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			Introduction

			THE THIRTY-SIX STRATEGIES IS A COLLECTION OF ADVICE encoded in sayings steeped in Chinese history and culture. It is not known when this collection was brought together as a book. The strategies make specific references to events in the Spring and Autumn period (770–476 B.C.E.), the Warring States period (475–221 B.C.E.), the Han dynasty (206 B.C.E.–219 C.E.), and the period of the Three Kingdoms (220–265 C.E.). Some strategies were attributed to Sunzi (Sun Tzu) and his grandson Sun Bin, some to Zhuge Liang, and others to lesser-known military advisors. We only know that all the references date no later than the Tang dynasty (618–906 C.E.).

			In Chinese military philosophy and political theory, the thirty-six strategies are considered yin or “shadow” in nature, meaning that they operate best in darkness and concealment. Desperate times call for desperate measures, and since the thirty-six strategies arose in times of war and conflict, it is inevitable that they were used to win wars, triumph over opponents, take advantage of situations, and survive when defeat is imminent.

			THE THREE CATEGORIES OF STRATEGIES

			There are three categories of strategies—proactive, reactive, and desperate.

			Proactive Strategies

			Proactive strategies are preventative measures, and they are the preferred strategies. This echoes Sunzi’s statement: “The best way to win a war is not to have one in the first place.” A proactive strategy is designed to take care of situations before they turn problematic. It is a long-range strategy, requiring long-term planning and a visionary outlook. Projection into the future is the key, and projection requires prediction and analysis of the trends of causes, conditions, and effects. In planning proactive strategies, we need to construct what-if scenarios and develop plans of execution for each scenario.

			Proactive strategies are sometimes called “guided-system” strategies. This means that while they tend to be low-risk in nature and are easy to change during implementation, they require continuous monitoring of conditions. The success of this type of strategy is based on our ability to use negative feedback to modify the strategy as situations change. This means that we need to be in a state of preparedness, ready to act when conditions call for action.

			Proactive strategies are driven by sequences of events that project from the present to the future. When circumstances change, so does the strategy. No strategy is static. It is the constant evaluation of changing situations and modification of strategy that makes a proactive strategy effective.

			Finally, although proactive strategies are designed to prevent emergencies from happening, we need to be prepared to turn a proactive strategy into a reactive strategy when circumstances transform long-term concerns into immediate issues. Operations often do not go as planned, and we must be able to adapt to changing situations.

			When used in military, political, and commercial campaigns, proactive strategies call for detailed reconnaissance of situations, early occupation of advantageous positions, and sufficient time to find and fill loopholes. When the opponent arrives, you are prepared to act first, subdue them fast, and not be bogged down in a long struggle.

			Proactive strategies are characterized by a long period of planning followed by fast execution.

			Reactive Strategies

			When proactive strategies fail or are not viable, we turn to reactive strategies. Reactive strategies call for immediate action and are event driven. There is little time for planning. We must respond to the situation we are in and use resources that are available to us at that moment. The fast implementation of reactive strategies means that we do not have the advantage of taking up advantageous positions to anticipate the opponent’s move. In this situation, your opponents’ actions dictate what you do.

			Reactive strategies are sometimes called “ballistic system” strategies. A “ballistic system” does not have the negative feedback that would impact a projectile as it moves toward its target. Like a bullet fired, there is little chance to modify this strategy once it is put into action. Fast implementation requires full commitment at short notice.

			The risk level for reactive strategies is medium. While we do not have the luxury to respond using slow continuous feedback, we can still choose how to respond and what to respond to. For example, if multiple threats are imminent, it is possible to prioritize our response to threats that are most pressing.

			Be prepared to turn a reactive strategy into a proactive strategy when the situation improves. When successful reactions neutralize a dangerous situation or if the opponent is pacified, a reactive plan of action should be transformed into proactive measures. However, also be prepared to adopt a desperate strategy when a reactive strategy fails.

			When used in military, political, and commercial campaigns reactive strategies call for quick decisions, mobile deployment of human and material resources, and acute evaluation of threat factors.

			Reactive strategies are characterized by a short period of planning followed by fast execution.

			Desperate Strategies

			Desperate strategies are used in life-or-death situations, when all other options are exhausted. They are extreme measures that, once implemented, should be followed through at all cost.

			While there is little room for deliberation and modification, this type of strategy requires intricate planning. Desperate strategies are called “desperate” because they are implemented in dire situations when no other choices are available; they are not “desperate” in the sense that they are reckless.

			Because desperate strategies are high-risk by nature, they require tremendous courage and absolute calmness in their execution. Those who are called to execute desperate strategies must be dedicated and loyal, with the knowledge that if the strategy fails, they may need to make the ultimate sacrifice.

			Desperate strategies should never be the strategy of first choice. They are only used when proactive and reactive strategies fail.

			In summary, proactive strategies are preferred. If preventative measures are taken, we would be less likely to have to resort to reactive actions. However, if we don’t understand the need for reactive strategies and train for them, we will not be able to work with unpredictable situations. Things can and will go wrong. If we are lulled into thinking that proactive strategies will solve all problems, we will be at a loss when disasters occur. Finally, while we hope that we will not need to use desperate strategies, we need to prepare and train qualified personnel to execute them.

			THE SIX TYPES OF STRATEGIES

			
				There are six types of strategies described in The Thirty-Six Strategies. They are: strategies for winning, strategies for deceiving the opponent, strategies for attacking, strategies that take advantage of chaos and confusion, strategies of sabotage, and strategies for desperate conditions.

			1. Strategies for Winning

			
				In strategies for winning, the goal is to win overwhelmingly. You have sufficient resources to commit to the operation and you know you have an advantage. The key to winning is taking that advantage and using the least effort to obtain maximum effect. Winning is not just overcoming the opponent; it also means not depleting your resources to attain the objective. These points are illustrated in the historical incidents associated with the six strategies for winning that are presented in part 1.

			2. Strategies for Deceiving the Opponent

			
				In strategies for deceiving the opponent, the skillful use of deception is the key. In Sunzi’s Art of War, it is said that in military matters, the use of deception is the norm. Strategies of deception are risky, because if the deception is uncovered, you can suffer disastrous consequences. As it is said, “If you are willing to gamble, you must be willing to accept the possibility of losing.”

			There are various ways of creating deception. If you are weak and your opponent is strong, create the false impression that you have superior strength in order to discourage them from attacking. If you want to make a move in a certain direction, hide your maneuvers by giving your opponent information that turns their attention elsewhere. If you are at a disadvantage, pretend to be friendly, lull your opponent into dropping their guard, and initiate the attack unexpectedly. If you need to protect a valuable asset, offer a fake target for your opponent to attack. Once they believe that they have obtained their objective, what you need to protect will be safe. If the opponent has a weakness, take advantage of that weakness. Offer them gifts, or make an offer that they cannot turn down. Once the gift or offer is accepted, you can demand favors. Finally, when there are too many opponents to deal with, deception can be used to play your opponents against each other, breaking up alliances and preventing them from uniting against you. These strategies for deceiving the opponent are illustrated with historical examples and covered in part 2.

			3. Strategies for Attacking

			In strategies for attacking, the key is how to attack, who to attack, and when to attack. A successful attack strategy is determined by how effectively these three factors converge. In attacking a superior force with an inferior force, mobility and scare tactics are the key. When the opponent is thrown into confusion and paralyzed by fear of the unpredictable and unknown, they will capitulate without a fight. Innovative use of resources is also important for a successful attack. In any campaign, obstacles are the norm, and innovative thinking is necessary to overcome obstacles and perhaps even use them to your advantage. If you encounter a strong fortified position, never settle in for a siege. Defenders in a fortified position have a six-to-one advantage over the attacker. In this situation, you need to lure the defenders out of their lair into the open to equal the odds. Only then will you have a chance to win.

			In any battle, winning hearts and minds is important. If you take out the opposing leader, the rank and file will be demoralized. After you pacify the situation, those who surrender need to be treated fairly and with compassion. In this way, you will win hearts and minds. Most importantly, never corner the opponent’s forces. When people feel that they have nowhere to run, they will fight to the death. Give them an escape route, weaken their resolve by defeating them and releasing them again and again, until your opponent realizes that prolonging the fight is futile. When they surrender wholeheartedly, pacification is naturally complete.

			Finally, when conventional attack strategies do not work, use enticement. Play on the opponent’s greed, numb their attention to danger, and direct their attention away from sound advice. The six strategies for attacking are illustrated with historical examples and discussed in part 3.

			4. Strategies That Take Advantage of Chaos and Confusion

			Chaos and confusion are lethal weapons because they can lead to panic. Panic destroys organization, and when the opponent’s organizational structure fractures, it will collapse. When strategies that take advantage of chaos and confusion are executed optimally, situations will become your allies and weapons, augmenting your human and material resources. One way to create confusion is to remove or erode your opponent’s base of support. When your opponent’s supports fail, they will panic and collapse from within. Another way of using chaos and confusion as weapons is to use chaos to force the opponent into action, making invisible conditions visible. This is especially the case when the opponent is hidden and you are unable to discern their motives and plans. Chaos causes panic, and panic will cause people to act irrationally. Irrational action is typically unorganized. The best time for you to make your move is when everyone is confused and you are clear.

