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Introduction

The Way of War is a Way of Deception.
—Master Sun, Chapter 1

Master Sun’s short treatise The Art of War is both inspirational and worry-
ing. It is beautiful and chilling. It encapsulates a part of the irreducible
essence of Chinese culture and has been familiar to literate Chinese down
the ages. For that reason alone, it is an extraordinarily important book and
one that should be read by anyone dealing with either China or Japan. Dur-
ing the Second World War, E. Machell-Cox produced a version for the
Royal Air Force. “Master Sun,” he wrote, “is fundamental and, read with
insight, lays bare the mental mechanism of our enemy. Study him, and
study him again. Do not be misled by his simplicity.”? Today, with China
playing a more and more integral role in the world, Master Sun has be-
come prescribed reading for global entrepreneurs. “Ultimate excellence
lies not in winning every battle but in defeating the enemy without ever
fighting” (Chapter 3). Or, in the words of Gordon Gekko, the corporate
raider in Oliver Stone’s brilliant exposé of late-twentieth-century Ameri-
can capitalism, Wall Street, “I bet on sure things. Sun Tzu: ‘Every battle is
won before it is fought.” Think about it.”

But The Art of War offers more than an insight into Chinese ways of
doing things (including business). Like its venerable predecessor The Book
of Changes, it lends itself to infinite applications. It has been used as a
springboard for an American self-help book about interpersonal relation-
ships.? It could no doubt also serve as the basis for a book on tennis, cook-
ing, or defensive driving. The strategic advice it offers concerns much
more than the conduct of war. It is an ancient book of proverbial wisdom,
a book of life.
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Cunning Plans, Popular Culture

The Empty City o

The novel The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, written“¢ometime in the four-
teenth or fifteenth century, has been described as a vernacular expansion of
Master Sun's ideas, a novelistic “folk manual of waging war, a description of
the classical strategic and tactical solutions which were a part of the ancient
theory of war, a popular lecture on classical theory [of warfare].” In a scene
from Chapter 38, the most famous of all China’s strategic wizards, Zhuge
Liang (181-234), the “Sleeping Dragon,” finally meets Liu Bei (161-223),
pretender to the throne of the crumbling Han dynasty. This is Liu’s third
visit to the recluse’s hermitage, his two previous visits having proved fruit-
less. The Dragon is at home, and Liu meets him face-to-face, a striking fig-
ure in his silken headscarf and Taoist-style robe lined with cranesdown,
emanating the “buoyant air of a spiritual transcendent.”* Liu eventually
succeeds in recruiting the hermit’s services, and the Dragon, “though hav-
ing never left his thatched cottage,” proceeds to “demonstrate his fore-
knowledge of the balance of power.” He goes on to mastermind Liu’s
military campaign with extraordinary cunning. One of the most famous of
the Dragon’s many strategic victories occurs some twenty years later, in the
year A.D. 228, five years after the death of Liu Bei himself. Chapter 95 of the
novel finds Zhuge cornered in the city of Xicheng (West City), with a paltry
force of five thousand, against one hundred and fifty thousand troops of
the northern state of Wei, led by the redoubtable marshal Sima Yi:

The Sleeping Dragon dispatched half of his troops to transfer the
grain and fodder from the city to where the main body of his forces
was encamped, which left him with a mere 2,500 soldiers in the city.
[The astute seventeenth-century commentator Mao Zong'gang ob-
serves at this point: Twenty-five hundred against one hundred and fifty
thousand? Let’s see how Master Sleeping Dragon manages to get out of this
one!] His officers were aghast at the state of affairs. Sleeping Dragon
mounted the battlements to view the situation for himself, and sure
enough he could make out the two columns of the huge Wei army,
raising an enormous twin cloud of dust into the sky as they con-
verged on the city. He now gave orders to conceal all military flags
and pennants [Mao: Strange! Weird!], and announced that all the sol-
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diers were to stay within their billets. Any discovered wandering
around or making a din were to be instantly decapitated. [Decidedly
weird!] He ordered the four gates of the city to be thrown open, and
at each gate posted twenty soldiers in civilian attire, with instructions
to go about casually sprinkling the ground and sweeping the streets.
[Weirder and weirder! Where twenty-five hundred could not withstand one
hundred and fifty thousand, twenty can! Highly ingenious!] “When the
enemy arrives,” ordered Zhuge Liang, “no one is to make a move.
Leave everything to me. [ have a plan.” [T wonder what Sleeping Dragon
has up his sleeve?]

The Master "then donned his Taoist robe lined with finest
cranesdown, and his silken headscarf, and made his way up to the
watchtower above the main gate, accompanied by two page-boys
and carrying his lute. There he lit incense and sat calmly playing an
air on his lute. [Weird! Ingenious! Just like the olden days in his hermitage!
Doubtless the air he was playing on the silken strings of his lute was going
to annihilate the enem. . . . ]

The scouts of Marshal Sima Y, the enemy commander-in-chief,
had meanwhile arrived before the city, and seeing this strange state
of affairs, did not venture within the walls but hurried back to report
to their general. Sima laughed, and found it hard to believe what
they were telling him. [So do ], to this very day!] He ordered his troops
to halt their advance, and galloped ahead to a vantage point from
which he could observe matters for himself. Sure enough, he espied
Sleeping Dragon seated up above the gateway, a smile on his face as
he played his lute, surrounded by clouds of incense. To his left stood
one page-boy, holding a ceremonial sword; to his right another page-
boy, with a fly-whisk, emblem of the Taoist priest-magician. Within
and without the gate, twenty-odd townsfolk could be seen casually
cleaning the street. There was not another soul in sight.

Marshal Sima was filled with misgivings. /So am I, to this very day! It
must have been a most extraordinary sight!] He returned to his army, and
ordered his men to turn around and head north into the hills. His son
protested: “Surely Sleeping Dragon is doing this precisely because he
has no troops. Why are you retreating, Father?” [Smarter than his fa-
ther ... | “I know Sleeping Dragon,” replied the Marshal. “He has al-
ways been a man of great caution. He never takes risks. I am sure that
this throwing open of the gates is simply a ruse. He has definitely set
an ambush for us. If we go in, we walk straight into his trap. You are
too young to understand. No, we must retreat with all speed.”
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So both columns of the Wei army turned around and retreated.
Zhuge, seeing them go, laughed and clapped his hands. His officers
were astonished, and begged their commander for an explication.
[No doubt Slegping Dragon had chanted some sort of “Spell for a Retreat”

. as he playec;i his'lute. . .. ] “Thg Marshal has always known me for a
cautious man,” Zhuge began. “He Knows I never take risks. He was
bound to suspect an ambush. That is why he decided to retrear. [He
kncw that his enemy was familiar with his character; and therefore he acted
out of character. . . . Brilliant! Genjus!] | wasn't gambling. I simply had
no other dption. . . ."

