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Chapter 1

Introduction to the Battlefield

About The Art of War

A masterpiece of military strategy, The Art of War was written by the Chinese philosopher-general Sun Tzu around 500 b.c. It contains thirteen short chapters totaling only 7,000 words, but its impact has been much larger than its size. Its teachings have shaped Eastern military and business thinking. In the West, the book’s popularity continues to grow as managers and leaders seek to apply its principles to their business challenges.

About Sun Tzu

Very little is known about Sun Tzu. He was a great military strategist who committed a distinguished lifetime’s worth of knowledge to bamboo strips. Or he never really existed at all. The book may have been written by a collection of men. In an embodiment of his battlefield strategy, Sun Tzu is a mystery.

Until clear evidence presents itself, believe the origin you wish. The battles were settled a long time ago. The man or men who wrote the book have long since turned to dust. The lessons are what remain.

About the Translation

The English translation of The Art of War used in Sun Tzu for Women is the same one used in Sun Tzu: The Art of War for Managers: 50 Strategic Rules Updated for Today’s Business, by Gerald A. Michaelson and Steven Michaelson (Adams Media). Alternate translations are included and noted when they offer useful interpretations of the material.

About Sun Tzu for Women

Sun Tzu for Women shows how sixteen core attributes from The Art of War can help women today achieve professional success.

This book doesn’t extract ancient Eastern concepts and attempt to force-fit them into a modern Western context. Instead, real-life lessons from women who have survived and thrived in business illustrate Sun Tzu’s timeless lessons.

Sun Tzu for Women captures the spirit of The Art of War and makes it eminently accessible, relevant, and applicable to women who live and work all over the world.

Why You Need Sun Tzu for Women

Men are taught to apologize for their weaknesses, women for their strengths.

—LOIS WYSE

Around the world, executives and managers embrace The Art of War. Male executives and managers, that is. Sun Tzu’s treatise on military strategy is rarely lauded as recommended reading for women. Maybe the harsh battlefield realities of a brilliant Chinese military strategist who lived five hundred years before Christ seem a long way from the cubicles, executive suites, and boardrooms of twenty-first-century female leaders. But following Sun Tzu’s strategies can help women get the absolute best out of their careers and themselves.

Sun Tzu for Women isn’t a black-and-white discussion of how military campaigns translate into customer acquisition or how Sun Tzu would create a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) analysis if he were in our boardrooms today. It’s about how women can first understand, and then effectively internalize, Sun Tzu’s strategies to advance their careers and improve their businesses. The pace of our lives, our worlds, and our workdays is often so frenetic that true understanding is elusive. 

The Guide to Your Journey

If you believe victory is your only option, Sun Tzu for Women is for you. It will help you define and develop the mentality and inner tenacity that you need to reach the pinnacle of your potential, no matter where you are in your career now. Sun Tzu for Women is about the journey from who you are to who you can become.

It reconciles ancient truths with modern realities. It shares memorable battlefield, boardroom, and life experiences of powerful women from antiquity to modernity, and includes examples from the author’s two decades of arduous martial arts training.

The scenarios Sun Tzu describes may be foreign to many readers. But the applications are familiar. Timeless truths, both simple and complex, never go out of style.

For Sun Tzu, victory begins well before the battle is fought. The woman who hasn’t cultivated the spirit of self-belief will be unable to carry out any of the tactics. Sun Tzu for Women will change how you see yourself, your circumstances, and your business.

Your Competitive Advantage

Women need to study The Art of War because their male counterparts do. For years, businessmen have used its strategies to become more effective leaders and implementers. Women who make the mistake of seeing this battlefield classic as too military or too masculine will lose out on the benefits their colleagues are realizing.

