s was also the most 
interesting. Its leaders wrestled with the implications of empire throughout their 
era, and genuinely attempted to make the world a better place. They were si-
multaneously realists and liberals, conquerors and civilizers, barbarians and 
humanitarians. Above all they were superior strategic thinkers able to forge the 
most far- reaching, profitable, contradictory, and fascinating empire the world 
has ever seen.
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Conclusion

How disappointed George Santayana would be if he knew that the primary thing 
future generations would remember about his work is a mid- paragraph, throw-
away line. At some point in their careers all students of history run across this 
piece of hoary advice, often on posters under Santayana’s portrait: “Those who 
cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” Like so many famous 
statements, its context has been lost by its quoters. Santayana most certainly 
wrote that sentence, but he did not espouse the shallow notion that history ac-
tually repeats. No serious person believes this. The past does not give specific 
guidance for our present predicaments, no matter how much we wish it did, and 
efforts to apply it usually end up going poorly.1

Santayana’s point was more serious. His famous comment came amid a dis-
cussion of reason, of rationality, of efforts to control our animal instincts in order 
to improve society. Without knowledge of the past, he argued, there can be no 
progress. History lends perspective; those who forget it cannot recognize how far 
humanity has come, nor can they see how much further it still needs to go. They 
will assume the world is unchanged and unchangeable, and may grow discour-
aged in their efforts to move it forward. Without history, he wrote, no “direction 
is set for possible improvement: and when experience is not retained . . . infancy 
is perpetual . . . Retentiveness, we must repeat, is the condition of progress.”2

In this book we too seek progress, but strategic progress, improved statecraft 
in the most consequential of countries. Our gaze backward cannot provide spe-
cific answers or detailed guidance, but it might nonetheless help us move for-
ward, and perhaps deliver us from perpetual strategic infancy. Perhaps our tour of 
the past can help us walk through the logic of grand strategy and determine what 
that strategy should be. Historical perspective might help interpret the level of 
threat the United States faces, what its goals should be (why), and then the best 
means to achieve them (how). And looking backward might just generate some 
unexpected or even unpopular recommendations for moving forward. There are 
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indeed lessons that leaders in Washington can learn from their predecessors, and 
progress can be made, if only they would listen.

And what progress there has been. If the preceding pages demonstrate an-
ything, it should be that the world has changed rather drastically through the 
centuries. Direct, formal imperialism is a thing of the past, for one thing, and 
slavery is no longer with us. Succession no longer causes crises, at least to the 
same degree it used to, and at least in the democratic Global North. Mercantilism 
has been replaced almost everywhere by the gospel of free trade. Perhaps most 
important, realpolitik no longer dominates decision- making in quite the way it 
did throughout most of history. The Romans and British alike believed that it 
was right and natural for states to increase their power at the expense of their 
neighbors. The strong broadened their reach as much as they could, stopped 
only by countervailing power. As Lord Acton put it a century ago, it is a “law of 
the modern world that power tends to expand indefinitely” across barriers until 
it meets a superior force.3

This, to put it mildly, no longer holds. Not only are modern states generally 
content to stay inside their boundaries, but they rarely dispute where those 
boundaries are drawn. Invasions and other cross- border attempts at expansion 
are rare, so rare in fact that the modern state, no matter how weak, faces no exis-
tential threat. In the entire history of the United Nations, no member state has 
ever been absorbed by its neighbors, and as of this writing it does not appear as 
if Vladimir Putin will succeed in making Ukraine the first.4 Even countries in the 
worst of regions run no risk of disappearing, since in the twenty- first century 
power vacuums languish unfilled and boundaries are generally uncontested. 
Overall, states do not act as if the amount of territory they possess is related to 
their security or prosperity. As a result— and it is hard to overemphasize how 
significant this is— conquest is virtually dead.

Yet virtually dead is not completely dead. There remains one obvious and 
significant exception to the norm against territorial conquest. The Russian 
leader may be alone in his willingness to shift borders, but even his ambitions 
seem to be limited to those nearest to Russia. The universal condemnation that 
accompanied his foray into Ukraine and economic consequences will likely 
tamper those ambitions, and discourage copycats. It is a bit early to tell whether 
the invasion will lead to a wholesale change in the security trends of the twenty- 
first century, but there is good reason to doubt it will.

Without a knowledge of history, there would be no way to realize how far we 
have come. We would not realize how safe modern states are, nor how peaceful 
the world is, relatively speaking, invasion of Ukraine notwithstanding. It is only 
with comparison to the past that we can say that, despite popular perception to 
the contrary, ours is a time of great relative stability.5 War still occurs, but it does 
so in isolated areas involving an ever- smaller percentage of the world’s people. 
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The statistics are well known, or should be well known, to everyone interested in 
grand strategy: By any measure, the last thirty years have been the most peaceful 
in history, with the number and magnitude of all kinds of violence at record- low 
levels.6 Almost all strategists ignore this rather remarkable development, how-
ever, and proceed as if nothing of importance has changed. Instead all discussions 
of U.S. grand strategy should begin from this basic starting point: The world is 
substantially less violent and dangerous than ever before. Our thinking has not 
caught up to this rather profound reality, especially in the strongest of states.

The Modern Superpower

Although its citizens today may not fully appreciate their status, future historians 
will certainly place the United States in the same category as the superpowers of 
the past. Its rise was as unlikely and remarkable as any that came before: within a 
century of its foundation, a collection of disparate colonies somehow overcame 
their substantial differences to unite and grow into the richest country in the 
world. The U.S. economy surpassed that of Great Britain in the late nineteenth 
century, and before long those riches were translated into military power. A cen-
tury later the United States dominated its system just as assuredly as any of the 
predecessors we met in these pages.

Three main factors account for that spectacular rise. First, the new nation was 
blessed with an abundant natural resource base, one that was diverse enough to 
provide the foundation for growth through the industrial age. Fortunately for 
the weak colonies, their neighbors were even weaker, which gave the new nation 
time to exploit that resource base. These two factors, when combined with effi-
cient political and economic systems that from the beginning allowed Americans 
to maximize the potential of their land and talents, account for the growth of the 
next superpower. Democracy created the atmosphere for the compromises and 
concessions that kept the union together (with a glaring four- year exception), 
and free markets facilitated for the kind of economic growth that would have 
been impossible in other, less free societies.

