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Preface

The work originally known as One Hundred Unorthodox Strategies—Paichan Ch’i-lüeh—is a veritable compendium of tactical principles and historic battles, the latter being chosen to illustrate the individual lessons unfolded by the tactical discussions. Traditionally identified as Liu Po-wen, the book’s author remains unknown but likely held a bureaucratic military position of some rank late in the Southern Sung dynasty and possibly completed the work early in the period of Mongol domination, as evinced by his grasp of the political factors affecting military affairs and his detailed knowledge of both military texts and historical writings. The Unorthodox Strategies thus provides a vibrant, systematic introduction not only to Chinese military thought but also to much of its military history. Moreover, while many prominent battles are recounted, others are rescued from obscurity, providing further evidence of the author’s extensive knowledge and thoroughly analytic approach. (A few, however, prove somewhat puzzling because the critical factors presumably operative in a particular conflict’s outcome appear less decisive than might have been expected.) The author’s ability to discern abstract military principles within concrete contexts thus furnishes innumerable insights into the abstruse, often enigmatic Chinese military writings and an opportunity to study how tactical principles were actually employed by a hundred historical commanders over two thousand years.

As with our previous works, this book is intended for a general audience rather than just sinologists, military historians, or other specialists. Moreover, since the chapters are self-contained and self-explanatory, forming a tactical handbook for thoughtful study—whether centered on its original military intent or for more widespread application, including business, human relations, or the world at large—we have adopted a somewhat broader approach to its translation and presentation than previously. The introduction and appendices provide but a brief overview of the salient characteristics of Chinese warfare in the vast historic period under discussion and short summaries of the basic military writings frequently cited. No attempt has been made to fully discuss either of these, as they are covered in our  other works, such as the Seven Military Classics of Ancient China, the Military Methods, and our forthcoming History of Warfare in China. Furthermore, while providing a few notes on the military contents for orientation, we have not undertaken a systematic, analytical overview, because the nature of the Unorthodox Strategies is inherently discrete and best explicated in concrete fashion in response to the numerous principles presented in the individual chapters. This is not to deny the existence of a systematic vision, one that might be said to underlie and characterize Chinese military science—based, for example, on the principles of maneuver warfare with all their ramifications, such as presently embodied in the U.S. Marine Corps Warfighting manuals—but in constructing such a synthesis the main thrust of the Unorthodox Strategies (to be flexible, variable, and formless) might also be overlooked. In fact, one of the critical lessons that must be painfully learned is that no single principle is ever applicable in all situations. Thus, while speed and swiftness are generally stressed, in some circumstances speed will not only exhaust one’s forces but also uselessly throw them against overwhelming foes. Therefore speed and initiative are to be balanced with temporizing and defensive measures whose appropriateness (or domain of applicability) must be determined with respect to fixed parameters that characterize commonly recurring situational categories.

Insofar as the original texts are readily accessible and variations among the editions minimal, we have neither provided footnotes for our choice of one or another rendition nor systematically corrected the historical illustrations by comparative recourse to the original passages in the Twenty-five Histories and other sources. Rather, we have treated the book as a self-contained work, as virtually every Chinese reader has over the past few centuries. Scholars with competence in classical Chinese will readily note where alternative readings were selected or an explanatory phrase added, but may also wish to consult Chang Wen-ts’ai’s excellent Pai-chan ch’i-fa ch’ien-shuo (Chieh-fang-chün ch’u-pan-she, Peking, 1987), which offers a carefully corrected text based on full research into the original passages and whose thoughtful conclusions regarding the text’s authorship and date we generally follow. (Chang also points out that the book was originally called the Pai-chan Ch’i-fa and only acquired its present name of Pai-chan Ch’i-lüeh toward the middle of the Ch’ing period.)

In presenting this material there was a great temptation to extensively discuss the individual battles, setting them within their historical contexts and exploring the tactical implications. However, this would not only result in an unwieldy book, but further distract from the author’s original purpose—to  illustrate his tactical lessons with concrete examples rather than analyze concrete battles in terms of tactical principles. Insofar as the historical figures, while not unimportant, are merely actors in such illustrations, we have opted neither to explore nor expand them in cumbersome footnotes. Rather, our aim has been to produce a work equally accessible to those interested in military history, Asian history, and tactical thought in general, whatever their proposed domain of applicability. However, in the traditional Chinese manner we have appended brief observations to each chapter, sometimes commenting on the historical context or importance of the battles themselves but generally explicating the tactical principles with reference to the heritage of Chinese military thought as embodied by the Seven Military Classics and Sun Pin’s Military Methods. We have emphasized concrete comparisons rather than general principles and frequently include divergent or alternative views. While the Unorthodox Strategies is therefore a self-contained, fully independent volume, it may also be viewed as a companion to our previous works, the Seven Military Classics and the Military Methods.


Apart from the abstract debt we owe to the historical commentators whose labors have illuminated China’s innumerable texts, we would like to again acknowledge Zhao Yong’s ongoing assistance in locating and obtaining obscure textual materials. In addition, we have benefited greatly from the wisdom and insightful comments of Peter Kracht, senior editor, as well as the expertise and commitment of the staff at Westview Press in making this book possible. As always, our thanks to Max Gartenberg for his generous efforts and to Lee T’ing-rong, who has once again honored the work with his calligraphy

 



Ralph D. Sawyer






A Note on Pronunciation

As our views remain unchanged, we repeat our comments from our previous works: 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 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 and previous translations of Sun-tzu’s Art of War have mainly used Wade-Giles, we have opted to employ it throughout our works, including the Unorthodox Strategies. Well-known cities, names, and books—such as “Peking”—are retained in their common form, and books and articles published with romanized names and titles also appear in their original 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


 




p, as in ping: without apostrophe, pronounced like b


 




ch, as in chuang: without apostrophe, pronounced like j


 




hs, as in hsi: pronounced sh


 




j, as in jen: pronounced like r






Thus, the name of the famous Chou dynasty is pronounced as if written “jou” and sounds just like the English name “Joe.”






Chronology of Approximate Dynastic Periods





	
Dynastic Period 
	
Years 



	Legendary Sage Emperors
	2852—2255 B.C.



	Hsia
	2205—1766



	Shang
	1766—1045



	Western Chou
	1045—770



	Eastern Chou
	770—256



	Spring and Autumn
	722—481



	Warring States
	403—221



	Ch’in
	221—207



	Former Han (Western Han)
	208 B.C.—8 A.D.



