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Part I

The Way of Go




Master Pieces

Across a board hewn from an eight-hundred-year-old kaya tree of finest yellow wood and even grain, two gladiators of mind and strategy—one armed with lens-shaped white stones carved from thick, white, evenly lined clamshells, the other armed with like-shaped black stones carved from a famed black mountain of slate—meditate and sweat over the formations before them.

Before this game ever started, the two competitors had trained for decades in the various known forms and patterns of the game. Each had experimented and tried out the latest fads and research, but each had now come to fashion a style unique unto himself. Surpassing their former contemporaries who did not give themselves to the mystery, structure, and nature of the game—a prerequisite to achieving the status of master—the two are equally matched and equally determined to win.

With Black’s next play, the direction of the fight will be decided. Along the lines of the board, etched centuries before by an artisan who specialized in lining boards with a samurai sword dipped in black ink, the next move will either split White’s position in two or defend against White’s last move, an assault on Black’s massive territory now encompassing almost a quarter of the claimable territory of the board. The scenarios branching even ten moves out from this next choice number in the millions of possibilities, each aiming at the singular goal of the game—to control just one more intersection than the opponent does of this 19 × 19-line cosmos of 361 intersections. These masters compute, partly by analysis and partly by intuition, magnitudes better than even the best computer program in the world.

Armed with the human perception of shape and patterns and an ability to apply analogy and metaphor to experiences forged through thousands of games and years of expert tutelage, the players find that a move appears, a path shows, a way can be envisioned. While weaker players profess their control and mastery, these masters know that only when they’ve quieted these naïve thoughts will they be able to hear the faint truth that the juxtaposition of stone, line, and wood reveals.

The players compete to enforce their will on each other, but the board is the only provider. If they could see beyond the pat forms, the years of experience, and the rhythm of their competition, the secret might be revealed—kami no itte, the hand of God, the one true move out of more than a trillion possible ways the game could go.

Reaching into a cherrywood bowl, Black takes one of the remaining stones and strikes it down on an unoccupied intersection, a move of a master who realizes that mastery is a path, not a destination.

In this single strike, Black counterattacks White’s onslaught. From here on out, the course will be violent and chaotic, and with each move the two stone sages will exchange the lead multiple times as each move keeps a tight finger on the ebb and flow of this game’s natural order. With each move, a masterpiece of Black advantage and then White advantage dances across the board, leaving fractals of White and Black territory spotted with empty intersections unplayed.

While onlookers gawk at the reversal of fortune, an entire sea change coming after each seemingly impossible creative outburst, they say, “How could Black possibly come back after that?” “How can White survive that assault?” “It’s all over for Black.” “White’s defeat is assured now.” For the players, balance, tantamount to proper play, dictates that if their prior moves were sound, then there will be a way out. Without mistake, you need not fear the darkest situation; you can trust the nature of the game, there will be a way through.

A Shared Nature

This is Go at its ultimate—two players fighting, struggling, yet respecting that the game comes from the moves and opportunities before them. Games like these truly are works of art to those who can appreciate their depth, soundness, and rhythm. But what does this art, this competition, have to do with you? Everything.

Go is the simplest of games, but it can be terribly complex. It is a most beautiful game, but I cannot train your eyes quickly enough to see this beauty, unless you’re already well in the know. Indeed, if you are looking to learn how to play because you want to see this beautiful art form etched through competition, skip the next eight chapters, read the primer in the Appendix, get yourself a Go board and stones, or get your fill virtually at thewayofgo.com. But for everything I cannot tell you about the mechanics of the game of Go, there’s a trove of information about strategy, decision-making, and reality that stronger Go players have been drawing on for millennia that is applicable to about anything one might do.

The parallels between Go and other fields—business, politics, war, sports, relationships, or life in general—are uncanny and, until now, largely unwritten. Yet, whether used by an emperor instructing his child how to rule an empire, by Mao planning to take over China, or by CEOs thinking of their businesses, Go has proven to be a worthwhile metaphor. While I cannot make you fluent in Go, I can share rules of thumb that will apply to whatever endeavor you pursue and can show how these rules’ underlying structure can be invoked to give you a leg up on those who just know the rule without knowing the structure.1

Exploring this branch of reality called Go, and what I’ll refer to as the universal rules of thumb—the shared underpinnings of Go and most any field where rules of thumb are in use—you will see when and how to best use a rule of thumb and that there are two sides to most every maxim. No matter your art or practice, no matter your level, the physics, nature, and rhythm of what you do is similar, at its roots, to the game of Go. While there are areas of strategy, decision-making, and competition that are better described outside Go (for example, game theory), the lion’s share of what top Go players use to solve their problems in Go can be, has been, and is applied elsewhere, and with great success.

The Parallels

Many of the issues a Go player faces on the Go board parallel challenges experts across fields face regularly. In Go, you are constantly struggling to know:


	How to make use of limited resources and time to achieve your goals

	Which initiatives to continue and which to pull the plug on

	How to maximize flexibility but keep focus

	How to weigh competing interests, tradeoffs, or options

	When to attack and when to wait to attack

	When to lead and when to follow



Face-to-face across the Go board, without chance or other intrinsic advantages common to most strategic duels, there’s no way to hide poor resource allocation decisions or poorly timed attacks; you either commit to win or give the opponent an opportunity to do so. While it is possible to recover from mistakes, should the opponent make some, at all times you are on the razor’s edge of strategic decision-making. One hair’s-breadth off strategically and the game can turn. This is the battleground on which Go’s strategic understanding is forged and what makes Go such a natural metaphor for other realms.