Sharing Common Pitfalls

Collectively, women in business experience many of the same obstacles. Maybe you:

• Seek to avoid conflict 

• Are unsure of which battles to fight and when to fight them 

• Desire to stay in your comfort zone and keep the peace 

• Experience confusion about being true to yourself or adopting traits characteristic of male leadership models 

• Don’t ask for what you want 

• Allow timidity to prevent you from achieving big 

• Fear the way boldness will be perceived by others 

• Are prone to distraction from outside the office

Sun Tzu for Women explores what Sun Tzu himself says about such challenges. You’ll learn how Carly Fiorina, Geraldine Laybourne, Meg Whitman, Drew Gilpin Faust, Condoleezza Rice, and many women like them overcame external obstacles to succeed.

Their stories, plus the latest research, will show you how to break through barriers — including those within yourself — to win battles, create opportunities, and expand your horizons.

Women Share Similar Success Attributes

In addition to facing similar obstacles, women also share similar attributes that lead to success, such as:

• Intuition

• Sensitivity

• Collaboration

• Passion

• Independence

• Team building

The challenge, however, is fully utilizing these strengths. Sun Tzu for Women will show you how.


Chapter 2

Indomitable Spirit

You must do the thing you think you cannot do.

— ELEANOR ROOSEVELT




THE BATTLE: Insecurity will keep you from overcoming challenges. If you expect yourself to fall short, you’ll be destined for failure. Character isn’t about what happens to you, but how you respond to it.

THE CHAMPION: If you’re a winner, you have a spirit of victory in each battle. You know that with each challenge, you grow smarter, stronger, more resilient, and more capable of being who you’re destined to be.





Indomitable spirit — the courage within that keeps you from defeat — is the soul of Sun Tzu’s battlefield strategy. It must also be at the core of your business strategy. It makes or breaks armies and will do the same for you on a personal level. Victory is a state of mind forged in your experiences.

Indomitable isn’t a word used very often in our culture. But it’s a familiar concept if you strive for excellence. It’s refusing to be conquered or overcome. You’ll often have to find unconventional ways to defeat a larger, stronger, better-funded, or more-established enemy. No matter what, with an indomitable sprit, you resolve to win. There are no other options.

People who exhibit this kind of courage have had their spirits forged in adversity. Through their triumphs, they’ve developed the mindset that victory, ultimately, will always be theirs. But success has to be defined on your terms, not on anyone else’s. Sometimes winning is simply about survival and going on to fight another day.

Sun Tzu says this about how to battle when the odds are against you: If less in number, be capable of defending yourself. And if in all respects unfavorable, be capable of eluding him. Hence, a weak force will eventually fall captive to a strong one if it simply holds ground and conducts a desperate defense.

There’s a difference between being able to defend yourself, your team, or your organization, and desperately trying to survive. The first is a spirit of refusing to be overcome. The second is a spirit of chaos and confusion that leads to destruction.

Beginning by Winning

For Sun Tzu, victory is to be achieved before the battle is initiated. This is the embodiment of an unconquerable spirit: A wise commander always ensures that his forces are put in an invincible position, and at the same time will be sure to miss no opportunity to defeat the enemy. It follows that a triumphant army will not fight with the enemy until the victory is assured, while an army destined to defeat will always fight with the opponent first, in the hope that it may win by sheer good luck.

This scenario illustrates the concept of beginning by winning:

Two athletes have trained hard for a difficult race. They’re both in excellent shape. Both women suffered various injuries during their years of running — shin splits, knee problems, and pulled hamstrings. They each have personal lives and jobs that demand their attention and cause them daily stress.

Generally speaking, the same things have happened to them. The difference is in how each responds. Throughout the first woman’s training, she’s been ready to win. She arrives on race day with single-purpose focus. She’s not thinking about the injuries that have plagued her. She has one thing on her mind — winning.

