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In Memory of Li Kang






Preface

Our original idea for a brief primer on the intriguing concept of the unorthodox in China, something more accessible to contemporary military strategists, historians, and others with a general interest in China or perhaps even the business application of core Chinese military concepts than a heavily footnoted, limited-circulation academic paper, quickly fell by the wayside as we presented focal materials to diverse audiences. Theorizing about the unorthodox across Chinese history has ranged from the simplistic to the highly esoteric, with the resulting strategic writings continuously reflecting the earliest fundamental assumptions. Equally important, a number of illustrative battles have been traditionally viewed as defining the nature and practice of the unorthodox.

Not unexpectedly, no single formulation—not even Sun-tzu’s definitive articulation—nor individual battle adequately expresses or epitomizes the concept of the unorthodox. However, broad acquaintance with a wide range of theoretical formulations and numerous pivotal clashes can provide an adequate basis for contemplation and assimilation. In addition, all these materials continue to be actively scrutinized in various PRC military and political think tanks as part of the highly motivated quest to create a contemporary military science with unique Chinese characteristics. Much of the Chinese populace has also become so familiar with at least some of them from mass media presentations that they have significantly affected the general strategic mindset.

Insofar as few materials, theoretical or historical, from the Chinese military tradition have been translated into English and few Sinologists seem interested in carrying forth the thrust initiated by Columbia University  Press some decades ago to provide Western readers with the fundamental Chinese writings in the style of the Loeb Classical Library, we felt compelled to provide somewhat more comprehensive coverage of the topic than otherwise. Thus, virtually all of the theoretical passages and nearly all the battles explicitly deemed unorthodox in the various manuals of China’s vast military corpus have been included in their entirety. To the extent that the theoretical writings continuously build upon previous works and generally hark back to Sun-tzu or some other early articulation, some (and occasionally a lot of) redundancy is unavoidable.

However, rather than artificially abstracted and then interspersed among the various conclusions being presented, the thoughts of each era have been provided complete for scrutiny and pondering, including (for convenience) all the materials being integrated from previous works and centuries. Depending upon individual interest, the entire work may be read in detail, the theoretical or historical chapters studied separately, or materials in a particular historical period examined in isolation. (A comprehensive grasp of the relevance and impact of traditional unorthodox materials in contemporary PRC strategic thought may be achieved by perusing the chapters entitled “Sun-tzu’s Definitive Formulation,” “Han Dynasty Realizations,” and “Sung Dynasty Theoretical Developments” before reading the two chapters in the Modern Theories and Implications section.)

The illustrative battles might easily have been multiplied simply by selecting additional examples from the dynastic histories that are discussed as essentially unorthodox in conception or execution by either the principle actors or the historian. However, apart from making an already substantial book somewhat unwieldy, they did not play a primary role in either Chinese theorizing or the general martial consciousness. Therefore, just as many that we viewed as paradigm implementations, they have not been included in order to essentially maintain the character of an internal study.

As originally conceived we had intended to examine the origins and evolution of the concept against early historical events; trace its peregrinations across the centuries in the theoretical writings, incorporating the illustrative battles cited in the latter in each section; and finally append a casebook of additional materials. However, perhaps because of Western  absorption in chronological divisions and progression, some readers of our previous works found the Chinese penchant for “ahistorical” examination of the evidence to be confusing. Although strategists such as Li Ch’üan, Yeh Meng-hsiung, and Mao Yüan-yi were not ignorant of political developments nor insensitive to changes in military technology over the centuries, they moved seamlessly in their contemplations of military concepts and tactical principles among the centuries. Accordingly, if reluctantly, while not attempting to present a general military history of China, we have therefore abstracted all the illustrative battles and arranged them chronologically by era before presenting the corresponding theoretical discussions.

Not unexpectedly, this has occasioned criticism from one or two historical specialists who read parts of the work in manuscript because it forfeits to some degree the integrity of the illustrative materials of importance to any individual writer or text. However, readers with expertise in Chinese may easily consult the original, the incidents are all listed in abbreviated form in their original discussions, and the theoretical sources are also identified in the footnotes correlated to each battle account. (Many of the battles are only mentioned in abbreviated form in the theoretical discussions, so expansion could only be achieved by recourse to the historical writings in any event.) Several of the martial writings, such as the Wu-ching Tsung-yao, also contain illustrative chapters consisting solely of battle accounts and these have been similarly treated.

Three steps have been taken to make all the translated materials more accessible for readers unfamiliar with Chinese names and history. First, the historical illustrations have occasionally been abridged by deleting collateral events and omitting names of actors and especially honorific titles that do not add significantly to the core account. Second, theoretical and illustrative sections in the military compendia, especially the Wu-ching Tsung-yao, frequently contain erroneous characters and corrupted passages. Apart from comparing variant editions and emending where necessary (though generally without noting as this is not a work intended primarily for Sinologists, who can, in any event, readily examine the original materials and generally disparage the role or importance of military  events in Chinese history), recourse for the historical incidents has primarily been to their original, expanded form in the dynastic histories, secondarily to the synthesized accounts in the Tzu-chih T’ung-chien and similar works. A certain amount of contextual information has also been provided for the historical illustrations, but only that minimally needed to understand the principles being discussed.

Although we normally keep our historical and contemporary work separate and rarely publish on modern Chinese military issues, we have diverged from our usual practice because of the importance of the traditional military writings to the ongoing formulation of PRC strategic and operational doctrine. The inclusion of certain implications was further stimulated by the preparation of a lecture for a May 2006 conference sponsored by the Centre for Military and Strategic Studies titled Continental Defense: Policies, Threats and Architecture. Portions of the accompanying paper, “Chinese Strategic Power: Myths, Intent, and Projections” (which should be consulted for further amplification), available in the September 2006 issue of the Centre’s online Journal of Military and Strategic Studies, have been incorporated in the final chapter.

Finally, as in our previous works, while I am responsible for the historical content, writing, military texts, theorizing, and conclusions, Mei-chün has contributed immeasurably through our joint examination of a wide variety of historical records, especially contemporary materials. Chinese characters for the cover have once again been provided by Lee T’ing-rong.

 




Ralph D. Sawyer  
Centre for Military and Strategic Studies 
Spring 2006






A Note on Pronunciation

Unfortunately, neither of the two commonly employed orthographies makes the pronunciation of romanized Chinese characters easy. Each system has its stumbling blocks and we remain unconvinced that the pinyin qi  is inherently more comprehensible to unpracticed readers than the older, increasingly discarded Wade-Giles ch’i, although it is certainly no less comprehensible than j for r in Wade-Giles. However, as many of the important terms may already be familiar, previous translations of Sun-tzu’s Art of War  have mainly used Wade-Giles, and for consistency with our other martial writings—as well as a minor protest against the perversities and political practices of the PRC regime—we continue to employ Wade-Giles here. (Most non-Chinese readers find the use of hyphens to indicate pronunciation breaks for the individual characters in compound words preferable to pinyin’s run-on form.)

As a crude guide to pronunciation we offer the following notes on the significant exceptions to normally expected sounds: 





t, as in Tao: without apostrophe, pronounced like d (pinyin “d”)  
p, as in ping: without apostrophe, pronounced like b (pinyin “b”)  
ch, as in chuang: without apostrophe, pronounced like j (pinyin “j” 
and “zh”)  
hs, as in hsi: pronounced like English sh (pinyin “x”)  
j, as in jen: pronounced like r (pinyin “r”)





 



Thus, the name of the famous Chou (or Zhou in pinyin) dynasty is pronounced as if written “jou” and sounds just like the English name “Joe.”






Dynastic Chronology





	Legendary Sage Emperors 
	2852 - 2255 BCE



	Hsia (Xia)
	2205 - 1766



	
Shang 
	
1766 - 1045 



	Chou (Zhou)
	



	
	Western Chou (Zhou)
	1045—770



	
	
 


Eastern Chou (Zhou)
	
770 - 256 



	
Spring and Autumn 
	
722 - 481 



	
Warring States 
	
403 - 221 



	
Ch’in (Qin) 
	
221 - 207 



	
Former Han (Western Han) 
	
206 BCE - 8 CE 



	
Later Han (Eastern Han) 
	
23 - 220 



	Three Kingdoms
	
168 - 280 



	
Six Dynasties 
	
222 - 589 



	
Sui 
	
589 - 618 



	
T’ang (Tang) 
	
618 - 907 



	
Five Dynasties 
	
907 - 959 



	
Sung 
	
960 - 1126 



	
Southern Sung 
	
1127 - 1279 



	Yüan (Mongol)
	1279 - 1368



	
Ming 
	
1368 - 1644 



	
Ch’ing (Manchu) (Qing) 
	
1644 - 1911 









PART ONE

HISTORICAL EXPERIENCE AND FORMULATIONS





1

Incipient Beginnings

What enable the masses of the Three Armies invariably to withstand the enemy without being defeated are the unorthodox and the orthodox. One engages in battle with the orthodox and gains victory through the unorthodox. Thus, anyone who excels at sending forth the unorthodox becomes as inexhaustible as Heaven, as unlimited as the Yangtze and Yellow rivers. In warfare, the strategic configurations of power do not exceed the unorthodox and orthodox, but the changes of the unorthodox and orthodox can never be completely exhausted. The unorthodox and orthodox mutually produce each other, just like an endless cycle. Who can exhaust them?


 



 



 



For many contemplating Sun-tzu’s epochal definition, the unorthodox remained a mystery, tactically opaque and conceptually obscure, deliberately shrouded in fog and darkness, yet have others naively deemed it simplicity itself, reducible to merely “doing the opposite of what is expected.” Ordinary commanders were content just to know that it existed and never burdened themselves with trying to understand or implement it, but extraordinary generals adopted the unorthodox through imagination and inspiration, employing unusual strategies and unexpected methods to forge great victories in improbable circumstances.

No episode has been more famous throughout Chinese history than T’ien Tan’s innovative use of unorthodox measures to extricate the remnants of  the state of Ch’i from a five-year siege at Chi-mo during the Warring States period.1 In 333 BCE, the eastern state of Ch’i had exploited Yen’s mourning to invade and seize some ten cities, an affront that continued to rankle even though they were eventually returned. Two decades later, civil war then caused such disaffection among Yen’s populace that they refused to defend the state, allowing King Min of Ch’i to occupy it in 314 BCE. Persuaded not to annex it, in 312 BCE King Min supported the ascension of King Chao, who immediately committed himself to the task of reviving his vanquished state. Assiduously cultivating his Virtue in the prescribed fashion, he nurtured the people, sought out talented men, revitalized the military, and adroitly avoided conflict with other states. Finally, prompted by King Min’s arrogance and his recent conquest of Sung, King Chao embarked upon a campaign intended to punish Ch’i for its predatory behavior.

Having recently defeated armies from Ch’u and the Three Chin, attacked Ch’in, destroyed Sung, and aided Chao in extinguishing Chungshan, Ch’i possessed unsurpassed power and territory. Yen therefore cobbled together an allied force consisting of the states of Han, Wei, Chao, and Ch’in and invaded Ch’i in 285 BCE with Yüeh Yi as commander in chief. The coalition was disbanded shortly after they severely overwhelmed Ch’i’s forces west of the Chi River, though Yen’s armies continued to sweep through the countryside, seize the capital, subjugate several cities, and persuade others to voluntarily submit, all within six months. However, despite King Min having been slain, two Ch’i cities resolutely resisted demands to surrender as well as Yüeh Yi’s promise of leniency.

Unwilling to needlessly incur heavy casualties, Yüeh Yi undertook a virtually interminable siege. However, detractors back in Yen assailed his failure to swiftly reduce the remaining cities and accused him of wanting to prolong his authority or even become king of Ch’i. Since King Chao of Yen perspicaciously disbelieved these slanders, the siege continued for nearly five years. However, when King Chao died in 279, T’ien Tan, who had been named commander at Chi-mo by popular acclaim, exploited the new monarch’s flaws and inexperience to sow discord by employing double agents who successfully reiterated the same accusations, resulting in Yüeh’s replacement by Ch’i Chieh.