Most strategic resource allocation decisions are—at their roots—classic Go strategy problems:


	How do we enter a situation where an opponent is well established?

	If a competitor enters our area, what should we do?

	If we have six weak areas and two strong areas, how do we allocate resources appropriately?

	When do we sacrifice and when do we build?

	When should we do preventative maintenance and when should we go after the bigger fish?

	How do we create a strategic plan of operations when things change so quickly?



These are classic Go questions that many leaders have addressed with their understanding of Go. But instead of keeping the applicable bits the exclusive province of strong Go players who can see the parallels, you will get the boiled-down essence of their knowledge so that you can just add your experience and expertise and perhaps think of things in a new way.

An Indirect Map

Note that you cannot just transfer the rules of Go directly to whatever you do. You cannot say that because the Go board has four quadrants, you should think of your situation as having four quadrants. This is paying attention to surface structures that have no meaning beyond the medium. A better concept to take away is that Go has many potential battlefronts that often need to be addressed despite limited resources, just as your particular situation has many potential battlefronts where you will be forced to decide what resources get allocated where.

This higher-level mapping requires that you be somewhat of an expert in your field. Because you are human, you’re very good at distilling the general from the specific. This is key to applying rules and strategies metaphorically. The more expertise you have in a field, the more you will get out of the metaphor of Go. That said, neither Go, nor this book, nor anything else, for that matter, will substitute for experience.

Experience is gained only through blood and guts. The experience needed to learn Go’s strategies, rules, patterns, tactics, shapes, rhythms, and philosophy and to formulate this book was the result of blood and guts spent over the Go board and in thinking about the rules system. Experience in other realms is gained the same way. There are no shortcuts to gaining experience. This system of rules and ways may appear natural, but without experience from somewhere, it’s an empty system, perhaps a dangerous system. But, once you have achieved a certain level of expertise, and if you can drag yourself out of your expertise’s superficial context, Go can show you new ways to wield your craft.

What’s Special about Go

Part of why Go is such a useful parallel is that Go brings to the table thousands of years, billions and billions of games, and eons of trial and error, all homing in on how to win when you don’t have any advantage aside from the strategic allocation of resources. This is strategy and decision-making naked. Without chance, without advantage, without hidden information, Go players must win without any of the customary benefits of life’s usual victors. Sure, Go players will make use of another player’s faults, predilections, and style, but the bulk of the work in Go is pure strategy.

The other advantage Go has over other fields is that each game is a complete story. The major difference between Go and war, or Go and most any other field, is that you can play thousands of games of Go in a year, but you cannot marshal the type of simple resources Go uses (361 stones, 181 black, 180 white, over a 19 × 19 line grid) in war, or in other fields, that you need to get at the strategic lessons.

That said, the majority of the rules of thumb that come out of Go were probably discovered long before Go existed. Likewise, much of what you read today about strategy from business, sports, politics, and elsewhere is not some new wonder candy. The universal rules of thumb of Go, philosophy, art, science, religion, or business have always been there for those who look for them. To benefit, you need to get out of your field-specific, surface-level understanding.

Moreover, if everything you know is embedded in the context in which you learned it, your skill is not transferable, even though it could be. To derive the rules of what you do, to get at the very nature of what you do now, you have to move from specifics to generalities.

If you can make this leap, you will receive something even many stronger Go players do not get—a host of rules and ways that are portable from branch to branch, a passport to use (or abuse) knowledge from one field and apply it to another. What can be seen in the game you play are the things that transcend the particulars, a system of organization and categorization that works in Go and that will work elsewhere.

Go and Chess

But what about chess? Certainly, chess, the game of kings, is Go’s equal. Why not just boil down the rules of chess and do the Way of Chess? There are important differences between the two games (aside from the author’s not being sufficiently strong at chess):


	Chess has 64 squares and 32 are occupied at the beginning of the game; Go has 361 intersections and none are occupied at the beginning of the game. Chess pieces move in interesting ways; a Go stone does not move around.

	Chess is largely a tactical game that requires stringent analysis and a focused analytical brain. Go can be just as tactical as chess, but is more strategic, and those relying purely on intuition, shape, and aesthetics can play at the higher levels. A famous chess grandmaster once said that chess is 99 percent tactical. No top Go player will ever say that.

	If you were to add up all the possible chess games two people could play, you’d have about 10120 possible chess games; the number of possible Go games is somewhere between 10170 and infinite, depending on nuances of the rules. (Note: The number of atoms in the universe is approximately 1088.) Indeed, if every atom in the universe housed the entire Earth’s computer computing capacity, you still would not be able to calculate all the possible Go games without letting those computers run for years on end. The effect is that Go will not succumb to a brute-force approach.

	In chess, the battlefield is the chessboard, and if one side gains an advantage it is very difficult to make it up; Go can support more than five chessboards’ worth of battlefields, and even if you lose multiple battles, you can still win the game.

	The best chess-playing computer program can challenge the best human player and win; the best Go-playing computer programs can barely beat middle-level amateurs, and many artificial intelligence programmers equate the challenge of programming Go with that of programming human intelligence.

	Chess has six different kinds of pieces, each with special moves, and there are a variety of rules; Go has one kind of piece and the simplest of rules.

	Many chess masters have become Go converts, claiming that Go is the superior game; no Go masters have become chess converts, claiming chess to be the superior game. Noted Emanuel Lasker, world chess champion, “If there are sentient beings on other planets, they play Go.”