His ‘officers were dumbfounded at their commander’s in-
scrutable genius.’

Two of the early commentators on Master Sun’s Art of War tell a briefer
version of this same story (which is probably apocryphal—historically speak-
ing, Marshal Sima Yi seems to have been somewhere else at the time). Their
comments come immediately after the Master’s statement in Chapter 6: “If I
do not wish to engage, I can hold my ground with nothing more than a line
drawn around it. The enemy cannot engage me in combat;  distract him in a
different direction.” Certainly Zhuge Liang the wizard had little more than a
line between himself and the massive Wei army. The “Ruse of the Empty
City,” as it came to be known, was graphically retold by many a medieval
storyteller and went on to become a subject for opera and for popular wood-
block prints (nianhua—in some of these the Dragon completes the picture of
relaxation by having a cup of wine before him).¢ It forms the thirty-second of
The Thirty-six Stratagems (a popular condensation of traditional Chinese
strategic wisdom, of obscure origin), where it is presented as a clever psy-
chological strategy for use in desperate circumstances. It is also used to illus-
trate the forty-third of The Hundred Unusual Strategies (another popular
compilation, probably from the Song dynasty).” Here the “unusual strategy”
being advocated is the subtle use of illusion, of deception or bluff, against a
numerically superior enemy, what Joseph Needham calls “obtaining the de-
sired effect through a discreet use of appearances, thereby avoiding an actual
battle.”® Both of these late popular works were based largely on Master Sun’s
much older treatise. Zhuge Liang, the Sleeping Dragon, is himself (improb-
ably) credited with a short work on the Art of War,® while Cao Cao, Zhuge's
adversary in his early campaigns (he is already dead by the time of the Empty
City), is the prime commentator on Master Sun’s Art of War.'® Both Cao Cao
and the Sleeping Dragon are household names in China, emblems of mili-
tary skill and strategic cunning, while Master Sun’s Art of War and The Three
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Kingdoms have continued to fascinate the Chinese popular imagination into
the twenty-first century. Both the treatise and the novel exercised a consid-
erable influence on Chairman Mao, and in its recent lavish television serial-
ization, The Three Kingdoms captured a huge audience in China, Hong Kong,
and Taiwan. Cartoon-strip versions of The Art of War enjoy large sales
throughout the Chinese-speaking world, while the number of Web sites (in
Chinese, Japanese, and English) devoted to Master Sun continues to grow.!?

From Proverbial to Popular Culture

The most Skillful Warrior is never warlike; the most Skillful
Warrior is never angered; the most skilled at defeating the enemy
never strives (The Way and Its Power, Chapter 68).

The Skillful Strategist defeats the enemy without doing battle
(The Art of War, Chapter 3).

In war it is best to attack minds, not cities; psychological warfare
is better than fighting with weapons [Mao Zong'gang: These words
are not to be found in The Art of War. They are the summit of the Art, su-
perior even to the teachings of Master Sun and Master Wi} (The Romance
of the Three Kingdoms, Chapter 87). '

“Know the enemy, know yourself, and victory is never in doubt,
not in a hundred battles.” We must not underestimate the wisdom
of this saying of Master Sun, the great military thinker of ancient
China (Mao Zedong, Selected Works, vol. 1, p. 187).

In ancient times there was a man called Han Xin [d. 196 B.C.], one
of Liu Bang's [247-195 8.C.] senior generals [stories of Han Xin's
military exploits recur throughout the commentaries on The Art of
War]. Why was he so successful as a general? Even as a young man,
Han Xin was an exceptional person. As a youth, he liked to practice
martial arts, and one day he was walking down the street, carrying his
sword, when a local ruffian blocked his way with his hands on his
hips. “What are you carrying that sword for? Have you got the guts
to kill someone? If you have, cut off my head.” He stuck out his
head. Han Xin thought to himself, “Why should I cut off this man's
head?” The ruffian saw that Han Xin was not going to kill him, and
said, “If you haven’t got the guts, then crawl between my legs.” So
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Han Xin crawled between his two legs. [ This story is ultimately based
on the biography of Han Xin in the Records of the Grand Historian.]
The way he accepted this humiliation showed that Han Xin had a
heart of great forbearance. And yet he was just an ordinary person.
As practitioners [of Falun Gopg], we should be much better than he.
Our goal is to rise above and beyond'the level of ordinary people and
to strive toward high levels (Li Hongzhi, foundgr\of the proscribed
Falun Gong movement, from Lecture Nine on his Web site).!3

Ways of thinking such as these, psychological strategies in warfare and
conflict such as the Ruse of the Empty City, belong to a field of human ac-
tivity that concerns us all immediately. They are far from the ivory tower of
pure philosophy. It is hardly surprising that they should have spread so far
and so wide within Chinese popular culture. That quintessentially Chinese
domain known as the martial arts, for example, is based on ideas of this
kind. The sixth of Master Yang Chengfu's (1862-1935) Ten Precepts in Tasji
Shadow Boxing, as recorded by his disciple Chen Weiming, reads, “Use
thought, not force. Your body should be utterly relaxed; no physical exertion
is necessary.”'* Chen Weiming himself, when describing the taiji practice of
tuishou (“push hands”), wrote, “When you attack, it is like a bullet penetrat-
ing neatly (gancui), without recourse to force. . . . This is real taiji. If you use
force, you may move your adversary, but it will not be gancui. If he tries to
use force to control or push you, it will be like a man catching the wind or
chasing shadows.”!5 In Shaolin kungfu, we encounter the same ideas: “The
tactics and strategies used by a Shaolin disciple during combat are an intel-
ligent application of principles generalized by some of the best warriors in
the past. Some of these principles include:

" Signal to the east, strike to the west;
Avoid an opponent’s strong points, strike the weak ones;
Trick an opponent into advancing without success,
Then strike decisively with just one blow;
If an opponent is strong, enter from the side;
If he is weak, enter from the front;
Use minimum force
To neutralize maximum strength.¢

And if we search further back into the past, we find similar ideas and
stories throughout the Taoist classics and in The Book of Changes. When we
approach The Art of War, when we deal with its ideas and their reception, we
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are dealing with a concatenation of ancient text and medieval event; of trea-
tise, history, and novel; of commentary and legend; of theory and practice.
We are dealing with a book whose ramifications extend through the vernac-
ular entertainment culture of China’s Middle Ages to the contemporary
popular medium of Chinese State Television.