			Yet another way of using confusion is to give your opponent false information. When your opponent cannot distinguish between truth and falsehood, they will be open to fear and hesitation, making them vulnerable to a decisive attack on your part. Confusion and chaos can also emerge when your opponent finds that their escape route is compromised. When people realize that only a few can escape, they will panic and fight each other to get out. Panic leads to disintegration in the line of command. Once your opponent’s command structure is broken, the rank and file will be subdued easily.

			Finally, the most effective use of chaos and confusion is getting your opponent to believe friend is foe, and vice versa. In this way, no alliances or unified front can be formed, and you can pick off your opponents one by one. The six strategies for taking advantage of chaos and confusion are illustrated with historical examples and covered in part 4.

			5. Strategies of Sabotage

			When your opponent is too strong to engage directly, sabotage is the strategy of choice. Sabotage weakens the opponent covertly, and when a critical mass of support is removed, you can change to an overt, more conventional, direct attack.

			There are many ways of sabotaging your adversary. If their base is strong, the strategy is to remove their support from underneath by enticing their subordinates to leave. You can also remove lateral support by persuading or enticing their colleagues to abandon them. When your opponent loses support from interest groups and financial backers, they will collapse. Yet another way of sabotaging your opponent is to trap them into an untenable position. This involves removing escape routes and not allowing them to flee and fight another day.

			Most people assume that a strategy of sabotage is always used to remove an opponent in order to give yourself an advantage. There are actually two forms of sabotage—the “hostile” sabotage and the “friendly” sabotage. The former is directed against an opponent and is intended to be destructive. The latter is directed against a friendly party and is intended to be helpful.

			The “hostile” sabotage is designed to destroy the opponent. In chapter 30, “Make the host and guest exchange roles,” a defeated king and his minister sabotage their conqueror with sexual enticement and court intrigue. With a hostile sabotage, you don’t need to conceal your intentions after you have succeeded. There would be little to no repercussion since the target is expected to be destroyed. However, if you fail, you should expect to suffer the consequences and accept that the risk was worth taking. This kind of sabotage is typically planned in desperate conditions, when there is nothing to lose and everything to gain.

			The “friendly” sabotage is designed to help for the sake of good. When a stubborn friend or superior are about to make unethical or unintelligent choices that would harm themselves and others, you may need to resort to strategies of sabotage to stop them. This is especially when you know that talking them out of their plans is out of the question. In this instance, the sabotage is “friendly” (and even “ethical”)—it is done for the sake of good, and there is no intention to harm the target. In fact, the target (the friend or superior) will actually benefit from the sabotage. In chapter 26, “Point at the mulberry tree while blaming the locust tree,” a minister successfully “sabotaged” his lord’s decision to empty the treasury to build a palace, thus allowing the funds to be allocated toward improving the welfare of the citizens and strengthening the defenses of the capital. This is a “friendly” sabotage because the minister’s action was intended to help his lord and his people. However, even in “friendly” sabotage, it is best to keep your intentions concealed after you have succeeded. If your friend or superior does not take well to being sabotaged, even if it benefitted them and others, the consequences could be dire. In this kind of sabotage, the balance of risk and gain need to be assessed carefully. If your intentions are discovered, even after the fact, you could lose a friendship or even get fired.

			For sabotage to succeed, it must be implemented in secret. Concealment is the key behind all strategies of sabotage. While the sabotage is being carried out, your true intentions must be hidden. Creating false appearances, and even feigning insanity to mask your plans, are ways to draw your opponent’s attention away from the sabotage.

			Finally, the most effective but also the most risky form of sabotage is to infiltrate the opponent’s organization and destroy it from within. Begin by befriending your opponent, then become their trusted advisor, and finally, take over their position of leadership. This strategy is referred to as “sabotaging the host while you are their guest.” (See chapter 30, “Make the host and guest exchange roles.”)

			The six strategies that employ sabotage are illustrated and discussed in part 5.

			6. Strategies for Desperate Conditions

			Desperate situations call for desperate strategies. These strategies are typically high-risk in nature, and should not be used unless you are willing to accept the consequences. In essence, desperate strategies are last-ditch efforts to save a situation or survive it.

			One of the most desperate strategies is the strategy of “extreme bluffing.” This is bluffing in a life-and-death situation. If it fails, it is unlikely that you will survive the consequences. “Extreme bluffing” is only used when escape or surrender is not an available option. The choice comes down to this: If you don’t bluff, you will be annihilated; if your bluffing fails, you will be annihilated; however, if you bluff and succeed, you could survive. Implementing extreme bluffing requires utmost calm and perfect cooperation among those who are involved in playacting the bluff. If the cover is blown, the bluff will fail.

			Another desperate strategy is the use of sexual enticement. This strategy may seem low-handed, but if your opponent is unethical and susceptible to being influenced by sexual favors, and if the seducer is willing and not coerced, sexual enticement can be effective. This is probably the most challenging strategy to implement. It requires tremendous courage and loyalty to a cause on the part of the seducer. If there is any form of coercion or personal gain, virtue is lost, and you are no better than the person you are enticing.

			Yet another desperate strategy is counterespionage that involves inviting your opponent’s spies into your confidence and giving them false information. This strategy is based on “educated guessing” of the information your opponent is after. If the guess is wrong, the entire strategy will fall apart. Moreover, having your opponent’s spy in your midst is extremely dangerous. While you are feeding them with false leads, they may be collecting information from your people who are incapable of keeping secrets.

			How do you infiltrate your enemy, convince them that you are defecting, and then use your false surrender to wreak havoc? The most effective way to feign surrender is through self-injury. If your opponent sees that you have been tortured, they would be more likely to accept that your defection is true. Once you have entered into the confidence of your opponent, you can sabotage them from within. This kind of sabotage is desperate in nature because to implement this, someone needs to suffer willingly in order to go undercover. This strategy also requires tremendous courage and sacrifice—the self-inflicted injury must be real, and the defector must be willing to suffer for the sake of a cause he or she believes in.

			Multistage strategies are considered desperate strategies because their likelihood of success is low. Multistage strategies require setting up multiple and interdependent conditions to obtain a result. The more complex the planning and the more complicated the operations, the more chances there will be for things to go wrong. Desperate strategies are typically high-risk plans. In multistage strategies, risk is balanced against the overwhelming advantage you would get should you succeed. In other words, the effects of the strategies must be worth the risk. Multistage strategies should only be planned and implemented by expert strategists and skilled tacticians. The logistics required in this kind of strategy are interconnected and need to be highly coordinated—they can only be handled by those who are attentive to detail and can follow precise instructions.

			Finally, the last desperate strategy is an escape strategy. In this situation, if you don’t escape, you will not survive. The strategy of running away is both risky and challenging. Run when you don’t need to, and you can lose support and trust. Not running when you need to will lead to annihilation. Therefore, the key to this strategy is deciding when to run. The obstacle to the strategy of running is pride and stubbornness. Running is often seen as cowardice—brave people don’t run. But stupid courage can get you destroyed. Better run and live to fight another day than to have no other day to fight in.

			The whole range of desperate strategies, complete with historical examples, is covered in part 6.

			THE STRATEGIC PROCESS

			The strategic process can be divided into two stages: the planning stage, which is thought, and the operations stage, which is action.

			Strategic thought forms the core of planning and designing strategies. In this phase, information is gathered and analyzed, risk and gain are assessed, situations are evaluated, a general type of strategy is chosen, and counterstrategies are developed.

			Strategic action forms the core of executing the strategy. In this phase, the strategic plan is broken into operational components, transforming thought into action. In the execution of a strategy, care needs to be taken to hide your intentions. Even overt strategies have hidden components. Tactics of deception are used to conceal maneuvers, and alternatives are prepared in case operations need to be modified.

			The Planning Phase

			1. Gather and Analyze Information

			The great military strategist Sunzi once said: If you know yourself and not your opponent, you will have a 50 percent chance of winning. If you don’t know yourself but know your opponent, you will also have a 50 percent chance of winning. If you know yourself and know your opponent, you will always win. If you don’t know yourself and don’t know your opponent, you will never win. These statements emphasize the importance of knowing your own and your opponents’ strengths and weaknesses before you plan your strategy.

			Strengths and weaknesses include advantages and disadvantages in human and material resources. The skills, abilities, and limitations of leaders, mid-level commanders, and the rank and file also contribute to evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of yourself and your opponent.

			Knowledge of strengths and weaknesses is obtained by gathering information and analyzing it. Information from the opponent and from within your own ranks can be gathered through public records and by covert means. The more accurate the information obtained, the more accurate you will be in estimating the chance of success. The main obstacle to information gathering from within your ranks is inaccuracies in your records. Therefore, make sure your records are updated and maintained properly. The main obstacle to gathering information about your opponent is how well they can defend against your probing and spying. Opponents who are careless in protecting their secrets will give away information about their strengths and weaknesses tactlessly. In gathering information about your opponent, bribing personnel in their organization is not out of the question.

