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• Life is a battlefi eld with clear winners and losers. Plan your actions accordingly.

• The English word "strategy" derives from "strategos,” a Greek word from ancient 
times that means “leader of the army.” Thus, strategy implies generalship. 

• The strategies of war directly apply to the challenges of everyday life.

• Thinking strategically is not a "masculine, elitist and repressive" activity. Rather, it is 
the logical means by which everyone can maneuver to achieve their goals. 

• Strategy puts knowledge, insights and experience to the best practical use.

• The ideal way to get what you want in life is to plan and employ a coherent strategy. 

• Brilliant generals have always been great psychologists; they develop war plans 
that work against their opponents' psychological liabilities.

• The fi rst rule of strategy is: See "things as they are," not how you want them to be. 

• Do not pay attention to what people say about themselves; judge them by their 
actions. Further, understand these actions as "strategic maneuvers."

• Sun-tzu said, "Being unconquerable lies with yourself." 
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  Relevance

What You Will Learn
In this Abstract, you will learn: 1) Why and how to employ strategic thinking in your 
life; 2) What the 33 strategies of war are; and 3) How to use proven strategies to win.

Recommendation
Military and business strategists agree that if you cannot contend against others, you will 
quickly get left behind. The problem is, most people think and act tactically – not strategically. 
Robert Greene’s intelligent book can help you change your approach. It takes a fascinating, 
in-depth look at some of the world’s most famous master military strategists: Napoleon 
Bonaparte, Sun-tzu, Alexander the Great, Carl von Clausewitz, Erwin Rommel, Hannibal 
and many more. Greene organizes the sagacious thinking of these masterminds into 33 
strategies, drawn from mostly from warfare but also from business, politics, entertainment 
and nature. He provides concrete ideas on how to put these cerebral concepts to practical 
use. The information is packed in tight. Fascinating accent pieces run in the outer margins, 
but alas, in small, red italics. getAbstract highly recommends this remarkable book that 
explains how to meet your challenges with the best battle-tested strategies.

  Abstract

Strategic Thinking
Life is warfare and opponents surround you, whether they look like enemies or seem 
to be allies. No matter how much you like the ideal of a gentle society, learn to protect 
yourself and your business. Remember these key rules: see life realistically; evaluate 
others by what they do, not what they say; rely on yourself; react with wisdom not anger; 
stay aloof from the fray to maintain your perspective and keep yourself spiritually sound. 
Then, use these strategies as needed. The art is in knowing when that is.

“Self-Directed Warfare”
Great warriors know that to win they must control their minds. An uncontrolled mind 
will produce an unsound strategy. These strategies give you mental control:  

1. “The Polarity Strategy” – As Britain’s Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher attacked 
her Labour Party opponents constantly and polarized the electorate. This strategy 
worked: Thatcher was widely viewed as a strong leader. Want to win a battle? Do not 
seek the comfortable center. Get out on the edge where you have room to fi ght. 

2. “The Guerrilla-War-of-the-Mind Strategy” – Take an unbiased look at your 
assumptions and beliefs. Do not dwell on what worked in the past. Live in the present 
so you can clearly see what you are up against, then plan accordingly. 

3. “The Counterbalance Strategy” – Presence of mind is your ally in balancing out 
threats or challenges. Alfred Hitchcock always seemed completely composed on a 
movie set because he thought out every small detail in advance. He had total mental 
control. This let him remain detached from all the chaos as he completed his vision. 

4. “The Death-Ground Strategy” – In 1519, Hernán Cortés led an expedition to conquer 
the Aztecs. When he arrived in Mexico, his men grew fearful of the fi erce warriors. 
Cortés sank his ships so his soldiers could not run away. Left with no option, they 
fought and won. People fi ght like wildcats when they have no other choice.

“Strategic warriors
…think ahead 
toward their long-
term goals, decide 
which fi ghts to 
avoid and which 
are inevitable 
[and] control 
and channel 
their emotions.”