	Later Han (Eastern Han)
	23—220



	Six Dynasties Period
	222—589



	Three Kingdoms
	222—280



	Wei-Chin
	220—316



	Northern and Southern Dynasties
	265—589



	Sui
	589—618



	T’ang
	618—907



	Five Dynasties (Northern China)
	907—959



	Ten Kingdoms (Southern China)
	907—979



	Sung
	960—1126



	Southern Sung
	1127—1279



	Yuan (Mongol)
	1279—1368



	Ming
	1368—1644



	Ch’ing (Manchu)
	1644—1911









Introduction

The history of China, ever portrayed in terms of its glorious culture and storied continuity, differs remarkably from general perceptions and common knowledge, being instead an interminable struggle between the forces of light and dark, culture and brutality, the civil and the martial. For five millennia China has tortuously suffered constant warfare, upheaval, and disintegration, untold millions repeatedly perishing whenever central authority waned and barbaric forces sundered the realm. Powerful generals forged personal domains then exploited the loyalty of troops enamored by promises of great rewards to contend for ultimate power. Millenarian leaders manipulated spiritual beliefs and wreaked havoc in purported quests to realize utopian visions, frequently destroying everything before them, oblivious even to the humanitarian constraints of their own religious precepts. Nomadic peoples repeatedly mounted incursions from out of the steppes, pillaging and plundering the border regions except during brief respites consequent to their decimation by powerful dynastic Chinese armies. Various tribes successively dominated North China for many centuries after the Han, and a few peoples, such as the Mongols and Manchus, conquered all of it through massively destructive campaigns long thereafter. In short, virtually every year witnessed a major battle somewhere in China, significant conflicts erupted nearly every decade, and the nation was consumed by inescapable warfare at least once a century.

Within this context of interminable strife, warfare truly became—as Sun-tzu, the famous general and strategist, asserted—“the greatest affair of state, the basis of life or death, the Tao to survival or extinction.” Accordingly, as battlefield technology improved and combat forces escalated from a few hundred nobles venturing forth in their chariots to hundreds of thousands of infantry troops massed for protracted campaigns, military science—encompassing organization, tactics, command, and control—also developed and was studied by the professional military men who arose to cope with the growing complexity. Pondering their experiences, they formulated concepts and discerned principles to impose intellectual order upon the apparently  chaotic nature of the battlefield. The resulting military manuals eventually furnished the officially sanctioned basis for systematically studying military doctrine, with seven such books, including Sun-tzu’s famous Art of War, eventually being designated as canonical when compiled, edited, and published in the Sung dynasty as the Seven Military Classics.


Apart from the earliest periods of the Shang and Chou, and until the introduction of hot weapons and the impact of Western military practices, Chinese warfare showed remarkable tactical continuity. This continuity resulted from three factors: the slow evolution of the three component forces (chariots, cavalry, and infantry) with their relevant weapons groups; the systematic development of tactical doctrine that early assumed written form and was thereafter assiduously studied; and an innate reverence for tradition, for pondering the lessons and examples of the past. China’s vaunted examination system, which really became effective in the T’ang, only to become stultifying from the Sung onward, reflected this penchant for revitalizing antiquity, for deliberately imitating the methods of the ancients in order to rectify contemporary shortcomings and deficiencies. This also proved true of the traditions embodied in the Seven Military Classics, although commanders could hardly ignore the ever-evolving nature of warfare and the pressing realities of the battlefield. They would also undoubtedly have been familiar with an incident in the Tso Chuan (reprised in Chapter 39 of the Unorthodox Strategies) where Duke Hsiang of Sung practiced the proper forms and thereby doomed his troops to defeat, and another later in the T’ang where an idealistic general slavishly emulated the ancient employment of battle chariots only to be destroyed by highly mobile cavalry and infantry.

Because imperial exams were also administered in technical subjects and the military arts, there was an added incentive to thoroughly study the orthodox military texts, particularly the Seven Military Classics, the designated basis for exam questions. The lessons derived from these writings not only provided a wide range of tactical knowledge but also furnished the concepts and vocabulary required for commanders to mutually communicate in their specialized area. Warfare thus became a Tao, a way of knowing or a science, encompassing battlefield analysis, enemy assessment, command and control, tactical decisionmaking, and numerous other important aspects of military activity. Analytic in nature, founded upon Sun-tzu’s theoretical methods and parameters, Chinese military science was constantly augmented by the experience and ruminations of veteran generals and could be ignored by field commanders only at great peril.

The Unorthodox Strategies not only falls into this tradition but also constitutes a systematic summation of earlier military writings supplemented by historical illustrations that convert an otherwise conventional tactical manual into an astute casebook meriting close study Composed perhaps at the very end of the Southern Sung dynasty or shortly thereafter, some decades subsequent to the publication of the Seven Military Classics, the unknown author availed himself of China’s extensive dynastic histories to ferret out battles that would succinctly reveal the tactical principles in the context of concrete events. Many of these historical incidents preserve dialogues encompassing the commanders’ own views, immediately revealing the vibrancy and continued relevance of the classical writings throughout Chinese history despite such important transitions as the shift from chariots to cavalry.

The author—sometimes claimed to be Liu Chi, also known as Liu Po-wen, of the early Ming dynasty—clearly ascribed to Sun-tzu’s belief in the critical nature and importance of warfare. However, instead of initiating the book with this often-quoted thought, he commences with a chapter upon calculation and estimation, no doubt reflecting Sun-tzu’s placement of “Initial Estimations” at the beginning of the Art of War to emphasize the analytic aspect of the Tao of warfare. Thereafter the Unorthodox Strategies proceeds with the consideration of some forty paired tactical concepts and a few individual principles, ending with two chapters on the essence of warfare whose concluding role equally stresses their importance. These last two chapters are premised upon a famous statement found in the Ssu-ma Fa—one perhaps still relevant in our troubled world—that states: “Even though a state may be vast, those who love warfare will inevitably perish. Even though calm may prevail under Heaven, those who forget warfare will certainly be endangered.” No doubt the unknown author embraced the view that “when action should be taken one who hesitates and is quiet, without advancing, seriously injures all living beings. Weapons are inauspicious instruments, and the Tao of Heaven abhors them. However when their employment is unavoidable it accords with the Tao of Heaven.”

Because the Unorthodox Strategies is founded upon Sun-tzu’s concepts and adopts his tactics extensively, it almost merits being characterized as an explication of the Art of War. However, while the author obviously assimilated Sun-tzu’s characterization of warfare as the Tao of tactics and command and quotes the Art of War in somewhat more than half his tactical discussions, he also fully takes cognizance of the dissimilar tactics and different concepts found in the other canonical military writings and even cites the Analects of Confucius and the earlier Book of Documents on a few occasions.  The essential vision is one of maneuver warfare intended to exploit a full array of possibilities, including deception, speed, and even temporizing, to attain the strategic advantage that ultimately translates into overwhelming force suddenly vanquishing a startled enemy. It thus fundamentally differs from the Western penchant for direct, immediate confrontation, for butting strength against strength just as imagized by Greek phalanxes of old clashing on the semi-arid plains or arrays of thousands moronically marching toward each other at measured pace in the nineteenth century. In contrast, while ordinary campaign forces in China eventually numbered 200,000 and probably peaked at a million or more for major invasions, immediately engaging in battle was never the norm.