The grand strategy the early nation followed was not hard to decipher. For a 
century and a half the United States was a restrained country, unwilling to engage 
the rest of the world militarily or politically. It was never isolationist— economic 
engagement was always a high priority, and interfering with that engagement was 
one of the few things that could call the young country to arms— but it rarely 
interpreted the world’s troubles as its own. Restraint served the national interest 
well. Washington was unthreatened and unthreatening, and avoided the kind of 
entanglements that would have made enemies and wasted resources. Its occa-
sional engagements with the rest of the world were never popular, and always 
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resulted in a return to restraint. That changed with Pearl Harbor, after which the 
world would not be so easy to ignore. By the end of that war the United States 
had created the greatest military machine the world had ever seen.

The collapse of the Soviet Union left the world with one truly global super-
power, for better or worse, which is a fact that remains true today. While there 
is much talk today of U.S. decline and renewed great power rivalry, there should 
be little doubt as to which country is the world’s most powerful, in nearly every 
measurable category. That relative power is not what it once was, perhaps; indeed 
the majority opinion in the security community holds that the United States is 
in decline, and that other powers are catching up (or have already done so). A bit 
of perspective helps here, however: perceptions of decline have accompanied 
Washington’s superpower status from its very beginning, and have thus far been 
proven wrong every time.7 As early as 1962 Henry Kissinger was warning that 
“fifteen years more of a deterioration on our position in the world such as we 
have experienced since World War II would find us reduced to Fortress America 
in a world in which we had become largely irrelevant.”8 Declinism has deep roots.

Fears of decline are a persistent feature in all great powers, and always come 
to prominence following foreign policy disasters. The negative emotions that 
accompany catastrophe— anger, guilt, shame, doubt, insecurity— contribute 
to widespread national pessimism. It is no coincidence that waves of declinism 
hit U.S. shores after withdrawals from Vietnam and Iraq, and that another has 
followed the failure to Americanize Afghanistan.9 Failure portends failure; 
status relies on perception as much as reality, and when pessimism reigns, de-
cline seems imminent. The inability to prevail in the various post- 9/ 11 conflicts 
has fed speculation that U.S. power and/ or influence are shrinking. Many be-
lieve that the ability of the United States to bring about its preferred outcomes is 
simply not what it used to be. The official mind— the “blob”— is today repeating 
sentiments it has held many times before.

This does not mean that modern declinists are necessarily wrong, or that the 
era of U.S. dominance is not in its final death throes. About the only observa-
tion that can be made with confidence is that, irrespective of the ultimate fate 
of the system, the United States will be the predominant (i.e., most important 
and most influential) actor in international politics for some time to come, and 
its decisions will determine the character of the system. The strongest countries 
make the rules and create the norms; their actions set precedent and trickle down 
throughout the world. One need only imagine the different world we would be 
in had the Germans had won the Second World War, or the Soviets the cold 
one that followed. The current international order is largely (though obviously 
not totally) a creation of the United States and its choices. Getting U.S. grand 
strategy right, then, matters for the international interest as much as the national.
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The United States has not followed a consistent path since its era of predomi-
nance began. Finding the right approach begins with an examination of the three 
basic strategic questions: What kind of world does the United States inhabit? 
What should its goals be? How can they be best accomplished?

The Modern Security Environment

Just as no person is ever completely safe, no country is ever entirely free from 
threats. Security is relative, however: Declaring an age “safe” or “dangerous” only 
matters in comparison to those that came before, and a knowledge of history 
allows us to understand how relatively safe the United States is. Though the risk 
is low, it is not zero. Two threats in particular keep U.S. strategists up at night, 
or so we are told: China and complexity itself. Neither of these are particularly 
worrisome. Let us begin with the latter.

Neither the Tang nor the Mongols had to worry about weapons of mass de-
struction, or cyber warfare, or complex economic interdependence, so perhaps 
theirs were simpler times. These and other modern concerns (terrorism, climate 
change, artificial intelligence, etc.) often make the world seem more complicated 
than ever before. To many observers, this complexity is the defining feature of 
the twenty- first- century security environment, one that makes the current era 
more dangerous and unpredictable than its predecessors.10 This message has 
been consistent, in both official and unofficial outlets, for more than two decades.

References to complexity and uncertainty are now so routine that they are 
no longer noticeable, often coming at the beginning of a document or speech 
in order to set the stage for the analysis, preferences, and prescriptions that 
follow. Would- be Secretary of State John Kerry began his confirmation hearing 
by stating that “today’s world is more complicated than anything we have expe-
rienced.”11 The Director of National Intelligence opened a 2016 address with 
this claim: “We’re facing the most complex and diverse array of global threats 
that I’ve seen in my fifty- three years or so in the intelligence business.”12 No one 
asked them to explain their comments or outline the evidence they were based 
on, much less questioned what the implications of such a belief were. Remarks 
like these— and hundreds more like them— regularly pass without comment 
or question. Constant repetition created a conventional wisdom. Complexity 
and uncertainty quickly became the defining features of the post- Cold War se-
curity environment, the organizing principals around which U.S. strategists had 
to plan. “Uncertainty hawks,” to borrow a phrase coined by Carl Conetta and 
Charles Knight, came to dominate the marketplace of ideas.13

The origins of this belief are not hard to find. Analysts at the RAND 
Corporation were among the first to suggest that a certain uncertainty 
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descended upon the world after the collapse of the Soviet Union, and promoted 
it as the guiding principle of the post- Cold War era. In the early 1990s James 
Winnefeld and his colleagues argued that the emerging security system was 
not in fact any safer, appearances notwithstanding. “Out with the old, in with 
the?????” and “Certitude vs. Uncertainty” were among Winnefeld’s self- 
explanatory subheadings.14 “Uncertainty is the dominating characteristic of the 
landscape,” wrote Paul Davis, editor of a 1994 RAND volume on defense pla-
nning.15 These RAND analysts and a great many other people in and outside 
the academy warned that we would “soon miss the Cold War.”16 It did not take 
long for U.S. national security strategy documents to pick up the theme. “The 
real threat we now face,” according to the 1992 National Military Strategy, “is 
the threat of the unknown, the uncertain.”17 The message has been consistent, in 
both official and unofficial outlets, for nearly three decades. The 2005 National 
Defense Strategy labeled uncertainty the “defining characteristic of today’s stra-
tegic environment.”18 Since 2014 the U.S. Army Operating Concept has been 
“Win in a Complex World.”