	Chess is often a game of attrition, with each side trying to thwart the other’s defenses and chip away at the opponent until only a single piece remains. In Go, while you can annihilate a much weaker opponent, most closely matched games testify to the give and take needed to win. The resulting picture at the end of a game of Go is a testament to a battle for share, not assassination, with each side corralling a sizable share of the board.



While chess is a wonderful, brilliant game, Go is the simpler, deeper, more strategically complex game, and more of a challenge for the computer programmer looking to program software to play at the top levels.

Why is Go so difficult to program? Aside from the astronomical number of possible scenarios that a computer would need to compute, the traits in which humans still dominate computers—pattern recognition, analogy, and aesthetics, to name a few—are the types of traits programmers would need to replicate in order for computers to compete effectively with humans. Computers are still far from doing this.

Despite numerous advances in science, analysis, data mining, and computer dating, it’s important to remember that even the lowly board game Go is not an area where people programming computers can compete with a five-year-old human’s intelligence. While science has really picked up the pace the last five centuries, there’s still a long way to go until you can manage well without a human providing the wetware input. Yes, science’s tools and applications can be fantastic, monstrous, efficient, or helpful, and do things humans cannot even come close to doing, but there’s still an art, an intuition, a homunculus in the machine that exposes their limitations. Go is particularly good at exposing this weakness in computers.

An Ancient Chinese Microcosm

While Go today serves as a souped-up back-of-a-

cocktail-napkin tool for strategic planning and other decision-making, the ancient Chinese found the Go board more than a mere analogue for life. It truly was a microcosm of their worldview. The board itself is composed of a 19 × 19 grid, with 72 edge points, a total of 361 intersections, and is split-able into four equal quadrants around one center point. The ancient Chinese lunar calendar was based on 72 five-day weeks for a total of 360 days revolving around a center, with four seasons breaking up the year. Coincidence?

The ancient Chinese philosophy of yin-yang, expanded more extensively in Taoism, is still prevalent today in various arts (tai chi and feng shui, among others). The color black, yin, represents the onset of an increase in shadow length, but also femininity, the moon, youth, and passivity. Yang, the color white, represents the onset of a decrease in shadow length, and also masculinity, the sun, old age, and aggressiveness. Core to their intertwining is the idea that one is a necessary part of the other.

The yin-yang symbol represents an entire year’s lengthening and shortening of shadows, from their longest during the winter solstice (the southernmost point), to a middling level during the vernal equinox (the westernmost point), to their absence during the summer solstice (the northernmost point), back to a middling level during the autumnal equinox (easternmost point). But this is just one calendrical aspect.
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There is no birth without both woman and man. There is no day without light and night. The whole is split in two, but balanced. The arts of acupuncture, chikung, feng shui, judo, karate, tae kwon do, tai chi, the tea ceremony, and wushu all take root in this understanding and perspective. Restore the balance between the elements and you restore health, subdue attacks, and fend off evils of all sorts. Go likewise draws on this duality.

A Dualistic Structure

The rules of thumb of Go take root in this duality, as does what’s at play in modern physics’ understanding of the nature of light. Without the concept of duality, you are left with a one-sided view of a two-sided reality. With just one perspective, you’ll miss at least half the situation and, more important, something about its nature.

In physics, you’d be remiss to describe light with only one view. If you describe light only as a particle, it would explain why there are shadows, but it won’t explain the wavelike diffraction light exhibits. Under the larger idea of quantum electrodynamics, you’d best be ready to think of light as two different animals depending on what you’re trying to do or measure.

Go is immersed in duality. On the surface, Go is a contest between black and white stones. It is one move for you and then one move for me, opponent, proponent, opponent, proponent, until game’s end. Underlying this surface duality is a duality of strategy that sings from the same page as yin and yang. Want to attack the opponent? Defend. Want to build territory? Take none. Want to control the rhythm of the game? Don’t control anything. Want to gain an advantage? Sacrifice. These answers seem like the kind of Taoist or zen riddle that kept monks up at night, but in fact, these rules are sometimes true, sometimes not. Like a beam of light, the duality of the answer is a part of the game that you either learn or never progress beyond.

Dualing in the West

In the West, there is a tremendous bias toward using “yang” strategies (aggression, leading, quick victories, or attacking) rather than “yin” strategies (passivity, following, long-term wins, or defending). Go shows how the other side of the coin, yin strategies, can be equally severe in competition, and how they can also lead to victory. Vince Lombardi once said, “There’s only one way to succeed in anything, and that is to give it everything.” Go’s universal rules show how to put all available strategies to use, how the other side of strategy can complement the strategic arsenal of many Western strategists, and how favoring only one side of strategy’s intrinsic dualism unnecessarily limits options, flexibility, and potential.

The Way of Go shows you the power of using both sides of the strategic coin, in the context of business, sports, politics, and life, and illustrates how to put rules derived from Go to use, while fully cognizant of their ties to this duality. The duality is part of the rules’ superstructure. With a fuller perspective on the rules, from their dualistic underpinnings, you can get into the structure of rules that apply to you and get out of that structure new ways of dealing with problems in your field. Not doing so dooms you to the narrow-sided perspective of someone who thinks only about there being “no holes on my side of the boat.”

Rules and Rules

The rules governing strategy and decision-making, however, are not the kind of rules that govern play in Go—the descriptive rules. Instead, this is a book about rules of thumb, not mechanics of the game itself, and is therefore about best practices, maxims, proverbs, parables, and axioms that are the normative rules, or for the sake of brevity, the rules of Go. These are the kind of rules that apply across fields, subject matter, and life. The rules that are the mechanics of the game, the descriptive rules, are covered briefly in the Appendix.