The second woman has worked just as hard. Long hours. Late nights at the gym. Early mornings on the road. She’s thinking about winning too. But that’s not all she’s thinking about. She’s thinking about what will happen if she doesn’t win. After all, if she falls short, it will probably be because of her injuries. Or because it’s hard to focus after that awful fight she had with her husband last night. And then there’s the stress of her son’s performance in school. Will he be able to get into a good college? Yes, she’s in great shape and is well-prepared. But she believes that if she doesn’t win, there’s a good reason why. She has given herself permission to fail. It won’t be her fault if she’s not up to par. It’ll be her hamstring, or her husband, or her son.

Who do you think will have the better race?

Big-Time Risks, Big-Time Rewards

High achievers take serious risks and overcome major obstacles to realize awesome returns. While Sun Tzu calls for always being in a stronger position, he acknowledges that there will be battles where the odds against you are great. Champions of the business battlefield understand this kind of adversity. They know what it’s like to go up against a difficult, seemingly insurmountable opponent. And they know what it means to defeat that opponent, and, in so doing, conquer themselves.

While women are often deemed more cautious than their male counterparts, data doesn’t support the idea that women are risk averse. Women take on more personal debt to fund businesses than do men. For three decades, women have been starting companies at twice the rate of men. The growth, employment, and revenue rates of these businesses have outpaced the economy.

Former Hewlett-Packard CEO Carly Fiorina famously transformed the culture of her company from risk aversion to risk taking. She led HP to return to its roots of innovation. Critics attacked her when she took a major risk in leading HP’s controversial merger with Compaq Computer Corp. But today this is regarded as a powerhouse merger success story. By her terms, her legacy is one of success. From HP, she’s branched out into politics, one of the most dangerous minefields in America for a woman.

Taking risks requires calculating danger. Sun Tzu urges an accurate and comprehensive picture of battlefield conditions, including the resilience of the enemy. To be victorious, he says, you must study the spirit of your opponent: A whole army may be robbed of its spirit, and its commander deprived of his presence of mind. Now, at the beginning of a campaign, the spirit of soldiers is keen; after a certain period of time, it declines; and in the later stage, it may be dwindled to naught. A clever commander, therefore, avoids the enemy when his sprit is keen and attacks him when it is lost.

In addition to your resolute purpose and commitment to success, be mindful of the courage, resilience, and commitment of your adversaries. Time your risks appropriately.

Passion Fuels the Spirit

Every woman has her own sources of motivation and inspiration. What are yours? If your goal is to be exceptional, to develop and leverage your indomitable spirit, then passion must be at the core of what you do and why you do it. You must care deeply about who you work for and with. If you’re in an industry you love, but working for or with people you don’t believe in, you won’t sustain your passion for long.

According to the National Foundation for Women Business Owners, most women who transition out of corporate careers into their own endeavors do so for one reason: independence.

These women have chosen to move on from positions where they feel undervalued, underestimated, and unsatisfied. They trade up to more demanding jobs and better realize their potential. Margaret Heffernan is a five-time CEO who has interviewed hundreds of entrepreneurs for her book, How She Does It. She puts it this way: “It is an existential flight to a place where who and what they are, how they like to work, and the things they care about are not just tolerated but are given a dynamic and central role.”

For women like these, passion is critical. If you’re good, you deserve to be in a position where the things you care about matter.

Your passion defines who you are. It will give you the stamina to win victory after victory. Your work reveals what you care about and the depth of your commitment. What does your passion and how you apply it to your work say about you?

Ten Times Down, Eleven Times Up

Sun Tzu emphasizes the importance of seizing opportunities, no matter what the circumstances. As Lionel Giles translates: If, on the other hand, in the midst of difficulties we are always ready to seize an advantage, we may extricate ourselves from misfortune.

Even when the challenges you face seem too daunting, look for ways to win. The strong leader knows that with each victory and each defeat she lives through and learns from, she grows more capable of reaching her full potential. “Ten times down, eleven times up,” is the philosophy of those who’ve triumphed over obstacles.