			Once the information is gathered, it must be analyzed. Simply collecting data is insufficient. After information is gathered, it needs to be organized, subjected to hypothesis testing, and evaluated. It is the analysis that allows us to compare our own strengths and weaknesses against our opponent’s. This comparison will be used in risk assessment, which will determine whether certain actions are viable.

			2. Assess Risk and Gain

			Information gathered about your own and your opponent’s strengths and weaknesses is used to determine whether an endeavor is worth the commitment. An endeavor with low risk and high gain is the most preferable. You gain the most using minimum effort and resources. Next in priority is a high-risk endeavor that results in high gain. Here, the gain is worth the gamble. A low-risk endeavor with low gain is typically not preferable. You spend little, but you also don’t get much. Finally, a high-risk endeavor with low gain is definitely not worthwhile.

			Generally, there is less room for error in low-risk strategies and more room for error in high-risk strategies. Strategies with complex logistics are also considered riskier than those with simple logistics—the more complex the logistics, the greater the chance that something can go wrong.

			Once we have determined that an undertaking is worth the risk and effort, we can proceed to evaluating situations, that is, the environment in which the strategy will be implemented.

			3. Evaluate the Situation

			Evaluating the situation is different from evaluating human and material resources. Situations include physical terrain, social, political, economic, and even psychological environments that affect the execution of a strategy. While information analysis and risk assessment form the early stage of strategic planning, evaluation of situations is necessary for modifying strategies just before and even while they are being executed. Without constant feedback, strategies become blind and insensitive to changing environments.

			There are immediate situations and long-term concerns. Responses to immediate situations have top priority. Changes of any type to the environment require modification of the strategy before it is executed and while it is being executed. For example, weather conditions or political changes can affect how a strategy can be implemented. While short-term concerns demand immediate attention, long-term concerns should not be neglected. In implementing any strategy, we need to predict future effects that the strategy might generate. Often, solving one problem can lead to other problems emerging in the future. Without this projection, plans that “put out fires” could lead to bigger fires in the future. Do not be enticed by short-term gains without considering long-term effects. Do not rush headlong into immediate situations without considering how they might affect long-term goals.

			4. Choose the Type of Strategy

			Once we have obtained the information, analyzed it, and assessed the balance of risk and gain, we are ready to choose the type of strategy optimal for our endeavor.

			Using The Thirty-Six Strategies as a guide, we ask ourselves which type of strategy is most appropriate for our purposes. Each strategy has its own merit, risk, human and material requirements, ease or difficulty of execution, and effectiveness.

			Strategies for winning are the lowest risk. You only develop them if you want to win a decisive victory or gain an overwhelming advantage. Winning is desirable, but if you don’t win, you can retreat with minimal loss. There is always a choice whether to execute this strategy or even abandon it when the situation turns dire. The strategy of winning is a low-risk strategy. It is relatively easy to execute, and the consequences are not disastrous should you fail.

			Strategies for deceiving the opponent are more risky. Deception is challenging. Although Sunzi states that, in strategic thinking, deception is the norm, strategies where deception is the key require skill in designing the ruse and finesse in execution. Deception that is executed by a single person demands perseverance and courage. Moreover, only those who can stay undercover for long periods of time are suitable for executing this type of strategy. Deception executed by a group requires cooperation among those acting out the deception. The more people involved in executing the deception, the more likely that someone might give the ruse away. When deception fails, the consequences are more serious. Deception involves creating false impressions, and when the cover is blown, there is little that can be done to remedy the situation or escape the consequences. This is why deception is used when you are in a weak or disadvantageous position. When winning a direct engagement is not viable, we resort to deceiving the opponent by bluffing or drawing their attention away from our activities.

			Strategies for attacking are used when the only way to gain ground is to attack, and when the best defense is an attack. This kind of strategy requires commitment and accurate assessment of your and your opponent’s strengths and weaknesses. The risk factor is higher than the previous two strategies because, once committed to attacking, there is little room to back off. Resources are allocated, personnel are assigned, and all the logistics are channeled toward engaging the opponent directly. Although diversions can be used, strategies for attacking are meant to do one thing, and that is to defeat and occupy the opponent’s ground. Don’t use this type of strategy unless the odds for overwhelming the opponent are high.

			Strategies that take advantage of chaos and confusion are difficult to plan and execute. In this type of strategy, the factor of unpredictability is high. When you create chaos and confusion in the ranks of your opponent, there is a chance that the chaos could also affect you. Creating chaos is always risky, because chaos by nature is unpredictable—you never know how chaos itself can change situations. Once unleashed, chaos can become an uncontrollable monster. Chaos is known as “an area effect”—a condition that affects everyone in its sphere of influence. It is not guaranteed that while your opponent is drawn into confusion, you won’t be affected by it. Only those who are calm and collected can generate chaos and gain from it.

			Strategies of sabotage are typically not recommended except when winning a direct engagement is not possible. You use them either when you do not have the superiority in numbers or resources, or if you are at a situational disadvantage. When you cannot attack even with the help of diversion, deception, and bluffing, you may need to resort to sabotage to weaken your opponent. By bringing your opponent into an untenable situation or undermining their support, you can hope to increase your odds of winning. Sabotage is always risky. Execution of sabotage often requires putting personnel deep inside the opponent’s territory and operating in secrecy. It is a covert strategy par excellence. Not only do you need to hide your intention and activity from your opponent, but sometimes you may also need to hide your plans from your own supporters. If secrecy cannot be maintained, the sabotage will fail, and the saboteurs will be in danger. Therefore, strategies of sabotage are sometimes called suicide missions. Only those with dedication, who are willing to sacrifice themselves, and who can work in secrecy and isolation can execute this kind of strategy. Understandably, strategies of sabotage are used when the chances of winning by more conventional means are very slim.

			Strategies for desperate conditions should be used only as a last resort. When proactive strategies are no longer possible and reactive strategies do not work, then we may need to turn to desperate strategies. Desperate strategies have the highest risk factor. You use these strategies because you are faced with a “do-or-die” situation. You have nothing to lose and everything to gain. The risk is extreme, but should you succeed, the advantage gained would be substantial. Using desperate strategies should never be the preferred strategy; a desperate strategy should be a last-ditch effort to save a situation or allow you to escape to fight another day.

			5. Develop Counterstrategies

			A competent strategist will implement the thirty-six strategies effectively. An expert strategist will recognize which strategy is being used against them and figure out how to counter it. The strategist who wins is the one who can predict others’ strategies but is him- or herself unpredictable.

			For each strategy, there is a counterstrategy. Put yourself in your opponent’s shoes. Don’t just predict what they are planning to do against you, but also predict what they are expecting you to do. Knowing your opponent’s mind, intentions, habits, dispositions, weaknesses, and strengths are of utmost importance in planning counterstrategies. The more predictable your opponent, the easier it is to develop a counterstrategy. The more predictable you are, the easier it is for your opponent to develop counterstrategies against you. Unpredictability is the best defense against counterstrategies.

			The Operations Phase

			1. Transform the Strategy into Executable Components

			Before strategic thought can be transformed into strategic action, components of the strategy must be turned into executable activity.

			First, the strategy is broken into tactical components. A strategy tells us what to do, but tactics tell us how to do it. The choice of methods of action, maneuvers, techniques, and avenues of entrance, engagement, and exit need to be determined. A strategy is an idea, and ideas cannot be executed unless they are transformed into executable activity.

			Second, when the strategy is turned into a series of activities, we need to set up the logistics necessary to execute those activities. Logistics include assignment of personnel, allocation of resources, establishment of supply lines, and maintenance of channels of communication.

			Third, if tactics and logistics reveal a situation that is too large, too complex, or seemingly unsolvable in its current state, we need to break down larger problems into smaller problems, simplify complex situations, and, most importantly, transform unsolvable conditions into solvable ones.

			Ingenuity in problem solving is the key to transforming strategy into executable activity. A strategy is only good when it can be executed.

			2. Hide Your Intention

			Secrecy in planning strategy, tactics, and logistics is important. Not only do you need to hide your plans from your opponent, you also need to hide them from those not directly involved in the planning and execution of your plans. The less people know what you plan to do, the higher the likelihood that you will succeed, and the safer your operators will be.

			Secrecy means hiding intentions in your thought and action. Hiding intentions can take the form of concealment, deception, and diversion. Concealment means not revealing. Deception means giving false impressions, hiding the real behind the false. Diversion is drawing your opponent’s attention away from your real motive and action. Sometimes, diversion involves getting your opponent occupied with matters unrelated to your intentions. Other times it is directing your opponent’s attention toward that which is contrary to what you intend to do.

			Secrecy and deception are neither good nor bad, ethical or unethical in and of themselves. They are simply methods that help you gain the advantage. In Sunzi’s Art of War it is said that in military matters, deception is the norm. Today it applies not only to military action but also to politics and business. The question of virtue and ethics in strategy is both important and controversial, and will be discussed in a section at the end of the book. Try not to read it until you are familiar with the thirty-six strategies.

			3. Adapt and Modify Operations

			Not everything will work according to plan. Before we make the final decision to execute our strategy, we need to assess whether situations have changed. If situations have changed, we will need to modify our actions accordingly. Adaptability and flexibility are the key to minimizing errors and maximizing success.