Master Sun's Art of War is one of China's key proverbial texts. Its semi-
nal ideas have permeated Chinese culture, as Arthurian legends and ideals
have permeated European culture. And yet, if we turn to this short text it-
self, we are confronted with an author about whom virtually nothing is
known and a book that (in the words of one contemporary Chinese
scholar) “presents the reader with greater difficulties than almost any other
work of comparable antiquity.””

Let us begin with the “Sage” himself, Master Sun.

Master Sun and His Times

The Harem Sergeant-Major

Most of the little we “know” about Master Sun is contained in his biogra-
phy from the Records of the Grand Historian by Sima Qian (ca. 145-ca. 85
B.C.), historian and master storyteller: '

Master Sun Wu was from the state of Qi. On account of his
treatise on the Art of War he obtained an audience with He Lii, the
king of Wu [reigned 514496 B.C.].

“I have carefully studied the Thirteen Chapters of your treatise,”
said the king. “Would it be possible for you to give me a small
demonstration of the drilling of troops?”8

“Certainly I can,” replied Master Sun.

“Can this demonstration be performed with women?”

“It can.”"?

The king authorized him to proceed. One hundred and eighty of
His Majesty’s most beautiful concubines were summoned from the
inner apartments of the palace, and Master Sun divided them into
two companies, putting one of the king’s favorites in command of
each company. All of the women warriors were given a halberd to
hold. Master Sun now addressed them.

“Can you tell your front from your back, your left hand from
your right hand?”20
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“We can,” replied the women.

“When | give the order ‘Eyes front!’ you are to look forward,”
said Master Sun. “When [ command ‘Eyes left!” you are to look to
the left. ‘Eyes right!’ look to the right; ‘Eyes rear!” look to the back.
Is that understood?” *

“Yes!” replied the women.

With these rules established, Master Sun ha«{the executioner’s
ax set up [to show that he meant business], went through the com-
mands again, and explained them several times.?! Then he beat on
the drum %and gave the order to face to the right. The women all
burst out laughing.

“If my orders were unclear,” said Master Sun, “and not properly
understood, then [, as your general, am to blame.”

So he went through the commands once more, explaining them
in detail. This time he beat out the order to face left. Once again,
the ladies of the harem burst out laughing.?2

“While my orders were unclear, and not properly understood, 1,
as your general, was to blame. But now, since my orders were clear,
and since you understood them properly, the fault lies with your
commanding officers.”

And he gave the order for the concubines placed in command of
each company to be decapitated.

The king was watching all of this from his terrace. He was appalled
by this order to behead the two concubines he loved most in all his
harem and dispatched one of his aides with the following command:

“His Majesty has already witnessed sufficient evidence of your
ability as a general. Without these two concubines, His Majesty
would lose his appetite. He therefore desires that the order for exe-
cution be rescinded.”

“Please inform His Majesty,” replied Master Sun, “that as his
personally appointed general, I have total authority in this matter.
am unable to obey certain of His Majesty’s commands.”

And so he proceeded to have the two concubine-commanders be-
headed, as an example to the rest.* The two concubines next in rank
were now installed as the new company commanders. Once again
Master Sun beat the drum. This time the ladies faced left, faced right,
marched forward, marched backward, knelt, rose to their feet, all in
the strictest conformity to Master Sun's commands, and all in total
silence. Afterward he submitted the following report to the king:

“Your Majesty’s troops have now been correctly drilled, and Your

—
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Majesty may inspect them. They will perform Your Majesty’s every
bidding. They will go through fire and flood for Your Majesty’s sake.”

“You may take a rest,” said the king, “and return to your quar-
ters. I have no desire to inspect my troops.”

“I see Your Majesty is only interested in words,” was Master
Sun's reply. “You have no desire to put them into practice.”

With this, King He Ll knew Master Suntobea capable comman-
der, and took him into his service as a general.?* To the west, he con-
quered the state of Chu, entering the city of Ying. To the north, he
struck fear into the states of Qi and Jin and became renowned among
the feudal lords. And Master Sun shared in the king’s might.2s

The moral of this story sits a little uneasily with the main drift of The
Art of War of Master Sun as we have it today. The Jesuit Father Amiot (Mas-
ter Sun’s first Western translator) struggles to point a parallel between the
two: “From this incident, as they tell it, and as I have told it in their fashion,
be it true or imaginary, one can conclude that severity is the basis of the
general’s authority.”?¢ But the Master as we know him from the book has
many other more interesting things to say about being a general and is cer-
tainly a great deal more subtle on the subject of discipline: “Discipline
troops before they are loyal, and they will be refractory and hard to put to
good use. Let loyal troops go undisciplined, and they will be altogether use-
less. Command them with civility, rally them with martial discipline, and you
will win their confidence. Consistent and effective orders inspire obedience;
inconsistent and ineffective orders provoke disobedience. When orders are
consistent and effective, general and troops enjoy mutual trust” (Chapter 9).

The whole incident with Master Sun and the ladies of the harem is al-
most certainly apocryphal.?’” The eminent Song-dynasty scholar Ye Shi
(1151-1223) considered it “utterly preposterous and incredible.”?® But the
astonishing fact is that, apart from this one incident and a couple of brief
references elsewhere in the Records, we know very little else about Sun Wu
(the name Wu means “warrior”). If he was indeed an adviser to King He Li
(who is definitely a historical person), then he would have been a contempo-
rary of Confucius (551479 8.c.). And yet he is not mentioned once in The
Zuo Commentary, the principal source for the history of the period. Despite
this fact, by the Han dynasty (206 B.c.~A.D. 220), everyone knew of Master
Sun the strategist, and his name had become inseparable from his treatise
on the Art of War.