As with most fields, in Go, you are not introduced to the rules in any sort of systematized way. You learn them when you break them and someone wants to give you the general principle. The reminder is often the pithy catch phrase that comes with or after the blunder.

Oftentimes, Go players use colloquial non-Go rules to describe a situation, using common, everyday expressions. For instance, “a stitch in time saves nine,” “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure,” or “safety first” are things you might hear one Go player coach another player on. These aren’t rules exclusive to Go or life, but are rules that express an underlying principle that is pervasive throughout every field.

These aforementioned Go/non-Go rules have a common parent. Most people, however, have never thought through the connections between these rules under a single topic heading. What The Way of Go illustrates is how Go’s classification system for rules is a good systemization of rules from life you already know, but you probably haven’t organized. Even without learning the mechanics of Go, you can get the benefit of eons of Go play: You need not learn Go to benefit from its wisdom.

You’ll see that having a checklist, and more important, a depth of understanding of these rules and their opposites will enable you to start synthesizing your understanding of duality in your own areas of expertise and experience. You can then step back and look at your understanding of rules for strategy in your own field and discover their similarity to something as foreign to you as Go, and learn how to take your own expertise and apply it where you want.

Note, The Way of Go will not cover the many pointless rules that persist in management, sports, politics, and life in general—“Play to win,” “Do the project with the highest return,” or “Do what makes you happiest.” These aren’t rules; they’re truisms, tautologies, or pithy slogans used to pummel the naïve into thinking the speaker some sort of mystic or sage—basically filler. Unfortunately and fortunately, such rules are inane. Unfortunately because there are no shortcuts or rules that apply all the time, fortunately because there are no shortcuts or rules that apply all the time.

Strategy

Before jumping into the rules, we should talk about the word “strategy.” Most decisions seem ripe for the label “strategic.” It’s permissible English to use strategy to describe everything from the tactical (small-scale actions like “a bottle-opening strategy”) to the truly strategic (“strategy for resolving the Israel-Palestine crisis”). When referring to strategy in this book, the distinction between tactics and the truly strategic is important.

Strategic choices in most fields have two key elements: once made, they are not easily reversed, and they have significant implications financially, politically, positionally, or militarily. Tactics are those small-scale devices, techniques, and patterns that are considered in light of the bigger picture, direction, competition, or strategy. True strategic choices are also commitments to a direction, way, or goal; tactics are how they are carried out.

In Go, you have both strategic commitments and their tactical finery. All moves in Go are irreversible. Once played, a stone remains on the board and does not move. Each move you make is such a tactical investment in your strategy or not. Your strategy in Go, should you employ one, dictates how your pieces coordinate around a shared goal and what direction your tactical moves should aim for (for example, lose locally here, but win globally across the entire board). A sound strategy can dictate many tactical losses. Unsound strategy can be fraught with tactical wins only to lose in the larger scheme of things.

The rules of thumb in this book apply to strategy more than tactics. While there are many Go books covering Go’s tactical rules of thumb, there are none that attempt to structure all the various strategic rules of thumb, until now. Strategy requires abstraction, removing oneself from the tactical, to see the larger picture. By looking at the rules of Go in abstract, you can then move them from Go to whatever you do. While in abstract, these rules can move from field to field, their structure and types are largely fixed. These types are encoded by the mnemonic acronym GO’S RULES.

Go’s Rules

GO’S RULES are the root concepts behind the way strong Go players make decisions and are root proverbs from which most other proverbs and rules spring. Catalysts for success in almost every field imaginable, they are apropos metaphors for applying Go to real-world situations. Each rule, with its related axioms, corollaries, and antitheses, shows how to find advantage in a balanced and principled way.

Getting the balance right between the two sides of these root concepts makes a strong chain toward your goal. If either is a weak link, you can go only so far with a one-sided expertise and perspective. You must have both to excel, and the dual nature requiring both is not prone to the one-sided trickery you might be able to pull off with weaker opponents. To solve any problem, to master any art, to create any strategy, you must find the balance between the two polar opposites for each of these rules. You have to master the spectrum and the distinctive natures of its polar opposites.

There are eight parent sets of strategic rules in Go. These eight parent sets cover all the strategic rules of Go and the lion’s share of the strategic rules of other fields (war, politics, business, sports, and so forth). Each parent rule set, except the final set, is a dualistic pairing of competing ideas on a spectrum. Under each parent are dozens of child rules and child rule sets that correspond to the parent rules. For most of the child sets, there are grandchildren and so on. This setup is important for two reasons: It gives you a good way of remembering the broad scope of strategic rules one should consider when making strategic decisions, and it helps to group common rules under one roof.

It is important to note that this treelike structure is more bushy than branchy. That a rule falls under one parent doesn’t mean that it doesn’t relate to a different parent. Indeed, the rules cross-pollinate. There are aspects of some in others. Nonetheless, the broad spectrum of rules, their theses and antitheses, all thrive within this simple acronym and learning this structure will help you understand strategy at its roots.

GO’S RULES


	Global Local—From What Perspective Are You Looking?

	Owe Save—Are You Taking Risks or Playing Safe?

	Slack Taut—Are You Playing Loose or Tight?

	Reverse Forward—Are You Looking Backward or Forward?

	Us Them—Who Is Friend and Who Is Foe?

	Lead Follow—Should You Seize or Wait?

	Expand Focus—Do You Diversify or Unify?