Although the individual lessons contained in the Unorthodox Strategies clearly discuss the tactical principles, the historical incidents generally illustrate them well, and both have been amplified with our commentary, a few of the book’s assumptions and organizing principles might prove useful for orientation. Foremost, all military activities—whether single battles, entire campaigns, or full national mobilizations—require carefully calculating the chances for success. The enemy must be evaluated, and, in accord with methods apparently prevailing from Sun-tzu’s era onward, the probability for success quantitatively determined. Naturally this procedure requires intelligence-gathering activities, including the employment of spies, and attempts to undermine the enemy’s strengths. Furthermore, the results of this assessment cannot be considered final until contemplated and modified in the context of strategic options that might minimize or even negate enemy advantages in supplies or manpower, such as fatiguing them through forced marches or coercing them onto constricted terrain.

These situational analyses probably proceeded by evaluating the parameters first suggested in the Art of War, structuring the tactical options in terms of paired opposites. The lessons in the Unorthodox Strategies are similarly centered upon complimentary tactical principles, although considerably expanded in their formulation beyond Sun-tzu’s original categories. Among the most important might be the natural advantages of Heaven and Earth; quantities of supplies as relatively plentiful or scarce; numbers of men, as few or many; the state of the troops, as well-trained or not, fatigued or rested, hungry or well nourished, confident or fearful; the commander as experienced or not, capable or ignorant, self-controlled or easily angered, arrogant or humble; and the morale of the contending sides, as fervent or terrified. However, one fundamental conclusion repeatedly emerges from these studies: no single principle can ever dominate nor be applicable in every situation. At times the  army should avoid warfare, yet at other times it should forcefully engage in battle even though numerically outnumbered and, except for one or two factors, enmeshed in a situation identical to one previously requiring restraint.

Having determined a battle or campaign to be necessary, the commander must then ponder the possible routes to conquest and strive to realize victory with a minimum expenditure of energy, even without fighting if possible. Among the methods for nonviolent conquest, overawing the enemy with superior military and economic strength represents the ideal, but thwarting the enemy’s plans the most realistic. Efforts to achieve the latter would include alliance building, subverting enemy coalitions, assuming preemptory positions, and even refusing battle, an idea less favored by Sun-tzu’s original doctrines. Moreover, campaign forces, of whatever size, should strive to confuse the enemy, deceiving them as to intentions and capability, and then strike when and where unexpected. According to Sun-tzu, the formless represents the highest realization of deception. By not revealing any intentions or presenting a discernible form the enemy will be baffled and forced to prepare against all eventualities, even foregoing planned assaults because of their inability to detect weaknesses or “vacuities.” Slightly less transcendent, but still effective, would be deliberately creating facades and deceptions, such as feinting east to strike in the west, thereby compelling the enemy to inappropriately commit their defenses or balk their plans. However, although the Unorthodox Strategies discusses several concrete deceptive practices, the concept receives far less emphasis than in such writings as the Art of War and the Six Secret Teachings.


For engaging the enemy in battle, the Unorthodox Strategies presents a wide range of tactical possibilities founded on the operant principle of flexible response, of varying tactics to suit circumstances and situations. Preliminary to the actual engagement would be efforts designed to reduce the enemy’s warfare capabilities, to stress and debilitate their forces. These focus on manipulating them in various ways, such as tempting them with apparently easy gains in order to destabilize them, to provoke them into motion and then capitalize upon their disorder and fatigue. Heavily entrenched, overwhelmingly strong, or fervently animated forces should never be directly engaged. Conversely, even when enjoying a vast superiority in troop strength or component forces, the commander should still shape the battle to greatest advantage, weakening and dividing the enemy’s units to ensure victory at the least cost. The circumstances should be molded so that the army’s strategic power—raw power coupled with positional advantage, an essential concept in Sun-tzu’s doctrine—may be explosively employed, just like “the  sudden release of a pent-up torrent down a thousand-fathom gorge.” When such disproportionate advantages are thus achieved, even mediocre generals in command of average troops cannot fail to achieve shattering victories.

The doctrine of the unorthodox and orthodox, first formulated by Sun-tzu, appears in the Unorthodox Strategies, but in a much de-emphasized role, perhaps because of the difficulty commanders experienced in implementing such complex tactics with the large armies of their times. In essence, unorthodox tactics are realized through the flexible, imaginative, unconventional employment of forces, while orthodox ones are simply normal, conventional, by-the-book methods. The unorthodox and orthodox are thus inherently interrelated, mutually defining, and highly context dependent. While a number of chapters in the Unorthodox Strategies elucidate tactics that might prove to be unorthodox, depending upon their contextual application, the historical illustration for “Wind in Warfare” furnishes a striking example of the unorthodox because Fu Yen-ch’ing, the commanding general, finding himself downwind of the enemy, nearly blinded by blowing sand, adopted the unexpected but ultimately successful measure of attacking, rather than observing the oftrepeated prohibition never to attack against the wind.

Commanding massive forces capable of complex maneuvers and fully exploiting the numerous deployments articulated by traditional Chinese military science required not only acumen and expertise but also resilience, determination, wisdom, courage, and inspiration. Any general beset by personal weakness or flaws, given to emotional reaction or debilitating traits such as arrogance and greed, would doom his men to death and defeat even before the armies had clashed. Accordingly, the military writings generally devote extensive passages to the character and requisite abilities of generals and officers at every level, while history is replete with examples of successfully manipulating character flaws and exploiting professional weaknesses, including several found as historical illustrations in the Unorthodox Strategies.


Effective commanders must also master the psychology of warfare and always be cognizant of the army’s morale, as well as their physical condition and remaining capabilities. Many of the military writings extensively pondered the question of spirit or ch’i (the vital pneuma of life), gradually evolving a comprehensive approach to stimulating and maintaining the soldier’s morale, arousing their fighting spirit just before battle, and ensuring their commitment to fight to the death once engaged. However, the early Tso Chuan already contained a passage showing how the soldiers’ fervor can be adversely affected by stimulating them too soon with the drums, while Sun-tzu expanded the concept further in passages that are extensively discussed in several chapters of the Unorthodox Strategies.


Underlying the issue of spirit was the fundamental problem of command and control—of organizing, directing, and successfully molding a unified force that would immediately respond to the commander’s intent. A few chapters in the Unorthodox Strategies focus upon the issues of rewards and punishments and provide cursory discussions of the main problems. Training underpins every endeavor, but more significant is the army’s hierarchical organization based upon the squad of five, coupled with the imposition of mutual responsibility obligations that link every man’s fate to his fellows, thereby ensuring maximum effort in the face of danger. Besides fear, doubt constitutes the main problem that must be countered, for it is ever present in the tendency to perceive omens in natural phenomena and to question unfolding events. Once he vanquishes fear and doubt, the commander can direct a corps of completely responsive troops, enabling him to execute flexible tactics and exploit ongoing battlefield changes.