			The two phases of the strategic process and their stages are summarized in figure 1. You will notice that each stage is a step in the process of planning and executing strategies.
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				Figure 1. Strategic phases and stages.

			
		
	
		
			Background History

			BRIEF BACKGROUND SKETCHES OF THE PRIMARY EVENTS referred to in this book will give you an idea of how the strategies were implemented and where they originated. Many of the thirty-six strategies emerged from three of the most chaotic but interesting eras of Chinese history: the Spring and Autumn period, the Warring States period, and the Three Kingdoms.

			THE SPRING AND AUTUMN PERIOD

			(770–476 B.C.E.)

			The Zhou dynasty began in 1122 B.C.E., and at first it enjoyed approximately 350 years of peace and prosperity. But it descended into chaos in its latter years. The Spring and Autumn period was a tumultuous era followed by the Warring States period, an era of conflict that ended with the fall of the Zhou dynasty in 221 B.C.E. The primary reason for the decline of the Zhou was a succession of several incompetent emperors. However, the roots of the troubles originated in the Zhou policy of giving land and titles to supporters who had helped them establish the dynasty. As the control of the central government declined, the feudal lords who ruled their fiefdoms became warlords. They built up military power, attracted talented statesmen as advisors, and ruled semiautonomous states vying for power. In the beginning of the Spring and Autumn period, there were over a hundred fiefdoms. By the end of that period, only forty-four were left. Warfare, covert takeovers, and subversions created five superpowers, each with its own allies. Some smaller fiefdoms were able to remain independent, but they were at the mercy of the ruthless expansion of the five major warlords—the rulers of the feudal states of Qi, Jin, Qin, Chu, and Wu.
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				Figure 2. Important dynastic dates.

			

			The Spring and Autumn period witnessed the most violent warfare and the most vicious covert takeovers. It was the era of Sunzi, the father of Chinese military strategy. Sunzi had served as military advisor to both Qi and Wu, and he had helped these two states attain superpower status by increasing territory and winning respect from lesser warlords. Strategies originating in this period were mostly concerned with how to take advantage of terrain and understand the strengths and weaknesses of rulers, their ministers, and their military commanders. Aside from military might, the formation of alliances was also critical—whom to ally with, and against whom. Making the correct alliance, or even a nonaggression pact, could determine whether a campaign would succeed or fail, or whether a state would become a conqueror or be conquered.

			THE WARRING STATES PERIOD

			(475–221 B.C.E.)

			After almost 300 years of warfare and intrigue, seven major factions emerged: the Qi, Chu, Yen, Zhao, Han, Wei, and Qin. It was just a matter of time before the smaller states would be swallowed by each of these superpowers. The Warring States period, despite its name, actually saw less warfare than the Spring and Autumn period. By this time, the powerful feudal lords realized that major warfare among them was dangerous. States weakened by warfare would be conquered easily by another superpower. Consequently, there were many skirmishes and small battles, with each state increasing territory gradually by grabbing one garrison and one township at a time.

			This was the era of Sun Bin, the grandson of Sunzi. In the Warring States period, conquest by warfare gave way to conquest by intrigue and covert takeover. The skill of forging alliances reached a height of development since the warlords realized that the key to building power lay in the making and breaking of alliances and pacts. Alliances were also used as an intimidation factor. Weaker states submitted to states with powerful allies. More often than not, conquest was accomplished by guile and dark diplomacy. Sun Bin’s approach to strategy was vastly different from his grandfather Sunzi. While Sunzi focused on how to fight and win battles, Sun Bin focused on diplomacy, guile, and covert operations.

			In the Warring States period, the use of spying and sabotage was unparalleled. If subjugation of an opponent could be achieved by covert means, all the better—winning a war with covert means was less expensive than winning an overt military campaign. The principles of economics thus entered the world of strategy.

			The conquest of the other six superpowers by Qin in 221 B.C.E. was accomplished by ingenious diplomacy more than by open warfare. Once Qin had manipulated its rivals through diplomacy, sabotage, and strategic skirmishes, its conquest was only a matter of time.

			THE THREE KINGDOMS

			(220–265 C.E.)

			The period of the Three Kingdoms is arguably the most colorful era of Chinese history. It produced the greatest number of talented strategists, schemers, plotters, spies, military commanders, statesmen, diplomats, and political leaders.

			The era of the Three Kingdoms was characterized by two political and military objectives—consolidating power and creating a balance of power. The three political contenders to the throne of China—Cao Cao, Liu Bei, and Sun Quan—were icons of leadership. Unlike the constant rise and fall of the warlords in the Spring and Autumn and the Warring States periods, these three pseudo-kings maintained a strong continuity in leadership. Cao Cao was a prime minister who had built his power base early when he was first appointed to the post. As prime minister, he gradually secured support from both the civilian and military sectors of the central government. Liu Bei was a distant relative of the Han emperor and used this relationship to legitimize his claim to the throne. Sun Quan was a noble whose family was awarded land and title for their help in the founding of the Han dynasty. Sun Quan occupied the rich lands of southeast China. His power base had been built by the work of several generations of ancestors.

			The early phase of the Three Kingdoms was characterized by the three leaders consolidating their respective power bases. Each faction had powerful advisors and able military commanders. In the military arena, Cao Cao was assisted by his in-laws, the Huahou family. In diplomacy and strategy, he had Xun You in the early years and Sima Yi in the later years. Cao Cao was also an excellent strategist and statesman. Liu Bei, on the other hand, was not a talented statesmen or strategist. His power lay in being virtuous, honest, and compassionate. Liu Bei had attracted two impeccable warriors (Guan Yu and Zhang Fei) to be his sworn brothers and principal generals. Moreover, he had the most famous strategist in Chinese history, Zhuge Liang, as an advisor. Sun Quan of Wu was surrounded by many able but not very outstanding supporters. His most talented advisor was Zhou Yu, who unfortunately died young.

			Strategy in the early years of the Three Kingdoms was mostly concerned with forging alliances, removing weak rivals and obtaining their territory, and recruiting talented statesmen, generals, and diplomats. In this phase, Cao Cao owed his rise to power to Xun You, Liu Bei to Zhuge Liang, and Sun Quan to Zhou Yu. Most battles—small and large—occurred in this phase of the Three Kingdoms.

			The middle phase of the Three Kingdoms was characterized by the kingdoms Wei, Zu, and Wu maintaining a balance of power. A military confrontation between any of the two would result in the third power gaining advantage. An alliance between any two states would result in the fall of the third power, creating a dangerous polarity between the two victorious states. Thus, battles fought in this phase of the Three Kingdoms were carefully planned so that no one would come out overly powerful. Much of the game of power was played diplomatically and covertly. Even in the greatest battle of the time, Red Cliff, Zhuge Liang counseled his lord to allow Cao Cao to escape. Cao Cao needed to be weakened, not destroyed. Destruction of Cao Cao’s faction would result in a power vacuum in the north leading to chaos. Better to oppose the Cao Cao whom they knew than to face scores of unknown small-time ambitious warlords.

			The final phase of the Three Kingdoms was characterized by major military campaigns aimed at a final showdown between the three powers. This era pitted Zhuge Liang against Sima Yi, two of the greatest strategists in the history of China. All three powers knew that victory was crucial, and a defeat would lead to the fall of the kingdom. As the era of the Three Kingdoms came to an end, Liu Bei’s kingdom of Zu fell after Zhuge Liang died of illness. Liu Bei left an incompetent heir who surrendered to Cao Pi, the son of Cao Cao. The kingdom of Wu eventually capitulated as well when Sun Quan died without an heir. Cao Pi founded the Wei dynasty, but was succeeded by incompetent and weak descendants. Eventually, Sima Yi and his sons, through court intrigue and political manipulations, toppled the Wei dynasty to create their own dynasty—the Jin.

			My references for the historical background of the thirty-six strategies are from The History of the Warring Sates (Zhanguoce) written by Liu Xiang of the Han dynasty; The Historical Records (Shi Ji) by Sima Qian of the Han; the Records of the Three Kingdoms (Sanguozhi) written by Chen Shou of the third century; and The Chronicles of the Tang Dynasty (Tang Shu) written and compiled by imperial historians during and after the Tang.

		

	
		
			Key Figures

			THE FOLLOWING HISTORICAL FIGURES WERE EITHER THE originators of the thirty-six strategies, or used these strategies to perfection, or were the victims of them. A brief biography of the major players in the historical incidents surrounding the thirty-six strategies will help you understand what kinds of people were behind them, and how they influenced warfare and diplomacy in the early history of China. Here we list them chronologically by historical period.

			THE SPRING AND AUTUMN PERIOD

			Sunzi

			
				Father of Chinese military strategy and author of the classic Art of War. A native of the feudal state of Qi. Served the state of Wu and later his homeland Qi as military advisor and battlefield general. Retired after a long service to Qi and died a natural death.