The implications of complexity are uniformly grim. Known threats can be 
measured, understood, and combated; those left to the imagination rapidly ex-
pand to take on ominous proportions. “At present, Americans confront the most 
confusing and uncertain strategic environment in their history,” wrote promi-
nent historian and strategist Williamson Murray on behalf of many. “It may also 
be the most dangerous to the well- being of their republic.”19 The dangers posed 
by unknown unknowns, perhaps because of their obscurity, tend to appear un-
limited and particularly terrible. As the Romans used to say, omne ignotum pro 
magnifico, or everything unknown appears great.

One would think that such an important, near- universally accepted be-
lief would have a deep literature and mountains of evidence to sustain it. One 
would be wrong. In fact, complexity and uncertainty are usually accepted as 
givens, as basic assumptions about which, since everybody apparently agrees, 
no one considers too much. Evaluating the beliefs that form the cannon of na-
tional security ought to be high on the list of priorities for scholars as well as 
national security professionals. Few are more widespread, and simultaneously 
underexamined, than the belief that the world is an uncertain and therefore dan-
gerous place.

This assertion would have amused our superpower predecessors, whose 
times were hardly simple and straightforward. Their security environments were 
dangerous and unknowable, and they had even less information about what was 
going on outside their borders. Violent overthrow was a real possibility, at least 
from within, which provided pressures that must have felt rather complex. Every 
one of them would have happily traded their challenges for those facing the 
twenty- first- century United States, since they all lived in more dangerous times.
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Our era seems so complex because of one of the most common cognitive 
errors, called “chronological bias.” We simply know much more about today’s 
threats and challenges than we do about those of the past. As a result, ours seem 
new, and worse than what came before. Only the study of history can liberate us 
from that bias, and mitigate its pernicious analytical effects.

Chronological bias led three prominent scholars of international politics to 
argue that the depth of modern complexity renders the formulation of grand 
strategy impossible. “The world today is one of interaction and complexity,” 
they wrote, rendering attempts to forge grand strategy pointless. A “disordered, 
cluttered, and fluid realm is precisely one that does not recognize grand 
strategy’s supposed virtue: a practical, durable, and consistent plan for the long 
term.”20 Apparently earlier “realms” were ordered, tidy, and stable, making their 
challenges conducive to long- term, consistent planning. Grand strategy is dead, 
they argued, killed by systemic chaos.

Historical perspective should allow us to dismiss such notions. Somehow our 
predecessors managed to overcome the complexity of their equally disordered 
times and forge paths forward. One of the primary functions of strategic thinking 
is to prepare for the unexpected and the novel. If grand strategy can only exist 
amid utopian predictability, then it never can exist.

Complexity is indeed the enemy of strategy, however, although not for the 
reasons supposed by our political scientist trio. A belief in the inherent uncer-
tainty of modern times destroys the ability to think, not the ability to plan, 
moving danger from the world of reality to that of the imagination where all 
things are possible and many things are terrifying. Those in the fog of complexity 
lose their bearings as well as their ability to assess threat and prioritize interests. 
A security environment of drastic unknowables cannot guide the construction 
of rational policies or military forces. How much is enough to protect against in-
tangible dangers? How many supercarriers, F- 22s, cyberwarriors, spy satellites, 
or combat brigades does the United States need to keep its people safe from 
unknown unknowns? When danger is limited only by imagination, states will in-
variably purchase far more than they need, wasting money on weapons systems 
that will never be used in the hopes of addressing threats they do not actually 
perceive.

Imaginary danger is limitless but real danger is not. Flexibility is a central 
component to any sagacious grand strategy, but planning decisions must take 
probabilities into account while establishing priorities. While anything is pos-
sible, if we are to believe the cliché, surely not everything is plausible. “To make 
any thing very terrible, obscurity seems in general to be necessary,” Edmund 
Burke noted centuries ago. “When we know the full extent of any danger, when 
we can accustom our eyes to it, a great deal of the apprehension vanishes.”21 
Vague dangers can appear great, and quite frightening, as long as they are not 
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considered in any real depth. Once they are, once the current era is put in his-
torical perspective, much of our worries melt away, and we should be able to 
formulate a more prudent, productive path forward.

In the past few years, uncertainty hawks have had to share the spotlight with 
a new, but equally overblown threat. Although concerns regarding rising peer 
competitors began to form immediately upon the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
it was not until the Trump era that they took top billing for U.S. defense planners. 
The 2017 National Security Strategy de- emphasized complexity, though it was 
still present, and shifted focus to renewed “great power competition.” Many 
analysts jumped aboard with alacrity, especially those at the Pentagon and the 
various war colleges.22 Russia is back and China is growing, we are told, and to-
gether they pose a conventional challenge to U.S. dominance. Of the two, the 
latter excites the most alarm in the official mind, since Russia spends less than 
one- tenth as much money on its military as does the United States. For all his 
bluster, bombast, and foolish invasions, Vladimir Putin runs a corrupt petro- 
state, albeit one with nuclear weapons.

China, however, is a different story. For much of the last twenty- five years, its 
growth has been portrayed as a dire, existential, alarming, growing, yet simulta-
neously underrated threat by many in the U.S. security community. Every few 
years a new wave of desperate warnings emerges, each acting as if the danger is 
new or newly urgent. The implications of China’s rise have been the most hotly 
debated issue in international security for thirty years, and probably will be for 
the rest of our lives.23

If indeed the People’s Republic is intent on replacing the United States, it has 
a rather odd way of showing it. China’s military spending is growing, but not fast, 
and it remains less than one- third of U.S. levels. Its defense budget is somewhere 
around 1.5 percent of its GDP, which is less than half that of the United States 
and about the same level as Germany. As Michael O’Hanlon of the Brookings 
Institution has pointed out, were China in NATO, the United States would be 
badgering it to spend more.24 This is not the pace of a country urgently deter-
mined to challenge the champion. Like its army, China’s navy is large, but quan-
tity does not imply quality at sea in the information age. In terms of capability, 
the United States has no peer in the Pacific or anywhere else. And even after 
the post- Cold War cuts, Washington maintains somewhere around twenty times 
more nuclear warheads.