Although there was constant tension between professional military personnel and the literati staffing the bureaucracy, the latter often psychologically and educationally submerged into the effete world of hypocritical Confucianism (except early in the establishment of many dynasties when men of action dominated the court), most people still accepted the view that warfare was inherent to man and should therefore be studied and prepared for. This of course contradicted the late Confucian belief (originally espoused by Mencius) that human nature tends to be good, as well the prevailing view that overawing virtue alone could subjugate the world. The competition for scarce tax resources, coupled with an innate fear of strong generals, no doubt underlay much of the civil-martial conflict, while the opulent imperial lifestyle often drained the state’s coffers, impoverishing the military and leaving the country at the mercy of nomadic powers. The Huai-nan tzu, a Former Han dynasty eclectic text, observed:
When the ancients employed the military it was not to profit from broadening their lands nor coveting the acquisition of gold and jade. It was to preserve those about to perish, continue the severed, pacify the chaos under Heaven, and eliminate the harm affecting the myriad people.

Now whatever beast has blood and chi, has teeth and bears horns, has claws in front and spurs in back—those with horns butt, those with teeth bite, those with poison sting, and those with hooves kick. When happy they play with each other; when angry they harm each other. This then is Heavenly nature.

Men have a desire for food and clothes, but things are insufficient to supply them. Thus they group together in diverse places. When the division of things is not equitable, they fervently seek them and then conflict arises. When there is conflict the strong will coerce the weak, while the courageous will encroach  upon the fearful. Since men do not have the strength of sinews and bone, the sharpness of claws and teeth, they cut leather to make armor, and smelt iron to make blades. In antiquity men who were greedy, obtuse, and avaricious destroyed and pillaged all under Heaven. The myriad people were disturbed and moved, none could be at peace in his place. Sages suddenly arose to punish the strong and brutal and pacify a chaotic age. They eliminated danger and got rid of the corrupt, turning the muddy into the clear, danger into peace.





Unfortunately the military thinkers frequently found themselves disparaged at court and disdained by the people at large, yet expected to successfully grapple with sudden predatory incursions by enemy states and the brutally aggressive actions of their military forces, both presumably stemming from man’s inherent nature.

Although the Unorthodox Strategies focuses upon tactics and excerpts historical battles to concretely illustrate the discussion in a series of essentially self-contained lessons, some basic contextual information may prove useful for understanding the nature and capabilities of the military forces active in these periods. Irrespective of the period, Chinese military practice tended to be cumulative, always augmenting the past with new technologies and methods, yet essentially integrating them into a body of theory that had become canonical by the end of the Warring States. For example, when shifting from chariot-based forces to unified infantry and cavalry commands during the Han dynasty, the principles for maneuver warfare remained unchanged, although the speed with which they might be realized increased dramatically. While specific tactics might become outdated, the experience was never discontinuous, enabling the author of the Unorthodox Strategies to choose his examples from nearly two thousand years of history.

Certain recurrent themes stand out starkly. First, conflicts frequently arose between the emperor, the incarnation and wielder of centralized, despotic authority, and diffuse power centers, whether in remote provincial areas or simply subordinates in command of vigorous, perhaps victorious campaign armies. Second, millenarian movements constantly appeared that not only threatened established imperial rule, but also decimated much of the land in titanic struggles. Third, imperial China never resolved the everpresent problem posed by aggressive steppe peoples, generally but ineffectually trying to force their obedient conformance to the preconceived Chinese world order as tribute states; occasionally mounting external sweeps to diminish their power; and often bribing or otherwise buying them off, generally unsuccessfully, thus economically debilitating the country without ever increasing its defensive capabilities. Some periods also witnessed extensive  efforts to contain the threat by employing “barbarians to control barbarians”—relying upon more Sinicized tribes to provide an active defense in the intermediate area along the border (eventually defined by the Great Wall) between the steppe and China proper. When mistreated or dissatisfied, these semisedentary tribes frequently rebelled and exploited their strategically advantageous position to easily plunder the empire.

The defining characteristics of traditional military forces in China remained largely unchanged from the late Spring and Autumn period—Suntzu’s era—until the advent of hot weapons subsequent to the writing of the Unorthodox Strategies. Founded upon a strict hierarchical organization that made the squad of five the fundamental building block, armies as large as several hundred thousand were capable of segmenting and recombining, executing numerous deployments, varying unit formations within such deployments, and responding to ongoing battlefield commands. Their unity was attained through severe discipline, excellence in effecting measures for command and control, and powerful disincentives to disobedience. Only three significant changes occurred during the period covered by the Unorthodox Strategies: a shift from chariot-centered organization in the Spring and Autumn and early Warring States periods to massive infantry commands mired in prolonged engagements; a second shift in component force importance with the development of the cavalry at the end of the Warring States period and its increasing utilization to swiftly execute flexible tactics thereafter; and the gradual displacement of bronze weapons by iron versions over the centuries from the start of the Warring States period to the end of the early Han dynasty. While other changes are clearly discernible—many of them summarized in the Appendix—they are best characterized as evolutions rather than revolutions, easily encompassed within the vibrant tradition of Chinese military science.

Although warfare plagued China throughout its history, stimulating prodigious intellectual efforts to analyze its manifestations and fathom its principles, the number of extant military writings remains small. No doubt many early tactical treatises, being written on silk or bamboo slips before the invention of paper in the Han dynasty, perished before achieving the minimal circulation required to guarantee their survival, while other fragile manuscripts vanished prior to the adoption of printing in the T’ang. Moreover, the oft-remarked Chinese tendency to esteem the works of antiquity over contemporary writings contrived to designate the small number of the works that survived the innumerable cataclysmic events and centuries of interminable strife as canonical. However, because military science, including weapons and component  forces, evolved only minimally from the Han dynasty onward, these older works retained an undiminished relevance that ensured their perpetuation. After much winnowing, revising, systematizing, commentary, and sustained growth in importance, seven important books were deemed fundamental expositions of doctrine and tactics—including Sun-tzu’s famous Art of War, extensively drawn upon by the Unorthodox Strategies—and assembled into a standardized edition in the Sung dynasty entitled the Seven Military Classics. Although Ts’ao Ts’ao added a commentary to the Art of War during the Three Kingdoms period and wrote his own treatise, and many other generals and military officials did thereafter, none of them ever ranked in importance and influence with the Seven Military Classics. Numerous minor works, technical treatises, tactical manuals, and summary compilations appeared from the T’ang on, but, while undoubtedly known to the author of the Unorthodox Strategies, never received mention, thereby illustrating the continuing importance of the canonical texts in later theoretical thought.