	Sorry, There Are No Rules



So What

The reason this book is entitled The Way of Go and not GO’S RULES is that the way is the point, not the anecdotes, tricks, or bag of handy rules. While you can just walk away from reading this book with more rules of thumb under your belt, and they will no doubt serve you well, you’d be missing part of the picture. Instead, know up front that this Way of Go is like every other traditional Japanese Way (Way of Tea, Way of Martial Arts, Way of Flower Arranging, and so forth) except for the religiosity. As such, the discoveries with their parallels to war, business, politics, biology, or whatever are not unique to Go. It’s all just the same old underlying stuff. The Way of Go, or any other true way, is the progress toward the underlying—the true grit.

In Go, this Way is also known as seeking “kami no itte” (pronounced “Commie No Eat-tay”) or the “Hand of God”; playing living Go. It’s a quest for dropping all artifice and uncovering the one best, the one right, the quintessential move. Indeed, the goal of the struggle determines the quality of the seeking. The top Go players in the world, for the most part, are done seeking fame, fortune, or more notches on the long-standing trophies. The top Go players seek to become better at their art and would rather leave one game, nay, one move, worthy of the history of the game than amass more dollars. While Go is still a profession, its true masters are on a never-ending quest for true Go. The Way of Go is such that there is no new way of play, just the continual reaching and striving to get closer to the truth. The closer the strongest Go players get to the truth about the game, the stronger they get, the stronger we all can become in Go through their sharing, their games with us. What this Way of Go book shows, however, is that Go in abstract is revealing about more than just Go.

Will you read something new here and see that it sheds light on things in a new way? Yes. Is it possible to find these truths elsewhere? Yes. Will you find a nice system aside from this book that exposes the underlying principles of strategy, decision-making, and competition that have guided hundreds of CEOs, generals, and politicians across Asia based on the game of Go? No. Will you see familiar strategies that appeared in Go long before they were popular and thought to be discovered? Yes.

In business, in politics, in many other fields, there are always gurus of the new. The new will supposedly do away with the old thinking (for example, the Internet Economy or New Economy). But, when you boil down the strategists, the gurus, the hype, you see that it’s a repackaging of the ancient. While the technology now is significantly better than the technology of Aristotle’s day, the root issues with which we deal have changed little.

While, to us, much of what Aristotle and others of his time thought seems really stupid and ignorant, many ideas of our time will also appear stupid to people of the future. But, in ten thousand years will we still have a dichotomy between Global and Local? Yes. Will GO’S RULES still be dictating the play of humans? If we last that long. The Way of Go looks to expose the rules that will last, expose the failure of one-sided perspectives and strategies, and provide you with a trajectory to find your own Way in whatever you do.

Becoming a Professional Go Player and Understanding the Way

While Go is indeed zen, the embodiment of yin-yang, and a Way on a par with any of the Ways of those seeking enlightenment (zen, Way of Tea, Way of Archery, Way of Flower Arranging), I believe it necessary to dispel some of the awe and mystery associated with such things, especially as concerns my admission and entry into the Japanese Professional Go Academy as an “insei” (Japanese for a student on the path to becoming a professional Go player).

I first heard of Go in my dorm at Stanford. I was a habitual war game/strategy junkie and a Korean dormmate of mine approached me with this game called “baduk,” the Korean word for Go. He took out the board and asked me to try a few moves. I had no idea how to play and put a few pieces here and there, and he said I had a remarkable intuition for the game. “Uh, OK.” I didn’t think much about the game for another nine months.

As offensive tackles for the Stanford football team, my roommate and I would often have down time between practices before the school year. Instead of cards or Ping-Pong again, I remembered baduk and bought my first Go game to while away the hours. My roommate trounced me more times than not and I wondered about my Korean dormmate’s ability to read Go players. Simple game, but apparently I was not so good at it.

It wasn’t until the start of the school year, when I was going to live among non-football-playing students, that I thought about really trying to get better at this game and beating my now former roommate (at this point, my Go world was just three people). I got a few books and was on my way back to my dorm when I saw a bunch of people playing Go in the student union. I stopped by and one of the top players, Reid Augustin, offered to play a game with me. Well, the board I used with my former roommate was a 9 × 9 board and this was a 19 × 19 board, a whole world of difference. Not only that, but he gave me a nine-stone handicap to make the play more competitive. After playing about a hundred moves, I had one small area in the center of the board and he had killed everything else. A number of onlookers remarked at my talent and the savvy required to have any pieces still alive against this 5-dan.2 Again, I was finding myself thinking, “Uh, OK…I just lost big-time. What am I missing.” Turns out, quite a bit.

As I got back to my dorm room and met many of my new dormmates, I found that one, Barney Pell, was a 5-kyu Go player. A chess master who had lived in Japan, he was also a strategy-game addict, and for the next few months my studies took a backseat.3 I was engrossed. I then started to gather and absorb everything and anything I could on Go. Even while going to the training room to get my shoulder, knee, ankle, wrists, neck, feet, or back worked on before practice, I would read about Go. When Japanese exchange students from Keio University showed up in our dorm that spring quarter, I was dismayed to learn that none of them played Go (this was before the cartoon Hikaru came out in Japan and catapulted Go’s prominence to the level of pop sensation). As a consolation, one did say that a friend of theirs, Kiyoshi Sakamoto, a 4-dan, would be visiting soon.

Sakamoto looked at Go as a metaphor and deep reflection of life. Even as some of the finer elements needed translation, I could see through his eyes the depth, the draw of the game. Although I am sure I asked rudely and quickly to play, he was happy to feed my Go frenzy. I became even more entranced with this remarkable game through the eyes of someone who saw it as something more than a game.