China’s post- Cold War actions do not demonstrate obvious aggressive intent. 
Headlines regarding the South China Sea, for example, focus on the construction 
of islands and airstrips and miss the general pattern of increased cooperation and 
compliance on Beijing’s part since at least 2016.25 The PRC has not sent troops 
into another country since 1979, which is much more than the United States can 
say. And, bluster and threat aside, it has shown little interest in absorbing Taiwan 
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by force. Although U.S. analysts worry obsessively about this possibility, surely it 
is significant that the Taiwanese do not. Taipei is another U.S. ally that does not 
spend enough on its defense, at least according to its friends in Washington.26 Its 
leaders seem stubbornly unconcerned.

China is investing heavily in new trade infrastructure around the world, and 
it has landed a craft on the moon that brought back nearly five pounds of rocks. 
How either of these actions poses a problem for the United States is not clear, 
even though the implications always seem ominous when reported with the 
proper amount of breathlessness. Chinese leaders face an extraordinary array 
of challenges at home, many the result of their own paranoia and cruelty, which 
they prioritize ahead of international matters. Most of their problems would be 
exacerbated, not alleviated, by aggression abroad. They have powerful incentives 
to avoid rocking the various regional boats.

Furthermore, not even the most pessimistic analyses imagine that Beijing has 
designs on territory across the ocean. Worst- case scenarios suggest that China 
poses a growing threat to its periphery, but not beyond. Should U.S. deterrence fail 
and Chinese leaders make the stupendously ill- advised decision to initiate conflict, 
violence would stay local, and the United States would remain fundamentally safe.

“A national security strategy needs a named enemy,” argued Colin Gray. “In 
order to select a dominant strategy, a country requires of its policymakers that 
they pick a dominant foe.”27 Grand strategists are more at home with a concrete 
power against which to plan. China seems to be the logical candidate, if only it 
would cooperate. History should teach us that by that by all important measures 
the modern era is significantly better— more peaceful, more predictable and far 
richer— than any that have come before. The security environment the United 
States faces is safer, more forgiving, and certainly not any more complex than 
that of any of earlier superpowers. These facts should be the primary drivers of 
twenty- first- century U.S. grand strategy.

Thus the two major threats to U.S. security are not particularly major at all. 
Relatively benign security environments pose problems of their own, how-
ever: As the Roman republicans could warn us, danger often plays a centripetal 
role in society. It binds people together in a common cause, and makes them 
forget their internal divisions and hatreds, if just for a while. Without enemies, 
without the presence of frightening barbarians on the border, people soon re-
member all the devious and treacherous acts their fellow citizens have com-
mitted in the past. They refocus the mistrust and suspicion previously reserved 
for external foes onto internal ones. Strong states may be safe from attack from 
abroad but, as the Tang, Mongols, and Ottomans discovered, they remain vul-
nerable to danger within. Perhaps people need enemies to function, as a number 
of psychologists suspect, in order to give life meaning and provide a reason to 
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get out of bed in the morning.28 Perhaps our species is not hard- wired to live in 
harmony for long.

This should sound familiar to those paying attention to the United States over 
the past couple of decades. Although American politics have never been a bipar-
tisan utopia, it is no coincidence that a deterioration of relations between the 
parties occurred in the 1990s once the Cold War ended. The Gingrich- Clinton 
battles that set the stage for the deeply partisan politics to follow would not 
have happened were the Soviet Union still around to keep Americans scared 
and united.29 The Trump era was just the latest step in a long, steady process of 
deteriorating trust and civility. The post- Cold War parties are divided more by 
culture than ideology, and their competitions are increasingly zero- sum. Political 
polarization of the 2020s is much more dangerous than that of 1980s, because its 
partisans see their struggle not in terms of Republican vs. Democrat but good vs. 
evil. Like the religious wars of the past, culture wars do not lend themselves to 
compromise endings. In American politics today, the only satisfying outcome is 
victory, and bargaining is traitorous.

Secure frontiers can lead to dissention at home. Violence is hardly 
inevitable— the Spanish, British, and many other great powers managed to avoid 
civil conflict— and sagacious leaders can promote domestic tranquility. It will 
just prove harder to do so without foreign enemies, whose absence clears the 
way for divisive politics, demagogues, and reality TV buffoons.

Governing is no less challenging in times of safety; the challenges are just 
different. Less existential, to be sure, but perhaps more intractable, and more in 
need of steady guidance.

Modern U.S. Interests (The Why)

Of the two dimensions of strategic thinking— the why to act and the how— the 
latter is more era- dependent. Ways and means evolve faster than ends. Few 
modern goals are going to require legions or tercios or dreadnaughts to achieve. 
Prior experiences are more helpful in helping us identify what interests and 
goals should be, or the why of grand strategy, the dimension that makes grand 
strategy grand. Interests evolve too, of course, and more than is often recognized. 
Even Lord Palmerston’s famous “eternal and perpetual” interests that were Great 
Britain’s “duty to follow” are essentially irrelevant to its security today. It is not 
the specific ends but the process by which earlier powers set their priorities that 
can impart some wisdom to the modern strategist. In particular, we might learn 
a bit about the value of dominance, the importance of limiting our interests, and 
the specific challenges that accompany great power.
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The international system is always in flux and rates of growth differ, so in the 
long run other states will catch up to those on top. Six case studies should be 
sufficient, however, to demonstrate that there is no life cycle to dominance, no 
patterns or timelines, nor inevitable outcomes.30 Great states sometimes recover 
from the direst of crises, like half- century civil wars; others implode rather sud-
denly, like the Mongol Empire, leaving few clues as to why. Most find ways to 
plod along, however, clinging to greatness and romanticizing the past. All regard 
decline as a disaster and most resist it, sometimes in ways that seem designed to 
fail. Few greet the end with equanimity.

Grand strategy can postpone decline, but even the wisest cannot prevent it 
forever. Perhaps it is worth considering just how worried we should be about 
that fact. How important is status? What price should the United States be 
willing to pay to maintain its dominance? Should we fear decline?

