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Preface

CHINA’S GLORIOUS CULTURAL tradition, while dating back into the mists of antiquity and expressed by a nearly timeless written language, embodies many disparate intellectual threads. Never simple even at their inception, the philosophical, social, and political concepts that first evolved quickly expanded and were supplemented by religious and other abstract views derived from common life experiences compounded by perception and reflection. Over the millennia syncretic religions such as Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, and Islam were also imported from other civilizations and assimilated to greater or lesser degree, while China’s tortured political history continued to haltingly unfold, often at the cost of untold suffering.

From any reasonable perspective China’s continuity has been cultural rather than political, its heritage throughout one of incessant conflict as different peoples, states, and popular movements fought to control its populace and resources. These inescapable battlefield experiences eventually spawned a contemplative literature that sought to fathom the chaos of warfare and master the principles of its employment, whether offensive—in the service of Virtue—or defensive, to simply preserve the state. Like Taoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism, the three great belief systems of China, the martial culture thus produced its own body of writings and evolved a systematized, ever augmented tradition. Professional commanders and political leaders compelled to wrestle with perplexing military decisions studied and contemplated its books, but also—even if reluctantly—so did the intelligentsia because they not only encompassed tactics suitable for the battlefield, but also embodied fundamental philosophical concepts of enduring value integrated with realistic approaches to the art of living and science of management.

Largely defined by the initial conceptions and principles formulated by the great Sun-tzu around 500 BCE through his reflections on the preceding centuries of ever-escalating warfare, the Chinese military writings may be characterized as both cumulative and consistent. Moreover, despite the pronounced tendency of the literati to disparage the military profession, The Seven Military Classics garnered greater respect and were more widely studied than later dynastic writers have implied. Ironically, their impact not only continues undiminished but has surged phenomenally in China, Japan, Korea, and even much of Southeast Asia. In fact, the various texts are now more widely read and appreciated for tactical knowledge and essential wisdom that can be applied in many contexts, understood in many dimensions, than at any time in history.

Anyone familiar with Asian movies and television programs, especially Chinese and Japanese productions, or their American offshoots—including movies such as The Karate Kid, The  Last Dragon, or Big Trouble in Little China, or serialized television offerings such as “Kung-fu,” “The Master,” and “Kung-fu, The Legend Continues”—will recall that teachings from the various military classics are frequently quoted by the principal characters to explain their actions or explicate plot developments. Moreover, instead of being restricted to the combat genre, in the last decade their employment has extended into popular American movies and TV programs, including Wall Street, The Art of War, the prime-time cartoon hit, “The Simpsons,” and especially “The Sopranos.” In many cases the original source has been obscured, and a number of famous lines, including Sun-tzu’s “one who knows the enemy and knows himself will not be endangered in a hundred engagements” and “subjugating the enemy without fighting is the greatest achievement,” have virtually entered idiomatic language.

As a result of this extensive media exposure coupled with their previous historical importance, the Chinese military classics have come to furnish a common conceptual vocabulary for China and the civilizations conversant with its culture, particularly Japan. The influence originates not merely in the subtle, unconscious assimilation of their subject matter on a daily basis, but also as the consequence of assiduous study, imaginative contemplation, and deliberate application to many spheres of life and activity. Such contemporary vigor no doubt stems from the remarkable scope of the texts, a corpus of writings whose authors pondered and incorporated defining beliefs from Confucianism, Legalism, and Taoism to proffer strategic measures and tactical remedies for a wide variety of problems and situations. They provide a psychology of human behavior, motivation, and evaluation; formulate theories and procedures for command and control; and discuss principles for grand strategy and political action. Rather than being idle theory, they are founded and continually focus upon human nature, for it is people who create civilization and culture, men who fight and die.

Fully cognizant of the tragic consequences of any conflict, the writings consistently emphasize that war should be avoided whenever possible and consequently stress that victory should be secured with minimal bloodshed, at the lowest possible cost for both combatants. Yet the authors equally condemn any failure to decisively extirpate evil and perversity, to vanquish tyrannical demagogues such as Hitler or King Chou, as heinous and inimical to any professed concern for humanity. However, the highest ideal in any conflict— whether actual combat or on a more abstract battlefield—remains conquering without ever engaging the enemy or inflicting any bloodshed at all. This outcome can be realized by creatively shaping the total circumstances to bring overwhelming strategic power to bear—as in the 1991 and 2003 Iraq conflicts—and thereby subjugate the awestruck enemy with little or no vicious fighting.

The continued popularity of the eight military writings excerpted to compose The Essence of War is attested by the wide range of concrete expressions presently seen throughout Asia, but especially China and Japan. At this writing in early 2004, the vast populace of an economically burgeoning China (where people now focus upon profits rather than diatribe) consistently exhaust full print runs of contemporarily formatted classic military writings within days, even hours, of their issue, immediately vaulting them into the best-seller category together with books on computers and entrepreneurial schemes. The range of these surprisingly popular works subsumes not just the theoretical writings, but also historically derived material focusing upon the methods and strategies of famous, often romanticized, generals and political leaders such as Liu Pang and Ts’ao Ts’ao. No doubt resurgent national pride coupled with the sudden acceptability of lessons from China’s earlier feudal period, previously condemned under strict Maoist doctrine, sustains this interest as China, in common with other Asian states, flexes its economic muscles and demands greater international recognition.