			THE WARRING STATES PERIOD

			Sun Bin

			
				The grandson of Sunzi and student of the man known as Master of Ghost Valley. Author of his own Art of War as well as a commentary on Sunzi’s Art of War. A native of Qi. Served the state of Qi in his early years, then the state of Wei together with his friend (and betrayer) Pang Juan. After being crippled and almost killed by Pang Juan, he escaped and returned to Qi to win a victory against Wei’s invasion led by Pang Juan. Retired and lived in seclusion after his final service to Qi. Died a natural death.

			Pang Juan

			
				Origins unknown. Born into the lower class but managed to become a student of the Master of Ghost Valley with Sun Bin. Served the state of Wei as military advisor and principal general. Known for his jealously and betrayal of his friend Sun Bin and his attempt to steal the teachings of Sunzi’s Art of War. Defeated by Sun Bin when he led Wei’s invasion of Qi. Killed on the battlefield.

			THE FALL OF QIN AND THE FOUNDING OF THE HAN DYNASTY

			Liu Pang

			
				The founder of the Han dynasty. Peasant origin. Attracted a group of discontented citizens to his cause to overthrow the Qin dynasty. Not an outstanding commander and strategist himself, but had the allegiance of the great strategist Zhang Liang, the military genius Han Xun, and the talented political administrator Chen Xi. Afraid that these three would threaten his dynastic succession, he arrested and imprisoned Han Xun and killed Chen Xi. Zhang Liang managed to escape before his lord could murder him.

			Hang Yu

			Aristocrat from the old kingdom of Chu during the Warring States period. Leader of an uprising against the Qin dynasty and contender to the throne of China. An outstanding warrior, swordsman, and battlefield general. Assisted by Minister Fan Seng in the early years of the uprising. After Fan Seng’s death, Hang Yu lost his principal strategist and was eventually defeated by Zhang Liang’s strategy and Liu Pang’s guile. Committed suicide at the banks of the river Hu when he had nowhere to retreat. Historical and popular Chinese opinion favored Hang Yu over Liu Pang. Hang Yu was remembered as a hero with noble intentions, while Liu Pang gained the reputation of being unscrupulous and ruthless.

			Zhang Liang

			
				Military genius and strategist and principal advisor to Liu Pang. Initially inspired by Liu Pang’s sincerity in ending the Qin dynasty’s harsh and tyrannical rule. Studied with Huang Shigong, a hermit who was said to have inherited the legacy of the teachings of the Master of Ghost Valley. Believed to be the author of Three Strategies of Huang Shigong. Retired from service immediately after Liu Pang founded the Han dynasty and disappeared.

			THE THREE KINGDOMS

			Cao Cao

			Prime minister during the last years of the Han dynasty. Awarded the title Duke of Wei after winning several campaigns against rebellious nobles. An excellent strategist and statesman, but was known to be suspicious in nature. Historical opinion was not on his side—he was considered a usurper and an unscrupulous politician. Died of illness (a brain tumor) before he could realize his dream of being emperor. His son Cao Pi forced the Han emperor to abdicate, took the throne, and founded the Wei dynasty.

			Liu Bei

			A distant relative of the Han dynasty emperor. Not especially talented as strategist and leader but was known for his compassion, virtue, humility, and honor. He rose from humble origins as a sandal maker to become the ruler of his kingdom of Zu. He attracted three of the greatest warriors of the time to be his principal generals—Guan Yu, Zhang Fei, and Zhao Yun. He also had the greatest strategist and statesman of all time—Zhuge Liang—serving as his principal advisor. Died of illness leaving a weak and incompetent heir. The kingdom of Zu lasted forty-two years.

			Zhuge Liang

			
				Considered to be the most innovative strategist and statesman in Chinese history. Spent his early life as a hermit farmer while mastering the arts of war, diplomacy, and statesmanship. Persuaded by Liu Bei to become his advisor and military strategist. Helped Liu Bei build the kingdom of Zu literally out of nothing. Served as principal military strategist and later as prime minister of Zu. Conducted and won major military campaigns in the service of Zu. Died from illness in an area named Five-Mile Plain while leading an expedition against the Wei dynasty.

			Zhou Yu

			Supreme commander of the armed forces of the kingdom of Wu. Became the advisor to Sun Quan after Sun Ce, the Lord of Wu, was killed by an assassin. Zhou Yu and Sun Quan became brothers-in-law—they married two sisters. A brilliant strategist and tactician, Zhou Yu was largely responsible for the victory at Red Cliff. However, jealousy of Zhuge Liang made him irritable and bitter. Wanting to outdo Zhuge Liang, Zhou Yu often put himself in danger when he commanded the battlefield. Years after the battle of Red Cliff, when Liu Bei and the kingdom of Wu became enemies, Zhou Yu died of complications he had suffered earlier from an arrow wound.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			Strategies for Winning
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			Deceiving heaven to cross the sea

			
				Hesitate too much and you’ll lose motivation. Things we see and experience often are not considered unusual.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			The “heaven” in this context is the “son of heaven,” none other than the emperor of China. The incident referred to in this strategy concerns the Tang dynasty general Shi Rengui fooling his emperor in order to get him to board a boat to cross the sea.

			The Tang dynasty emperor Taizong was on a military campaign to repel an invasion from the kingdom of Korea. The defeated Korean generals escaped and attempted to return to Korea by sea. Emperor Taizong chased the Koreans to the coast, saw them board their boats, and could not bring himself to board his own ship in pursuit. Taizong was prone to seasickness, and was deathly afraid of being on a boat. No matter how much his advisors persuaded him, he was unwilling to give chase across the water.

			The great general Shi Rengui devised a plan to get his emperor to pursue his enemy. He knew that the emperor often got dizzy and nauseous on swaying vessels. So that evening, he arranged a banquet to celebrate the Chinese driving the invaders away. There was a lot of wine, song, and dance. The emperor got intoxicated and staggered back to his tent supported by his attendants. In the early hours of the morning, he awoke in his bed, complaining of a headache and dizziness. General Shi told his emperor that he had too much to drink the night before, and that the swooning and nausea were normal. The emperor fell back asleep. The next day, Taizong tried to get up but was unable to keep his balance. The general attributed his malady to a massive hangover and convinced the emperor to rest another day. On the third day, the emperor awoke early in the morning, got up, and felt firm ground underneath his feet. The room no longer swayed. He got out of this tent, met the generals, put on his armor, and intercepted the fleeing Korean army before they were able to return to safe territory. As a result of this victory, the northeast coast of China was safe from Korean invasion for several hundred years.

			During the pursuit of the Koreans, unknown to Taizong, General Shi had “fooled” his emperor into believing that the nausea was due to his heavy drinking at the celebration. All those days Taizong was confined to his “tent,” he was actually in a cabin in his warship crossing the sea to the Korean Peninsula. The ruse was so perfect that it was only after the Koreans had been defeated that Shi revealed to his emperor that he had deceived him in order to get him to board his ship to sail to Korea. Taizong, being an enlightened sovereign, praised his general for this strategy and made him supreme commander of the entire Tang army.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy involves fooling someone into doing something that they normally would not have done. As a strategy, deception is a technique, a means toward an end. It is a controversial strategy because it is often used unscrupulously. However, when used with good intentions, much can be accomplished. Deception is neither good nor bad in itself—the ethics of deception depend on the intention behind the deception.

			When using this strategy, the first consideration is to be clear about whether the deception is used to benefit or to harm. The greatest strategists and masters of deception like Sunzi, Sun Bin, and Zhuge Liang all counseled the importance of not using deception for personal gain.

			The second consideration in using deception as a strategy is to be clear about whom you are deceiving. Are you deceiving someone in order to help them, or are you deceiving an opponent in order to defeat them? If you are trying to fool a friend or your superior in order to help them, this is “friendly” deception. If you are you trying to deceive an opponent in order to defeat them, this is “unfriendly” deception. The historical incident described above involved a friendly deception. Even in a friendly deception, we need to understand the risks involved. The stakes are low if you are deceiving a friend, for example, in order to stop him or her from harming themselves or others. The stakes are high if you are planning to deceive your superior so that they can make virtuous decisions for the greater good of a business or the country. General Shi Rengui’s stakes were extremely high—he was fooling “heaven,” the emperor. Since Taizong could not be persuaded by rational means, General Shi had to resort to deception.

			This brings us to the third consideration of using deception as strategy. Should deception be your strategy of first choice, or should it be the last resort? For Shi Rengui, it was the last resort. When all forms of persuasion failed, deception was used. The strategy of deception should always be used sparingly and unpredictably. Use deception too often, and no one will believe anything you say or do. A person who has a history of being honest has a higher chance of success in a friendly deception than a person who has a reputation of being a liar.

			The fourth consideration in the use of friendly deception is the factor of trust between the deceiver and the deceived. For the deception to be successful there needs to be an existing trust between deceiver and deceived. This is the “believability” factor of deception. Trust determines the likelihood of whether someone will fall for the deception. When there is no trust to begin with, the strategy of friendly deception will not work.