T’ien Tan then embarked on a multi-stage, unorthodox effort to simultaneously undermine the enemy’s will and rebuild the defenders’ spirit. First, he created an “auspicious omen” by having food left out in the courtyards whenever the people offered sacrifice, thereby attracting flocks of birds, a phenomenon that puzzled Yen’s soldiers. Second, he imparted a transcendent veracity to his measures by pretending to receive spiritual instruction. Third, correctly anticipating it would make his troops resolute, he ruthlessly sacrificed the well-being of prisoners held in Yen’s camp by volubly worrying that Ch’i’s spirit would be adversely affected if their noses were cut off. Fourth, he had double agents bemoan the severe consternation they would suffer if the outer graves were exhumed, thereby tricking Yen into enraging the populace when they burned the corpses. Fifth, his family led in the fortification work, he personally feasted his officers, and he nurtured Yen’s overconfidence by concealing the able-bodied, visibly displaying only the weak and wounded. Finally, T’ien Tan not only exploited the antique ruse of a false surrender to induce laxity but further augmented its effectiveness by bribing Yen’s generals.

As recorded in his Shih Chi biography, T’ien Tan then implemented his most famous unorthodox measure: 




T’ien Tan herded the thousand cattle within the city together and had them covered with red silken cloth decorated with five-colored dragon veins. Naked blades were tied to their horns and reeds soaked in fat bound to their tails. They then chiseled dozens of holes in the walls and that night ignited the reeds, releasing the cattle through them. Five thousand stalwart soldiers followed in the rear. When their tails got hot, the cattle angrily raced into Yen’s army.

Being the middle of the night, Yen’s troops were astonished. The brightness from the burning torches on the cattle tails was dazzling. Everywhere Yen’s soldiers looked there were dragon veins, everyone the cattle collided with died or was wounded.

Accompanied by a great drumming and clamor from within the city, 5,000 men with gagged mouths exploited the confusion  to suddenly attack. The old and weak all made their bronze implements resound by striking them, the tumult moved Heaven and Earth. Terrified, Yen’s army fled in defeat.





 



Thus, through extended but innovative psychological operations and several unorthodox tactics in sequence, just 7,000 exhausted soldiers and another 10,000 inhabitants trapped in Chi-mo defied a siege force of perhaps 100,000. Thereafter, aided by uprisings in the occupied cities, Ch’i’s reinvigorated armies drove Yen’s disorganized forces out beyond the borders, allowing Ch’i to reclaim its position, however weakened and tarnished, among the extant states. Not surprisingly, this episode has long stirred the popular imagination and been justly considered the epitome of imaginative command, accounting for its inclusion among the Thirty-six Strategies and the Hundred Unorthodox Strategies, where it is cited as an example of “estrangement.”2





Historical Origins and Connotations

Ever since the late Spring and Autumn the character ch’i (qi), herein translated as “unorthodox” in a military context, has been employed to designate the unusual, unexpected, marvelous, strange, heterodox, and sometimes eccentric. Because it does not appear in any of the Shang dynasty oracle writings, Chou dynasty bronze inscriptions, or even such historically sanctified Confucian classics as the Book of Odes (Shih Ching) or  Spring and Autumn Annals (Ch’un Ch’iu), its actual origins remain unclear. 3 Traditional Chinese dictionaries, citing examples from late Spring and Autumn and early Warring States texts, classify the character under “large” (which appears as the uppermost component) and explain it as basically meaning “different,” what “differs from the ordinary” or from the commonly seen and experienced.4 The character also has a second reading, meaning “odd”—as in numbers being “even” and “odd” rather than odd in the sense of “strange”—and venerable compendia also suggest it indicates something that lacks a match or mate.5


In the sense of difference being a virtue, denoting distinctiveness, ch’i  early on came to be employed in reference to people marked by superior appearance, superlative physical skills, surpassing behavior or demeanor, transcending personality, or incisive thinking that set them outside or beyond the realm of the pedestrian, common, and ordinary. Thus the Han dynasty Shih Chi, China’s first synthetic history, occasionally records that powerful officials, upon first encountering hitherto unknown persons such as Han Hsin and Liu Pang, regarded them as “ch’i” and “ch’i ts’ai,” “extraordinary” and “extraordinary talents,” respectively.

Particularly unusual objects, spectacular scenes, and inspiring vistas similarly came to be designated as ch’i, a usage that continues to expand as uniquely shaped rocks command high prices as collectibles and highly visible personalities are termed ch’i nü-jen (“extraordinary” or “remarkable woman”) or ch’i-nan-jen (a “remarkable man”), such as in a recent newspaper headline about a hao-se ch’i-nan-jen, essentially a “rake” or “Lothario.”6 Thus, the movie title The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen  was translated as T’ien-chiang Ch’i-ping or “Ch’i Warriors Descended from Heaven” and troops of amazingly skillful Chinese acrobats routinely call themselves ch’i-ping, “unorthodox warriors.”

As early as the Warring States period, the character was also used in an active sense, to “make something different or unusual.” More intensively, it also conveyed a meaning of weird, extraordinary, and outlandish and was used to describe the mendicant persuaders who “made their clothes ch’i,” “outlandish” or perhaps even “bizarre,” as part of their effort to create an aura of distinctiveness and visibly suggest their disdain for normal constraints. 7 They were particularly noticeable or unusual in an era when the prescriptive materials subsequently codified in such ritual compendia as the Yi Li and Chou Li not only increasingly dictated conformity to certain rules and norms of behavioral propriety, but also emphasized “rectifying one’s clothes” and generally prohibited “strange attire.”

As the centuries passed and the term acquired more divergent and darker connotations, it acquired a sense of the mysterious, of something beyond ordinary comprehension, and it was therefore said that “things  that cause people not to be able to fathom them are called ch’i.” (Its employment to designate a mode of warfare—ch’i chan or “unorthodox warfare”—emphasizes this aspect of being unfathomable.) Similarly, it further came to characterize the uncanny and occult, especially in reference to ethereal events and ghostly phenomena.

An interest in difference, what is uncommon or not yet known, underlies the contemporary term for “curiosity,” hao-ch’i or “love of the unusual.” However, Confucius declined to speak about three things—spirits, images, and death—in order to preclude distractions from the present. His pronouncement came to heavily impact China’s official cultural orientation, consigning anything apart from the virtues, values, and rituals required to maintain social distinctions and court awesomeness not just to insignificance but to inimical status. However, from the Han dynasty onward, all things imaginative, esoteric, and supernatural, including ghost tales and bizarre stories, became popular among the realm’s less pretentious members.

Largely in accord with the thrust of Confucian prejudice, stories and materials considered too unusual (ch’i) and irregular for inclusion in the orthodox dynastic histories came to be preserved in works such as the voluminous T’ai-p’ing Kuang-chi compiled in 977 CE, and in the late Ming many of the bizarre tales that had always fascinated the populace were assembled into collections of ch’uan-ch’i or sagas of heroes and “tales of the unusual.” Although often bearing somewhat formalized titles such as Observations on Ancient and Contemporary Oddities (Chin-ku Ch’i-kuan),8  they vividly preserve China’s enthrallment with the esoteric and supernatural, with what is well termed ch’i.

In perhaps the ultimate acknowledgement of Confucianism’s repressive impact, a work compiled by Yüan Mei in the Ming dynasty titled What Confucius Didn’t Speak About (Tzu Bu-yü) assembles some 1,024 incidents of strange and ghostly phenomena, including wizards, outright magic, and witchcraft. To take just a single example, one tale involves a weird (ch’i) ghost with laser-like capabilities, an eye upon his back that emanates a light capable of killing! Other stories depict ch’i nan (odd men with unusual bodily powers) and ch’i shu, “rare skills” or “techniques,” such as being able to predict events at a distance, including death.

In short, the term ch’i has always encompassed a fairly extensive range of intensities, all derived from the basic sense of difference. Many of them will be seen contributing to the fundamental sense of the “unorthodox” in unorthodox warfare, including being tinged with mysteriousness, not being normal or upright, and especially being unfathomable, though generally not bizarre.9 It appears in a number of frequently used modern compounds 10 and has also become a key term in modern parlance and military circles, designating an unorthodox plan or strategy in the compound ch’i-mou , the reputed core of contemporary, surpassing PRC military thought.




Historical Vestiges

Chinese tradition has long held that the unorthodox tactics formulated by the T’ai Kung (Lü Shang)—the advisor, strategist, and confidant to the Chou dynastic founders, Kings Wen and Wu—enabled the ostensibly virtuous but sorely outnumbered peripheral state of Chou to surprisingly overthrow the long-reigning, tyrannical Shang and its perverse ruler.11 According to the Shih Chi, “After King Wen was ransomed and returned from Yu-li, he secretly planned with Lü Shang and cultivated his Virtue in order to overturn Shang’s government. The T’ai Kung’s affairs were mostly concerned with military authority and the unorthodox, so when later generations speak about armies and the Chou’s secret balance of power (ch’üan), they all honor the T’ai Kung for making the fundamental plans.”

The Shih Chi’s appraisal is somewhat surprising because the unorthodox (ch’i) has traditionally been identified solely with Sun-tzu. However, the remarkable battle at Mu-yeh apparently turned upon an unexpected, concerted charge by 3,000 elite warriors that disrupted an overwhelmingly greater force. Moreover, rather than being an impulsive strike or extemporaneous tactic, it culminated decades of incrementally nurturing power, sequentially vanquishing contiguous states, consciously forging vital  alliances, and imaginatively employing subversive measures. Once the conquest and subsequent brutal consolidation were concluded, the T’ai Kung was enfeoffed in the distant region of Shandong, no doubt as much to remove him as a military threat to the nascent dynasty as to stabilize the eastern perimeter. However, despite being an octogenarian, in true semi-legendary fashion he reportedly commanded troops and assisted in quashing the major protagonists when disaffected Shang elements rebelled against the Chou in conjunction with disaffected Eastern peoples.

Like many other early Chou enfeoffments, the incipient state of Ch’i was situated in a so-called barbarian area, one originally harboring the Eastern Yi and other indigenous peoples who had remained unsubmissive during the Shang’s reign. A coastal state that early on was somehow associated with strange and marvelous doctrines, Ch’i would subsequently be the site of China’s most famous hegemon, Duke Huan, and his advisor, Kuan Chung, otherwise known as Kuan-tzu from the book bearing his name.12 Military studies burgeoned in Ch’i, Sun-tzu reputedly was a native, and Sun Pin implemented the famous, unorthodox doctrines that twice brought victory in the mid fourth century against the state of Wei. Not surprisingly, by the late Warring States period the T’ai Kung had come to be envisioned as the progenitor of Ch’i’s vibrant military thought and was even honored in the T’ang dynasty with dedicated temples as the state’s martial patron.13


Although the Liu-t’ao or Six Secret Teachings, the work attributed to the T’ai Kung, contains several important discussions of unorthodox tactics, the extant work probably dates to the middle to late Warring States period and was therefore compiled well after Sun-tzu’s Art of War, the Wu-tzu, and possibly even Sun Pin’s recently recovered Military Methods. Therefore, the Art of War, composed against a background of multiparty, internecine strife that saw conjoined chariot and infantry armies approaching 50,000 regularly engaging in campaigns that required weeks, even months, remains the conceptual progenitor.