We know a little more about another strategist of the Sun family, a cer-
tain Sun Bin, whose biography follows Sun Wu's in the Records. In it we are
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told thatSun Bin lived some one hundred years after the death of Sun
Wu.2® Modern scholarship puts his dates at around 380-316 B.C., making
him a rough cofxtemporary of the second major Confucian philosopher
Mencius (371=289 8.C.). The name Bin means “amputated at the knee,” and
“Cripple” Sun had been mutilated in this way (and branded) by his erstwhile
fellow student of military strategy, Pang Juan, when the two of them were
advising the king of the northern state of Wei. The,biography tells in some
detail the story of the famous battle of Maling (341 8.c.), at which Sun Bin
(by now working for the rival state of Qi) had his revenge on Pang Juan.%
?

The Warring States and the Hundred Schools

The period in which both of these members of the Sun family are believed
to have lived—the late Spring and Autumn, Warring States period, from the
sixth century to the late third century B.C.—was one of enormous turmoil
in the Chinese world.' The central authority of the feudal Zhou regime
had long disintegrated, and a varying number of states were engaged in per-
petual struggle for predominance. It was, as the contemporary historian
William Jenner puts it, “a world of absolute insecurity, in which any state
might be attacked by a combination of any of the others. Faced with ab-
solute threats, states had to be able to mobilize all their human and material
resources for total war.”32 Among these material resources were the newly
introduced crossbow (fifth to fourth century B.c.) and the deployment of
professional cavalry (somewhat later). This struggle for hegemony came to
an end-only in 221 B.C., when the despotic northwestern state of Qin suc-
ceeded in reuniting the Chinese under a single (though short-lived) dynasty
once more, establishing “a new kind of state power with a degree of direct
control over the whole population that is hard to parallel in any major state
elsewhere in the world before the eighteenth century.” In the meantime,
these centuries were a period of extreme violence and incessant warfare,
with hundreds of thousands of foot soldiers sent to their deaths on a regu-
lar basis. As a modern commentator has remarked, “It is extremely unlikely
that many generals died in bed.”**

Rival states contended for the best available advice, both strategic and
ideological. The king of the eastern coastal state of Wu, He Lii (reigned
514496 B.C.), who so ill-advisedly allowed Master Sun to play at soldiers
with his harem (if we believe the Grand Historian), was himself engaged in
a life-and-~death struggle with his neighbors and needed all the advice he
could get. (His son Fu Chai would see their state of Wu conquered and an-
nexed by the southerners of Yue in 473 B.C.) .
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Confucius, born in the state of Lu, to the north of Wu, traveled from
state to state, preaching an ethical doctrine of benevolence, righteousness,
and ritual, of civilized conventions of decency, of the power of moral ex-
ample, in the hope of saving Chinese society from chaos, without having to
resort to the wiles of the military strategists such as Master Sun, or the
heavy-handed imposition of draconian laws later practiced by the state of
Qin. Confucius “was witnessing the collapse of civilisation—he saw his
world sinking into violence and barbarity.”® Unlike Master Sun, Confucius
never “shared in the king's might.” He was just one of the many wandering
scholars of his time, whose propositions made this and the subsequent two
centuries one of the golden ages of Chinese thought, a period of intense
debate and exploration of fundamental philosophical issues. The “hundred
schools” of philosophy bloomed, each with its own recipe for success, its
rules for the conduct of personal and public life. Many of the great “sages”
of Chinese culture emerged during this period: Confucius (Master Kong),
Laozi (or Lao-tzu; Master Lao), Master Sun, Master Mo, Mencius (Master
Meng), Master Zhuang, the Master known as Lord Shang, and Master
Hanfei. It was the thinking of these last two that prevailed when the state of
Qin briefly succeeded in imposing its ruthless brand of totalitarianism on
the whole of China in 221 B.c. During the subsequent Han dynasty the
milder creed of Confucianism was adopted as the official state ideology
(and remained so until it was supplanted by Marxism in the twentieth cen-
tury), but there was always a strong undercurrent of authoritarianism in
Chinese public life, just as there was always a strong undercurrent of Taoist
thinking in personal life.

Master Sun'’s thinking, as reflected in The Art of War, represents a point
of view at fundamental variance with the stance of the Confucians (Confu-
cius himself, Master Meng [Mencius], and Master Xun [ca. 298-238 B.C.]).
For the Confucian gentleman, war was evil, but if it had to happen, the
main issue was an ethical one, whether or not the cause was a worthy one,
and whether or not the ruler had the moral support of his people. In the fif-
teenth chapter of The Book of Master Xun, the Master listens to a general of
the state of Chu expounding some of the accepted tenets of Master Sun’s
strategic thinking: “What is important in War is [the dynamic of] the situa-
tion, and [the seizing of] advantage, cunning and swiftness of maneuver.
The Skillful Warrior moves suddenly and secretly. No one knows where he
will appear. [Master] Sun and [Master] Wu followed this method and had no
enemies. Why is it necessary to have the moral support of the people?”
Master Xun replies, “You are wrong. I am talking of the troops of the
Benevolent Man, of the purpose of the True King. You prize [such things
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as] plotting, scheming, the use of situation and advantage, sudden attacks
and maneuvers, deception. These are the methods of the lef,ser rulix;i. The
troops of the Benevolent Man cannot be fought with deception. T

By contrast, the Taoists (Master Lao, Master Zhuang) .were‘prlmanly in-
terested in attuning the human fiicrocosm and its energtes with the larger
harmonies of the universe. For them, all war and violence were “contrary to
the Tao. And whatever is contrary to the Tao will sodq perish” (The Way and
Its Power; Chapter 30). Master Sun shared (some would cla?m, abused) many
of the Taoist;' basic notions, as did the so-called Legahsts‘(Lord Shang,
Master Hanfei), better described as Chinese Fascists, who derived from cFr—
tain Taoist points of departure a chilling justification for their Orwell:a.n
state. The tenth chapter of The Book of Lord Shang, “Methods of War,” 1s
built on a series of quotations from Master Sun. It is a lineage that should
not be forgotten as we read this book.

But we have already started to do what every reader tends to do: treat
Master Sun and his book as one and the same-thing. Perhaps it would be
best to forget the harem sergeant-major altogether for the moment.