			The fifth consideration is the risk of consequences. If the deception is uncovered, what would the severity of the impact be on you, the deceiver? If the target of the friendly deception is understanding and magnanimous and able to forgive, then the consequences would not be dire. If your friend or your superior is understanding, they would actually be grateful that they were deceived into doing what they did. Not only was General Shi not punished for deceiving his emperor, he was rewarded for his military achievements. Most importantly, General Shi’s strategy of deception worked because Taizong was an enlightened leader, not a petty man.

			Do not use the strategy of friendly deception on someone who is weak-willed, petty, or suspicious. When these people discover that they have been fooled, they would not forgive you even if they benefited from it. Not only will you be unappreciated, but you could become the target of vengeance.

			Finally, there must be virtue in using deception—to end suffering, war, and injustice. Use deception for personal gain and power, and the strategy will turn itself against you in the end. This was borne out throughout the history of China.
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			Besiege the state of Wei to rescue Zhao

			
				It is better to weaken your opponents by breaking up their forces than to engage them head-on. It is more effective to attack soft targets than hard targets.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy was devised by Sun Bin, the grandson of Sunzi.

			During the Warring States period, the state of Wei launched an attack on the state of Zhao. When the army of Wei was approaching the capital of Zhao, the Lord of Zhao pleaded to his ally, the state of Qi, for help. At that time, Sun Bin was the military advisor to Qi. While most of the generals advocated a direct confrontation with Wei’s invading army, Sun Bin counseled that a direct engagement with a strong army would have negative consequences. First, Qi would lose many soldiers and waste much resources, making Qi weak and open to attack from rival states. Instead of meeting Wei’s forces head-on, his strategy called for an attack on Wei’s capital via a roundabout route. When Sun Bin and the Qi army appeared in the vicinity of the Wei capital, the Lord of Wei immediately ordered his invading army to return to defend the capital. Zhao was rescued. The well-rested Qi forces defeated a tired Wei army hurrying back to defend its homeland. Sun Bin’s strategy bought peace between Wei, Zhao, and Qi for almost ten years.

			Instead of confronting a “hard” target (Wei’s invading army), Sun Bin attacked the enemy’s soft spot, which happened to be an important spot—the capital city. Because the bulk of the Wei army was deployed to attack Zhao, the capital was defended by only a small force. The Lord of Wei never expected Qi to help Zhao by attacking his capital city.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy is known as the “backdoor” attack strategy—attacking the opponent’s soft belly where defenses are poor. It is a surprise attack where your opponent least expects it while they are engaged elsewhere.

			Backdoor attacks are indirect attacks, used when a direct confrontation is not advantageous. Either your forces are numerically weaker than your opponent’s, or your resources are insufficient for a frontal attack. Good intelligence is required for this strategy to work because prior to executing your plan of attack you need to determine where your opponent’s soft belly is located. Moreover, the success of a backdoor attack depends on the element of unpredictability and surprise; it must be carried out in utmost secrecy.

			This strategy can also be used to divert an opponent’s forces away from an objective or get them to abandon an advantageous position. For this diversion to succeed, the opponent must recognize that they need to disengage to save something important. What is more important—gaining territory or losing your home turf?

			Central to the backdoor attack strategy is minimizing loss and maximizing gain. An indirect attack typically requires fewer resources than direct confrontation. Even if you win, it is always better to emerge stronger. Victories gained at the price of weakening your position or draining your resources will make you vulnerable to attacks from rivals.

			In order not to fall prey to backdoor attacks, do not commit everything and leave the home front unprotected. The best counterstrategy is to make the attacker believe that your back door is undefended. Lure them to attack what they think is a soft target, and then ambush them.

		

	
		
			3

			Kill with a borrowed knife

			
				When your opponent is strong but your ally is unstable, get your ally to attack the mutual enemy. In this way, without spending any effort, you will weaken your opponent as well as the unreliable “friend.”

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			The historical incident that made this strategy famous involved Zi Gong, a student of Confucius. Zi Gong did not only use a borrowed knife to take down one threat. He used and juggled multiple knives against three different opponents.

			During the middle part of the Spring and Autumn period the state of Qi was ruled by an incompetent lord. Factions within the court plotted to seize power. Most ambitious was the prime minister Chen Huan. Chen planned to remove his rivals and unify the factions by proposing to invade the neighboring small state of Lu. If Qi was victorious, Chen would gain renown and increase his power base. If Qi suffered a defeat, the frontline generals (Chen’s rivals) would be disgraced and removed. It seemed a perfect plan.

			At that time, Confucius was living and teaching in Lu. One of his students, Zi Gong, volunteered to act as an emissary to persuade Qi not to attack his homeland Lu. Zi Gong wanted to convince Chen Huan to attack the state of Wu instead. Wu was a threat to Zi Gong’s home country, and if Qi attacked Wu, then Lu’s chances of being invaded by Wu would be lessened. Playing on Chen Huan’s ambitions, Zi Gong argued that Qi’s reputation as a power would increase if it was victorious over a strong rival rather than a weak and submissive neighbor. Chen Huan fell for this ruse and deployed his army to attack Wu.

			In the meantime, Zi Gong paid a visit to the Lord of Wu, alerting him that Qi intended to invade. At that time, Wu was not strong enough to engage the Qi army alone. Zi Gong persuaded the Lord of Wu to enlist help from his vassal state Yue. Yue was once conquered by Wu. The Lord of Yue pretended to swear loyalty to Wu and was given back his lands to rule as a vassal. Yue was biding time and was secretly building up military power to conquer its enemy Wu. Zi Gong was deeply aware that a strong Yue would also threaten his homeland Lu. He managed to get Wu and Yue agree to a joint campaign against Qi. He also proposed that the Yue army should stay in the rear guard, rationalizing that the Yue troops were only good for mopping up and not for frontal assault. The Lord of Wu, wanting to demonstrate the prowess of his troops, agreed.

			Zi Gong’s diplomatic strategy pitted Qi against Wu, two strong neighbors of Lu. A war between these two would weaken both states and neutralize any threat to Lu. The next part of Zi Gong’s strategy pitted Yue against Wu. Zi Gong knew that the Lord of Yue was looking for the opportunity to conquer Wu but did not have the strength for a direct confrontation. However, being positioned in the rear, Yue could seize the opportunity to attack Wu when Wu was weakened fighting Qi. A war between Wu and Yue would weaken both states and neutralize threats against Lu.

			As it turned out, things played right into Zi Gong’s hands. Qi suffered a defeat and had to retreat, thus weakening Qi. Wu’s army, while victorious, was also weakened. The Lord of Yue, in the rear guard, attacked from within the Wu ranks and conquered Wu. In this conquest, Yue’s resources were depleted, and it had to spend years rebuilding before it could plan further conquests.

			Zi Gong used Wu’s and Qi’s knives against each other, and then used Yue’s knife against Wu. The small and weak kingdom of Lu took down three powerful neighbors with borrowed knives owing to the ingenious strategy of Zi Gong.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy is known as the “assassin’s strategy.” It is the art of neutralizing threats by playing your opponents against each other. In other words, use others to fight others.

			It is called the assassin’s strategy because assassins kill secretly. The “borrowed knife” is the assassin’s knife, which is a concealed weapon. When used skillfully, this strategy allows you to get your rivals to destroy each other without them knowing that you were behind the plans. In the historical incident described above, Zi Gong’s plans were concealed even after the battles between the states ended.

			Planning and execution of this strategy requires skill in playing opponents against each other. Secrecy in execution, power in persuasion, and clarity in keeping track of multiple factors are all needed to make the strategy of the borrowed knife work. The planner and executor of the strategy is like a chess expert, manipulating pieces and conditions for the opponents to defeat each other. Zi Gong was both the sole operator and mastermind of the entire plan.

			What is the best kind of borrowed knife?

			The best knife is one wielded by your opponent’s friend or ally. If one ally senses that the other one is planning to destroy him, the alliance is broken, and you have taken down a united front.

			The next best knife is one wielded by a neutral party. If your opponent discovers that a neutral party is planning to destroy them, they will fear that you have wooed neutral factions over to your side.

			The most risky knife is one wielded by a questionable ally. If the attempt of destroying your opponent fails, the ally would be blamed, not you. This allows you to get rid of an alliance you don’t want. However, if the attempt fails, the ally would become your enemy.

			There are two primary conditions where this strategy is most optimal.

			The first condition is when you are weak and cannot afford a direct confrontation. To achieve your goal, you “borrow” someone’s resources to win an advantage without depleting or using your own.

			The second condition is when you are faced with multiple opponents. Rather than getting bogged down in simultaneous engagements, you set your opponents against each other. Zi Gong was such an expert at this strategy that he was able to get his opponents to fight among themselves and leave his homeland alone.

			The ultimate success of this strategy is achieved when all the threats are neutralized and your involvement remains a secret.

			Zi Gong was a student of Confucius. He was a diplomatic genius. His use of the borrowed-knives strategy was a desperate move to save his homeland from invasion. It was said that Zi Gong retired from public service and became a teacher when the safety of his homeland was secured. He held his virtue and never used his skill to serve ambitious feudal lords bent on conquest.
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			Wait at leisure while the opponent labors

			
				If you set a trap perfectly, there is no need to fight. Simply wait for your opponent to tire out. They will then capitulate without resistance. This is called using softness to overcome hardness.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy was attributed to Sun Bin.