Despite how well it prepares us for what lies ahead, we rarely view adversity as a good thing. Naturally, we want to avoid difficulty, but conflict and trials should be viewed as opportunities. They’re chances to learn, grow, and excel. Without conflict and adversity, you’ll never know what you’re capable of.

Elizabeth I, the sixteenth-century queen of England, could relate to this. In her culture, fear and suspicion were commonplace. Her mother, Anne Boleyn, was unjustly executed for treason when her father, Henry VIII, wished to marry Jane Seymour. When Elizabeth was sixteen, she was accused of plotting against her half-brother, Edward VI. She sustained days of relentless interrogation but wouldn’t confess.

The painful experiences of her childhood and young adulthood shaped her into the powerful monarch she’d become. As queen, she would always project strength and indomitable sprit.

Learn to Fall

Falling hurts. In the martial arts, many people quit when they realize how difficult it is to learn to fall. This is a hurdle they won’t let themselves overcome. But for those who stick with their training, these painful lessons become much easier. Over time, as the student learns to fall correctly, even the hardest throws and takedowns become easy to take.

When you know how to fall properly, you no longer experience the rough spots. You no longer get the wind knocked out of you. You no longer get headaches, bruised elbows, and banged tailbones from the impact. Or, at least, you experience these pains less frequently. You still feel them when you’re unprepared or thrown with unexpected force.

It’s from falling down that you learn to win, including how not to get taken off your feet in the same way again. You become better, and your footing is more sure. You learn who to trust and who not to trust by who knocks you down and who helps (or doesn’t help) you up. You learn the strength of your spirit.

Get Back Up — Quickly

In the executive suite, as in every facet of your life, you’re not defeated in falling down, but in failing to get back up. The only way to get back on your feet is in your attitude, perseverance, and unwillingness to allow even a crushing blow to seal your fate. Getting back up is at the core of solid character. It sends a message to both friends and enemies that as long as you have breath in your lungs, you will always get back up.

Sun Tzu understands that defeat may happen. But the great can find victory in losing by getting back up, regrouping, innovating, and moving on stronger than ever before. That’s the spirit of victory.

Timing is critical for Sun Tzu. When you get knocked down, get up quickly. Don’t make it easy for your enemies. Instead of dwelling on failure and spending too much time in nonproductive, defeated positions, get up and move forward. Women who allow others’ negative comments to linger, causing pain and resentment, also compromise their ability to overcome defeat. As Sun Tzu says, Do not linger on critical ground.

Adapt to Getting Choked

If you’re a martial artist, the first time you feel yourself in a good, tight choke, you panic. You feel like you’re going to die. You can’t breathe. Your heart races. You feel helpless. You may be in a great deal of pain. But even severe and vivid pain is muted by what’s going on inside your mind. Your body is screaming, amidst a variety of expletives, “YOU ARE GOING TO DIE!”

You lose firm footing and can’t fight back. If the opponent takes you off your feet, you’ll lose your balance. Once your peripheral vision starts to blacken, it’s only a matter of short seconds before you lose consciousness. If the person choking you doesn’t let up, everything fades to black. 

Even in the controlled, relatively safe environment of a dojo (training studio), getting choked for the first time is a harrowing experience. The next few times, it’s still very scary, but you find yourself adapting and panicking less and less with each subsequent choke. You eventually learn how to counter chokes and escape. You’re no longer defenseless. Instead of your mind insisting that you’re going to die, you process, “Okay, you’ve been here before. Let’s get out of this.” You’re still in a terribly disadvantageous position, but it’s familiar and you have a plan for escape.

Whether you’re a young entrepreneur or leading a Fortune 500 company, the first time you’re faced with an experience in which things take a very bad turn, panic may set in. You may feel defenseless. When you lose a big client, a promising deal falls through, or a threatening acquisition is announced, you feel that suffocating, constricting sensation. You momentarily lose your ability to think clearly. Mentally, and maybe even physically, you may flail about, at a loss for how to respond.