The Art of War: A Book of Life

Bamboo Strips

Until quite recently, there was considerable scholarly skepticism about the
little military treatise known as Master Sun’s Art of War. There were some
who doubted its authenticity altogether, and suggestions were made that. it
had been heavily rewritten or even altogether concocted many centuries
after the supposed existence of Master Sun himself.3” Then, in the }9705,
copies of the text on bamboo and wooden strips were unearthed in two
widely separated archaeological sites (Shandong and Qinghai), both dating
to the Former Han dynasty, one to a period as early as the second century
B.C.3¢ Interestingly, perhaps surprisingly, the texts deciphered ff‘om .these
strips turned out to be very close to the accepted traditional text in thirteen
chapters.®® With this discovery the book began to command a renewed
scholarly respect. As a popular work, of course, it had never ceased to exert
influence and fascination. It was one of the books that helped both Com-
munist leader Mao Zedong and the Nationalist Generalissimo Chiang Kai.-
shek (and the Japanese commanders in World War I} formulate th.exr
strategic thinking. But finally it became legitimate to look at it (along with
two other puzzlingly short texts, the Confucian Analects and the Taoist The
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Way and Its Power) as a genuine product of that early phase of Chinese con-
ceptual thought, when the Chinese were “beginning to learn and develop
the techniques of writing continuous prose in which philosophical and
political propositions are advanced and defended through the use of an in-
creasingly sophisticated literary style and logical structure.” It may have
had little or nothing to do with a historical person called Master Sun, if
such a person existed. Instead, it probably evolved over time, from the
recorded teachings of some “unknown Warring States strategist,™*! only
settling into an accepted text after many years.*? The final text is probably
best described as the collective “product of a long process of sedimentation

of strategic reflexions, which eventually crystallized into the form of a man-
ual."¥

Handbooks for the Yellow Emperor

What sort of book is it? Well, it is not really a book at all, in our modern
sense of the word. “Ancient Chinese thinkers did not write books,” the dis-
tinguished sinologist, poet, and philosopher Angus Graham once wrote.
“They jotted down sayings, verses, stories, thoughts and by the third century
B.C. composed essays, on bamboo strips which were tied together in sheets
and rolled up in scrolls.”* The Art of War is such a roll {or series of rolls) of
bamboo strips, a collection of more-or-less organized military and miscella-
neous sayings and maxims, written in an epigrammatic prose style, using el-

ements of free rhyme. It may even have incorporated early soldiers’ rhymes,
similar to our own:

Oh, the Grand Old Duke of York,

He had ten thousand men;

He marched them up to the top of the hill,
And he marched them down again.*

Just as The Book of Changes must have had among its many layers old
sayings similar to our “Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight,” The Art of War
almost certainly incorporated a number of proverbial sayings. Take, for ex-
ample, this passage from Chapter 4: “To lift autumn fur is no strength; to
see sun and moon is no perception; to hear thunder is no quickness of
hearing.” Or this, from Chapter 5: “With an understanding of weakness
and strength, an army can strike like a millstone cast at an egg.” Or this,
from the same chapter: “By their nature, on level ground logs and boulders
stay still; on steep ground they move; square, they halt; round, they roll.” Or
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this, from Chapter 6: “Water shuns the high and hastens to the low. War
shuns the strong and attacks the weak.” Take the saying in the.comme.rlpar:y
on Chapter 12: “Unless you enter the tiger’s lair, you cannot seize the tiger’s
cubs,” which means much the same as our “Nothing ventured, nothing
gained.” ) L _

Master Sun seems to have been very partial to a simple form of repeti-
tive parallelism. This, together with his use of ned¢ rhyme, highlights his
sense, brings out the emphases and connections of the text.* It also gives
the book a style and a force of its own. The literary style of The Art of War
has had many admirers. The early critic Liu Xie (ca. 465-ca. 520) made a
point of saying that Master Sun, although he was a military man, had a fine
command of language (literally, “his writing was as beautiful as pearls and
jade™).#” Again and again critics and commentators have praised the terse-
ness and elegance of the writing, its combination of brevity and profun-
dity.*8

In terms of both form and content, the book belongs to a genre pecu-
liar to Chinese culture: the written version of a set of guidelines for success
and well-being, a handbook for some aspect of life. Such handbooks have
existed since earliest times in a variety of domains: medicine, sexuality, self-
cultivation, martial arts, fengshui (the geomantic art of locating dwellings),
alchemy, art, calligraphy, cooking, Go strategy, politics, war. The most an-
cient claimed authority from some legend of revelation, usually involving
an encounter between the mythical ancestor of the Chinese people, the Yel-
low Emperor, and a female medium. The Classic of Geomancy, for example,
was ascribed to the Yellow Emperor.* The sex handbook Wonderful Disquisi-
tion of the Plain Girl was cast (as were nearly all such books) in the form of a
dialogue between the Yellow Emperor and a woman knowledgeable in the
ways of the bedchamber.% According to legend, this same Yellow Emperor,
after being defeated in battle nine times and having spent three uncomfort-
able nights in the fog on the slopes of Mount Tai, encountered a woman
with a human head and the body of a bird, who introduced herself as the
Dark Girl (or the Plain or White Girl, depending on the version). When she
asked him what he was seeking, he replied, “The Art of Victory.” So she
gave him a treatise on the Art of War.5! In actual fact, handbooks (in all the
various domains) were often compiled by such-and-such a Disciple (or Dis-
ciples) of such-and-such a Master, some charismatic figure around whom
they had once gathered. This may well have been how books such as the
Analects of Confucius, the powerful Taoist classic The Way and Its Power (sev-
eral short passages from which I quote in my commentary), and Master
Sun’s Art of War came into being.
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Shi: Shared Energy