“Most of us in life 
are tacticians, 
not strategists. 
We become so 
enmeshed in the 
confl icts we face 
that we can think 
only of how to get 
what we want in 
the battle we are 
currently facing.”
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“Organizational (Team) Warfare”
A general can be a bold leader and strategist, but that doesn’t help if the army’s organizational 
structure is fl imsy and the troops are apathetic. Find a strategy that fi ts your forces: 

5. “The Command-and-Control Strategy” – When General George C. Marshall became 
U.S. Army Chief of Staff, he quickly placed trusted protégés in various subordinate 
posts. He successfully led indirectly through them. This can also work for you. 

6. “The Controlled-Chaos Strategy” – Napoleon was successful in combat, in part, because 
he reorganized the French military so it could operate in a “fl uid, fast and nonlinear” 
manner. Keep your organization fl exible enough to confuse your opponents.

7. “Morale Strategies” – To motivate your forces, get them to believe in a cause. Keep 
them contented physically and spiritually. Share their sacrifi ces. Strengthen their 
spiritual energy. Inspire their emotions and confi dence. Be tough, but fair. Isolate 
grumblers, who can sap team spirit. 

“Defensive Warfare”
Many times, a classic defensive posture is strategically sound, for example:  

8. “The Perfect Economy Strategy” – In 281 B.C., King Pyrrhus of Epirus in Greece won 
two major battles against Rome, but he lost thousands of soldiers in the fi erce fi ghting. 
The man who gave his name to the Pyrrhic victory sadly concluded, “If we defeat the 
Romans in one more such battle, we shall be totally ruined.” Choose your battles wisely. 

9. “The Counterattack Strategy” – This classic defensive posture lets your army preserve 
its valuable resources while the enemy expends its ammunition and dangerously exposes 
its forces. Hold your fi re until they advance. If your enemy moves fi rst, you can play the 
victim or “bait them” until they do something rash. In one manifestation of this strategy, 
the “Napoleonic Way,” an army appears to be vulnerable and afraid to move from its 
defensive position. But the moment an opening occurs, it immediately counterattacks, 
catching its enemy off guard. In life, sometimes it is best to let your opponents go on 
the attack, exposing them to a devastating, and often lethal, counterblow.

10. “Deterrence Strategies” – Prevent others from attacking you by doing unpredictable 
things and acting irrationally. No one likes to fi ght someone who acts crazy. If you 
establish a ferocious reputation, people will leave you alone.

11. “The Nonengagement Strategy” – Sometimes retreating is a better policy than 
attacking. Mao Tse-tung’s Red Army retreated on the famous “Long March,” fl eeing 
Chiang Kai-Shek. Mao’s strategy worked. In 1949, the Communists took over China.

“Offensive Warfare”
Great generals always seize the offensive swiftly. They grasp full control of the action 
and attack. Ever since ancient times, in history’s most storied battles, this has been the 
classic way that countries win wars: Boldly force the action, fi ercely go on the assault, 
and attack the enemy with overwhelming force, devastating power and unrelenting 
pressure until it breaks, runs and collapses. This is true in land, sea and air warfare. 
These offensive strategies grab the initiative: 

12. “The Grand Strategy” – On January 31, 1968, the fi rst day of the Vietnamese Tet 
holiday, the Viet Cong went on the offensive in almost every city and town. They 
overran parts of Saigon, and attacked the U.S. embassy and the president’s palace. 
They captured Hue, the ancient capital. The Viet Cong seemed to be running amok 
everywhere. The ferocity of their national, unexpected, thoroughly coordinated 

“Through your 
battles with 
others…you 
learn what works, 
what doesn’t 
and how to 
protect yourself.”

“You cannot 
assume that what 
worked before will 
work today…cut 
yourself loose 
from the past and 
open your eyes 
to the present.”

“In a world 
where people 
are increasingly 
incapable 
of thinking 
consequentially…
the practice of 
grand strategy 
will instantly 
elevate you.”