One additional work requires mention: the Military Methods, a book probably composed in large part by Sun Pin—possibly Sun-tzu’s great grandson—in the middle of the Warring States period. Because it was lost in the Han dynasty (and only rediscovered in the 1970s), the Unorthodox Strategies never incorporates any of its views into the tactical discussions. However, since the Military Methods preserves important early material and essentially constitutes an eighth military classic, a number of particularly illuminating passages are cited in our commentaries to the individual chapters.

The seven books of varying length and origin encompassed by the Seven Military Classics furnish the theoretical basis for virtually all the tactical discussions in the Unorthodox Strategies, with brief passages being quoted to summarily conclude each selection. The seven treatises, in their Sung dynasty canonical arrangement, are the Art of War, the Wu-tzu, the Methods of the Ssu-ma (Ssu-ma Fa), Questions and Replies between T’ang T’ai-tsung and Li Wei-kung, the Three Strategies of Huang Shih-kung, and T’ai Kung’s Six Secret Teachings. Although uncertainty abounds regarding the authorship, dating, and extent to which these works are composites that draw upon common ground and preserve lost writings, the traditional order unquestionably is not chronological. For nearly a thousand years Sun-tzu’s Art of War has generally been considered the oldest and greatest extant Chinese military work even though the purported author of the Six Secret Teachings, the T’ai Kung, was active five hundred years earlier than the historical Sun-tzu. The Ssu-ma Fa reputedly preserves materials dating back to the early Chou; the Wu-tzu, generally attributed to the great general Wu Ch’i, may  have been recorded by his disciples and probably suffers from accretions; and the Three Strategies clearly postdates the Wei Liao-tzu, yet some traditionalists still vociferously associate it with the T’ai Kung. However, comparing the contents of these various works with actual historical battles, the likely evolution of warfare in China, and innumerable contemporary archaeological discoveries suggests (with many caveats and unstated qualifications) the following periodization and sequencing: initial period, the Ssu-ma Fa and the Art of War; second period, the Wu-tzu; third period, Sun Pin’s Military Methods, the Wei Liao-tzu, the Six Secret Teachings, and finally the Three Strategies; and last, the T’ang or Sung dynasty Questions and Replies.

For the convenience of readers interested in the contextual background for material cited in the individual tactical discussions, extremely brief biographies of the purported authors—some of whom also appear in the historical incidents incorporated in the Unorthodox Strategies—and short discussions of the probable dates of composition, largely abstracted from the individual introductions found in our translation of the Seven Military Classics, are reprised in the introductory sketches below. However, much of the evidence for establishing composition dates remains tenuous, while the historical study of strategic thought and military concepts in China has only recently been systematically initiated.




T’ai Kung’s Six Secret Teachings 

The Six Secret Teachings purportedly records the T’ai Kung’s political advice and tactical instructions to Kings Wen and Wu of the Chou dynasty in the mid-eleventh century B.C. Although the present book certainly dates from the Warring States period, some traditional scholars still believe it preserves at least vestiges of the oldest strata of Chinese military thought. The historic T’ai Kung has commonly been honored in China as the first famous general and the progenitor of strategic studies. A complete work that discusses not only strategy and tactics but also proposes the government measures necessary for forging effective state control and attaining national prosperity, the Six Secret Teachings is grounded upon, or perhaps projected back into, monumental historical events. The Chou kings presumably implemented many of these policies, enabling them to develop their agricultural and population base, gradually expand their small border domain, and secure the allegiance of the populace until they could finally launch the decisive military campaign that defeated the powerful Shang dynasty and overturned its six-hundred-year rule.




The Ssu-ma Fa 

The Ssu-ma Fa is a terse, enigmatic text dating from about the fourth century B.C. (when it was probably compiled from materials originating in the Spring and Autumn period) that has traditionally been accorded far more authenticity than any of the other military writings. Virtually every account of its inception identifies it with the state of Ch’i, historically the fount of the innovative military studies that perhaps received their initial impetus from the T’ai Kung himself when he ruled as the first king of Ch’i and were subsequently advanced by Sun-tzu, Sun Pin, and Wei Liao-tzu. The title, Ssu-ma Fa, might be best translated as The Methods of the Minister of War, for the character fa, whose basic meaning is law, encompasses the concept of methods, standards, and techniques or art, as in the “art” of war. However, no single term adequately covers the content’s scope because the Ssu-ma Fa discusses laws, regulations, government policies, military organization, military administration, discipline, basic values, grand strategy, and strategy.

One much disputed story associated with the book suggests that the famous general originally known as T’ien Jang-chü was instrumental in the great victories achieved by King Ching of Ch’i. Because he had held the post of Ssu-ma in this campaign, he was granted the privilege of assuming the title as a family surname. According to his brief biography in the Shih Chi, part of which provides the historical illustration for Chapter 14, “Awesomeness,” when the Ssu-ma Fa was subsequently compiled under King Wei the book included his ideas and was thus initially entitled the Military Methods of Ssu-ma Jang-chü. Irrespective of this possible early evolution, the work probably assumed final form about the middle of the fourth century B.C., more than a hundred years after the death of Confucius. Unfortunately, the present book of 5 chapters merely preserves remnants of an extensive compilation that apparently once totaled 155 chapters in the Han dynasty. Fortunately these five seem to have been faithfully transmitted ever since the T’ang dynasty.




Sun-tzu’s Art of War 

Despite an extensive, extremely well known biography in the Shih Chi, because of the virtual absence of any other materials concerning his life and achievements, Sun-tzu continues to be an enigma. Not only are his background and early history completely unknown, it remains unclear whether he was born in Wu or Ch’i and whether he had studied military strategy and  served in a command capacity before venturing to instruct the king of Wu or simply was a peripatetic thinker capitalizing upon an employment opportunity. However, it appears that he provided the king with the tactical methods and strategy for Wu’s victorious campaign against the powerful state of Ch’u in 511 B.C. and may have played a similar role in subsequent victories over the aggressive states of Ch’i and Ch’in. Despite such highly visible successes, he certainly vanished from the historical stage by 500 B.C., reputedly of his own volition to avoid the inevitable death that seemed to befall all great military men in his era.

Traditionalists vociferously assert that the historical Sun-tzu portrayed in the Shih Chi biography actually composed the Art of War, but some skeptics have questioned his actions and existence on the basis of a few anachronisms coupled with the absence of any corroborative textual evidence. A balanced view that takes cognizance of the evolving nature of warfare, the rising need for military and bureaucratic specialization, the personalities involved, the complexity of the politics, and the fragility of recorded material might well conclude that Sun-tzu not only served as a strategist and possibly as a commander but also composed the core of the book that bears his name. Thereafter the essential teachings were probably transmitted within the family or a close-knit school of disciples, being improved and revised with the passing decades while gradually gaining wider dissemination. The early text may even have been edited by his famous descendant Sun Pin, who also extensively employed its teachings in his own Military Methods, simultaneously making the Sun name even more glorious.