The common ground shared by The Art of War and other handbooks on a
wide range of different topics can be seen in their common use of one key
term: shi, “position” or “situational energy.” This is the word used for the
title of Master Sun’s Chapter S, “Potential Energy,” where I have explained
it as “the inherent power or dynamic of a situation or moment in .ime,” a
latent potential to be subtly exploited to its full by the Skillful Warrior. It is
also a key term in Chinese geomancy, fengshui, referring to the energy or
power of the earth (dishi) at a particular location.2 In the arts of painting
and calligraphy, shi is the structural energy or life-giving movement sought
for in a brushstroke or in a landscape composition. “If there is shi in a
painting of a forest, then despite all manner of irregularities and twists and
turns, the forest will be perfectly poised and alive. . . .”53 In the art of letters,
shi comes to mean a writer’s literary style, spirit, tendency, bent, manner.5 In
the delicate art of playing the gin or Chinese lute (musical instrument par
excellence of the cultivated Chinese gentleman), each carefully poised hand
position is a shi (e.g., “the right hand position known as Flying Dragon
Grasping the Clouds”).5s In the Art of Love (the sex handbooks) shi is the
term used for a sexual “position” or “posture.” Chapter 2 of the Wonderful
Disquisition of the Plain Girl, for example, is entitled “The Nine Positions [or
Shi)” and includes “Flying Dragon,” “Striding Tiger,” etc. In the martial arts,
shi is used as the opening or closure in a sequence that could include moves
such as “Crouching Tiger” and “Hidden Dragon” (whence the title of Ang
Lee’s film).

The shared use of this one term in such diverse domains points to a
way of thinking that permeates them all. It comes from the observation and
contemplation of the forces at work in the environment, from the attune-
ment of the microcosmic self to the energies of the macrocosm, that is very
much part of the Chinese perennial philosophy. It is at the heart of the
Taoist attitude to nature and life, which teaches that rather than struggle
blindly against obstacles, we should understand the true dynamic of the sit-
uation in which we find ourselves and act accordingly, in harmony with it.
We find this thinking already in the great classic, The Book of Changes, which
towers behind the Confucian Analects, the Taoist The Way and Its Power, and
Master Sun’s Art of War. “The Changes provides us with the means to know
when and how a situation has come about and to follow it up to where we
are now. This process is defined as ‘going with the flow’ (shun, literally com-
pliance).”* The entire premise of the Changes (as of The Art of War) is that it
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is possible 1« see into potential changes before they occur, to grasp the sub-
- tle 'tfonfi;gﬁfations of Yin and Yang and thus attune oneself to the energy at
. " ‘work in the world around us. “The Master [Confucius] said, “To know the
e pivots [the sprihigs-of opportunity] is divine indeed. . .. The pivots are the
first, imperceptible beginning of*movement, the first trace of good or bad
fortune that shows itself. The superior man perceives the pivot and immedi-

e atel}; acts. He does not wait even for a day.”’ The sitnjlarity with Master Sun

is striking,

A recent formulation of shi comes from the art historian John Hay:
“The world-[as conceived in traditional Chinese aesthetics] is inscribed in
energy rather than explained by geometry. Man is implicated from the be-
ginning in this inter-activity. . . . To be fixed is to be temporary, to move in
and out is to endure. ... The commonest term for these changeful and
changing configurations of energy is shi.”® The multifaceted essayist Lin
Yutang put it in a more old-fashioned way in 1938, having first given his
own multiple definition of shi: “gesture, posture, social position, battle for-
mation, that which gives advantage of position in any struggle. This no-
tion,” he continued, “is extremely important and is connected with every
form of dynamic beauty, as against mere beauty of static balance. Thus a
rock may have a ‘rock posture,’ an outstretching branch has its own branch
posture (which may be good or bad, elegant or ordinary); and there are
‘stroke posture,” ‘character [ideogram] posture,” and ‘brush posture’ in writ-
ing and painting, ‘posture of a hill,’ ‘posture of a cloud,’ etc. . . . A situation
is conceived as static, while a shi denotes that which the situation is going to
becomg, or ‘the way it looks’: one speaks of the shi of wind, rain, flood, or
battle, as the way the wind, rain, flood, or battle looks for the future,
whether increasing or decreasing in force, stopping soon or continuing in-
definitely, gaining or losing, in what direction, with what force, etc.”s?

Other key terms in Master Sun’s worldview connect with this idea of
“potential energy” of the situation: the permutations of Yin and Yang; the
cycle of the Five Elements and the Four Seasons; the process of bian or
“change” (the constantly changing environment within which the strategist
has to function); variations in strategy between gi and zheng (the indirect and
the direct), flexible improvisation and reaction to the particular shi of the
moment; xing or the “outward and visible dispositions” of a given military
situation, including such things as the disposition of troops and the laying
in of provisions; the understanding of xu and shi, empty and full, weakness
and strength, and the exploitation of our enemy’s weakness; the concept of
yin or “conformity with,” of “going along with” the enemy'’s situation (e.g.,
adopting the line of least resistance, using the enemy’s food and fodder
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rather than sending home for more supplies). Much of this can be summed
up in the general statement that “supreme military skill lies in deriving vic-
tory from the changing circumstances of the enemy” (Chapter 6). It is a
philosophy of maximum effect through minimum expenditure of energy. It
is the effortless gliding movement of the taiji practitioner, the soft but irre-
sistible force of a brushstroke from a master calligrapher. These are re-
flected in the effortless victory of Master Sun’s Skillful Warrior, his Wise
General or Strategist, his Warrior Adept. “Ultimate excellence lies not in
winning every battle but in defeating the enemy without ever fighting”
{(Chapter 3).

The Way of Cunning and Deceit,
the Tao of Power and Expediency

Itis the business of the general to be still and inscrutable, to be up-
right and impartial. He must be able to keep his own troops in igno-
rance, to deceive their eyes and their ears (Master Sun, Chapter 11).