Whether the Art of War was authored in large part by the legendary Sun-tzu at the end of the Spring and Autumn period or by his disciples or others in the early to middle Warring States period remains an intriguing but largely unresolved historical question.14 However, it is not the focal concern of our broader examination of the theory and practice of the unorthodox in China. Rather, the degree to which unorthodox precursors may be found in the battles and tactics of the Spring and Autumn, particularly those found in the Tso Chuan that later writers have deemed to be realizations of the unorthodox and should predate the formulation of Sun-tzu’s definitive paragraph, commands initial attention in the next chapter.




Early Military Context

Although our volume is not intended as a generalized history of Chinese warfare and limitations of space preclude extensively discussing Spring and Autumn (722-481 BCE) and Warring States (481 or 403 to 221 BCE) practices, a few salient characteristics will facilitate understanding the Art of War’s background, the examples to be cited in the Tso Chuan discussion, and certain other issues.15 Named after the famous Confucian classic chronicling the era, the Spring and Autumn period witnessed the accelerated rise of state power, development of internecine strife, and annihilation and annexation of numerous minor political entities. At its inception, descendants of the various Chou feudal lords still ruled in most states, but the ongoing evisceration of Chou authority effectively freed them from all but minimal vestiges of subservient status. In fact, while they sometimes sought to justify or sanctify their actions in the name of the Chou, they willfully embarked on a path of mutual extermination.

As a result of the predatory campaigns of the stronger states, the scope of warfare in the Spring and Autumn period increased dramatically, necessarily involving greater numbers of peasants as integral elements, primarily as infantry and in logistical support. Sustained combat on open terrain was centered on infantry-supported chariot units, though the chariot’s actual battlefield role apart from command and archery platform functions and its efficacy remain problematic. Initially, the aristocratic warriors were expected to adhere to the ritualized prescriptions of battle, the li, but the conscripted infantry seem to have escaped such constraints.  However, within a century only the foolish were burdened by the old code of ethics, and the ancient style of individual combat—despite personal challenges still offered to instigate battles—had become outmoded.

Campaign armies early in the Spring and Autumn might include several hundred to a thousand chariots accompanied by perhaps ten to twenty thousand men. However, by the end of the Spring and Autumn period in 481 BCE, the powerful states of Chin, Ch’in, and Ch’i could each reputedly field approximately 4,000 chariots supported by some 40,000 or more infantrymen, and coalition armies soared accordingly. Sieges and city assaults, though costly and still highly disadvantaged, proliferated but the cavalry remained unknown.

Compound, reflex bows and a long handled weapon to which was affixed a dagger (known as the ko or dagger-axe) comprised the era’s most common weapons, though spears and daggers (but no swords until the Warring States) were also carried. Throughout the Eastern Chou, metalworking skills continued to advance, resulting in stronger, sharper, larger, and ever more deadly combat tools. Yet bronze technology remained the norm, with the newly discovered processes of iron and steel technology (in the late Spring and Autumn period) confined largely to agricultural implements.

Battles frequently arose and even the most powerful state, should it fail to prepare its defenses and train its soldiers, could be vanquished. Consequently, the recognition and retention of individuals proficient in the military arts became essential, and rewards for valor, strength, and martial achievements were initiated. Basic physical qualifications for members of the standing army and for those selected to more elite units were maintained. Administrative reforms that empowered centralized authority were accompanied by the evolution of political theory, bureaucratic staffs, and defined practices, all of which, in the context of nearly continual warfare, suddenly made military science necessary.

The pace of events accelerated significantly at the beginning of the Warring States period in 403 BCE. Spring and Autumn conflicts had segmented China among seven powerful survivors—Ch’i, Yen, the Three Chin (Han, Chao, Wei), Ch’u, and Ch’in—plus the emerging states of Wu and Yüeh, each intent upon not just enduring but dominating the realm through aggressive measures and preying upon some fifteen weaker states that had managed to precariously survive. Sustained by increasing agricultural productivity and expanding material prosperity, the scale of conflict surged phenomenally during the Warring States period.

The weakest of the nine major states could easily field an army of 100,000, while Ch’in, eventually the strongest, reportedly maintained a million-man standing army near the end of the period and reportedly mobilized 600,000 for a single campaign. (Although early, traditional figures are notoriously unreliable, the true degree of exaggeration remains uncertain, though reducing to a half or at most a third may be appropriate. Because of strong administrative and organizational measures the individual states were easily capable of levying such numbers, but sustaining them in the field would be another matter.)

In one decisive battle between Ch’in and Ch’u, the total combatants apparently exceeded a million, an astounding figure of several hundred thousand even when discounted by a factor of two or three. Numerical strength had become critical because in the previous campaign 200,000 soldiers from Ch’in had suffered a severe defeat. Naturally, casualties also escalated rapidly, with 100,000 from Wei reportedly dying at the battle of Ma-ling in 341 BCE; 240,000 in the combined forces of Wei and Han perishing at Yi-ch’üeh in 295; and 450,000 men of Chao reported as having been slaughtered at Ch’ang-p’ing in 260.

Campaigns of such magnitude doubtlessly required lengthy periods for logistical preparation, mobilization, and engagement. Instead of a few days or weeks on the march and perhaps a couple of days in battle, months were necessary and the battles raged intermittently for tens of days, while stalemates and sieges reportedly persisted for a year or more. Great expertise was required to manage such vast resources, plan for the army’s deployment, and sustain the forces once in the field.

The peasants had long been subjected to military training on a seasonal basis and conscripted for combat when needed. However, this rapid expansion in force size required the army’s core to be composed of trained officers and disciplined soldiers. Drill manuals, deployment methods, and the tactics they would be designed to execute suddenly became indispensable.  An extensive body of military theory appeared, stimulated not only by battlefield and training requirements but also by new political theories and individual philosophies.

Strategy and battlefield direction became so complex that the replacement of a general could result in an army’s defeat and the nation’s endangerment. The civilian realm became increasingly estranged from the realities of warfare and although rulers continued to meddle in army matters, often with catastrophic results, professional officers who specialized solely in military affairs normally assumed planning and command responsibilities.

During the Shang and early Chou periods, because battles had been fought on agricultural and otherwise open, undefended terrain, advancing armies encountered only scattered cities. Thick fortifications such as the famous Neolithic and Shang dynasty stamped-earth walls seem always to have existed, but forces in maneuver could essentially roam through the countryside unhampered. However, in the Warring States period the feudal lords expanded their border defenses, constructing “great walls,” ramparts, forts, and guard towers at strategic points such as passes and road intersections to defend against incursion. Warfare’s objectives changed because states no longer sought to capture prisoners or plunder for riches, but focused on vanquishing their enemies by exterminating their armies, annexing their lands, and subjugating their populace.

Fortified cities, previously military and administrative centers, grew enormously in significance as industry, trade, and population all flourished, and they became focal points in the road network. Accordingly, whereas in the Western Chou and Spring and Autumn periods it was advisable to circumvent these isolated cities rather than to waste men and resources besieging and assaulting them, capturing or destroying them now assumed critical importance. Techniques for assault and defense simultaneously advanced, with siege engines, mobile shields, battering rams, catapults, mobile towers, and similar mobile devices appearing in substantial numbers, and Sun-tzu’s condemnation of assaulting cities, if not outdated, was readily ignored.

The growth of mass infantry armies was also accompanied by the perfection and widespread use of the crossbow during the fourth century; by further developments in articulation, deployment, and maneuvering capabilities; and by the reluctant adoption of barbarian practices to create the cavalry, also late in the fourth century. However, though the cavalry came to constitute the third component force in the third century, both actually and theoretically, their numbers remained few and their role was largely confined to reconnaissance and harassing activities.






2

Spring and Autumn Precursors

Although many consider the Ch’un Ch’iu or Spring and Autumn Annals purportedly edited by Confucius himself to be the era’s definitive work, it is fundamentally constrained in being the chronicle of the single state of Lu and far too cryptic to allow reconstructing the period’s history.1 Thus, recourse has traditionally been to three independent works long viewed (however incorrectly) as deliberate commentaries upon the Ch’un Ch’iu—the Tso Chuan, the Ku Liang, and the Kung Yang—supplemented by the far less reliable Dialogues of the States (Kuo Yü) and the controversial Bamboo Annals.2 Accordingly, despite significant questions, the analysis that follows assumes that the events depicted in the Tso Chuan, although sometimes heavily stylized and recast, are based on earlier, essentially reliable records. The dialogues, however, while perhaps capturing the gist of earlier conversations, should be regarded as much enhanced, subsequent reconstructions, if not outright creations.

Just as it was being increasingly disparaged during the Ming and Ch’ing as a worthless repository of outmoded tactics and martial concepts by Western-oriented critics, the Tso Chuan ironically became the focus of vibrant interest as the very progenitor of critical, classical military thought. In the Ming dynasty Ts’eng Yi composed a work entitled Tso Strategies  (Tso Lüeh); Ch’en Yü-mo compiled the comprehensive, more categorically  oriented Tso-shih Ping-lüeh (Mr. Tso’s Military Strategies), which includes extensive, comparative commentary from other texts; and Wei Hsi, a Ming adherent who retired to obscurity after the Ch’ing’s ascension, created the  Ping Mou (Military Plans), an analytical work that dissects thirty-two essential categories of mou (strategic plans) identifiable within the Tso Chuan. (For Wei, the concept of mou, normally understood as encompassing strategic planning and complex plots, actually entails a number of fundamental concepts such as “harmony,” though not the unorthodox.)

In the Ch’ing dynasty Li Yüan-ch’un compiled the Tso-shih Ping-fa (Mr. Tso’s Art of War or Military Methods), a work that abstracts and then appends illuminating commentary to nearly 200 military incidents from the  Tso Chuan. Somewhat more surprisingly, recent decades have seen a vernacular edition of this work produced in the Peoples’ Republic of China titled Shallow Explanations of Tso’s Art of War (Tso-shih Ping-fa Ch’ien-shuo), thereby revitalizing and making it accessible to a broad contemporary audience. Ironically, another work under the same title was produced at almost the same time by Chu Pao-hsing, who, though tangentially aware of the Tso Lüeh, apparently was ignorant of the Tso-shih Ping-fa itself.3


While not oblivious to changes in weaponry, component forces, and organization, these dedicated works all envision the origins and very foundation of Chinese military science in these early military tactics. Moreover, the authors assume that the concepts and essential tactical principles retain a timeless validity, that the lessons can be studied and appropriated. Of particular interest, in the preface to his book Li Yüan-ch’un asserts that Spring and Autumn commanders employed unorthodox (ch’i) tactics throughout the period. Furthermore, since the era’s events all preceded the historical Sun-tzu and Wu-tzu, he believes that the theoretical writings known as the Art of War and the Wu-tzu were in fact based upon the reality of the experiences preserved in the Tso Chuan: 




Confucians certainly cannot avoid knowing about military affairs. The contemporary world asserts that the essence of military art (ping-fa) is fully encompassed by the Seven Military Classics, but I don’t believe so.4 Among the seven, the T’ai  Kung’s Liu-t’ao comes first, but some knowledgeable people believe it is a forgery. Sun-tzu’s thirteen chapters and Wu-tzu’s six, which come next, certainly contain reliable material, but as they were all written after the Tso Chuan, the Tso is certainly the progenitor of military tactics (ping-fa). The Tso likes to speak about military conversations and affairs, often in exhaustive detail, thereby allowing people to see both the form (of events) and strategy, so it must be written in this fashion.

The Tso also discusses the secrets of military affairs such as found in the now lost Chün-chih [Military Rescripts], what has not necessarily been passed down through the ages. In recording what was transmitted, it preserves the intentions and extemporaneous means employed by famous generals on the battlefield in detail for posterity. Accordingly, how can it be said that Sun-tzu and Wu-tzu didn’t take them as their basis?