Wu Ch’i’s Wu-tzu 

Unlike the semilegendary Sun-tzu, Wu Ch’i, the focal figure and speaker in the Wu-tzu, was a famous historical general who is even cited as an exemplar in several chapters of the Unorthodox Strategies. His military exploits and administrative achievements truly surpassed the ordinary, and shortly after his death his name became inextricably linked with Sun-tzu’s. Born about 440 B.C. into the tumultuous era that witnessed the initial conflicts of the incessant warfare that would eventually reduce the number of powerful states from seven to one, he immediately realized that states could survive only if they fostered both military strength and sound government. While he attained great power and encouraged the development and preservation of distinctions, he personally eschewed the commanding general’s visible comforts and shared every misery and hardship with his troops. Eventually he was  murdered in Ch’u about 361 B.C., a victim of the enmity incurred by his draconian measures to strengthen central authority and the military.

According to subsequent historical writings, Wu Ch’i not only was never defeated in battle but rarely suffered the ignominy of a stalemate while compiling a remarkable record of decisive victories against the superior forces of entrenched states. Although often regarded as China’s first great general, he equally garnered a reputation for impressive administrative reforms and innovations. Thus the work attributed to him, the Wu-tzu, not only numbers among the Seven Military Classics but has also long been valued as one of the basic foundations of Chinese military thought. Less strident than the Art of War, it seriously considers all aspects of war and battle preparation and suggests generally applicable techniques for resolving tactical situations. The core of the text was probably composed by Wu Ch’i himself then expanded and revised by his disciples, perhaps from their own memories or court recordings. Much of the original appears to have been lost, but what remains has been edited into a succinct, fairly systematic, and remarkably comprehensive work.




Sun Pin’s Military Methods 

In the centuries just before the founding of the first imperial dynasty in 221 B.C., four great military figures were commonly recognized as having been instrumental in strengthening their states and wresting power over the realm: Sun-tzu in Wu, Wu Ch’i in Wei, Shang Yang in Ch’in, and Sun Pin in Ch’i. Until recently only Sun Pin lacked his own work because one that had been identified with him in the Han imperial library, entitled Military Methods , had been lost, causing many scholars in later centuries to insist it had never existed. However, some two thousand years after its last recorded existence, remnants of his book were dramatically recovered in 1972 when a Han dynasty military official’s tomb revealed a horde of bamboo strips that preserved numerous ancient writings on military, legal, and other subjects. Unfortunately, although many of the strips are perfectly preserved, over the centuries portions of others have suffered varying degrees of damage, ranging from complete physical disintegration to the partial obliteration of the brush-written ink characters. After long, painstaking reconstruction the contents have tentatively emerged, revealing incisive conceptions and integrated tactics that both draw upon and concretely expand Sun-tzu’s earlier methods. Even in this overall imperfect condition the Military Methods remains a remarkable middle Warring States text, one that presumably embodies the views of the great strategist, probably a direct lineal descendant of Sun-tzu, who was active as Ch’i’s chief tactician from 356 B.C. until 341 B.C.  and may have lived until near the end of the century. The victorious strategies for the two famous battles of Kuei-ling and Ma-ling, the latter recounted in the Unorthodox Strategies as the historical illustration for Chapter 30, “Knowledge,” have always been attributed to Sun Pin.




The Wei Liao-tzu 

The Wei Liao-tzu was named after a shadowy historical figure whose surname was Wei and personal name was Liao. (The character “tzu,” meaning master and indicating respect, was added by the compilers of his book.) One view holds that Wei Liao probably lived in the last half of the fourth century B.C., an era when mendicant persuaders indiscriminately sought receptive ears among the various feudal lords, irrespective of their moral qualifications. Whatever his personal history, Wei Liao was a brilliant strategist and perceptive observer who realized that only by integrating the civil and martial could a state be assured of surviving in the tumultuous Warring States environment. Since he never illustrated his discussions with examples from personal military experience, he is not historically noted as a commander, and the book is almost devoid of actual tactics, it appears he was strictly a theoretician. However, his frequent citation of passages from numerous military writings and his detailed description of army organization and discipline provide evidence of his extensive military knowledge.

The style and historical content of the Wei Liao-tzu suggest it was composed about the end of the fourth century B.C. Based upon a partial bamboo-slip edition recently recovered, it clearly assumed present form before the Han dynasty in 206 B.C., contrary to skeptical claims denigrating it as a much later fabrication. Therefore, it might tentatively be concluded that the Wei Liao-tzu was based upon Wei Liao’s court conversations with King Hui of Wei in the middle Warring States, perhaps with additional, detailed material about Ch’in’s military organization appended by someone from his family or school within a century after his death.




The Three Strategies of Huang Shih-kung 

Although there are numerous problems with the text of the Three Strategies and the usual questions about its authenticity, even if the book were a “valueless forgery” as claimed by the numerous Confucians who vehemently denounced its purported brutality from the Sung dynasty on, the work would still demand serious study because of its antiquity, complex content, and manifest influence on subsequent military thinkers in China and eventually  Japan. Based upon the concepts, language, and historical references incorporated in the text, it appears that the Three Strategies was written in reaction to the excesses of the Ch’in dynasty or possibly about the end of the Former Han dynasty, probably by a reclusive adherent of the Huang-Lao school who had expert knowledge of military affairs. This would account for the absence of many focal military topics, such as battlefield command and tactics, and the narrow focus upon government affairs in an age of peace.




Questions and Replies Between T’ang T’ai-tsung  and Li Wei-kung 

T’ang T’ai-tsung, who asks the questions and offers short observations in the classic, apparently received a Confucian education; therefore, he was thoroughly versed in the classics and histories, as well as being extremely skilled in the martial arts. He reportedly commanded troops by the age of fifteen and, after contributing to the establishment of the T’ang as both a strategist and heroic commander, was instrumental in subduing numerous challenges to the new state, including segments of the Western Turks. He finally became emperor by displacing his father in 627 A.D., although only after murdering his older brother, the designated heir. Stories of his prowess and famous horses abound in popular Chinese history, and he appears in several historical incidents in the Unorthodox Strategies.