“Victory is gained 
not by the 
number killed but 
by the number 
frightened.” 
[ – Arab proverb]
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assault shook public confi dence in America. Demonstrations broke out against the 
war. President Johnson announced that he would not run for re-election. The brilliant 
offensive turned the course of the war. 

13. “The Intelligence Strategy” – To beat your enemies, learn to think like them. Study 
human nature. Learn why people act as they do. Get inside their heads. If you 
understand how your opponents’ minds work, you can deceive and control them.

14. “The Blitzkrieg Strategy” – In German, “blitzkrieg” means “lightning war,” an 
onslaught of ultra fast movement and total obliteration. People often are indecisive 
and fear moving quickly. If you strike boldly, hard and fast, your enemies won’t 
know what hit them. 

15. “Forcing Strategies” – German General Erwin Rommel, the famous “Desert Fox,” 
used “speed, mobility and surprise” to keep the British Army off-balance in North 
Africa during WWII. He tried to force the British to fi ght on his terms. Like Rommel, 
create your own opportunities against opponents. Fight your battle, not theirs. 

16. “The Center-of-Gravity Strategy” – The best heavyweight boxer cannot fi ght if he 
is out of shape. His legs will desert him and open his defenses to a fi ghter in better 
shape. What is your rival’s “center of gravity”? Money? Position? Attack there.

17. “The Divide-and-Conquer Strategy” – In ancient battles, the number killed on the 
losing side always surpassed the winner’s death toll, because the victors divided their 
foes and decimated them. Solve problems by breaking them down. 

18. “The Turning Strategy” – Frontal attacks often fail. Try an indirect approach. Napoleon 
decoyed his enemies by sending half his force to the front, and using the other half for 
a sneak attack to his foes’ weak rear guard or fl ank. Attack weak spots, like the side. 
When your enemies turn to defend against you, their balance will be gone.

19. “The Annihilation Strategy” – Zulu warriors were famous for their “horns, chest and 
lions” battle formation, which completely encircled their enemies, leaving no route for 
retreat. Lure your opponents into a clever trap, “envelope” them and tighten the noose. 

20. “The Ripening-for-the-Sickle Strategy” – When you go up against opponents, make 
sure you can maneuver, and they cannot. Leave them with only bad options. Drive 
them crazy by leading them down blind alleys and into clever traps.

21. “The Diplomatic-War Strategy” – During negotiations, are you up against “warriors” 
or “shopkeepers”? Warriors push to enhance a position, while shopkeepers try to 
build trust. Be a warrior and keep your opponents “back on their heels.”

22. “The Exit Strategy” – Confucius said, “To go too far is as bad as to fall short.” How 
you end things – a relationship, a business dispute – can cause trouble down the road. 
Look at the end of things as a door that opens to a new phase. Plan accordingly.

“Unconventional (Dirty) Warfare”
Unconventional war uses no-rules-apply tactics. These strategies depend on surprise: 

23. “Misperception Strategies” – These ruses fall under the general rubric of 
unconventional warfare. In WWII, the Allies used this kind of strategy to fool Adolf 
Hitler about the location of the D-Day invasion. By leaking misinformation to known 
German spies in England, the Allies led Hitler to believe that the main invasion force 
would land in Pas de Calais, on the French coast closest to England. The Allies used 
General George Patton as a decoy, creating around him what seemed to be a massive 
army, but was only a ruse. On June 6, 1944, the Allies invaded France at Normandy. 
But Hitler initially refused to reinforce his line there, remaining convinced that  

“Metternich’s 
genius was to 
recognize the 
appropriate target 
for his strategy: 
not Napoleon’s 
armies, which 
Austria could 
not hope to 
defeat…but 
Napoleon’s mind.”

“The superior 
fi ghter…creates 
a rhythm to the 
fi ght that suits him, 
advancing and 
retreating at 
a pace he 
sets…he wins 
not with his fi sts 
but by controlling 
the ring.”