In chronicling the more than 200 years of the Spring and Autumn period, the Ch’un Ch’iu [Spring and Autumn Annals] often speaks about generals and not infrequently about military events. In warfare, those who speak about the military do not invariably engage in warfare, but how can those who discuss military affairs amidst warfare not be comprehensive? Thus, how can the discussions in the Sun-tzu and Wu-tzu not be appropriate? However, their discussions are merely empty words, but what the Tso speaks about has been attested in experience. Those who subsequently excelled in employing the military knew that their tactics came out of Sun-tzu and Wu-tzu, but none realized they actually originated in the Tso.

Let’s briefly examine some major issues. The military esteems employing the unorthodox, while among unorthodox measures none exceeds T’ien Tan’s fire oxen. Sun-tzu and Wu-tzu never really speak about this sort of method, but the incendiary elephants in the Tso preceded him. Nothing was more unorthodox than Tsung Ch’üeh fabricating the appearance of lions or Ti Ch’ing’s bronze mask. Sun-tzu and Wu-tzu never  manifestly discuss this sort of technique, but cloaking horses precedes them in the Tso. . . . 5






 



Li subsequently analogizes the study and employment of military tactics to the process of writing an essay, an act that, while creative, is necessarily founded upon detailed knowledge: “Those who excel at employing the military read antique military works, calculate the means to achieve decisive victory, and then, without imitating the visible aspects of ancient plots, create unorthodox measures themselves. Without reading the ancient chapters and pouring over the ancient military books, it would be impossible.” However, he also adds that “what is not explainable is of course shen ch’i,” the “numinously” or “spiritually unorthodox.”

Before we survey the chief unorthodox measures that evolved in the Spring and Autumn in some detail, it is instructive to look at Li’s initial examples. As already seen, T’ien Tan’s enormously famous fire oxen were employed as a desperate but carefully calculated unorthodox measure to extricate the long besieged city of Chi-mo. However, it and other animal delivery systems were prefigured in 506 BCE when the king of Ch’u employed similarly motivated elephants to thwart Wu’s onrushing forces that had penetrated to the capital of Ying following several successive victories. Immediately after crossing the Sui River, whether by tying fire brands to their tails or using torches to enrage them, the fleeing king stampeded several elephants into his pursuers, disrupting them sufficiently to escape.6


The Tso Chuan records two incidents of cloaking horses to achieve an effect much magnified beyond simple armor protection. The first incident, one in a series of clashes between Lu and the contiguous states of Ch’i to the northeast and Sung to the southwest, unfolded in 684 BCE, early in the Spring and Autumn period, when Lu was being threatened by the allied forces of Ch’i and Sung.7 It thus closely followed Ch’ang-chuo, the famous battle that arose in the first month of the year at which not only did the Sung prevail over Ch’i but the doctrine of debilitating the enemy’s  ch’i, later adopted by Sun-tzu, was first articulated. In the second month Lu made an incursion into Sung, prompting Sung and Ch’i to respond by fielding a coalition force that encamped at Lang in the sixth month:
Armies from Ch’i and Sung halted at Lang where they were opposed by the duke of Lu. Kung-tzu Yen remarked, “Sung’s army is not well ordered and can be defeated. If Sung is defeated, Ch’i will certainly return home. I suggest we launch a sudden attack.” The duke refused permission.

Kung-tzu Yen then stealthily departed out through Yü gate, draped his horses with dazzling (tiger skins), and went forth against the enemy. The duke followed (with Lu’s forces) and they inflicted a major defeat on Sung’s army at Ch’eng-ch’iu. Ch’i’s army then withdrew homeward.





 



Contrary to the impression furnished by the narrative, Kung-tzu (prince) Yen would almost certainly have been accompanied by his personal followers rather than have rushed forth alone. Though no doubt an extremely small contingent, the fervency of their onslaught proved sufficient to create disorder. Although Yen thus clearly contravened the ruler’s intent, historically his success has been seen as validating his impetuosity. More important, within the context of an era that still stressed orderly battlefield developments and imposed ritual and other formal constraints upon rulers and warriors alike, suddenly exploiting a momentary opportunity created by the enemy’s disorder can only be deemed unorthodox.

The second incident actually occurred in 632 BCE at the outset of the pivotal battle of Ch’eng-p’u between the established, northern Chou states and the “semi-barbarian” state of Ch’u in the south.8 Hsü Ch’en, who had cloaked the horses on his chariots with tiger skins, initiated Chin’s ultimately successfully attack on Ch’u with an onslaught that directly targeted the weaker allies of Ch’en and Ts’ai, causing them to collapse. Nevertheless, in neither case does the Tso suggest that the use of tiger skins (which follows the Shang and early Chou tradition of decorating combat shields with fierce animal visages) had any unexpected or overawing effect.

However, the two subsequent episodes cited by Li Yüan-ch’un very much turn upon the enhanced effects of terrifying images just as the dragon veins painted on the fire oxen at Chi-mo augmented the enemy’s terror. In 446 CE the ruler of the small contiguous kingdom of Lin-yi, Fan Yang-mai,  mobilized all his forces and attacked (Northern) Sung.9 Although rebellions against the Sung’s nominal suzerainty were not uncommon, this attack was distinguished by the king employing heavily armored elephants as his assault force. Among those deputed in response, Tsung Ch’üeh mused that as the lions found in foreign countries reportedly had the power to overawe all the other animals, they should somehow give their horses the appearance of lions. Remarkably, since they had no knowledge of real lions, the ploy worked and the startled elephants ran off, creating the opportunity to inflict the severe defeat that followed. Despite having been born into a Confucian-oriented family, Tsung was an astute practitioner of unorthodox techniques who frequently resorted to night attacks, roving unorthodox forces, and similar measures during his heroic career.

Ti Ch’ing, another of the Sung commanders distinguished by great courage and heroic efforts, reportedly employed a bronze face mask and left his hair disheveled when he plunged into Hsi Hsia “barbarian” forces at the forefront of his cavalry regiment in 1040 CE, causing them to regard him as some sort of spirit. A great fighter, he was also noted as an astute practitioner of the unorthodox, conceiving and exploiting clever techniques as well as swift cavalry in unorthodox maneuver.10


The Tso Chuan itself never explicitly identifies any tactical inception as unorthodox nor does it employ the concept either abstractly or concretely. In fact, as already noted, the character never appears apart from in a personal name. However, from the T’ang onward certain innovative and unexpected measures recorded in the Tso Chuan have been characterized as unorthodox or employed to provide illustrations for important theoretical writings discussing the nature and employment of the unorthodox. As their theories will be pondered in subsequent sections, the discussion here focuses upon those incidents in which the commander’s ingenuity resulted in irregular and unexpected—that is, “unorthodox”—tactics.

An examination of the measures singled out as unorthodox within the era’s context by Li Yüan-ch’un and others shows that they were still fairly simple, consisting of ambushes, feigned retreats, night attacks, ch’i manipulation, deliberately constructed ruses and misperceptions (subsequently known as “feinting east and striking west”), and a few localized  innovations such as the unexpected use of elephants. Other measures include feigned surrenders, creating deceptive facades by dragging brush and displaying multiple flags, and simple dissembling. Poison was also employed for the first time, water resources cut, flooding undertaken, and incendiary measures deliberately exploited. Most of these innovations exploited the enemy’s expectations and thus essentially realized the  Art of War’s crucial principle of being unexpected, the latter often achieved by employing every means and method possible to confuse, manipulate, and befuddle the enemy.11





Ambushes and Feigned Retreats

According to a passage from the Ming dynasty Essential Strategies from a Grass Hut, ambushes realize the Tao of deceit because “those who excel at ambushes can be expected to be victorious, those caught in them to suffer defeat.”12 Moreover, despite being frequently implemented from antiquity onward, they continued to be considered essentially unorthodox throughout Chinese military history. The first Tso Chuan occurrence, dating to 714 BCE, in fact illustrates not only that the best way to destroy the enemy in antiquity was through an ambush, but also the value of a well-executed, feigned retreat.13  




When the Northern Jung mounted an incursion into Cheng, the Duke of Cheng actively resisted them. However, he was troubled by the Jung army because “it is composed of infantry whereas we are on chariots. I am afraid that they will maneuver around behind us and launch a sudden attack.”

Prince T’u suggested, “We should have some courageous but irresolute men provoke the invaders and then quickly flee. Meanwhile, you should establish three ambushes to await them. The Jung act hastily and are not well ordered. They are greedy and lack close feelings.14 In victory they will not yield to each other, in defeat will not rescue each other. When those in the forefront see potential gain they invariably concentrate on  advancing. When they advance and encounter our ambushes, they are sure to speedily run off. Since those to their rear will not rescue them, the conflict will not be sustained, resolving the difficulty.”

The duke heeded his advice. When the Jung advance forces encountered the ambushes and ran off, Chu Tan pursued and isolated them before mounting a swift strike both front and rear, utterly destroying them. The remaining barbarian contingents fled in great haste.





 



In another incident a coalition force was mobilized to move eastward to attack the state of Cheng in reprisal for an earlier clash at Pi. However, having anticipated their line of march, Cheng ambushed and defeated them, thereby not only ending the invasion, but also providing an early example of the tactical principle enunciated in the Hundred Unorthodox Strategies’ chapter on “Harm”: “Whenever you and your enemy defend a common border, if they make incursions to plunder and disrupt your settlers in the contiguous region, you can establish ambushes at critical points and erect obstacles to block and intercept them. Then the enemy will not recklessly advance. A tactical principle from the Art of War states, ‘What can cause the enemy not to come forth is the prospect of harm.’”15


The core, sedentary states of China that prided themselves on being highly civilized in contrast to the “barbaric” steppe peoples who lived nomadic lifestyles in the contiguous semi-arid regions suffered repeated incursions by the latter virtually from the inception of the Shang. Over the centuries only aggressive military campaigns and extensive defensive preparations kept them at bay, any flagging becoming an immediate enticement for more substantial invasions. In addition, the unsubmissive peoples still dwelling within the larger border states in the Spring and Autumn period were always ready to exploit any local misfortune or weakness in local government, as seen in this example dating to 611 BCE:16  




As the state of Ch’u was suffering from an extensive famine, the Jung attacked in the southwest, advancing as far as the capital at  Mount Fou before encamping at Ta-lin. They also mounted attacks in the southeast, advancing as far as Yang-ch’iu and encroached upon Tzu-chih. Officers from Yung then led a collection of indigenous Man clans in a revolt against Ch’u and the Chün similarly assembled the Pai-p’u at Hsüan in preparation for attacking Ch’u. At this time (semi-independent state towns) such as Shen and Hsi kept their northern gates shut (to prevent incursions from the well established northern states that might exploit Ch’u’s consternation).

Ch’u’s officials were planning to shift the capital to Fan-kao but Wei Chia said, “We cannot, for wherever we can go, the invaders can also go. It would be better to attack Yung because the Chün and Pai-p’u attacked us on the assumption that the famine will preclude our fielding an army. If we send our army forth they will certainly be frightened and withdraw. The various Paip’u dwell separately and will race off to their own towns. How will they have any leisure to plan against anyone else?”

They therefore dispatched the army and within fifteen days the Pai-p’u had desisted. Proceeding outward from Lu, they relied upon the local granaries with all the men eating alike until they encamped at Kou-shih (on Ch’u’s western border). They also had Lu Chi-li attack Yung where Lu advanced as far as the city of Fang-shih before being heavily pressed.

Tzu-yang Ch’uang was captured but escaped after three nights. Returning to his own forces, he reported that “the Yung have numerous troops and several Man clans have joined them. It would be better for us to rejoin our main force. Once the king’s troops have been mobilized we can join them and then advance.”

However, Shih Shu replied, “It’s not possible. When we encounter them again in a little while, let’s make them arrogant. If they become arrogant while our forces are enraged, we will be able to conquer them. This was the way our ancestral ruler Fen Mao subjugated the Hsing-hsi.”