These modern versions have not been confined solely to the printed word—or rather, Chinese characters in either their ancient or simplified forms—but have frequently ventured into the wildly successful media form of cartooning. Even then several variations have appeared, with serialized novels about Sun-tzu’s life and other famous commanders competing vigorously with simplified retellings of classic writings arranged into a series of discrete lessons. A phenomenon that began in the early 1980s, cartoon editions have already brought most of the definitive writings of China’s cultural heritage to a generation that previously had neither time nor interest to pursue them. Due to their enormous success— millions of copies having been sold in Taiwan alone—some of the more famous classics by Sun-tzu and Confucius have been published in two or three competing editions drawn by different artists, and a few have been translated into English, primarily for distribution throughout Southeast Asia and among second-and third-generation Chinese and Japanese in foreign lands who no longer retain or never acquired reading fluency in their native languages.

While many of the current publications simply represent vernacular language translations of ancient classics whose archaic language has become incomprehensible to modern speakers, others have selectively reorganized and reformatted the material to focus upon critical problems and lessons in life. The most popular selectively apply principles and concepts from Chinese military thought to the world of business, including general strategy, competition for market share, and perception of openings. Several have also transcended the universal tendency to conceive of business activities simply in terms of warfare to envision their applicability in the individual’s quest to survive and flourish within corporate culture. (They are especially prevalent in Japan despite—or perhaps because of—the culture’s vaunted emphasis upon teamwork and faceless cooperation, but may also be found in China and Taiwan as well.) Other variants focus upon the lessons to be learned for interpersonal relations; offer tactics for romance and sexual offense and defense; suggest strategies for resolving life crises; and adapt principles to competitive sports. Measures derived from the classics have even been suggested for conquering the stock market, accompanied by extensive charts and detailed graphs purporting to show the effectiveness of various strategies. In short, their influence is universal, their presence ubiquitous. They not only affect those who actually read them, but also mold the perspective from which matters are framed and factors evaluated. In fact, the classic Chinese military writings excerpted here—The Seven Military  Classics and Military Methods—have been reintroduced into China’s military curricula and are being actively studied by officers at every level—not necessarily for tactical specifics, but for general principles and guidance. Thus they significantly shape conceptualization, perceptual parameters, and the very categories of possibility themselves.

Although sayings from the military classics also appear in the fortune cookies distributed as part of the after-meal ritual in many American Chinese restaurants, the lessons and thoughts should neither be underestimated nor trivialized. Inherently profound, they have significantly affected the views and understanding of many Asian political and military leaders over the past century, including the present generation in China and earlier ones in Japan. Moreover, ever since Sun-tzu’s Art of War was first translated some two centuries ago, they have furnished and continue to underlie many of the fundamental concepts and essential tactics of modern warfighting throughout the world, including the United States where recent army doctrine has heavily stressed maneuver warfare. Many of the actual tactics found in contemporary tactical manuals, even embodied in several Marine Corps texts, often read like quotations from the Chinese military writings themselves.

In compiling the present work our intent has been to provide readers with an accessible, conveniently arranged compendium of the astounding material preserved by The Seven  Military Classics and the recently rediscovered Military Methods. Apart from Sun-tzu’s Art of War, which has received extensive exposure in the West through several important translations, the others have not previously been translated except in our own publications. Although a number of repetitive and uninteresting passages have been eliminated, the most germane and stimulating have all been retained. However, rather than being a mere abridgment, The Essence of War  arranges the thoughts of each of the classical military theorists under forty-one topics, grouped into five general categories that progress from broad orientations to specific concepts and tactical lessons, much as in the famous Six Secret  Teachings, one of The Seven Military Classics.

The selections have been chosen in accord with three criteria: theoretical importance, especially critical passages that set forth or explicate a strategist’s basic concepts and tactics; historical significance, particularly materials that reflect critical historical developments in either culture or military science; and contemporary relevance, perhaps providing a useful mirror for burning modern issues or application in life’s wider domains. Every effort has been made to incorporate the major variations found in the eight individual books on focal topics such as the Tao of warfare, command and control, the unorthodox, and requisite characteristics of commanders. Sometimes the differences are subtle, at others glaring, often expressive of time’s unremitting progression and the concomitant escalation of the scope of battle and the problems thereby entailed.

The individual selections are provided in full, except where extraneous or possibly confusing historical names and detailed events might obfuscate an otherwise clear passage. However, throughout we have sought to retain self-explanatory, focal material that can be read and pondered irrespective of one’s milieu, experience, and intent. Insofar as the introduction has been kept reasonably brief in order to include as much textual material as possible, the selections are largely self-contained. The introductory sketches for the individual books merely orient them within the vastness of Chinese history in order to reprise the fascinating biographies for the traditionally ascribed authors, while a few pages provide the essentials of military capability to aid in conceptualizing the concrete possibilities for tactical realization and envisioning the circumstances that stimulated their formulation. Further information, including extensive endnotes, may readily be found in our translations of the original historical works, The  Seven Military Classics of Ancient China and Sun Pin’s Military  Methods.
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Chronology of Approximate Dynastic Periods





	Dynastic Period
	Years



	Legendary Sage Emperors
	2852-2255 BCE



	Hsia
	2205-1766



	Shang
	1766-1045



	Chou
	



	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 BC-8 CE



	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



	Yüan (Mongol)
	1279-1368



	Ming
	1368-1644



	Ch'ing (Manchu)
	1644-1911
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