But, as Sun Tzu directs, do not linger on critical ground. Learn from your trials, so the next time a potentially devastating blow comes, you can maneuver to take the pressure off. You can breathe during the brief moments you created, and quickly reason through the situation. You’ve been here before.

When Patience Isn’t a Virtue

Most women are raised to comply with standards of passivity and patience. You were probably conditioned to wait to be asked to dance and to be asked to get married. You probably heard, “Mind your manners. Be polite. Be patient.” Social grace is a great virtue in business, and in the rest of your life. But there’s a time to be patient and polite, and there’s a time to put your unbreakable spirit into overdrive, act decisively, and move ahead without yielding.

Conditions for moving to the next level may never be ideal. But Sun Tzu calls you to be perceptive and move with intensity when the time is right: An army superior in strength takes action like the bursting of pent-up waters into a chasm of a thousand fathoms deep. This is what the disposition of military strength means in the actions of war.

BATTLEFIELD CHALLENGE 

1. Think about your last and greatest period of adversity. What did you learn about yourself in your response? How can you apply what you learned to your next great trial?

2. Can you relate to the second runner? Do you ever give yourself permission to fail? How different do you think the results would be if you approached battles like the first runner?

3. Are you passionate about your work? If not, what changes do you have to make to bring out your best?


WOMAN WARRIOR

The Unbreakable Human Spirit of Harriet Tubman

Strength isn’t measured purely in numbers. It’s also measured in human spirit. Harriet Tubman acted with all the dynamism and unstoppable force of pent-up waters and saw victory based on the strength of her sprit. She didn’t wait for permission, perfect opportunities to be presented, or promises of safety. Instead, she put her passion into action. “General” Tubman, the first woman in American history to plan and lead a military campaign, freed thousands of slaves during her life.

A runaway slave best known as a conductor on the Underground Railroad during the Civil War, Tubman made nineteen trips into the South to usher more than 300 slaves to freedom over ten years. The threats she faced were terrifying and the circumstances overwhelming. But her spirit was greater.

Tubman’s life was defined by service to others. As a slave in her early teens, she blocked a doorway to protect a field hand from an angry overseer. When the overseer threw a weight at the field hand, it hit the protective Tubman instead. She carried this head injury with her throughout her life.

Tubman developed innovative techniques to rescue slaves. She took the master’s buggy for the first part of the journey and left on a Saturday night, since newspapers didn’t advertise runaway notices until Monday. When confronted by slave hunters, she turned and headed back south, where they’d least expect a slave rescuer to go. She was, after all, very much a wanted woman. Her capture would have brought a $40,000 reward. She carried a drug to use on crying babies and a gun to use on slaves who threatened to give up. “You’ll be free or die,” she told them. Tubman used code to communicate with the people she freed, including singing songs that alerted them for when to stay hidden and when to travel.

In addition to being a cook, nurse, and spy for the Union Army, Tubman was a warrior. In 1863, she led a successful military raid of black soldiers along the Combahee River. The campaign liberated 750 slaves and destroyed several prominent slave owners’ plantations.

Tubman allowed her adversaries to underestimate her. She pretended to be mentally slow so no one would buy her. She got the nickname Moses on the Underground Railroad. Since slave owners thought Moses must be a man, she didn’t bother trying to correct the misconception. To protect her identity, she sometimes dressed as a man, or as an old woman hobbling along. This deception helped her spy most effectively on the Confederate Army.

Her indomitable spirit is summed up in her quest for liberty for herself and her people: “There were two things I had a right to, liberty and death. If I could not have one, I would have the other, for no man should take me alive.”

She embodied Sun Tzu’s words: Throw them in a perilous situation and they will survive; put them in desperate ground and they will live. For when the army is placed in such a situation, it can snatch victory from defeat.


Chapter 3

The Quest for Excellence

The secret of joy in work is contained in one word — excellence. To know how to do something well is to enjoy it.
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