Such questions are not addressed in foreign- policy circles. The top priority 
of American grand strategy, according to almost all who write about it, ought to 
be to preserve the “unipolar moment.”31 From the most ardent interventionist 
to the least, American observers generally believe that the status quo maximizes 
the security and prosperity of the United States. They reflexively seek to preserve 
it everywhere, from Taiwan to Ukraine to Iran, just as all superpowers have done 
throughout time. The value of its relative position is accepted as a given, as an un-
derlying assumption rather than a proposition in need of defense. Debates about 
grand strategy center around how best to defend the status quo, not why; which 
means will secure that end most effectively, not whether it is worth securing in 
the first place. The most efficient ways to ward off balancing and dissuade the 
rise of military competitors become the issues, not why to do so. Rare is the 
strategist who recommends that Washington willingly cede its position in the 
international hierarchy.32

Those observers of international politics whose models do not allow for fun-
damental evolution in the system (i.e., realists) are also those most concerned 
with status. “Realism dictates that the United States should seek to remain the 
most powerful state on the planet,” argued John Mearsheimer, who goes on to 
suggest that one of Washington’s goals ought to be to “make sure that no other 
power dominates in its region.”33 “If the country is not Number One, it will be 
Number Two or lower,” according to Gray.34 It is hard to argue with that math.

It is not hard to argue, however, with the reasoning. First of all, it is not clear 
that primacy is very useful for the country that possesses it.35 2021 is not 1221. 
In a world where state survival is essentially assured, there is no practical differ-
ence between being number one and number ten according to the various (often 
arbitrary) rankings. Whereas overwhelming strength was once a means to the 
end of safety, today that end can be attained without it. And as recent experience 
shows, dominance does not confer the kind of influence it once did, since few 
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states fear an American attack. Military capability is simply not as useful as it 
used to be.

Superpowers are happy, but it is an insecure happiness. The second reason 
not to fear decline is psychological, since high status has counterintuitive effects. 
People atop social hierarchies tend to grow pessimistic and fearful over time, and 
they inevitably take steps to preserve their position that are at once hopeless, un-
necessary, and counterproductive. They sense challenge everywhere, whether or 
not it exists, and grow somewhat paranoid about their future. Their past always 
seems better in comparison. The examples are clear throughout the cases. Even 
at its most powerful moments, Rome always had prominent voices prophesizing 
imperial decay and decline.36 The long reign of Constantine the Great, for in-
stance, was sold to the Roman people as “the restoration of good times.”37 At the 
height of their empire, what stood out among British strategists, wrote Robinson 
and Gallagher, was their longing for the past and “resignation to a bleaker pre-
sent.”38 Pessimism and nostalgia are peculiar but common conditions of great 
power. Happiness and satisfaction are relatively rare.

Fear of decline leads to efforts to stave it off, which often do more harm than 
good. Leaders tend to romanticize all aspects of the past as they try to return to an 
elusive, glorious era, and they emphasize the irrelevant and/ or injurious. Almost 
inevitably moral failures take the blame for society’s ills, and regeneration adopts 
a distinctly reactionary tone. Roman emperor Diocletian sought to bring back the 
old- time religion and fed heretics to lions; Kublai Khan’s Yuan successors revived 
ancient ceremonies designed to root out evil, which ended up alienating villagers; 
the Ottomans attempted to turn back the clock by losing tolerance for religious 
diversity, forfeiting one of their major strategic advantages; the Spanish valido 
Olivares cracked down on pubs, banned dancing, and instituted dress codes in 
order to return his country to greatness.39 Rather than embrace change and move 
forward, campaigns for national revival commonly look backward.40 Glorification 
of the past merely inhibits progress and exacerbates the problems it seeks to solve.

History should help nervous Americans feel better about decline. Our more 
recent cases not only avoided disaster on the way down but emerged better off. 
The collapse of Spanish power dealt a serious blow to the national glory but not 
its interests. As discussed in Chapter 5, by the beginning of the eighteenth cen-
tury, life for the Spanish people had improved in nearly every measurable way 
compared to their lot at the empire’s height. The British experience offers much 
the same lesson: national pride suffered following the loss of the dominions, but 
material, tangible interests were essentially unaffected. The English people were 
able to adjust rather quickly to the notion of being a normal state rather than an 
empire. As it turns out, in the modern era, decline does not imply catastrophe.41

Whenever U.S. dominance finally reaches its conclusion, the country will 
be no less secure, prosperous, or free. And as I have written elsewhere, since 
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unipolarity contributes to pathological misperceptions, its end may well im-
prove Washington’s ability to think strategically.42 The ultimate goal of U.S. grand 
strategy may be to maintain the status quo, but that status quo has costs. Overall, 
decline is not to be welcomed, perhaps, but neither is it to be feared.

Now and for the foreseeable future, however, U.S. predominance will con-
tinue. Its strategists will have to contend with the many surprising challenges 
such status brings, even if preserving it might not be of the utmost practical 
importance. Past experience cannot offer specific advice, but it can suggest 
guidelines worthy of consideration for those seeking to preserve the unipolar 
moment.

The main challenge facing U.S. leaders will not be too few choices, but too 
many. The United States will always have a set of options, including the option 
to do nothing, in nearly every imaginable foreign policy situation. With great 
power comes great flexibility. Superpowers operate under different guidelines 
than most countries, since no mistake they make will be fatal. They can afford 
to take chances and bluff. No amount of intervention abroad will make their 
homeland much safer or more prosperous; no amount of neglect will increase 
their negligible existential dangers. The United States can choose to be as active 
or as restrained as it wants. Sometimes intervention abroad may be advisable 
to address milieu goals, but it will rarely— if ever— be necessary to protect the 
country’s vital interests. Those are assured a priori, before the first troops land in 
foreign countries or the first ship sails through disputed waters. For the power 
on top of the hierarchy, the world is not zero- sum.

Flexibility ought to make grand strategy easier. The opposite is often true, 
however; as psychologists have long been aware, choice creates a paradox.43 As 
much as people value their freedom and claim to welcome options, in reality 
they often are happier when options are limited. In everyday life as well as na-
tional security, great freedom of choice generates anxiety and stress. It is much 
easier to follow the guidance of those who suggest confidently that only one real 
alternative exists.

The perception of necessity, of having “no choice” in any given situation, is 
the ultimate salve for the conscience of the policymaker. The terrible burden 
of decision- making is lifted when only one option exists. In reality, as our cases 
should amply demonstrate, necessity is an illusion for superpowers. Advisors 
who claim that there is “no choice” in any given situation are either attempting to 
force an outcome of their liking or betraying a fundamental misunderstanding of 
risk (or, what is most likely, both).44 Claims of necessity are deeply pathological, 
since they prevent the coherent analysis of options and make optimal, rational 
choices less likely.