My progress in the game was good, but aside from the student union players and my dormmate, my Go world still seemed a bit small (this was before there were Internet Go servers), so I started going to my “neighborhood” Go club, the Silicon Valley Go Club in Cupertino, some twenty miles away. It was there that I was introduced to the man who would become my Go teacher, Paul Hu.

Paul was one of six children and was one of the top amateur players from Taiwan. He did not come to the United States to play Go, but “to live the American Dream.” A waiter at one of the Chinese restaurants in Palo Alto, Paul was discovered by two of the benefactors of the Silicon Valley Go Club, who assured him that he could make as much or more as a Go teacher. Indeed, Paul made significantly more once I became his student.

Up to this point, my understanding of Go was rather bookish. I had learned most of the fundamentals, but I was not getting at the deeper essence. Paul’s teaching style was metaphorical and this was exceedingly well aligned with my learning style. Paul would describe positions on the board using excerpts from his date the night before, guitar playing, or any life event that had a direct parallel to the game at hand. With Paul, life and Go were not two, and the variety of metaphors spanned home, politics, the economy, and his rampant dating style. I started to see the potential Go had for explaining life.

Paul was also big on rules. In pretty good but still a bit busted English, he’d say things like, “Don’t do the ‘dame’ (pointless) thing,” “Three cuts means bad,” or “Play to the virgin territory” at various times while reviewing my games. These were the big takeaways for me. I learned that if I could play in such a way that I made only mistakes that generated new rule admonishments, I was making progress. And indeed, I was.

My family lived in Seattle, and not too far away was an adjunct professional of the Nihon Ki-In, Sen Suzuki-sensei. A chain-smoking, whisky-guzzling, Nichiren Buddhist priest/Go professional, Suzuki-sensei immediately fell in love with me because I was a linguistics major writing a dictionary on the language of my great-great-grandmother, the Native American language Miluk. Suzuki-sensei had all sorts of theories about how Japanese and Native Americans were brothers and how place names throughout Washington state were Japanese in origin (for example, “Yakima” would mean “Fire-Horse” in Japanese). When I shared a Miluk story about Miluk people who went to Japan to live, we really hit it off. Aside from our mutual interest in transpacific anthropology and linguistics, however, we also got in a game of Go.

At the time of my first visit with Suzuki-sensei, my Go progress was really hitting a stride. It was like the beginning of an exponential curve for me that had started just before my leaving for Seattle, thereby coinciding with my game with Suzuki-sensei. After the game, he remarked how wonderful my positions were and how he detected “a little genius” in my game. I took that feedback back to Paul, and he was a bit jealous that I was seeing another teacher.4 He had no reason to be, for in the course of the next four months my rank jumped from about 8-kyu to about 5-dan, which was inversely commensurate with my bank account and was, as far as anyone I know knows, the U.S. record for growth in Go strength between these ranks.5

At the tail end of this exponential curve, on my second visit with Suzuki-sensei, he experienced a completely different player and was floored. Most times, someone’s strength in Go does not move much—a grade or two, max—and for some people that can take years. In this second visit and game, Suzuki-sensei encountered a wholly different Go strength. At the end of the match, we went through a number of moves as he commented, “Genius,” “Genius,” “Genius.” Suzuki-sensei was happy I had taken his pointers seriously from our last match. “Uh, OK.” He quickly said that I should consider entry into the Nihon Ki-In as an insei. Now, I was floored.

For the small subculture of Go players in the United States, the Nihon Ki-In is like Mecca, the holy of holies, Nirvana. To suggest that I go play in Japan was like a dream. I said, “Sure,” and he began to make the arrangements. He asked when I could go to Japan and I figured after I graduated. “Fine,” he said.

Paul was going to be upset. Upon my return to California, Paul was indeed upset, but he understood. Going to Japan would be the best opportunity for my Go and, although there still was plenty for me to learn from Paul, going to Japan was the opportunity of a lifetime.

Thinking about going to Japan, I started to read up on things like zen, Buddhism, Japan, and Shinto and started to take classes in Japanese. I had already had some experience with aikido, but started digging more into the philosophies of Japan. Reading books on zen and Buddhism, I found the remarkable similarity again with Go, so I looked forward to seeing how zen and Go would mesh in my training there.

Upon graduation, I booked a trip to Japan and left. I did not contact anyone before leaving. I had no note or anything from Suzuki-sensei, I just left. Moreover, I left knowing only about half a year’s worth of college Japanese. When I arrived, I remember standing in the Ueno train station, the first stop in Tokyo from the airport, and looking up at the billboard with all the hotels in the area with about six suitcases in hand.

A Japanese woman came up to me and asked me in English if I needed help. I said I was trying to find accommodation here in Tokyo. She was flabbergasted. Did I just come into Japan with no plan or arrangements for my stay? She asked what I was doing in Japan. I told her I was here to play Go. She asked if I had made any arrangements to do that. I said no. At that point in my life, I was not into making plans. While I had discussed my entry into the academy with Suzuki-sensei, I did not have an itinerary or even a phone number so as to make my next move. Obviously a friend to lost souls, this woman helped me find accommodations in a room about as long as I was tall and about as tall as my shoulders for the bargain-basement rate of about a car payment. She then asked if I had any friends in Japan. I gave her a few phone numbers and she started dialing.

I could hear the shock on the other end of the line as she called friends of mine who had visited Stanford from Japan. What was I doing in Japan? they’d ask her. She tried to explain that I was here to play Go, but it must have come across as if I was looking for a game…a long way to go for a Go game. I spent the night in my “luxury” room and the next morning I checked out and went to visit Kiyoshi Sakamoto.