As emperor he consciously cultivated the image of a proper ruler, one responsive to the needs of the people, willing to accept criticism and advice. The country was truly unified, both politically and culturally. Measures were enacted to reduce the plight of the people and stimulate the economy. Government expenditures were reduced, and effective administration was imposed throughout the nation. With the passage of time, and perhaps distance from the uncertainties of the initial period, he eventually became more independent, intolerant, and extravagant. However, the formative years of the T’ang saw the rebirth of thought and culture, the resurgence of a civilization that would dazzle Asia for three centuries.

Li Ching—also know by his honorific title of Li Wei-kung—who lived from 571 to 649, began his career under the Sui, serving in the northwest in a military capacity. One of T’ang T’ai-tsung’s earliest associates and supporters, he also commanded T’ang troops in the suppression of both internal and external challenges, the great conquest of the Western Turks (for which he became famous), and the pacification of the South. Thus if the Questions and Replies preserves his conversations with T’ang T’ai-tsung, they had personally  employed many of the book’s concepts and strategies in critical battles. However, it differs significantly from the other classics, being more of a survey of earlier works together with a wide-ranging discussion and appreciation of their theories and contradictions, punctuated by lessons learned from personal experience.

The Unorthodox Strategies, an eclectic work that derives its tactical principles from the preceding military corpus, not only thus continued the vision of the Questions and Replies, but also provided a precedent for future writings, such as the incisive Ming dynasty Essential Ruminations from a Straw Hut. The unknown author has effectively abstracted the essential principles of Chinese military science, saving the reader innumerable pages of irrelevant and often redundant passages, while also presenting a syncretic theory of maneuver warfare that stresses flexibility, strategic power, and incisive tactics. Moreover, while commentators over the centuries frequently mentioned famous battles or well-known incidents in conjunction with their textual explications, the Unorthodox Strategies is unique in systematically illustrating the tactical principles with concrete events as part of the core discussion. In these illustrations the author’s command of the historical literature may clearly be seen, for rather than being limited to famous battles his selections encompass the complete range, from the insignificant to the epoch-making. Regrettably his own name and military achievements will probably remain forever unknown.
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Tactical Discussion 

In the Tao of warfare, calculation is foremost. Before engaging in combat first estimate the relative sagacity and stupidity of the generals, the enemy’s strengths and weaknesses, the numerousness and paucity of the troops, the difficulty and ease of the terrain, and the fullness or emptiness of the provisions. If you send the army forth only after thoroughly analyzing such estimates, it will always be victorious. Sun-tzu’s Art of War states: “Analyzing the enemy, taking control of victory, estimating ravines and defiles, the distant and near, is the Tao of the superior general.”




Historical Illustration 

At the end of the Later Han dynasty, Liu Pei of the kingdom of Shu occupied Hsiang-yang. Thrice he went to request Chu-ko Liang’s strategic advice. Liang said: “Ever since Chung Chuo seized military power from the Han emperor, the number of heroes and valiants that have appeared to bestride the provinces and unite the commanderies is beyond counting. Compared with Yuan Shao, Ts’ao Ts’ao had little fame and few troops. However, Ts’ao Ts’ao eventually subjugated Yuan Shao by turning weakness into strength. It wasn’t simply a question of the seasons of Heaven but must also have been due to human plans. Now that Ts’ao has already gathered a mass of a million, constricting the emperor and thereby exerting command over the feudal lords, you certainly cannot directly confront his forces. Meanwhile, Sun Ch’üan’s family has occupied the region east of the Yangtze, the domain of the kingdom of Wu, for three generations. His kingdom’s terrain is precipitous, the people are attached to the government, and the worthy and able assist him. His kingdom can be considered a potential basis of support but not an objective for conquest.

The province of Ching-chou to the north occupies the Han River region. Its strategic advantages extend throughout the south coastal region, and to the east it connects Wu and Hui. To the west it communicates with the regions of Pa and Shu. Ching-chou is martial territory, but the ruler is unable to defend it. Heaven has apparently provided it for you as a resource. General, why not think about it?

Furthermore, the province of Yi-chou to the southwest is precipitous and obstructed, encompassing fertile fields that extend a thousand kilometers. It is the earth of Heaven’s warehouse. The founder of the Han dynasty relied upon it to establish his emperorship. Liu Chang, who occupies it, is obtuse and weak, while Chang Lu, who controls the region to the north, where the people are submissive and the state wealthy, does not know how to preserve the populace and mitigate their difficulties. The wise and capable officers there are hoping for an enlightened ruler.

Now you, general, are a descendant of the Han imperial family. Your credibility and righteousness are manifest throughout the four seas. Gather and unify the stalwarts of the realm; think of the worthy as a thirsty man thinks of water. Then extend your grasp over the provinces of Ching-chou and Yi-chou, securing their cliffs and passes; establish harmonious relations with the various barbarians in the west and be conciliatory to those in the south; and externally form an alliance with Sun Ch’üan while internally rectifying your own administration. When revolution transforms the realm, order one of your superior generals to command Ching-chou’s forces in an advance toward Wan and Lo while you personally lead the troops from Yi-chou. If you go forth through Ch’in-chou, who among the common people will not welcome you with baskets of rice and pots of wine? If it is truly thus, hegemony can be achieved and the house of Han will flourish.”

“Excellent,” exclaimed Liu Pei. Events subsequently unfolded as foretold.


Commentary 

Although the quotation summarizing the tactical discussion stems from Sun-tzu’s tenth chapter, “Configurations of Terrain,” the title for this opening selection—“Estimates”—mirrors the Art of War’s leading chapter, “Initial Estimations.” For Sun-tzu, warfare was the “greatest affair of state, the basis of life or death, the Tao to survival or extinction,” and had therefore to be analytically approached to determine whether any war, as well as individual engagements, would be feasible. Careful deliberations focused upon comparatively evaluating the enemy and oneself according to a score of parameters,  calculating weighted values for each of them with some sort of tally board to assess the overall probability for success, not unlike Western military intelligence procedures in recent decades. The following key sentences from Sun-tzu’s “Initial Estimations” indicate the critical parameters:
Structure warfare according to the following five factors, evaluate it comparatively through estimations, and seek out its true nature. The first is termed the Tao; the second, Heaven; the third, Earth; the fourth, generals; and the fifth the laws for military organization and discipline.

Thus when making a comparative evaluation through estimations, seeking out its true nature, ask: Which ruler has the Tao? Which general has greater ability? Who has gained the advantages of Heaven and Earth? Whose laws and orders are more thoroughly implemented? Whose forces are stronger? Whose officers and troops are better trained? Whose rewards and punishments are clearer?