To govern is to choose. The formulation of grand strategy is complicated 
by flexibility, but choices must be made nonetheless. Decision- makers can be 
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comforted by the realization that few things they do will be catastrophic or ir-
reversible; the strategic flexibility that accompanies great power offers wide 
latitude for midcourse adjustments. Modification of standing policies is none-
theless surprisingly rare in statehouses, since it is often associated with weak-
ness. Perhaps the only thing leaders fear more than defeat is appearing wobbly 
in the eyes of the public, since domestic enemies pose a greater threat to their 
rule than foreign ones. But single- mindedness and dogged pursuit of purpose, so 
admirable to the historian, can be liabilities for the strategist. As Lord Salisbury 
once observed, the commonest political error was that of “sticking to the carcass 
of dead policies.”45

In the United States, the Pentagon is the home to the most inveterate 
carcass- stickers, especially where wars are concerned. Once hostilities have 
commenced— hostilities they may well have opposed, since those in uniform 
are the most dovish elements in the U.S. foreign policy process— generals will 
urge presidents to stay the course until victory is achieved, regardless of costs and 
benefits. Aversion to loss is understandably a central part of military training, 
since winning wars is the mission. It thus falls to the political leader to assess 
whether those victories are worthwhile. To paraphrase a cliché, grand strategy 
is too important to be left to the generals. Civilian leaders do not easily change 
course either, which is why sometimes a change in administration is a prerequi-
site for overdue strategic adjustments. But it is the willingness to change, to alter 
policy as the cost/ benefit analysis evolves, that separates the good strategies 
from the bad, and the successes from the disasters.

Such alterations can prove difficult, since pursuit of the status quo does not 
inspire innovation. Inflexibility at the top doomed reform efforts of the Tang, the 
Ottomans, and the Spanish. On the other hand, Great Britain embraced change, 
if unevenly, and by doing so preserved its power and influence. To the state on 
top, systemic alterations, including those that accompany progress, seem risky. 
They rock the fragile geopolitical boat. It takes enlightened rulers to welcome 
and lead life’s inevitable evolutions, and since sustained, sagacious leadership is 
nowhere the norm, ossification is a long- term danger of dominance. The cham-
pion is always less hungry than the challenger.

Flexibility also brings the very real danger of doing too much. “Overambition,” 
wrote historian Richard Hart Sinnreich, “is the mortal enemy of effective grand 
strategy.”46 It is quite difficult, as it turns out, to avoid the various temptations 
that come with tremendous power. Careful readers will note that at one point 
or another, all prior superpowers took on burdens they could have avoided and 
wasted resources pursuing unimportant goals. They failed to recognize limits.

When external forces cannot contain a state’s imperial ambitions, limits must 
come from within. Examples of wise strategic choices do exist: under Hadrian and 
Antoninus Pius, Roman armies stopped and drew lines around their empire. They 
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could have pushed those frontiers through the Indus Valley and beyond, as did 
Alexander, but their overextended empire would have exploded just as quickly as 
did his. They chose to stop. Likewise, the Ottomans did not expand past their “action 
radius” from Constantinople, though they certainly were capable of doing so. If other 
leaders had recognized the frontier of their ambitions, if they had avoided unneces-
sary adventures on the imperial periphery, they too could have postponed decline.

Policymakers in twenty- first- century Washington face the same challenge. 
They must recognize frontiers, both physical and psychological, literal and figur-
ative, if their grand strategy is to produce durable predominance. Twenty- first- 
century borders are set but frontiers are not; no one wonders where the United 
States begins and ends, but its interests extend well beyond those boundaries. To 
grasp modern frontiers, one must look beyond maps. The limits of U.S. interests 
exist as much, or even more, in the mind.

Frontiers mark not only the important areas but the important issues. They 
define our interests and shape our action, informing leaders what is important 
and what is better left ignored. Not only our interests but our values are reflected 
in the frontiers we recognize. Genocide, for instance, occurs outside of our phys-
ical border but inside our psychological frontier, and it demands action. States 
have military frontiers and economic frontiers, as well as political and cultural 
frontiers, all of which require different tools for their defense, but the utility is 
the same in all cases. Such limits define the reach of our national goals, separating 
the vital from the trivial. When clearly marked, they protect not only against 
enemies but against our own overextension; they send messages inward as well 
as out. Without them, prioritizing interests is a very difficult task indeed.

The United States today acts as if it recognizes no frontiers. Its interests ex-
tend to every part of the globe, to every neighborhood from Kiev to the South 
China Sea, from the Arctic to Palau. Its Unified Command Plan divides the en-
tire world into “areas of responsibility” where it seeks to achieve “full spectrum 
dominance.” Once limited to this planet, the United States now reaches beyond 
the final frontier with its new service branch, whose mission is to “deter aggres-
sion in, from, and to space.”47 Falling behind any country anywhere in any aspect 
of national competition is unforgivable. Such a limitless conception interests 
invites disaster, an invitation that Washington has already accepted on several 
occasions.

Warning about overextension is easier than avoiding it. Like overconfidence, 
the limits of expansion are often clear only in retrospect. We can say now that 
Tang were foolish to send so many expeditions into Korea, for example, but each 
time they expected cakewalks. The Spanish seem wise to have resisted the temp-
tation to attack China in the late sixteenth century, but at the time it seemed 
like a reasonable proposition to Philip II’s advisors. Then again, most strategists 
would probably have cautioned the Mongols not to attack Persia, Russia, and 
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China simultaneously, but they did— and it worked. So one never knows exactly 
how far expansion can go until one tries and fails at the next step.

As a general rule, then, it is usually best to err on the side of strategic caution 
and draw frontiers as tightly as possible. Universalist, limitless grand strategies 
cannot last long. Shrinking the radius of American interests may prevent over-
extension, which remains the biggest long- term threat to predominance. Should 
the United States decide that maintaining its status in the international hierarchy 
is an important end— and, again, it is hardly clear that it should— one of its pri-
mary means should be minimizing cost. Demarking clear frontiers in order to 
send messages to our strategists as well as theirs would be a good way to start.

Clear frontiers promote the status quo, with its attendant peace and growth. 
Surely it is worth noting that the happiest, most profitable, safest periods in our 
cases were the restrained eras, those that historians— who by nature prefer ac-
tion and derring- do to passivity and sensible management— traditionally dis-
dain. We know almost nothing about the long, peaceful, prosperous tenure of 
Antoninus Pius (138– 161), for example, because stability fails to impress the 
chroniclers. The reigns of those leaders who operated within limits were often 
boring, but boredom serves the interest of superpowers. Drama- free governance 
is often capable governance, where masses on both sides of borders can thrive. 
Yet Trajan is praised more than Hadrian, Suleiman more than Bayezid II, and 
Philip II more than his son. If glory is the metric, then these assessments are 
accurate. If serving the tangible interests of their people is more important, how-
ever, then history remembers each pairing backward.