Accordingly, over the next several encounters they all ran off. Only the Pi, T’iao, and Yü actually pursued them while the men of Yung remarked that “Ch’u wasn’t worth fighting with” and no longer made any defensive preparations. The earl of Ch’u raced forth and assembled the army at Lin-p’in before splitting off two operational contingents. Tzu Yüeh approached the enemy from Shih-hsi and Tzu Pei from Jen in order to attack the Yung. Troops from Ch’in and Pa joined Ch’u’s main force and a number of Man clans reached an accord with the earl. Ch’u subsequently extinguished the state of Yung.





 



In traditional warfare, routs and retreats exposed the vanquished to vicious onslaughts and withering fire, resulting in innumerable casualties and decimation of armies. However, in their haste to exploit the moment, the victorious often fell into severe disorder and ignored the possibility of a fatal ambush, whether previously arranged as in the Northern Jung example, or brought about because they penetrated the enemy so deeply as to be naturally enveloped. Accordingly, Sun-tzu would warn commanders not to pursue feigned retreats or “swallow an army acting as bait,”17 initiating consciousness of this problem in the military writings.18





Deceit and Deception

One of the earliest examples of deceit and deception, the very core of the unorthodox in most conceptions, was realized though disguising both appearance and intention in 520 BCE, when Hsün Wu mounted a surprise attack that extinguished the minor state of Ku.19 The Tso Chuan’s laconic account merely states that “in the sixth month, Hsün Wu exercised the army in Tung-yang (near the contiguous state of Ku). He then had a contingent (of troops) disguised as traders buying grain momentarily rest outside the gate to Hsi-yang with their armor concealed on their backs. They subsequently mounted a sudden strike upon Ku and extinguished it.”

Even though Ku’s defenders failed to penetrate a simple deceit, their laxity should never have extended to allowing numbers of men to loiter  outside their walls, however innocuous the latter’s appearance or apparent intentions, nor should they have neglected the general defensive measures increasingly required by the era’s developments. (However, even if they had recognized them as troops from Chin rather than itinerant grain traders, they might still have failed to take more stringent action because in addition to foraging and plundering, the era’s armies bartered and purchased the provisions necessary to sustain them in the field.) Somewhat surprisingly, rather than focusing upon the use of disguise, later commentators such as Li Yüan-ch’un characterized the sudden strike as an unorthodox technique.20


This incident is actually somewhat more complex than it first appears, because Chin had subjugated Ku some seven years earlier.21 At that time, Hsün Wu had besieged Ku, a Hsien-yü subject state, as an integral part of Chin’s campaign against the Hsien-yü. Some of the inhabitants clandestinely offered to betray the city, but Hsün Wu resolutely refused to accept such an easy resolution, despite protestations by his officers, because he felt it would encourage the populace to similarly revolt against them later, as well as provide a negative example for the inhabitants of other states.

Some three months later he had similarly refused a formal offer of surrender because their provisions had not yet been exhausted and even admonished them to repair their walls and remain defiant, again to encourage resolute behavior. (Such decisions were completely contrary to the shifting practice of warfare, then increasingly emphasizing the exploitation of any wavering in the defender’s spirit or commitment.) Only when their supplies were completely exhausted did he acquiesce, thereby subjugating Ku without a single casualty and realizing Sun-tzu’s ideal of fighting with the aim of preservation. Hsün Wu even restored the local ruler to authority after a nominal visit to Chin before finally departing.

However, as the Tao Te Ching would subsequently opine, this sort of vaunted, moralistic emphasis upon virtue and righteousness reflects its growing absence.22 In concord with a rapid escalation in warfare’s scope and intensity, the end of the Spring and Autumn witnessed the culmination of a trend toward ruthlessness and Sun-tzu’s characterization of warfare as the Tao of deceit. Despite the appearance of Confucius right at the  end of the sixth century and beginning of the fifth, this sort of idealistic approach had not only become irrelevant but actually detrimental, as the Duke of Sung’s ignominious defeat at the battle of Hung River in 638 BCE had proven. Furthermore, despite their benevolent treatment, the Ku still rebelled, ironically reverting their allegiance back to the ever threatening Hsien-yü, compelling Hsün Wu to resort to more underhanded methods.

Another rather simple incident arose during the internal strife that beset the antique state of Lu as its great clans battled for authority near the end of the Spring and Autumn period. In 501 BCE Yang Hu led an armed struggle but was vanquished and ultimately fled to nearby Ch’i, where he sought external aid to fulfill his quest for power. Ch’i’s ruler was inclined to acquiesce but was dissuaded by one of his chief ministers, resulting in Yang Hu being loosely confined within Ch’i:23 “The duke of Ch’i seized Yang Hu and was about to have him confined in the eastern quarters of the state. But when Yang Hu expressed his willingness to go to the east, he was imprisoned in the western suburbs. There he managed to borrow all the local chariots and almost completely filed through the axles before (covering the cuts) with hemp bindings and returning them. He then concealed himself in a vegetable wagon and escaped.” Unstated in this quotation is the fact that Yang Hu wanted to be sequestered in the western area so as to more easily escape inland, since the eastern part of Ch’i fronted the sea. (Obviously he was not actually imprisoned or even confined to a specific building, but just generally restricted to an area, befitting his noble status.) No doubt the Wu-ching Tsung-yao compilers included this incident just to illustrate the simplicity and effectiveness of misdirection.24


A slightly earlier clash saw a much more complex deception perpetrated against the state of Ch’i, whose ruler had been acting belligerently despite the presence of Yen Ying, one of antiquity’s great political savants and righteous advisors:25  




In the autumn the marquis of Ch’i mounted an invasion that reached Lu’s northern suburbs. Subsequently, in the tenth month Chin and several other minor states convened at the side  of the Chi River in Lu to mount a joint attack on Ch’i in accord with the covenant of Ch’ü-liang.

The marquis of Ch’i then mounted his defense at P’ing-yin (in Shandong) where they excavated a moat around their main defensive gate about a li across.26 Su Sha-wei advised, “If we cannot fight here, it would be better to defend the ravines (in the nearby mountains)” but was not heeded. Warriors of the feudal lords attacked the gate and many men from Ch’i died.

Fan Hsüan-tzu (of Chin) said to (the high Ch’i official) Hsi Wen-tzu, “As I know you, would I dare conceal the real situation? Officials from Lu and Chü have both requested permission to invade Ch’i from their respective positions with a thousand chariots each.27 If they penetrate your borders, your ruler will certainly lose his state. You should plan against it.” Hsi Wen-tzu advised the marquis who immediately grew fearful. When Yen Ying heard about it he commented, “Our ruler really has no courage. Now that he has heard this, he will not be able to long persevere.”

The marquis of Ch’i ascended Mount Wu in order to observe Chin’s army from a distance. However, Chin had ordered its commanders to establish outposts throughout the difficult terrain in the hills and marshes and even deploy regimental flags in areas where they would not emplace troops. Moreover, they manned their chariots with real warriors on the left but dummies on the right, set up large flags at the front of the chariot forces, and had other chariots dragging brush follow on. Observing this and fearing their large numbers, the marquis of Ch’i abandoned the field and returned to Ch’i.





 



After Ch’i’s armies hastily retreated, Chin’s forces scored repeated victories and pressed forward until they reached Ch’in-chou, where they reportedly “hewed down the catalpa trees around Yung Gate.” A day later “they burned Yung Gate together with the western and southern quarters. Liu Nan and Shih Juo led the armies of the feudal lords in burning the  trees and bamboo around Shen-ch’ih. On the sixth, they burned the eastern and northern quarters and Fan Yang assaulted Yang Gate.” Within a few more days they had advanced in both the east and the south and finally pursued the vanquished Ch’i army right back to the capital of Lin-tzu, where they torched the outer suburbs before withdrawing, ending the first campaign known to have punitively exploited fire.28


Through one of the first recorded instances of deliberate disinformation, the marquis of Ch’i (who seems to have already been known for his lack of courage) was psychologically primed to accept a basic facade as a fearsome reality. The compound, unorthodox deception thus consisted of two parts, each capable of significantly impacting the enemy’s mindset and actions. Subsequently the episode’s clarity prompted its selection to illustrate the means and importance of misleading the enemy in the Hundred Unorthodox Strategies, where the tactical discussion for “Daylight” states: “You must set out numerous flags and pennants whenever engaging an enemy in battle during daylight to cause uncertainty about your forces. You will be victorious when you prevent the enemy from determining your troop strength. A tactical principle from the Art of War states: ‘In daylight battles make the flags and pennants numerous.’”29


As discussed in our Tao of Spycraft, early armies actually implemented numerous techniques besides deploying flags and multiplying drums to deceive their enemies and prevent them from gathering accurate military intelligence, including dragging brush, increasing or reducing the number of cook fires, employing dummies, and undertaking disinformation operations. On a larger scale, major operations were even undertaken to mask plans, such as when Yüeh blatantly attacked Ch’u in order to deceive Wu as to their intentions to invade and exterminate them, twin objectives accomplished the very next year at the end of the Spring and Autumn period.30 Broadly construed, their first campaign constituted a form of misdirection, a variant of the unorthodox technique subsequently elaborated in the Unorthodox Strategies’ “Utterances in Warfare”: “In general, in warfare what is termed ‘utterances’ refers to making some specious statement. For example, if you speak about attacking the east but instead strike  the west, if you target those but attack these, you cause the enemy’s forces not to know where to prepare their defenses. Therefore, the location you attack will inevitably be undefended. A tactical principle from the Art of War states: ‘When someone excels at attacking, the enemy does not know where to mount his defense.’”

Another famous incident that unfolded on the strategic level later provided the basis for the ch’eng-yü (formulaic phrase) “Having a nearby objective yet making it appear distant,” also known as “the Marquis of Chin borrowed a passage through Yü.”31 Minor states such as Yü and Kuo had to be adroit politicians, forge viable alliances, and devote enormous energy to the agricultural and economic activities necessary to sustain an effective military and thereby survive during the Spring and Autumn period. According to the Tso Chuan account, the overall sequence of events required two campaigns and three years, but from the outset powerful Chin’s sole intent was the annexation of both Yü and Kuo, the latter lying to the far side of the former: 




In 658 BCE Hsün Hsi suggested that Chin “borrow” an access route through Yü to attack the state of Kuo by offering the superlative horses from Ch’ü and Ch’ui-ts’e’s jade. When the duke retorted that they were his treasures, Hsün replied: “If we gain permission to pass through Yü, it will be like having stored them in an external treasury.”

The duke said, “Ch’i-chih-kung is still there.” Hsün replied, “Ch’i-chih-kung is timid and incapable of strongly remonstrating. Furthermore, as he grew up with the ruler, they are overly familiar. Even if he objects, he will not be heeded.”

The duke then had Hsün Hsi go to request the passage from Yü, saying “The state of Chi has violated the Tao and attacked the Three Gates of your poor state from Tien-ling. Since Chi has exhibited such perversity, our actions will not be solely for our own ruler’s benefit. Moreover, Kuo has also violated the Tao and established citadels and troop dispositions along the routes into  Yü to facilitate mounted incursions into your capital’s southern suburbs. We therefore request permission to pass through in order to charge Kuo with its offenses.”

The duke of Yü not only assented but also requested permission to be in the forefront in attacking Kuo. In conjunction with an army from Yü, that summer Li K’o and Hsün Hsi led Chin’s two armies in attacking Kuo and annihilating Hsia-yang.32






 



Kuo’s behavior shortly after their defeat is noted in the Tso Chuan as portending their imminent demise: “After the duke of Kuo defeated a Jung force at Sang-t’ien, the diviner Yen said, ‘Kuo will certainly perish. Even though they lost Hsia-yang, they remain unafraid and have gained achievement. Heaven has snatched away their mirror and is increasing their illness. They will certainly disregard Chin and fail to focus on the people’s welfare. Kuo cannot last beyond five harvests.”