“Unable to 
reach Ali with 
his punches, 
disconcerted by 
the dancing…the 
irritating taunting, 
Liston made 
mistake after 
mistake. And 
Ali feasted on 
his opponents’ 
mistakes.”

“We often give 
our rivals the 
means of our 
own destruction.”
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Normandy was just a feint. When Hitler fi nally realized that the Allies had fooled 
him, it was too late. By then, the Allies had a strong beachhead in France. 

24. “The Ordinary-Extraordinary Strategy” – Confound your opponents with surprise, 
trickery and seemingly random, inexplicable actions. As Julius Caesar said, “No one 
is so brave that he is not disturbed by something unexpected.” 

25. “The Righteous Strategy” – People will follow you if you convince them that your 
cause is just and right. Make sure they believe in you and the mission. “Proclaim 
your righteousness and reveal the unrighteousness of the enemy.” 

26. “The Strategy of the Void” – Unlike a tiger, the mosquito does not present a clear 
target. It is a nearly invisible blur in the air. But you are a big target for the mosquito. 
That’s why people don’t fi ght mosquitoes; instead, they pack up their tents and leave. 
Sometimes, in a fi ght, a pinprick strategy works best – just ask any guerilla warrior 
who frustrates the enemy by darting in, creating pain and disruption, and vanishing.

27. “The Alliance Strategy” – If you cannot get what you want by yourself, ally with 
others who can help you. There is strength in numbers. But be wary of allies who 
will smile while they stab you in the back. 

28. “The One-Upmanship Strategy” – Often, we should be more afraid of our supposed 
friends than of our enemies. But do not openly challenge those whom you suspect. 
Instead, chip away at their insecurities, doubts and fears. Make them start questioning 
themselves rather than questioning you. Become the “iron fi st in a velvet glove.” 

29. “The Fait Accompli Strategy” – In 1936, Hitler’s troops entered the Rhineland, 
remilitarizing it in violation of the Versailles Treaty. Hitler moved his troops on 
a weekend, achieving a fait accompli against the French and English governments. 
Sometimes you can get what you want by simply moving fast and taking it.

30. “Communication Strategies” – Socrates showed his young protégés that their knowledge 
of the world was fallible by rigorously questioning them on their beliefs. This “Socratic 
Method,” a strategic communication tactic, proved immensely infl uential. For your 
words to have true power, always consider precisely how you use them.

31. “The Inner-Front Strategy” – Wilhelm Canaris led Germany’s Abwehr spy agency 
during WWII. But Canaris hated Hitler and conspired against him, constantly feeding 
the Nazi leader false information. Hitler eventually found out, and had Canaris 
tortured and killed. But without his noble efforts, Germany might have won the war. 
If you want to slow your opponent down, infi ltrate. You learn more from the inside.

32. “The Passive-Aggression Strategy” – Mahatma Gandhi, spiritual leader of India’s 
independence movement, pioneered “ahimsa,” or nonviolence. He used it to help free 
India from British rule. Gandhi, and later Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in the U.S., 
proved that you don’t need an army to win – just the right strategy and moral stature. 

33. “The Chain-Reaction Strategy” – During WWII, Churchill rallied his nation against 
terror attacks and made speeches to allay their fears. He believed, as Julius Caesar 
said, “There is no fate worse than being continuously under guard, for it means you 
are always afraid.” 

  About The Author

Robert Greene writes on topics of strategy. He has a degree in classical studies from the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison. His frequent collaborator, Joost Elffers, produced 
this book.

“To win a hundred 
victories in a 
hundred battles 
is not the highest 
excellence; the 
highest excellence 
is to subdue 
the enemy’s 
army without 
fi ghting at all.”

“As strategists 
advocated in the 
days of ancient 
China, you should 
present a face 
to the world that 
promises the 
opposite of 
what you are 
actually planning.”

“Never interfere 
with an enemy that 
is…committing
suicide.”