			During the Warring States period, two friends studied military strategy together under the Master of Ghost Valley, the greatest teacher of strategy, tactics, and statecraft of the time. They were Pang Juan and Sun Bin (the grandson of Sunzi). Pang Juan was ruthless and ambitious, while Sun Bin was honest and trusting. After their training was complete, Pang Juan received an appointment in the state of Wei as a military commander, and persuaded Sun Bin to be his adjutant. The two advisors helped Wei gain territory and renown as a superpower. On one military campaign, Pang Juan miscalculated and was surrounded. Sun Bin came to his aid, counterattacked the enemy, and turned defeat into victory. The Lord of Wei was so impressed by Sun Bin’s abilities that he made Sun Bin chief strategist. Pang Juan was demoted to assistant strategist.

			After Sun Bin gained favor with the Lord of Wei, Pang Juan became jealous of his friend and plotted to murder him. But, before he could kill his friend, he needed to get Sun Bin to write down the secrets of his military strategies. Pang Juan framed Sun Bin for conspiring against the Lord of Wei. As a result of this treachery, Sun Bin was imprisoned and crippled for life. Pang Juan then tried to get Sun Bin to reveal the secrets of his grandfather’s military classic The Art of War, promising that he would send Sun Bin back home when the book was completed. Fortunately, Sun Bin was able to escape to his home country of Qi while Pang Juan was engaged in a military campaign against one of Wei’s rivals. On arriving at Qi, Sun Bin was appointed chief military strategist and was tasked to ward off an invasion from Wei. The commander of the invading army was Pang Juan.

			When Pang Juan heard that Sun Bin was commanding the Qi army, he went into a rage. Already angry that Sun Bin had escaped without dictating The Art of War to him, he was now livid that Qi had made Sun Bin chief strategist.

			Sun Bin knew that Pang Juan was impatient and arrogant. Playing on Pang Juan’s weakness, Sun Bin devised the perfect plan to defeat him. First, Sun Bin made it appear that he had left his supplies unguarded. Second, knowing that Pang Juan would attack the supply train, Sun Bin filled the sacks with sand. As expected, Pang Juan did attack the supply wagons and found bags of sand instead of grain. Angry that he had been deceived, he personally led a small force through mountainous terrain to surprise Sun Bin from the rear. This raid was predicted by Sun Bin, who knew Pang Juan well. By the time Pang Juan emerged from the mountains, he and his troops were exhausted. Across the river, Sun Bin had been waiting. After a short and decisive battle, Pang Juan was killed, and his troops surrendered.

			Lacking an able military commander, the state of Wei could no longer sustain its policy of expansion. The Lord of Wei sued for peace with Qi and was forced to pay reparations and tribute.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy can be summed up as the art of waiting—waiting for the right time and right conditions to subdue your opponent. Lie in wait for your opponent to arrive. Intercept them when you are fresh and they are exhausted.

			For this strategy to succeed, patience and the ability to stay your hand are required. The leader of this operation must be calculating, not easily provoked, and not fall into the temptation of acting rashly. The subordinates must be disciplined, and the chain of command must be tight. If any individual within the rank acts out of line, the advantage gained by waiting would be lost.

			Waiting involves maintaining preparedness over long periods of inactivity. Leaders who are impatient will not be able to wait, and operators who are undisciplined will not be able to stay their hand.

			Timeliness is the key to executing a strategy of waiting. This kind of waiting is not procrastination. Rather, it is the art and skill of seeing the right circumstances emerge and engaging at the appropriate time to achieve maximum effect.

			The strategy of waiting can be used optimally in two conditions—setting up an ambush, or arriving early at a battlefield to occupy advantageous ground. In this respect, we are reminded of the chapters on terrain in Sunzi’s Art of War. In challenging environments, the side that arrives first can choose and occupy advantageous terrain. Given that Sun Bin was the grandson of Sunzi, this is not surprising. It was said that Sun Bin not only mastered the secrets of the Art of War but improved and expanded their application.

			Before we can take advantage of the right time and right conditions, intelligence regarding the opponent and the terrain must be gathered. Where do you wait? When and where will your opponent emerge? Being able to read the mind of your opponent will give you an added upper hand. Sun Bin was able to ambush Pang Juan because he knew what kind of leader Pang Juan was. Pang Juan’s actions were completely predicted by Sun Bin, who was in the right place at the right time to defeat him.
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			Loot while fires are burning

			
				When your opponents are stronger than you, win by using situations to your advantage. Yang governs decision; yin governs action.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			While the proverb that opens this chapter is not based on any historical incident, the strategy it describes has been used frequently by military commanders, politicians, and diplomats. In Chinese history, it was implemented most skillfully with the maximum impact by a Han dynasty minister named Wang Meng. Wang Meng had ambitions of forcing the emperor to abdicate and taking the throne himself. To achieve his goal, he first sowed seeds of jealousy among the ministers. Next, he pitted the civilian ministers against the military commanders. As a result, the Han court was rife with intrigue and conspiracy. When the incompetent young emperor turned to Wang Meng for advice, Wang Meng counseled the emperor to take a queen to produce an heir in order to secure succession in the midst of chaos. The woman introduced to the emperor was none other than Wang Meng’s daughter.

			Wang Meng’s daughter married the emperor and produced an heir. However, not long afterward, the emperor died a mysterious death. When the infant heir was declared emperor, Wang Meng, as the queen’s father, appointed himself regent. Once Wang Meng gained command of the military, he forced the child emperor to abdicate, and took the throne.

			Wang Meng literally “looted” the Han dynasty while it “burned” with conspiracy and intrigues. He took advantage of the chaotic situation to put himself on the throne. We can say that Wang Meng not only looted while the fires burned; he also set the fires himself to create a situation that was ideal for looting.

			Wang Meng stayed in power for less than twenty years. In the year 23 C.E., he was defeated by a Han descendant, who restored his family’s dynasty as the ruler of China.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			In essence, this strategy is about taking advantage of chaos to attain your goals. While your opponent is facing discord and confusion, move in and take the objective. To attain maximal results, you need to first determine what there is to loot, and if it is worthwhile to set the fire. One important consideration is this: Will the fire destroy what you are planning to loot?

			There are two ways of implementing this strategy—wait for chaos to erupt and then make your move, or create the confusion yourself. The former requires skill in evaluating emerging conditions. Lie in wait for the right conditions to arrive, and jump in without hesitation to gain the advantage. The latter involves more calculated planning: first create conditions of chaos and disorder, and then take advantage of what you have created.

			When taking advantage of emerging conditions of chaos, timeliness and preparedness are the key. You need to be in a constant state of readiness because typically the window of opportunity in this kind of condition is small. Inability to evaluate the situation and hesitation to act will lead to failure. You need to identify the fires and be ready to loot at a moment’s notice. Successful implementation of this method of gaining advantage requires operators who can act spontaneously and skillfully and be at the right place at the right time. Chaotic situations change unpredictably. Those who are not flexible and adaptable are not suitable to operate in this scenario of “looting.”

			In contrast, when you create and plan conditions of chaos, you have more control with regard to when and how to execute your strategy. Meticulous planning, however, is required—when and where to set the fires and loot. In the historical incident described above, Wang Meng’s looting of the Han dynasty throne took years of planning. He took the long view of where and when to plant confusion and chaos—this is setting the fires. Then, he moved in unhesitatingly to take advantage of the chaos in a timely manner—this is the looting.

			The strategy of “loot while the fires are burning” sees chaos as the ultimate weapon. When your opponent is confused and you are calm, when they are disorderly and you are prepared—these are the conditions for a successful takeover.
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			Make sounds in the east and strike west

			
				Creating confusion in the opponent’s ranks does not require much effort. Hide your action under a surface of calmness. Take down the enemy by concealing your strength.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy was originally attributed to Sun Bin, but the best example of its execution came from a Han dynasty general named Zhu Gui.

			The end of the Han dynasty was riddled with rebellions. The most powerful uprising came from a group calling themselves the Yellow Turbans. These rebels wrapped yellow cloth around their heads and claimed to be descendants of the Yellow Emperor. They rallied support under the slogan of removing the corrupt Han and setting up a utopia that would bring peace and prosperity.

			At that time, although the Han dynasty was ruled by a weak emperor, there were still able commanders and excellent strategists. One such man was Zhu Gui. When Commander Zhu saw that the stronghold of the Yellow Turbans was defended by strong walls and high towers, he decided that a direct assault or a siege would not be feasible.

			Zhu set up camp and sent scouts to map the surrounding territory. From the information gathered, he discovered that to the southeast was open ground. From its vantage point, the Yellow Turbans’ fortress had a full view of the wide plain. The Han commander decided to deploy the bulk of his army there, setting up tents, moving siege engines into place, and building stables for horses. He then ordered his soldiers to beat the battle drums and clash weapons against their shields to attract the attention of the enemy. The Yellow Turbans, believing that the Han army would attack from the southeast, were lured into making a hasty engagement, trying to rout the Han army while it was setting up camp.