Slightly more than three years later Chin mounted their second campaign against Kuo with the clandestine purpose of annexing Yü’s territory. Ch’i-chih-kung repeated his futile remonstrance, pointing out the inevitability of their demise once Kuo perished. However, despite the inimical nature of the events swirling about them, the ruler remained unswayed because he was convinced that no harm would befall him as they were all descendants of the Chou and he had been generously propitiating the spirits. When his retort suggesting that the spirits only favored virtue and would not sustain him similarly went unheeded, Ch’i-chih-kung “departed with his entire clan saying that Yü would not see the solstice, that it would be the last time Chin would act.”

Prior to besieging Kuo’s capital of Shang-yang, the Duke of Chin queried his diviner whether he would be successful and was assured (based upon a children’s ditty) that he would prevail “in the interstice between the ninth and tenth month.” Events proceeded as Ch’i-chih-kung had foretold because once Chin extinguished Kuo, they encamped in Yü en route home before suddenly attacking and extinguishing them. The duke of Chin subsequently remarked that although the jade was unaffected by its storage in Yü, the horses had aged.33





Night Maneuvers and Strikes

Though it is difficult to imagine a complete lack of tribal precursors in the Neolithic or early dynastic periods, night maneuvers and the more dramatic variant of night attacks are only known from the Spring and Autumn, coincident with written records. In an era whose battles had previously been somewhat circumscribed, even formalized clashes undertaken in daytime against properly arrayed forces, night encounters would have been unimaginably problematic. Simply moving across level ground without either the men or the horses suffering incapacitating injuries from the innumerable ruts, holes, undulations, and mounds would have constituted a monumental task. Less than a full moon would have compounded their difficulties enormously, and on the darkest nights even well trained, cohesive forces probably found it virtually impossible to recognize the terrain or distinguish friend from foe. Accordingly, the night actions undertaken by the “night thieves” of later centuries (including incendiary raiders who wrecked havoc prior to attacks or during sieges) have always been considered crafty, innovative measures and therefore highly unorthodox.34


When Ch’u was about to suffer an allied assault in 701 BCE, a strategist advised mounting a surprise attack against their nearby enemies because they were negligently awaiting the arrival of coalition members and, secure in the might of their fortifications, lacked the will for battle.35 Confidentially eschewing any prognosticatory consultations, he thus proposed a strike that not only shattered their forces but also deterred their allies from coming forth, thereby thwarting the invasion.

When a force from Ch’in attacked the state of Juo in the autumn of 635 BCE, Ch’u provided assistance by undertaking the defense of Shang-mi with troops from the satellite states of Shen and Hsi.36 Because the invaders had to pass a river bend near the secondary city of Che en route to Shang-mi, Ch’in bound up some of their troops, disguising them as if they were prisoners that had been seized from Che, then approached Shang-mi at dusk. During the night they dug a sacrificial pit, consecrated it with blood, and displayed a document purporting to be a covenant between  themselves and the Ch’u commanders at Shang-mi. The populace within, afraid that Che had been betrayed and already succumbed, surrendered to the Ch’in army without further resistance.

Ch’in’s ingenious deception was premised upon the indistinctness of objects in dusky light. The disguised troops were adequately perceived to convey the impression that they were prisoners, but not in such detail as to allow the deception to be penetrated. Moreover, in a precursor to the common use of falsified documents to entangle and subvert, Ch’in fabricated a covenant and buried it with due ceremony in a sacrificial pit outside the walls where their actions could be seen by torch light and the document subsequently recovered, thereby solidifying the impression that Shang-mi’s allies had betrayed them. Although Ch’in’s behavior appears almost too blatant to have been believable, it succeeded in creating the fear that the defenders had become isolated, that they had no hope of survival or rescue. Since they abandoned further resistance, the episode well illustrates how alliances might be balked and victory achieved without wasteful assaults on well ensconced forces, just as Sun-tzu would subsequently advocate.37


In another nighttime action that arose in consequence of Ch’in escorting a claimant to the Chin throne back home in force, Chin made preparations to preemptively strike on the basic principle that “one who precedes others seizes their minds.”38 The troops therefore sharpened their weapons, ate, and fed their horses early in the night before clandestinely moving out under the cover of darkness in order to catch the enemy unprepared. They then secured an easy, devastating victory that caused Ch’in to forego further attempts at intercession.

Having failed in an attempt to invade Lu in 557 BCE, the next year Ch’i attacked the capital’s northern suburbs and besieged the towns of T’ao and Fang.39 Confucius’ father, a stalwart figure despite his son’s decidedly anti-martial attitude, and two officials led 300 men in breaking through the defenses at Fang, extricating the prince, and striking the army before returning. Reeling in confusion from the unorthodox night assault, Ch’i withdrew both prongs of their expeditionary force.40


En route back from an incursion into Chin, Ch’i’s ruler mounted a surprise attack on the minor state of Chü.41 Despite being wounded, he still deputed two commanders to traverse bypaths that night and come up under Chü’s outer wall, whereupon the ruler tried to bribe them not to engage in a “death struggle.” However, finding his attempt rebuffed, he personally led an attack and achieved a localized victory before subsequently surrendering. Although this was an odd sequence of events, the Tso-shih Ping-fa still characterized Chin’s flawed nighttime action as an unorthodox tactic.

One of numerous clashes between the antique state of Chin in the north and the so-called barbarian upstart Ch’u in the south, the nighttime clash at Jao-chiao turned upon a defector’s advice: 



Duke Hsi fled to Chin during the chaos fomented by Tzu Yi in Ch’u. He was assigned a chariot just behind the ruler and made responsible for planning their strategy. At the Battle of Jao-chiao when Chin was about to withdraw he advised, “Ch’u’s army is insubstantial and easily provoked so it will be easy to cause them to shake and tremble. If we have our many drums beat in unison and press them with our entire army during the night, Ch’u’s regiments will certainly retreat.” The men of Chin followed his advice and the armies of Ch’u collapsed in the darkness. Chin subsequently invaded Ts’ai; mounted a sudden attack on Shen, capturing its ruler; defeated the forces of Shen and Hsi at Sangsui; and captured Shen-li before returning home. Thereafter Cheng did not dare face south (to heed Ch’u).42





 



Although this particular account is embedded in a Tso Chuan discussion dating to 547 BCE about the impact of Ch’u defectors throughout the realm, the clash actually unfolded in the winter of 585 BCE, when Chin moved to relieve Cheng, which had been invaded by Ch’u the previous autumn for their perfidious inclination to Chin.43 (Caught between two great powers, Cheng’s allegiance frequently shifted over the decades and they suffered repeated invasions in consequence. If anyone had needed an unorthodox strategy in the Spring and Autumn period, it was certainly Cheng.) Ch’u then withdrew their forces, though the account does not speak about an actual battle or the defector’s role in it.

Although the selection has been included in various military manuals because of Chin’s boldness in mounting a night attack when retreat would have been the normal, prudent course, Duke Hsi’s strategy was based upon thorough knowledge of Ch’u’s forces. Even though the employment of defectors would always remain somewhat unorthodox because of the dangers of duplicity and the prejudices inherent in a system that esteemed loyalty, “local guides” or “local spies” (in Sun-tzu’s terminology) would subsequently have a long tradition.44


Wu and Ch’u similarly engaged in decades of essentially unresolved conflict before Wu successfully mounted an invasion that penetrated to the very capital of Ying. A lesser clash in 525 BCE required Wu to resort to a famous nighttime deceit to recover their lost command ship: 




Ch’u’s commander died when they engaged Wu in battle at Ch’ang-an but Ch’u’s armies sustained the effort and severely defeated Wu’s armies, capturing their command boat Yü Huang. They had the forces from Sui and those who came up last protect it, cutting a ditch all about into which they drained a spring. They then filled in the water accesses with charcoal and deployed to await further orders.

Prince Kuang of Wu suggested to his troops, “Losing the former king’s command boat is not just my offense, but also yours. Let’s gather our strength and seize it in order to rescue ourselves from death.” The troops assented. He then had three men with long beards submerge themselves in secret at the sides of the boat, instructing them that “When I call out ‘Yü Huang’ you should reply and the army will follow you in the night.”

He called out three times and all of them replied in turn. Ch’u’s forces followed their sound and killed them. However, Wu’s forces took advantage of the chaos to inflict a severe defeat on Ch’u’s army and retake Yü Huang before returning to Wu.45






 



The boat’s successful recapture turned upon three stalwart warriors disguised as men from Ch’u—hence the beards, not commonly found  among Wu’s forces—penetrating the defenses and preparing what appeared to be an inner response to Wu’s attack. In the darkness of the night their actions sufficiently destabilized the defenders to allow the swift strike that successfully reversed the previous defeat.

Finally, the Spring and Autumn period essentially ended with Wu’s defeat at the famous battle of Li-che River, a nighttime clash in which Yüeh astutely employed feints to outmaneuver the opponent’s superior, well-entrenched forces on the opposite bank:46  



During the Spring and Autumn period the state of Yüeh attacked the state of Wu. Wu’s forces mounted a defense at the Li-che river so both sides deployed hard along the river. Yüeh had the armies arrayed on the left and right flanks alternately beat their drums, set up a great clamor, and advance across the river. When Wu divided its forces to resist them, Yüeh’s central army secretly forded the river, confronted Wu’s central force, and only then beat their drums. Wu’s forces were thrown into chaos, and Yüeh went on to destroy them.




 



The battle of Li-che River was considered so pivotal that the author of the Hundred Unorthodox Strategies twice employed it to illustrate tactical principles: 




Whenever engaging an enemy in a night battle, you must employ numerous fires and drums to change and confuse their eyes and ears. If you befuddle the enemy so that they cannot make preparations against your tactics, you will be victorious. One who has caused the enemy not to know where to prepare for his tactics will be victorious. A tactical principle from the Art of War states: “In night battles make the fires and drums numerous.”47


Whenever you or an enemy deploy on opposite banks of a river, if you want to attack them close by your position, you should, on the contrary, show them that you are going to attack far off. You must establish the facade of numerous troops  preparing to ford the river both upstream and downstream. The enemy will certainly divide their forces in response, and you can then secretly launch a sudden attack with your nearby hidden forces, destroying their army. A tactical principle from the Art of War states: “When an objective is nearby, make it appear as if distant.”48






 



In this clash Yüeh managed to throw Wu’s forces into chaos with a deliberately noisy, nighttime river crossing that suddenly threatened Wu’s unguarded flanks with a double envelopment, compelling them to rush reinforcements to the perimeter. Yüeh’s core forces then easily exploited Wu’s destabilization and chaos to silently mount an unexpected, well-focused attack upon the now weakened center to achieve the overwhelming victory that ensured Wu’s eventual extinction.




Tactical Innovation

By the Spring and Autumn period China’s sedentary core had already been battling the peripheral tribal peoples for more than a millennium. Suppressive campaigns centered on chariot forces augmented by infantry had been routinely mounted in the Shang and continued into the early Chou. Many of the steppe peoples similarly fielded chariot based forces, but others relied solely upon infantry, as in the Northern Jung example from 714 BCE already discussed. Although asymmetric confrontations probably recurred throughout the Spring and Autumn and would be duplicated in the Warring States period (though as chariot-centered infantry forces opposing mounted steppe riders), the next recorded instance unfolded in 541 BCE.49


The Tso Chuan account reflects the dual realization that chariots unsupported by infantry units are susceptible to infantry attacks and, as subsequently discussed in the Six Secret Teachings, confined terrain will hinder chariot movement. The Ch’un Ch’iu simply states: “In the sixth month, Hsün Wu of Chin led the army in defeating the Ti at Ta-lu (T’ai-yüan).” However, as usual the Tso Chuan provides a more expansive account:
Hsün Wu of Chin defeated the Wu-chung and several other Ti tribal peoples at T’ai-yüan by stressing foot soldiers. When they were about to engage in battle Wei Shu advised, “They are composed of infantry forces and we will be encountering them in a narrow pass. If they encircle each of our chariots with ten men, they will certainly overcome us. Moreover, since the narrowness of the pass will put us in difficulty, they will again be victorious. I suggest that we all act as foot soldiers, beginning with me.”