Frontiers should structure U.S. strategic debates. Once the blob accepts the 
notion that limits on ambition are not only necessary but wise, we can then argue 
over where exactly they should be drawn, and why. The first step is to recognize 
that our goals will be easier to achieve, and folly easier to avoid, if we restrain our-
selves. And restraint must come from within, since those without cannot do it.

Modern Policies and Tools (The How)

We might as well require a man to wear still the coat which fitted him when 
a boy as civilized society to remain ever under the regimen of their barba-
rous ancestors.

— Thomas Jefferson

Our ancestors were barbarians. As much as we might admire them for their occa-
sional wisdom and castle- building expertise, it is hard to overlook their accept-
ance of torture, slavery, colonization, conquest, foot binding, and many other 
unsavory activities. They threw people into lakes to determine guilt and inno-
cence, and up until a century ago regularly tried and executed suspected witches 
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as well as wicked animals.48 No doubt we shall seem equally barbarous to our 
descendants, who will struggle to understand our fondness for things like fac-
tory farming, sunbathing, dog shows, mixed martial arts, enemas, hot yoga, and 
who knows what else. Moral progress occurs in a straight line; each generation 
improves upon the last, and rarely do outdated practices return.

Progress should thus be expected in the tools available to the grand strat-
egist. Washington’s set of ways and means is much different from those of its 
predecessors— and, in almost all cases, it reflects evolution in liberal, humani-
tarian directions that is worth pausing to contemplate.

Consider slavery. Each state we have examined employed, at one time or an-
other, unfree labor in pursuit its goals. Slavery was at least as old as, and often 
central to, civilization itself. The prosperity of the Romans and Tang were de-
pendent upon the foreigners they seized and sold; capturing humans was a 
central goal of the Mongol and Ottoman conquests and was at the heart of the 
economies of the new- world European empires. Two centuries after the British 
began a worldwide movement away from the practice it still exists in the crim-
inal periphery but is nowhere a component of national policy. This peculiar in-
stitution, thought just and natural for most of history, has been decisively and 
permanently abolished.

Another practice common in our cases was the even more peculiar institution 
of eunuchism. A remarkable number of history’s emperors, kings, khans, and 
sultans were advised by people with mutilated genitalia. The practice originated 
in China but spread across Eurasia to dozens of civilizations and hundreds of 
courts, appearing in Egypt, Persia, India, Rome, Byzantium, Istanbul, and 
Charlemagne’s capital Aachen. It is mentioned approvingly in both the Bible and 
the Hadith. The twenty- first is the only century of the last fifty when no leaders 
have been guarded by mutilated men. Eunuchs were thought to be fundamen-
tally different from other people: They looked different, for one thing— their 
arms and legs tended to grow unusually long, and their faces took on a nearly tri-
angular shape for some reason— but it was the lack of desire that put eunuchs in 
their own category.49 They were considered both brilliant and ruthless, operating 
on a higher, eerie spiritual plane. As a result, they were significant strategic as-
sets. This asset, however, is unlikely to avail itself to policymakers in Washington.

There has also been significant progress in attitudes toward imperialism. 
The death of conquest has brought about the end of empires, those superstate 
entities that were a staple of political organization throughout history. As long 
as it remains unacceptable for countries to absorb their neighbors, empires will 
be a topic for the historian, not the political scientist. Informal versions persist, 
perhaps, but the formal is frowned upon.50 Unlike previous dominant powers, 
the United States must pursue its interests without the option of creating the 
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next great empire. Pax Americana, if such a thing exists, relies upon a completely 
different arrangement.51

Sometimes progress goes unrecognized for quite some time. While most of 
history’s superpowers placed tremendous value on their prestige and reputation, 
for instance, it is not at all clear that such intangible assets matter much in a world 
without conquest. The dominant view among scholars today is that the impor-
tance of honor and credibility have been (and, for the most part, remain) greatly 
exaggerated by American policymakers.52 Study after study has shown that it is 
an illusion to believe that actors can control their reputations; others will form 
images that are essentially unaffected by attempts to shape them. Furthermore, 
the images others hold of us is not as important in determining their actions 
as we think it is. Our credibility, or lack thereof, does not factor too much into 
their calculations. This is one of the major gaps dividing the policy and academic 
communities: Leaders obsess over their reputation while scholars maintain that 
it does not help states achieve their goals and is certainly not worth fighting for.53

During the Cold War, leaders in Washington worried that diminished 
U.S. credibility would embolden their counterparts in Moscow who were 
awaiting signals of U.S. irresolution before unleashing their nefarious plans. We 
know now that this was untrue, that Soviet behavior was not shaped by their 
perceptions of U.S. credibility, but for decades this pathological belief skewed 
Washington’s strategic priorities, leading to persistence in otherwise irrelevant 
backwaters like Vietnam, Korea and Central America.54 Millions of lives were 
sacrificed to protect the reputation of the United States, every one of them 
in vain.

The importance of credibility is further diminished in a world where war 
is rare and conquest essentially absent. Vladimir Putin was not awaiting signs 
of American irresolution to intervene in his near abroad; local events, not our 
reputation, were decisive. China’s expansion in its neighboring seas is not de-
pendent upon perceptions of American resolve. In fact, our continuing presence 
there probably makes their activity more likely. Our credibility (or lack thereof) 
affects neither their actions nor our safety.

This lesson has not been learned by U.S. leaders, who continue to believe that 
their reputations for resolve are important tools in the twenty- first century. But, 
like slaves, eunuchs and empires, credibility will not help the modern United 
States achieve its goals.