Historically, the region of Shu (part of modern Szechwan) proved essential not only to Liu Pei’s efforts to forge a viable kingdom amidst the turmoil of the Later Han dynasty’s final years but equally in Ch’in’s meteoric rise to found the first, brief imperial dynasty. Rich in materials and resources, this remote region also formed a natural bastion whose forbidding terrain allowed a few entrenched troops to easily withstand vastly superior foes. Chu-ko Liang’s strategic analysis epitomizes the developed stage of grand strategy and political thought at the end of the Later Han dynasty, providing evidence of a willingness to simultaneously form alliances and exploit weaknesses to achieve long-range objectives. Through his well-known perspicacity the kingdom of Shu managed to survive for nearly three decades in the face of Ts’ao Ts’ao’s overwhelmingly superior forces and continue for another three after his death, largely due to the economic achievements brought about by his administrative skills. However, while garnering fame for tactical foresight and military acumen, his actual combat record was undistinguished at best, notwithstanding the incident recounted in Chapter 9, “Trust,” his cleverness in Chapter 43, “The Vacuous,” and his unspectacular death recorded in Chapter 49, “Security.” However, the weakness of the resulting nominal alliance between Liu Pei and Sun Ch’üan was subsequently exploited by Ts’ao Ts’ao, as recounted in the historical incident for Chapter 22, “Alliances.”
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Tactical Discussion 

If you attack the enemy just after they have formulated their strategy, it will ruin their plans and force them to submit. The Art of War states: “The highest realization of warfare is to attack plans.”




Historical Illustration 

During the Spring and Autumn period Duke P’ing of Chin wanted to attack the state of Ch’i, so he dispatched Fan Chao to observe Ch’i’s government. At a feast in his honor Duke Ching of Ch’i presented him with a cup of wine, but Fan Chao asked to drink from the ruler’s goblet. The duke ordered that his cup be brought to his guest. Fan Chao had already drunk from it when Yen Tzu seized the goblet and exchanged it for another cup. Later Fan Chao, pretending to be drunk, unhappily rose to dance. He asked the Music Master: “Can you perform the music of Ch’eng-chou for me? I want to dance to it.” The Music Master said: “Your ignorant servant is not familiar with it.”

When Fan Chao went out Duke Ching said: “Chin is a great state. He came to observe our government. Now that you have angered this great state’s emissary, what will we do?” Yen Tzu said: “I observed that Fan Chao was not ignorant of the proper forms of court behavior but sought to embarrass our state, so I did not comply.” The Music Master said: “The music of Ch’eng-chou is the music of the Son of Heaven. Only the ruler of men can dance to it. Now Fan Chao, although a subject, wanted to dance to the music of the Son of Heaven. Therefore I did not perform it.”

Fan Chao returned to Chin and reported to Duke P‘ing: “Ch’i cannot yet be attacked. I tried to insult their ruler but Yen Tzu realized it. I wanted to act contrary to their forms of court behavior, but the Music Master perceived it.” Confucius subsequently said: “The saying, ‘to shatter an enemy a thousand miles off without going beyond the banquet hall’ refers to Yen Tzu.”


Commentary 

The thrust of this selection derives from Sun-tzu’s chapter entitled “Planning Offensives,” where he states: “Subjugating the enemy’s army without fighting is the true pinnacle of excellence. Thus one who excels at employing the military subjugates other people’s armies without engaging in battle, captures other people’s fortified cities without attacking them, and destroys other people’s states without prolonged fighting. He must fight under Heaven with the paramount aim of ‘preservation.’ Thus his weapons will not become dull, and the gains can be preserved. This is the strategy for planning offensives.”

Despite the passage’s orientation, neither Sun-tzu nor the other ancient military strategists ever advocated avoiding battle when it proved necessary. However, they first directed their efforts toward wining through intimidation, to simply overawing the enemy, whether by military power, economic might, or surpassing Virtue. Thereafter they focused upon thwarting the enemy rather than confronting them head-on in a battle of attrition, particularly when venturing beyond their own state’s borders. The enemy’s plans might be frustrated by severing their supply lines, prepositioning holding forces along a projected route of march, deploying in unexpected strength, or simply refusing to give battle, remaining ensconced within heavily fortified positions as discussed in Chapters 38 and 77, “Defense” and “Refusing Battle” respectively.

The historical illustration reflects the widespread belief that it would be both difficult and costly to assault a state effectively ruled by a virtuous monarch supported by capable advisers. Naturally other criteria, such as military strength, organization, and expertise were also important, but the presence of competent administrators and talented generals tended to deter precipitous attacks, requiring instead that psychological measures be employed to distance the ruler from his advisors, as well as corrupting the latter through various inducements, such as riches and beautiful women, as espoused by the T’ai Kung in the much excoriated portions of the Six Secret Teachings. Numerous ruses and tests were formulated to evaluate other men, especially commanders and the ruler’s assistants; many are still preserved by the various military writings. Yen Tzu himself gained a reputation as a statesman and diplomat, numerous stories and other disparate material eventually coalescing around his name some centuries after his death.
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Tactical Discussion 

Whenever planning to conduct a major military expedition, you should first employ spies to determine the enemy’s troop strength, emptiness or fullness, and movement and rest, and only thereafter mobilize the army. Great achievements can then be attained, and you will always be victorious in combat. The Art of War states: “There are no areas in which one does not employ spies.”




Historical Illustration 

In the sixth century, during the Northern and Southern Dynasties period, general Wei Shu-yü of the Northern Chou, whose personal name was Hsiao K’uan, succeeded in defending and protecting the area about Yü-pi through his virtuous actions. Hsiao K’uan excelled in pacifying and governing the people and was able to gain their willing allegiance. All the spies he dispatched into Northern Ch’i fully exhausted their abilities. Moreover, Hsiao K’uan also bribed many Northern Ch’i citizens with gold for information and reports and thus knew all about Ch’i’s actions and court affairs.

Ch’i’s minister Hu Lü-kuang, whose style name was Ming Yüeh (Bright Moon), was worthy and courageous. Hsiao K’uan was deeply troubled about him. Northern Chou’s chief of military planning, Ch’ü Yen, who was thoroughly versed in milfoil divination, advised Hsiao K’uan: “Next year Ch’i’s court will certainly be marked by mutual killing.” Thereupon Hsiao K’uan ordered Ch’ü Yen to fabricate a prophetic verse that said: “A ‘hundred pints’ will fly up to Heaven, a ‘bright moon’ will shine on Ch’ang-an.” At that time a “hundred pints” was equal to a “hu,” Hu Lü-kuang’s surname. Additional verses read: “The high mountain, unpushed, will crumble of itself, the hu tree, unsupported, will become established by itself.” Hsiao K’uan then ordered several spies to memorize these lines and spread them  about Ch’i’s capital. When Tsu Hsiao-cheng, who had recently clashed with Hu Lü-kuang, heard them he further embellished the lines, and Hu Lü-kuang, known as “Bright Moon,” was eventually executed because of it. When Emperor Wu of the Northern Chou learned about Lü-kuang’s death, he declared a general amnesty, fully mobilized the army, and subsequently exterminated the Northern Ch’i.
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