Sakamoto’s English is pretty good because he runs one of the top English cram schools in Japan, but still he was rather speechless. Since it was the weekend, I stayed at his house and we played any number of games. Obviously, I had spent the in-between time since our last visit studying Go. The next Monday, I went to visit the Nihon Ki-In headquarters. I went up to the foreign office and after finding some people who could speak English, I explained what I wanted to do and they asked me to sit in the middle of an entire office floor a couple of floors down.

Now this was what I had been expecting. I had read all the stories about zen students going to the monastery and having to sit out in the cold for days on end before entry, so I sat as if I were going to be there for days. I am not sure if they had forgotten about me or not, but I knew the waiting-for-entry game from the books I had read and so kept my cool. Of course, this was a bit different. The chair I was sitting in was rather small, and instead of being outside, I was in the midst of a rather busy office floor, now populated with one giant former offensive tackle sitting as quietly and patiently as possible while people rushed around him scratching their heads.

After a couple of hours, I was whisked downstairs to the restaurant on the first floor. An agent for Mr. Oeda introduced himself and asked me a bunch of procedural questions. He was filling out a form. After another hour, Mr. Oeda came and we were introduced. They had an exchange in Japanese that was too fast for me to understand, and then Mr. Oeda’s agent asked me if I was ready to go. “Go where?” I asked. “Anno…za Kenshu Sentaa.” Hmmm. Oh! This was supposed to be in English. “The what?” I said. “The Kenshu Center…the house for inseis.” “Sure, but I don’t have my bags here.” “Well, we can go and see and the next day you can stay.”6

I remember vividly my shock upon first visiting the Go academy. After all I had read about the Ways of Japan and zen Buddhism, I figured I would need to shave my head, wear a robe, and take a vow of silence before entry. I had visions of sitting and thinking about mud or rice or something. Inside the academy, I expected to see something off the set of the TV show Kung Fu: lines of shaven-headed kids all studying intently with the repose of sages while blind masters went around thwacking them on the head for not seeing the inner beauty. Many of the pictures of some of the famous Go players show them in their traditional robes, heads shaved, in the dojo—the place of enlightenment—studying intently. Quotations from my readings and movies filled my head on the long train ride to the academy: “Don’t look at the finger or you’ll miss all that heavenly glory,” from Enter the Dragon, was one. I was ready to shave my head, endure the walks on rice paper, and contemplate a grain of rice as the sound of one hand clapping played in the distance. After forty-five minutes we arrived in Makuhari, and I was ushered inside.

Instead of a monastery, it was a free-for-all. Instead of a hall filled with smallish monks, it was a dormitory of Nintendo addicts, comic book junkies, and love-crazed teenagers who were running around the hallways laughing, joking, and dressed in either softened punk or prep-school tartan. There were no stern zen priests with horsehair whisks. There were no kids with shaved heads, though some were sporting interesting mullets. While there was a dojo, it wasn’t a sacred antechamber; it was where we would play, every weekend for nearly an entire year, thousands of matches.

Here I was, this Stanford graduate and former offensive tackle entering this dorm for five- to eighteen-year-old Go prodigies from around Asia whose average age was probably ten and whose average size was probably a little smaller than one of my legs. Not quite what I expected, but certainly no one was prepared for me either. Fortunately for me, there were not only people who spoke English there (some of the older kids and the housefather), but there was another Westerner—Hans Pietsch from Germany—who spoke excellent English.

The schedule at the academy was simple. Study Go from Monday to Friday, play tournament matches Saturday and Sunday, and after a while Cho Chikun-sensei, the only player to win the Japanese Triple Crown of Go and one of the true masters of the game, started teaching us on Tuesdays and Thursdays weekly.

The next weekend was my first tournament match. My first opponent was a nine- or ten-year-old kid named Onodera. He and his friend Yagi were annoying brats, just like any nine- or ten-year-old might be. The match started off in my favor. As I had a decent opening, I dominated, but as the middle part of the game reared, my positions collapsed.

While I was losing my match, Onodera would mock my mannerisms, make faces, and giggle while his friend Yagi watched and stared at my face as my positions on the board crumbled. Obviously, he did not know he was at this Westerner’s Go Nirvana. Indeed, Yagi was probably better suited to play Dennis the Menace than Kwai Chang Cain. And no, I did not pummel him into the tatami, despite the comforting imagery such thoughts provided.

After a number of months of study and losing to just about every child at the academy, I found new levels of humility that I did not know I had. As a child, you can learn Go like you learn language, effortlessly. Put a bunch of kids in with a bunch of very strong Go players and they pick things up via osmosis. Unfortunately, this talent to soak dries up by the time you are eighteen, so I had to continue plugging away as I always had, all the while losing again and again to the likes of Onodera and Yagi.

Never mind the losing, something was still amiss. OK, so I was not in a monastic setting. OK, so I was surrounded by prodigies who seemed more interested in DragonBall Z (which was a hit while I was there) than in serious Go study. But what about the Way? What about Go as a path of zen? After my Japanese got a little better, I started inquiring about this. When I started asking if anyone thought of Go as something more than a profession, all said yes, but no one was doing anything about it. The investigation and spirit required to succeed in professional matches was certainly arduous, and at the highest level transcended delusive thinking, but still, where was the Way? I had read about there being sages and masters for every other art, every other pursuit with any modicum of depth, and here was this most profound, deep, and wise art with no Way per se. Absurd. About nine months in, it hit me. It’s the zen Buddhist notion of the Genjo koan.