He then discarded their chariots in order to form ranks of infantry with the staff from every five chariots making up three squads of five. One of Hsün Wu’s favorite officers who was unwilling to serve as an infantryman was executed as an example to the others. They then deployed into five dispositions, forming a deer like configuration with two contingents in the front, five to the rear, one at the right point, three at the left, and a narrow force acting as the vanguard in order to entice the enemy.50  Laughing, the Ti failed to deploy, allowing Hsün Wu to mount a sudden attack and severely defeat them.





 



Although the significance and meaning of the terms for the various contingents in the deployment have occasioned much debate over the centuries, their relative sizes are fairly clear. From the Tso’s depiction it appears that Hsün Wu had come forth with a fast, roving force similar to the large chariot expeditions mounted against the Hsien-yün by the early Chou. Lacking infantry to disperse along the walls of the pass or protect the chariots from disabling attack, they would have been doomed to defeat without Wei Shu’s suggestion and the highly unorthodox deployment they exploited. Since this was essentially a chariot formation best suited for open terrain, the arrangement, fewness of their numbers, and decision to fight dismounted prompted derisive laughter among their opponents. However, levity being tantamount to laxity, it provided a sufficient momentary opportunity for the unexpected Chin assault that swiftly vanquished them.

An experienced border fighter who would inflict another severe defeat on a complacent, unprepared Hsien-yün force a few years later, Hsün Wu  obviously was adept at field command and knew how to embrace tactical flexibility.51 However, being a singular incident, this extemporaneous change from chariot-based forces to infantry arrays never affected the already rapid evolution of infantry forces, particularly not in the way that Chao Wu-ling’s forceful adoption of barbarian dress facilitated the cavalry’s development, and therefore cannot constitute the sort of military revolution often claimed.

In a precursor from 704 BCE to the famous battles of Ch’eng-p’u and Chi-fu, the ruler failed to heed sagacious tactical advice to go contrary to normal, ritualized tradition and focus on the enemy’s weak point. The attack’s motivation was Ch’u’s umbrage at Sui’s failure to attend a conclave that they had convened:52  




The earl of Ch’u shifted his army to the area between the Han and Huai Rivers in order to attack Sui. In Sui, Chi Liang suggested that they submit because if Ch’u didn’t accept their offer and they subsequently engaged in combat, Sui’s forces would be angry while the invaders would have become lax. However, Sui’s lieutenant commander said to the marquis of Sui, “We need to fight quickly. Otherwise, we will lose the opportunity of attacking Ch’u’s army.”

The marquis of Sui then went forth to observe Ch’u’s deployment. Chi Liang commented, “Ch’u’s army has always esteemed the left, so you should position on our left rather than encounter their king. Moreover, attacking their right flank where they don’t have any good men will certainly lead to their defeat. The defeat of one flank will entangle the rest of the forces.”

But the lieutenant commander responded, “If we don’t oppose their king, we will not be their equals!” The marquis did not listen to Chi Liang and when they engaged in battle at Suchi, Sui’s army was badly defeated and the marquis fled. Tou Tan of Ch’u captured the marquis’ war chariot and the subcommander who had occupied the position on the right.





The epochal Battle of Ch’eng P’u previously mentioned, in which a coalition of older, northern states severely defeated formidable Ch’u’s initial thrust into the Chinese heartland, took place early in the spring of 632 BCE. From the sketchy description that has been passed down it is clear that, contrary to the vanquished leader of the last incident, Chin’s commanders adopted unorthodox measures such as targeting the weakest components:53  




When they had finished cutting down the trees, Chin’s forces deployed north of Hsin. Hsü Ch’en, in his role as assistant commander for Chin’s Lower Army, deployed opposite the forces from Ch’en and Ts’ai (allied with Ch’u).

When Tzu Yü, accompanied by six companies of Juo-ao clan troops, assumed command of Ch’u’s Central Army, he said: “Today will certainly see the end of Chin!” Tzu Hsi was in command of Ch’u’s Army of the Left and Tzu Shang their Army of the Right.

Hsü Ch’en covered their horses in tiger skins and initiated the engagement by assaulting the troops from Ch’en and Ts’ai. Their troops fled and Ch’u’s right wing crumbled.

Hu Mao (of Chin) set out two pennons and withdrew his forces. Meanwhile Luan Chih (of Chin) had his chariots feign a withdrawal, dragging faggots behind them. When Ch’u’s forces raced after them, Yüan Chen and Hsi Chen cut across the battlefield to suddenly strike them with the Duke’s own clan forces. Hu Mao and Hu Yen (of Chin) then mounted a pincer attack on Tzu Hsi’s army that resulted in Ch’u’s left wing being shattered and Ch’u’s forces decisively defeated. Tzu Yü gathered his clan forces and desisted from further action, avoiding personal defeat.





 



Two actions shaped the battle’s course and determined its outcome. First, Hsü Ch’en’s elite warriors initiated contact with an unexpected,  concentrated thrust while the final deployments and preliminary posturing were probably still underway. Their surprising fervency shattered Ch’u’s insecure allies on the right wing, giving Chin’s forces unconstricted mobility and exposing the field to flanking attacks. Second, coordinated feigned retreats by Chin’s right wing and elements of the left wing that had not participated in the initial thrust, masked by clouds of dust that were deliberately created by the branches that had been cut down and attached to the rear of the chariots, easily drew the overconfident Ch’u armies forward in a disordered attack. Presumably Ch’u’s central forces, under Tzu Yü’s personal command, also moved forward to exploit Chin’s retreat and engage any remaining center forces; otherwise, the Tso Chuan account would need not state that Tzu Yü “gathered his personal forces and desisted.”

Later writers such as Li Yüan-ch’un characterize the famous Battle of Chi-fu that occurred more than a century later (and thus shortly before Sun-tzu reputedly assumed an advisory role in Wu) as an unorthodox clash.54 Highly sophisticated in both conception and execution, Wu’s tactics in this pivotal engagement turned upon the deliberate sacrifice of “expendable” troops to achieve a greater goal, a remarkably ruthless measure in the context of limited resources and evolving theory that emphasized the humanistic treatment of troops.

The battle unfolded in 519 BCE on the northeastern side of the mountain range falling between Ch’u in the west and Wu in the east. Although Wu apparently ferried some chariots upriver with their riverine forces, their infantry was vastly outnumbered by Ch’u’s formidable armies and the six smaller states that Ch’u had hurriedly coerced into participating in a coordinated campaign. Wu had no alternative but to manipulate and destabilize the enemy before taking advantage of the resulting confusion.

Fortuitously for Wu, Ch’u’s commander-in-chief died while the armies were en route, throwing their central command into turmoil. Since his replacement was decidedly less capable and the officers and soldiers felt his death boded ill, they became dispirited and disorganized. As retold in a classic Tso Chuan account that has been assiduously studied by military commanders for 2,000 years, Ho-lü astutely exploited these developments:55 
Ch’u led the armies of several feudal lords to rescue the minor state of Chou-lai when Wu attacked. Ho-lü observed: “There may be many feudal lords following Ch’u but they are all small states that cannot avoid coming because they fear it. I have heard that in military affairs when awesomeness conquers love, even though small one will certainly be well-ordered. The rulers of Hu and Shen are young and extremely reckless; Chen’s highest ranking official is experienced but stupid; the states of Tun, Hsü, and Ts’ai detest Ch’u’s government; and Ch’u’s commander is held in little esteem but has many favorites so Ch’u’s administrative orders are not unified.

Although these seven states have undertaken a joint military effort, they are not united in mind. Since Ch’u’s commander is slighted and unable to order the troops, his commands lack majesty and Ch’u can be defeated. If we segment our regiments and initially attack Hu, Shen, and Chen, they will certainly be first to run off. When these three states have been defeated, the armies of the other feudal lords will be shaken. With the feudal lords in confusion and disarray, Ch’u will certainly be badly defeated and race off. I suggest we first send forth some insignificant, little prepared troops while simultaneously making the formations at the rear dense and ensuring the regiments are well ordered.” The king followed his advice.

On hsü-ch’en, the last day of the moon, they fought at Chi-fu. Wu initially employed 3,000 convicts in an assault on Hu, Shen, and Chen whose troops fought with them. Wu then divided its forces into three armies in order to follow behind the initial thrust and mount an attack. The king assumed command of the center army, Ho-lü that of the army on the right, and the other regiments were deployed on the left flank. Some of Wu’s convict forces fled, others stood and fought. The forces of the three states were thrown into confusion and Wu’s regiments pressed the attack, eventually defeating them and capturing their rulers. Wu then released the recently captured prisoners from Hu and  Shen so that they might flee back into the armies of Hsü, Ts’ai, and Tun and proclaim that their rulers were dead.56 Clamoring and shouting, the soldiers from these three states followed them in fleeing the battlefield. When these armies had run off, Ch’u’s army was in turn engaged and routed.





 



Rather than directly confronting Ch’u’s approaching might at Chou-lai, Ho-lü withdrew to more conducive terrain and then structured the battle according to a carefully crafted assessment based upon accurate military intelligence. Eschewing the precipitous assault directly on the main enemy body that contemporary practice and self-respect normally dictated, he instead targeted the vulnerable armies of the coerced states. Furthermore, he perversely (and thus unorthodoxically) decided to attack on the last day of the lunar calendar, traditionally a time when armies remained quietly encamped because military activities were regarded as highly inauspicious.

Ho-lü deliberately disrupted Ch’u’s defensive posture by employing a vanguard of 3,000 ill-trained convicts, correctly anticipating that they would probably be repulsed and draw at least part of the defenders forth in disorganized pursuit when they fled in panic. Finally, he had numerous prisoners released whose false reports augmented the enemy’s growing trepidation and whose fear proved contagious. The rout they provoked probably caused at least some of the fleeing forces to collide with Ch’u’s core armies, blocking and disordering them, thereby facilitating the main attack.

Given Wu’s tactical ingenuity and the success of the “few defeating the many, the weak overcoming the strong,” it is hardly surprising that the  Hundred Unorthodox Strategies employed the battle as the historical illustration for the topic of “Disorder in Warfare”: “Whenever engaging an enemy in battle, if the enemy’s rows and formations are disordered while their officers and men clamor and shout, send the army forth to strike them, for then you will be victorious. A tactical principle from the Art of War states: ‘Create disorder in their forces and take them.’”

Other precursors of successfully induced, irremediable disorder appear in the Tso Chuan, though the formulations lack the perspicacious resoluteness of Ho-lü’s approach. Not surprisingly, “attacking disordered forces” to wrest an easy victory, a basic method for multiplying combat power, became a much advocated principle in the classic Warring States military writings. For example, the Six Secret Teachings lists disorder among the fourteen vulnerable conditions that can be exploited; the Wu-tzu describes several such manifestations that might be fortuitously assaulted; and Sun Pin includes disarray and disorder among thirty-two fatal command flaws.

Shortly thereafter Ho-lü usurped the throne by assassinating King Liao in 515 BCE and Wu initiated a series of nearly annual, highly successful attacks against Ch’u.57 With each attack they subjugated additional Ch’u client states, sometimes permanently absorbing them, at other times merely freeing them from Ch’u’s dominance. At the same time Wu expanded their already extensive fortifications and undertook aggressive, preemptive assaults on the small but powerful contiguous states capable of mounting a surprise attack on their homeland while they might be engaged in far-reaching expeditions.