At his best, Master Sun’s Warrior Adept can be inspirational: his en-
lightened general cultivates a “holistic response to.the human predicament,”
and The Art of War communicates “a transforming personal encounter with
ultimate reality, which can and does inform every aspect of life, from the
practices of the monk to the martial arts."* It is the same perennial Chinese
wisdom that the Japanese geisha in Arthur Golden’s novel puts in such sim-
ple words: “We human beings are only a part of something very much
larger. . . . We must use whatever methods we can to understand the move-
ment of the universe around us and time our actions so that we are not fight-
ing the currents, but moving with them.”®! The Ultimate Warrior fights his
battles off the battlefield. Herein lies the particular genius of Master Sun,
who succeeded in expounding “the importance of mischief, cleverness and
common sense in human conflict—as opposed to brute force.”®2 It is a mes-
sage that contrasts strikingly with the nature of war as widely perceived in
the world. Master Sun would surely have smiled “at the American exaltation
of firepower, which too easily makes a means into an end in itself . . . As he
makes plain, violence is only one part of warfare and not even the preferred
part. The aim.of war is to subdue an opponent, in fine, to change his attitude
and induce his compliance. The most economical means is the best: to get
him—through deception, surprise, and his own ill-conceived pursuit of
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infeasible goals—to realize his own inferiority, so that he surrenders or at
least retreats without your having to fight him. . . ."3 Arthur Golden’s sumo
wrestler puts it more simply: “I never seek to defeat the man I am fighting. [
seek to defeat his confidence. A man troubled by doubt cannot focus on the
course to victory.”** £ L
But we should beware of the stereotype of the Chinese sage, which we
have observed even in the twentieth century, the srﬁiﬁng, inscrutable image
of some aging (and yet strangely ageless), avuncular (but not necessarily
benevolent) (;hinese statesman: Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiao-
ping. . . .9 Very early in Chinese history, the Taoist sage’s message of effort-
less harmony with nature and of the “power” emanating from this harmony
was hijacked by the Legalists (Chinese Fascists), who exploited the “absolute
understanding” of the Taoists as an ideological basis for “absolute power,”
for the “omnipotent ruler of the ideal Legalist state.” Burton Watson has put
this very well: “The Taoist sage withdraws from the world to a mysterious
and transcendental realm. The Legalist ruler likewise withdraws, deliberately
shunning contacts with his subordinates that might breed familiarity,
dwelling deep within his palace, concealing his true motives and desires, and
surrounding himself with an aura of mystery and inscrutability. Like the
head of a great modern corporation he sits, far removed from his countless
employees, at his desk in the innermost office and quietly initials things."%¢
Taoist teachings on the Art of Love (which at their best offer many star-
tlingly modern insights) were also distorted and used in a relentless quest
for sexual power, a form of “sexual black magic.” Under cover of elaborate
sexual-alchemical techniques, the practitioners of these arts promoted a
form of sexual vampirism, which reduced women to objects for the en-
hancement of male potency and “long life” (caibu, taking the other’s essence
to boost one’s own).8” Even that great admirer of Taoism and Chinese no-
tions on sexuality, the Dutch scholar-diplomat Robert van Gulik, de-
nounced this practice: “The Taoist teachings relating to this subject . .. bear
a vicious character. They have nothing to do with love, not even with the
satisfying of carnal desire or with sexual pleasure. These teachings . . . {are]
aimed at acquiring supernatural power at the expense of the sexual part-
ner.” For readers of Master Sun, the interesting thing here is that the sex
handbooks written for this purpose (dialogues for the most part between the
ubiquitous Yellow Emperor and the Plain or Dark Girl) were all couched in
the language of the military treatise and used the old (i.e., Master Sun’s)
strategic ideas about victory, to the extent that Chinese readers might have
had difficulty knowing whether they were, in fact, reading a sex manual or a
treatise on the Art of War. Van Gulik summarizes the shared ideas as fol-
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lows: “First, one must spare one’s own force while utilizing that of the op-
ponent; and second, one must begin by yielding to the enemy in order to
catch him unawares thereafter” (“All’s fair in love and war” takes on a new
meaning here). The late-Ming treatise The True Classic of the Complete Union
begins, “A superior general will while engaging the enemy first concentrate
on drawing out his opponent, as if sucking and inhaling his strength. He
will adopt a completely detached attitude, resembling a man who closes his
eyes in utter indifference.” The commentator remarks, “Superior general
refers to the Taoist Adept. To engage means to engage in the sexual act. The
enemy is the woman.”®® Or as van Gulik explains, “The man should defeat
the enemy in the sexual battle by keeping himself under complete control
so as not to emit semen while exciting the woman till she reaches orgasm
and sheds her Yin essence which is then aborbed by the man.” This is the
Art of Victory on the sexual battlefield.

Victory on Master Sun’s or the Plain Girl's battlefield requires consid-
erable cunning, in addition to large doses of self-restraint and meditation.
And as we read The Art of War, we find that its subtle message of nonvio-
lence in the resolution of conflict goes hand in hand with a calculated and
cynical exploitation of one’s fellow human beings. It is, after all, in the very
first chapter that we encounter the shocking statement: “The Way of War is
a Way of Deception."” In the film Wall Street, it is this passage that Gordon
Gekko's young acolyte, Bud Fox, quotes back at-the tycoon, once he has
done his reading of Master Sun and absorbed the principles of Gekko's Art
of Corporate War. The Warrior Adept is often advised to be callous and vi-
cious (as was the Taoist Adept on that other battlefield of the inner apart-
ments). Master Sun'’s advocacy of deception as the cornerstone of strategy,
his abandonment of values in favor of expediency, the disturbing implica-
tions of his cult of the cunning, the wily, and the inscrutable must be seen
for what they are. In the eighteenth century Father Amiot did not hesitate to
challenge them: “It is not necessary to say here that [ disapprove of all the
author has to say on this occasion about the use of artifice and ruse. . . .
Most of the maxims in this section are reprehensible, as contrary to honesty
and other virtues held in esteem by the Chinese themselves.”®® James Mur-
doch, the historian of Japan (where Master Sun’s teachings have been
widely studied since at least the eighth century), complained that “Sonshi”
{the Japanese reading of Master Sun's name) expounded “the dirtiest form
of statecraft with unspeakable depths of duplicity. . . .” Murdoch deplored,
for instance, “the naked and full-bodied depravity of the old Chinese lore
on espionage.”’® In a more recent and deeply provocative study of the na-
ture of violence in early Chinese society, Mark Edward Lewis argues that
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“the stratagems and deceits by which the military philosophers promised to
reduce violence wreaked even greater damage on the fabric of human soci-
ety than any physical brutality [by stimulating hatred and dishonesty]."”" For
this “damage fo the fabric of society” in our own time, we have only to look
at the corrosive effect of the ClilturaleRevolution, its “distortions and de-
ceptions, its confusion of good and bad, true and false, the frame-ups and
endless injustices.””