Some policies of the past do retain their relevance. Keeping potential enemies 
divided, for example, remains a good idea, even if it is somewhat less urgent. Even 
if those enemies are unlikely to attack, a united, hostile Eurasia could still cause 
problems for Uncle Sam. Whether such a bloc would ever endeavor to cut off the 
United States from the world economy is hardly certain, since ours is a nation 
of rich consumers, but U.S. status would surely wither in the face of prolonged, 
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united opposition. Dividing rivals has never been an easy task: small powers are 
compelled to balance against the large, and the most obvious way to do so is to 
align with the other small powers. Keeping them divided requires overcoming 
a powerful, natural force of political gravity. Diplomacy is today, as it has always 
been, the primary means to pursue a policy of divide et impera. Washington is un-
likely to harbor pretenders to others thrones, as did Rome, nor is it going to in-
tervene in Eurasian conflicts on the side of the smaller power, as London did for 
generations. It can, however, maintain healthy bilateral relations with Europe, 
China, and Russia, which is the surest way to reduce their imperative to balance. 
It can also avoid actions that would make a Russia- China- Iran or similar axis 
more likely. Reminding rivals of how much they distrust one another is perhaps 
not quite as critical in the twenty- first century as it was in the first, but it is still 
wise. Productive, profitable relations with other countries prevent them from 
perceiving the United States as a threat and balancing against it. Keeping friends 
close but enemies closer is good advice for mobsters and superpowers alike.

The second relevant policy involves economizing force. It does not take a 
deep read of the preceding chapters to realize that the main factor separating 
good grand strategies from bad is the extent to which leaders conserved re-
sources. The most basic job of the strategist is to achieve the greatest benefit 
for the lowest cost, never employing expensive tools when cheaper ones will 
accomplish the goal— and, far more important, avoiding the pursuit of those 
ends that would cost more than they benefit. The Romans controlled their em-
pire with 250 thousand men under arms; the Mongols economized even better, 
conquering and then ruling hundreds of millions of subjects with less than a 
million of their own. In every age, the most successful states maximize the return 
on strategic investment.

This wisdom is essentially lost on the current generation of U.S. policymakers. 
America often acts without regard to either cost or resource limitations, ignoring 
the central challenge of grand strategy. Instead of seeking ways to minimize 
expenses, Washington operates as if spending and security are directly related. Its 
unspoken mantra (if such a thing is possible) is that the more the United States 
devotes toward its military, the safer it is. This proposition would be dubious in 
any age, but in a world free of conquest it is simply absurd. Basic U.S. safety is 
assured irrespective of its defense budget, as is the safety of Belgium, Bolivia, 
and Bhutan. The Department of Defense is profoundly misnamed; it does no 
actual defending. Instead it pursues other goals, what to most states would be 
considered secondary considerations, since the primary U.S. interests are not 
imperiled. Under a rational grand strategy, lesser ends would be pursued with 
lesser means, and more cheaply. High levels of spending in low- threat eras mort-
gage the ability to address larger problems that may arise the future.
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In 2022 the U.S. defense budget is around $768 billion, which is more than 
the next ten countries (five of whom are its treaty allies) combined.55 This money 
purchases a level of capability that suggest its leaders simply do not prioritize an 
economy of force. The United States makes no effort to spend less and achieve 
more; quite the opposite, it acts as if its aim is to spend more to achieve less. It 
is badly overextended, as limitless, and therefore fiscally endangered, as any su-
perpower of the past.

The absurdities are clear at sea. As the last chapter explained, the British de-
termined the size of the Royal Navy and addressed the classic force- planning 
question (“how much is enough?”) with the “two- navy standard.” A maritime 
force as strong as the next two biggest navies combined, they reasoned, should 
be sufficient to prevent invasion. Today’s United States is also an island nation 
in some senses, separated by water from the landmass with the bulk of humanity 
just as Britain was off the coast of Europe. America faces a much smaller threat 
of invasion but retains greater maritime dominance: one calculation suggested 
that Washington effectively operates a seventeen navy standard.56 That is a very 
rough estimate, however, one that tries to compare the essentially incomparable. 
In terms of capability, reach and firepower, one could easily argue that the U.S. 
Navy is more powerful than all others combined. It is sized to fight a nightmarish 
all- against- the- United- States war, rather than to address realistic threats of the 
waking world.

The champions of the U.S. Navy and the rest of the Department of Defense 
argue that the military needs to be even bigger, more capable, and omnipresent. 
Finding the lowest level of expenditure capable of achieving national goals is 
not among their concerns, and as a result the United States spends itself into 
penury defending interests that are simultaneously unimportant and unthreat-
ened. Force is not economized and the great lesson from the past is unheeded, 
because those in charge believe that more spending translates into more security 
rather than surer decline.

No frontiers limit U.S. grand strategy, and until they are created, the United 
States will fall victim to overambition and overextension. Future historians will 
wonder why its leaders were unable to see this in real time, to learn from the past 
and improve the present.

* * *
“Strategy is not merely a reflection of the interests which it purports to defend,” 
wrote the British historians Robinson and Gallagher. “It is even more the reg-
ister of the hopes, the memories and the neuroses which inform the strategists’ 
picture of the world.”57 The identification of interests and threats is largely a 
matter of perception, and perception varies widely. Since the individuals run-
ning countries change over time, so too does grand strategy. Consistency across 
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administrations, much less generations, is rare, leading more than a few observers 
to doubt whether grand strategy can ever really exist.

While states do not generally operate according to highly classified, top- 
secret plans, they do use frameworks to help determine which national interests 
are vital and which are secondary, separating the serious threats from the merely 
annoying. They also have methods to figure out how to pursue their national 
goals at acceptable costs. They have grand strategies, in other words, whether 
skeptics recognize them or not. And the most successful states have executed 
the best of them.

If one thing is constant in foreign policy, it is that the outside world does not 
stand still. Other countries will wax and wane, causing all sorts of expected and 
unexpected headaches for future presidents. The choices U.S. leaders make in 
coming decades will determine how they manage that waxing and waning, and 
how long American superpower and predominance will persist. Grand strategy 
will shape not only U.S. status, such that it is, but also the character of the world 
it bequeaths to future powers. Rarely has a country had so important a task.

Fortunately there is precedent from which to learn. The United States is not 
the first country to face the challenges of making strategy in the absence of se-
rious threat, even if it is likely to be the last for quite some time. The wisdom 
with which it chooses frontiers, and the extent to which it looks forward rather 
than back, will determine how long its power remains super. Grand strategy will 
decide its fate.
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 4. All quotations from Sallust, The War with Jurgurtha, 41:2– 5. Polybius also notes widespread 
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What Good Is Grand Strategy? Power and Purpose in American Statecraft from Harry S. Truman 
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Murray, Richard Hart Sinnreich, and James Lacey, eds., The Shaping of Grand Strategy: Policy, 
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