However, the campaign against Ch’u wasn’t designed simply to annex territory or cower Ch’u’s military into inaction, but rather to enervate the administration and dissipate the state’s significantly greater military and fiscal resources through a deliberately crafted temporizing strategy. According to the Tso Chuan, this new (and therefore unorthodox) concept was formulated by the famous Wu Tzu-hsü when Ho-lü inquired of his advisor whether they could now attack Ch’u, the state from which Wu Tzu-hsü had defected:58  



Wu Tzu-hsü replied: “Those who hold the reins of government in Ch’u are numerous and at odds with each other. None of them is willing to undertake responsibility for resolving Chu’s misfortunes. We should create three armies to harass them for when a single one of them arrives at Ch’u’s border, all of Ch’u’s troops will certainly come forth. When they come forth our army should withdraw; when the enemy retires, we should again go forth. Ch’u will certainly be fatigued from moving back and  forth over the roads. Do this several times to exhaust them, employ many methods to bring about misjudgment. If we follow up with our three armies after they are exhausted, we will certainly achieve a major conquest.”




 



Wu therefore divided their forces into three field armies, each dispatched to engage the enemy in turn but never become involved in protracted battles or decisive confrontations with superior forces. Wu further employed the terrain’s constraints and the superiority of its riverine forces to tactical advantage, spread the enemy out, chose their objectives carefully, and suddenly concentrated their forces where unexpected. Mobility and maneuver were emphasized in effecting a long-term campaign of harassment that not only disrupted Ch’u’s command, spawned doubt, and nurtured dissension, but also rendered their leadership largely incapable of coping with the continuing threats. In consequence, Wu successfully mounted an invasion in 506 BCE that penetrated to the very capital, easily vanquishing all the armies futilely arrayed before them.




Desperate Actions, Ch’i Manipulation, and Fatal Terrain

Unfortunately for the inhabitants of the antique but minor state of Sung, they were located in a pivotal area contested by several contiguous powers, including Chin to the northwest and Ch’u to the south. Frequently invaded and otherwise coerced, Sung had to constantly revert their allegiance from one state to the other merely to survive. According to the Ch’un Ch’iu, Ch’u besieged Sung in the ninth month of 595 BCE and the two parties concluded a peace accord in the fifth month of 594.59 However, the highly melodramatic Tso Chuan account suggests Ch’u deliberately provoked Sung into an inflammatory act that might be exploited as a pretext for invasion: 




The king of Ch’u instructed Shen Chou not to request permission to pass through Sung when he dispatched him on a diplomatic visit to the state of Ch’i. Similarly, he sent Kung-tzu Feng  on a mission to Chin without requesting Cheng to acquiesce in Feng’s passage.60


Shen Chou hated Sung because of a previous incident involving Meng Chu in Sung. He said to the king, “Cheng is perspicacious but Sung is obtuse. Your emissary to Chin will not be harmed but I will certainly die.”

The king replied, “If they slay you, I will attack them.”

After seeing his son Hsi, Shen Chou set off.61 When he reached Sung he was stopped by their officials where Hua Yüan said: “To pass through our state without requesting permission is an insult. To be so insulted is to perish. If we kill their emissary, Ch’u will certainly attack us. If they attack us, we will certainly perish. Either way, we perish.” So they slew Shen Chou.

Learning of his death, the king of Ch’u shook his sleeves, rose up, put his shoes on in the throne room, donned his sword outside the door to the inner chambers, and ascended his chariot in the marketplace of P’u-hsü. In the ninth month, autumn, he besieged the capital of Sung.

In the fifth month, summer, of the next year Ch’u’s army was about to depart from Sung but Shen Hsi, knocking his head to the ground in front of the king’s horses, said: “Even though my father knew he would die, he didn’t disregard your orders. You are betraying your promise to him.” The king was unable to reply but Shen Shu-shih, his driver, said, “We should build huts and return to farming.62 Sung will then certainly submit to our demands.”

Terrified, the people of Sung had Hua Yüan penetrate Ch’u’s encampment one night. He climbed up onto Tzu Fan’s bed before rousing him and saying: “My ruler has ordered me to report our extremity, that ‘In our debilitated city we are exchanging our children and eating them, and cracking the bones for kindling.’ Nevertheless, we are unable to submit to any covenant forced upon us in our debilitated condition. If you depart 30 li, we will accept your edict.’”

Greatly afraid, Tzu Fan made an agreement with him and then informed the king. After they withdrew 30 li, Sung and Ch’u concluded a peace accord. Hua Yüan served as a hostage while their covenant stated that “We (Ch’u) will not deceive you, you will not be troubled about us.”





 



Even though Ch’u’s actions constituted an affront according to the era’s diplomatic and ritual conventions, it is somewhat surprising that Sung so lacked imagination as to be this easily manipulated. Conversely, in mobilizing for an assault the provocateurs hardly occupied high moral ground but apparently felt emotionally justified because the ruler could cite Sung’s transgression to motivate his troops. Following the incident’s resolution Sung remained defenseless, having been enjoined by the covenant not “to be troubled” about Ch’u or, in other words, to forego defensive preparations.

All the accounts agree that Sung’s situation had grown desperate after nine months of being besieged. They had appealed to their nominal protector, Chin, for help, but Chin’s strategists, cognizant of Ch’u’s might and Sung’s valuable role as an obstacle to Ch’u’s upward thrust into the old Chinese cultural heartland, had prevailed upon the ruler to merely issue an indefinite promise of future aid while encouraging them to remain resolute.

Although Ch’u’s withdrawal was essentially a facade, it sufficiently satisfied the era’s emotional and ritual constraints for Sung to pretend not to be under duress. In the view of Ho Shou-fa, the late-sixteenth-century author of the T’ou-pi Fu-t’an, it was Hua Yüan’s honest reporting of the condition that prompted the retreat rather than the coercive dagger at Tzu Fan’s throat. However, other commentators tend to express admiration for Tzu Fan, who adamantly kept his promise even though it had been elicited under threatening circumstances.

King Chuang of Ch’u, known as a willful and irascible ruler, probably accepted this outcome because he sought to escape from the entanglements of an unexpectedly long siege. The Kung Yang, another repository of information about the period, retells the episode quite differently, asserting that Ch’u’s army only had seven days of provisions remaining. Moreover, it depicts the departure as having resulted from a normal interchange of information between Tzu Fan, who had ascended an observation mound to ascertain Sung’s true condition, and Hua Yüan, who had come forth to meet him.

After Hua candidly described the hopelessness of their destitution and appealed to Ch’u as gentlemen who should actively sympathize with their plight, Tzu Fan responded by informing them that they had only seven days of food and had already decided to decamp. This naturally enraged the king of Ch’u, but as Tzu Fan refused to continue in his command role, the king finally acquiesced in withdrawing so as to conclude a peace accord. In terms of merely providing information to the enemy and thereby balking their plans, this version clearly coheres more closely with Ho Shou-fa’s formulation, though not with the succinct depiction of the incident in his book.

Although singular, bold actions including assassination might have major repercussions, the course of events was normally determined by organized battlefield encounters. Traditional ritual practices required the opposing armies to deploy on the chosen battlefield before beating the drums to signal the attack’s onset, coincidentally rousing the troops to maximum fervor. However, a strategist in the 684 BCE clash at Ch’angchuo insightfully restrained his commander, thereby initiating the vital Chinese military science of ch’i or spirit manipulation and the tactic of waiting for the enemy’s fervor to abate before engaging them:63  




The state of Ch’i attacked the state of Lu. Duke Chuang, in command of Lu’s forces, was about to commit the army to battle when Ts’ao Kuei requested permission to join him. The Duke had him ride in his chariot as they went into battle at Ch’ang-shao. The duke was about to have the drums sound their advance when Ts’ao Kuei said to him: “Not yet.” After Ch’i’s drums had resounded three times Ts’ao said: “Now.” They beat the drums and engaged in combat. Ch’i’s army was severely defeated.

The duke inquired why Ts’ao Kuei had delayed the drums. Ts’ao replied: “Combat is a matter of courageous ch’i. A single drumming arouses the soldiers’ ch’i, with a second it abates, and with a third it is exhausted. They were exhausted while we were vigorous, so we conquered them.”





 



Even though astute commanders had no doubt been haranguing their troops and employing rewards and other incentives to motivate them for combat from the earliest organized clashes, based upon this Tso Chuan entry the concept of ch’i apparently had not evolved until the middle of the Spring and Autumn period.64 If so, a single Art of War passage provides the earliest analysis to be found in the military manuals: “The ch’i of the Three Armies can be snatched away; the commanding general’s mind can be seized. For this reason in the morning their ch’i is ardent; during the day their ch’i becomes indolent; at dusk their ch’i is exhausted. Thus one who excels at employing the army avoids their ardent ch’i and strikes when it is indolent or exhausted. This is the way to manipulate ch’i.”65


Thereafter, the classic Warring States military writings developed a martial motivational science centered upon the concept of ch’i that articulated numerous measures and methods for modulating the army’s fervor and controlling the soldiers’ commitment.66 Although determination, intention, and “will” were not overlooked, the core premise was that ch’i  empowers the effort and must be stimulated, nurtured, and controlled if armies are to be successful. Thus the Wei Liao-tzu states: “The means by which the general fights is the people, but the means by which the people fight is their ch’i. When their ch’i is substantial they will fight; when their  ch’i has been snatched away they will run off.” Two centuries earlier Wu Ch’i had already noted that because ch’i ebbs and flourishes, success in combat depends upon it reaching a zenith just at the moment of battle.

The Ssu-ma Fa added a crucial insight: “In general, in battle one endures through strength and gains victory through spirit. One can endure with a solid defense, but will achieve victory through being endangered. When the heart’s foundation is solid, a new surge of ch’i will bring victory.” Combining this insight with a growing understanding of the effects of topographical constraints, particularly configurations of terrain or positions that apparently doom an army, the Art of War conceived the idea of deliberately exploiting “fatal terrain” to elicit maximum effort from the troops. As it has precursors identified as unorthodox in the Spring and Autumn (retold below), the critical passage merits note: “Cast them into positions from which there is nowhere to go and they will die without retreating. If there is no escape from death, the officers and soldiers will fully exhaust their strength.”67


A Spring and Autumn incident that arose during Sun-tzu’s lifetime amidst the clan friction besetting the period and that illustrates the effectiveness of resorting to “fatal terrain” coincidentally shows how external forces can become entangled in internal political affairs. In 521 BCE Ch’i came to the assistance of Sung’s beleaguered ruling clan only to be opposed by forces from Wu that were acting in alliance with the divisive Hua clan. By the time of the extract, Sung had scored a victory over Wu and the Hua clan troops with Ch’i’s aid, but shortly thereafter Hua Teng’s remnant forces managed to vanquish Sung and press forward:68  




Hua Teng led the Wu army to defeat Sung. The duke of Sung wanted to flee but an officer named P’u from the Sung town of Ch’u said to him, “I can die in your service but cannot send off a vanquished ruler. Please await the outcome.” Then he went around the city saying, “Raise your pennons if you support the duke.” The masses followed him.

Having observed the response from atop the Yang gate, the ruler descended and conducted a tour of inspection among them, saying “If the state perishes and the ruler dies it will be your shame as well, not just due to my offenses alone.”

Wu Chih-ming of Ch’i said: “When employing small numbers nothing is better than everyone being determined to die. If we are all determined to die, nothing is better than abandoning defensive measures. Since they have numerous soldiers, let’s use swords against them.”

The Hua clan fled and were pursued. P’u of Ch’u put a head in a sack and carried it about on his back, proclaiming: “I have Hua Teng’s head!” They then went on to defeat the Hua clan at Hsin-li.
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