For the most part the Chinese themselves have regarded and still regard
Master Sun ag a “treasure of their national heritage.” The early Confucians
(as we have seen with Master Xun) had little time for his way of thinking,
And the Song-dynasty Neo-Confucian philosopher, Zhu Xi, while admiring
the pithy style of his writing, complained that his treatise encouraged “a
ruler’s bent towards unrelenting warfare and reckless militarism.”” But oth-
erwise there has been astonishingly little in the way of an indigenous cri-
tique of Master Sun’s philosophy of expediency and survival, his advocacy
of asubtle (even if successful) manipulation of one’s fellow men.

This can best be understood as part of what the modern essayist Bo
Yang calls the “soy paste vat” of Chinese culture, the Confucian stifling of
creativity and the failure to “develop such habits as self-criticism, introspec-
tion and self-improvement.””* Bo Yang sees it as part of the “national char-
acter.”” Since the beginning of the twentieth century, the modern Chinese
have been engaged in an agonized quest to unravel the problematic nature
of their own culture. With recurring fury and frustration, they have come
face-to-face with the darkness of their “Great Wall; that wall of ancient
bricks which is constantly being reinforced. . . . The Great Wall of China: a
wonder and a curse!””® Master Sun was surely one of that wall’s original ar-
chitects. As He Xin, a prominent neoconservative intellectual of the 1990s,
gloomily laments the bankruptcy of contemporary Chinese society and cul-
ture, we can almost hear him trying to exorcise the specter of Master Sun,
even if He Xin himself is too much a part of the “deep structure” to be able
to identify the Master as one of the culprits: “The religion of the Chinese
today is cheating, deceit, blackmail and theft, eating, drinking, whoring,
gambling and smoking. We make laws in order to break them; our rules and
regulations are a sham. Our tactics consist in carrying out policy; our strat-
egy is to get people to fall into the traps they have set for others. We think
any honest, humble gentleman a fool and regard any good person who
works hard and demands little in return as an idiot. Crooks are our sages;
thieves and swindlers are our supermen. ... There are no greater cynics
than the Chinese people. We refuse to take on any responsibility that won't
profit ourselves and show no respect for any values that transcend the utili-
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tarian.””” The man who presided over half a century of this social degrada-

tion was Master Sun’s most notorious twentieth-century disciple, Mao Ze-
dong. As Liu Xiaobo, one of the brightest of the young intellectuals in the
Tiananmen movement, puts it: “Seen solely within the context of Chinese
history, Mao Zedong was undoubtedly the most successful individual of all.
Nobody understood the Chinese beiter; no one was more skillful at fac-
tional politics within the autocratic structure; no one was more cruel and
merciless; none more chameleonlike.””

But by far the best twentieth-century representative of Master Sun’s
way of thinking is a little-known writer called Li Zongwu, whose cynical
booklet Science of the Thick and Black has been an underground bible of sur-
vival ever since it first appeared in the 1920s, the early years of the republic.
Li openly claims an affinity with Master Sun (“Master Sun and I are one and
the same person”), and many of his ideas are elaborated in terms of the
characters in The Romance of the Three Kingdoms.™ The “Third Level of At-
tainment” of Li's Science, for example, could have come straight from Mas-
ter Sun: “Level 3. To have skin that is thick yet formless and a heart that is
black yet colourless; this is the ultimate level of attainment. Then no one will
have any idea of how thick and black you are. This is not easily achieved,
and one finds the best examples among the sages of the past.”3

The Art of Reading The Are of War

The Art of War should be read, as the Ming-dynasty scholar Liu Yin wrote,
not reverentially but “in a lively manner, like pearls rattling around in a dish,
with no prescribed order.” It should be read not glibly or flippantly but
“practically, in an applied manner, from the very beginning, What is the
point in simply reciting the text?” The balance for each reader (soldier,
trader, corporate manager, marriage partner, tennis player, cook, driver) lies
somewhere between the extraordinary wisdom embedded in its pages and
its less attractive or acceptable implications. Each reader must negotiate
this fascinating but treacherous terrain (“Entangling terrain, like a net, in
which one can easily become entangled”—Chapter 10, text with commen-
tary). Each reader must be flexible in response to the book’s sometimes
startling statements (“infinitely flexible and mobile, infinitely resourceful”—
commentary on Chapter 5). Each reader must relate creatively and reflec-
tively to the enormous potential energy of this book, so as to know not just
the enemy but also self. so as to decode the book’s message of survival and
victory and emerge the stronger for it, without succumbing to its insidious
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cult of deceit and expediency. As another Ming-dynasty thinker ur:ged,
“Emerge from the mud untainted; understand cunning, but do not use it.”*!
Or as Liu Yin advised, “In reading about the Art of War, you must under-
stand Changej if you only know what is regular, what is unchanging, apd do
not know Change, you will be ke the man who dropped his sword in the
water and tried to find it again by making a mark on the side of his boat—
wasting your time.”%?
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nois par Sun-tse |Paris: Chez Nyon, 1782], p. 49), adds a nice eighteenth-century flourish at this
point: “The king, who was beginning to find his normal range of court amusements rather
lackluster, took advantage of this opportunity to discover a novel form of amusement.” One
cannot help imagining Versailles. But given that Amiot was himself working with the aid of
an eighteenth-~century Manchu version of the original Chinese, we should also superimpose
on King He Lii's palace features of the Emperor Qianlong’s superb hunting lodge at Jehol.
Amiot: “Master Sun, aware that the king was endeavoring to make him appear ridiculous,
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Amiot: “After a few moments of intense effort to stifle their urge to laugh, they burst into
uncontrollable fits of laughter.”
Amiot: “"They have disobeyed me,’ said Master Sun. ‘They must die.” And so saying he drew
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Kametaro, Shiki kaichu kosho (Tokyo: Kenkyujo, 1934; Taiwan reprint, Zhongxin shuju, 1976),
p- 843, )
Amiot concludes, “This maxim, which may not be valid for the Nations of Europe, is an
excellent one for the Asiatics, among whom honor is by no means always the first motive.”
Among the bamboo strips excavated at Yinqueshan (Silver Sparrow Mountain) in 1972 were
fragments of a similar version of this story. The fact that this bamboo-strip version also
refers to the thirteen chapters of Master Sun’s treatise suggests that it, too, was of consider-
ably later origin than the “core text.” See Roger Ames, Sun-tzu: The Art of Warfare (New York:
Ballantine, 1993), pp. 190-96.
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