The Genjo koan is the zen challenge of everyday life. It is being fully aware in the moment. It is the understanding that at any moment you could be dead and, therefore, you should live accordingly. That doesn’t mean to stop and go through the four stages of denial, anger, sadness, and acceptance, but to live in the existential now. To live. You don’t need to invent a Way, when the Way is already in action. That there was no exegesis, no religiousness, and no priests didn’t mean there was no Way and that people weren’t following it.

With this realization, I no longer needed to be a professional Go player. I could play Go anywhere, and the Way, deeply embedded within it, would be available. As soon as I arranged (this time I actually made arrangements) to leave, my Go strength grew. There’s something to be said for detachment. By the time I left, I finally was able to beat my nemeses, including the smug Yagi and the taunting Onodera, and even a match against Hans, who was now wavering between A and B class. I left with a bit of a Go player’s pride. I could beat up on nine-year-olds, many of whom are now professional Go players.

Back in the world off the Go board, I have seen just how pervasive and insightful a metaphor Go is. Whether in business, sports, politics, or relationships, Go continues to show me my faults, my successes, and my errors that became successful and my successes that became failures. While there certainly are areas for which Go is not the best metaphor, or even relevant, it is relevant for most of life, and this book is an exposé of the structured duality Go exposes for all decision-makers.

Secrets

But Ancient Strategy Secrets?! Secrets for Success in Business and Life?! How is it possible? Here’s a three-part supplement to the subtitle referring to GO’S RULES.

Secret 1

How secret is a game played by more than 27 million throughout the world? How can there be four international professional associations with some six hundred professional players competing for millions of dollars annually and it still be a secret? Despite being the number-one TV show in Korea for men between forty and fifty years old; despite being the subject matter of one of the top cartoons of Japan, supplanting Yu-gi-oh and DragonBall Z in popularity; despite being the metaphor Mao Ze-dong would use to describe his battlefield and revolutionary movements; despite John Reed, acting chairman of the New York Stock Exchange and former CEO of Citigroup, describing Go as a metaphor for Citigroup’s global competition; despite Bill Gates’s being a champ of Go at his high school and wanting to be a world master of Go; and despite one of the top pros of the Japanese Professional Go Association’s being an American, Go is a virtual secret throughout the West.

Despite four thousand years of trial and error, despite its elevation as one of the Four Accomplishments of distinguished aristocrats of Confucius’s time; despite its use in Buddhist teachings; despite reference to it in Steven Wolfgram’s A New Science; despite John Nash’s affinity for it, prompting the movie A Beautiful Mind to depict it as the game of geniuses at Princeton; despite John Conway’s inspiration from it to create an entirely new branch of mathematics and numbers; despite its reportedly being Paul Erdos’s sole recreation; despite its being the predominant game of strategy among many Japanese, Korean, Chinese, and Taiwanese CEOs; despite companies such as Toyota, Nintendo, Acer, and Samsung, with leaders who have been very strong at the game, Go is a secret still kept from Western view.

Somehow, Go has remained a relative unknown in the West. Despite the West’s adopting tai chi, tea ceremonies, zen, Buddhism, feng shui, kung fu, and a variety of other arts from ancient China and transmogrifications from Japan, Go (or weiqi as it is called in China, or baduk or paduk as it is called in Korea) is a well-kept secret.

Secret 2

Many of the anecdotes in this book, while based in reality, have had certain facts changed or are composites. In all instances, however, the gist of each situation is true, and serves to illustrate and form a foundational basis for the discussion of Go.

Secret 3

Finally, this book keeps secret the how of the game and gives you the why and some of the what. If you want to learn more about this wonderful game, you can look through the Appendix or you can browse through the website (www.wayofgo.com), but this book is not about Go, it is an explanation of Go’s ties to other realms. That said, should you ever find yourself missing the metaphor or analog, please go to the Appendix and learn a bit of the game, and the parallel to Go will likely become clearer.

1. A rule of thumb is a general principle, strategy, or heuristic that offers direction, advice, or warning on picking a particular path. For instance, “a stitch in time saves nine” is a rule of thumb for tailoring that applies generally, and advocates applying preventative maintenance (a stitch in time) instead of not (not doing one stitch now, you’ll need to do nine later, when things have gotten worse).

2. Go has a wonderful ranking system. You start as a 35-kyu, which is on a negative scale, and you progress up to 1-kyu. For each difference in level between you and the opponent, you can place a stone on the board before play begins, and unlike other games with a handicap, the nature and challenge of the game remains, up until nine stones are placed. At the time, I was probably 30-kyu, so I should have received more than nine stones, because once you get to 1-kyu, you switch to dan rankings, which are on a positive scale. So, I should have received a thirty-five-stone handicap. Karate and some other martial arts use this same type of scale; all belts up to black are kyu rankings, and thereafter the levels are just degrees of black belt. A 5-dan in Go then is like a fifth-degree black belt in karate.

3. OK, they also took a backseat my freshman year, but then I was playing war games, such as Empire and Strategic Conquest, on the computer.

4. Paul, despite being an amateur, was as strong as most professional Go players, but he really excelled at teaching Go. Suzuki-sensei was a professional, but Paul would most likely have had no trouble beating him.

5. Indeed, I ultimately had to sell my car to continue paying for lessons with Paul.

6. To become part of the Nihon Ki-In is no simple process. An insei had to be sponsored by someone in Japan. But because of Suzuki’s affiliation with Oeda and Oeda’s leadership position within the Nihon Ki-In, I think I was helped along and I suppose in those waiting hours, Mr. Oeda, a professional 9-dan and a sizable football fan, adopted me.
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