			Unknown to the Yellow Turbans, Zhu himself led a small elite force through precipitous terrain to attack from the northeast. With all the forces deployed to meet the Han army in the southeast, the fortress was undefended in the northeast. The stronghold of the Yellow Turbans fell easily to Zhu’s small force. Zhu entered the fortress, attacked the Yellow Turban army from the rear, and ended the uprising.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This is a strategy of creating a diversion to conceal the direction of the real attack. By feigning a false attack in one direction, we turn the attention of the opponent away from where we intend to attack.

			For the diversion to be successful the false attack must appear believable, and the real attack must be concealed. The art of creating diversion first requires intelligence gathering. How gullible is the opponent? Can they be led to believe your feigned attack? This involves reading the opponent’s strengths and weaknesses. In the incident described above, Commander Zhu was able to fool the Yellow Turbans because his opponents were a rabble army with unskilled leaders. Faced with a skilled strategist for an opponent, Zhu’s chances of success would be much lessened.

			Second, reconnaissance is also needed to find a concealed route from which the real attack will be launched. This requires optimal use of terrain to cloak the concealed action. If there were no hidden pathway to the Yellow Turbans’ stronghold, the concealed attack would not have worked.

			Finally, to execute this strategy properly, the operators in the concealed attack must be disciplined, trained in stealth, and led by a skilled commander. Commander Zhu was not only a strategist, he was also a battle-tried veteran. Inexperienced commanders should never be assigned to lead stealth attacks. In addition, the group creating the diversion must also be led by a competent tactician who can hide delaying action behind vulnerability. Otherwise, the bait to lure the opponent into attacking the false front will not work.

			A mistake that many make in implementing this strategy is to overfocus on the concealed attack and neglect tactics in diversion. The concealed attack needs to succeed, but the diversionary force cannot suffer a disastrous retreat. Lure the opponent into your trap by appearing vulnerable. Then occupy their attention so that they are unable to focus on the real vector of your attack.

		

	
		
			PART TWO

			Strategies for Deceiving the Opponent
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			Create something out of nothing

			
				False is not always false. Within the false there is truth, and vice versa.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			To cloak falsehood as truth and truth as falsehood was a commonly used strategy. The most sophisticated method of implementing this strategy involves mixing truth and falsehood in a way that it would be difficult to tease apart the false from the true—because truth and falsehood have become intricately intertwined.

			The minister Zhao Gao of the Qin dynasty was unparalleled when it came to using this strategy. Zhao Gao was originally an attendant and personal secretary to the Qin emperor, the man who united China after centuries of warfare. Zhao had no rank in the civil government, but as secretary, he literally controlled which report and request received the emperor’s attention. Zhao Gao’s most formidable rivals were General Meng Tian and the prime minister Li Shi. To attack both of them directly would be suicidal, so Zhao Gao decided to take out General Meng first. Comparatively, Meng was an “easier” target since he was relatively naïve about court intrigues.

			Zhao Gao began by encouraging a friendship between General Meng and the crown prince Fu Su. In the meantime, playing on Prime Minister Li Shi’s jealousy of Meng, he got Li to send Meng and the crown prince to the frontier to fight off invasions from tribal nations. With the crown prince absent from the court, he and Minister Li began to cultivate a friendship with Hu Hai, the younger son of the emperor. Hu was weak and incompetent, which made him a perfect puppet.

			After thirty-seven years of ruling, the founder of the Qin dynasty died while traveling to inspect the frontier garrisons. The court was divided into two major factions over the matter of succession. One faction, headed by General Meng’s family, supported the crown prince. The other faction was headed by Li Shi, who supported the younger prince. Fu Su’s intelligence and moral scruples won General Meng’s loyalty. When Fu Su heard that his father had passed away, he hurried back to the capital to attend the funeral. General Meng accompanied him with a contingent of troops to protect him on the road. When news of Fu Su’s return reached the capital, Zhao Gao and Li Shi accused the crown prince and his general of planning a coup to take the throne. This was a false accusation because Fu Su returned truly with the intention to be at his father’s funeral. However, there was also some truth mixed within the false accusation. General Meng’s support of Fu Su’s claim to the throne was well known, and Fu Su had often discussed future policies with the assumption that he would become emperor. That the two men returned at the head of an army made it suspicious that they were planning an armed takeover of the capital.

			Li Shi, being the most powerful minister, persuaded and coerced the court officials to believe that Fu Su and General Meng were traitors and rebels. Before the crown prince could reach the capital, a royal emissary met him and read the succession edict that crowned Hu Hai emperor. Fu Su was declared a traitor and executed on the spot. General Meng, loyal to the end to his prince, committed suicide. It turned out that the edict was false: it was written by Zhao Gao and Li Shi.

			Hu Hai became the second emperor of Qin. But Zhao Gao’s treachery of creating false information out of nothing was not finished. Now that General Meng was gone, his chief rival was Prime Minister Li Shi. Zhao Gao encouraged the new emperor to indulge in pleasures and build palaces for his enjoyment. After all, he had Li Shi, one of the most brilliant statesmen, to lead the nation. Less than a year after Hu Hai’s ascension to the throne, the country was run by Li Shi. Zhao Gao’s chance at removing Li Shi had come. He started circulating rumors that Li Shi was so powerful that he was, in fact, the emperor, if not in name. The rumors were reported back to Hu Hai, who saw Li Shi as a threat. Li Shi, for all his ruthlessness in wielding power, genuinely cared for the welfare of his country and designed policies that were best for the nation. When Li Shi began to criticize Hu Hai’s extravagance in building palaces, Zhao Gao told the emperor that Li Shi’s actions confirmed his arrogance and ambitions.

			Zhao Gao drafted an edict convicting Li Shi of usurping authority and being disrespectful to the emperor. He approached the emperor one evening when Hu Hai was drunk and enjoying sex with his courtesans. Hu Hai, not wanting his pleasures disrupted, hastily fastened his seal on the edict. Li Shi and his family were executed for treason. Was Li Shi acting with an emperor’s authority? From one perspective, he indeed made policies without consulting the emperor. But again, the emperor did not want to be involved in ruling and left the running of the kingdom to his prime minister. Was Li Shi disrespectful to his emperor? From one perspective, he did not think highly of his lord’s competence, and this was well known among the court. But again, Li Shi never criticized the emperor in public.

			Zhao Gao cleverly juxtaposed truth and falsehood. Nothing was completely true but nothing was completely false either. Mixed within the truth was falsehood, and embedded in the falsehood was truth. After Li Shi’s death, Zhao Gao became prime minister. However, his position as the most important man in Qin was short-lived. Within three years, the Qin dynasty was toppled by a popular uprising that created the Han dynasty. Hu Hai, his infant son, and Zhao Gao were all killed.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy is about deceiving people into believing that which is false is true.

			There are two ways of implementing this strategy. The first is literally to create something out of nothing. There are no precedents, no grounds, not even a shard of truth to begin with. This option is difficult because there is nothing to provide an anchor for the fabrication.

			Most strategists opt for the second version—which is to mix truth and falsehood. The created part (the false) is skillfully blended into what already exists. This kind of deception is easily believable because nothing is altogether true and nothing is altogether false. True and false are integrated in such a way that it is difficult to untangle what is created from what exists.

			What is needed to create a mixture of truth and falsehood in order to make it believable? First, there must be some kind of preexisting conditions: for example, an existing political, social, or economic environment, a prevailing public opinion, or human psychological factors. These factors are grounds for mixing truth and falsehood, real and unreal. In the incident described above, Zhao Gao took advantage of an existing rivalry between the two princes, the jealousy between the military commander and statesman, and the paranoid political climate that dominated the rule of the Qin.

			Second, there must be a precipitating condition, the trigger, for the deception to come to fruition. For Zhao Gao, the trigger was the death of the Qin emperor and the return of his eldest son to the state funeral. This event allowed Zhao Gao and Li Shi to convince the Qin court that the elder prince was planning a coup with the support of his general.

			Third, the credibility of what is falsely created is highly dependent upon human factors. First Zhao Gao played on Li Shi’s jealousy and rivalry with the general who supported the elder prince, allowing him to ally with the minister. Later, once Li Shi has outlived his usefulness, Zhao Gao got Hu Hai to sign the death warrant for the minister because he was able to take advantage of his lord’s suspicious nature and weakness for sex and alcohol.

			In the end, this strategy is about twisting reality to achieve your ends. It can be used to trick opponents, bring down rivals, sway public opinion, recruit allies, and sell ideas. When truth and falsehood are mixed skillfully, the boundary between real and unreal becomes fuzzy, so that what is fabricated and what truly exists can no longer be separated.
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			Crossing into Chencang in secret

			
				Pretend to be active to draw attention. Let visible activity hide your true intention.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			During the Qin dynasty’s final years, the rivals Liu Pang and Hang Yu fought to become the next emperor. Chencang was a strategic town that both sides wanted to control. For Liu Pang, occupying it would guard the route to the east where his primary resources were located. For Hang Yu, occupying it would strangle Liu Pang’s supply route to his main army.

			At that time, Chencang was occupied by a minor feudal lord who was leaning toward allying with Hang Yu. Liu Pang’s principal general was Han Xun. The strategy of “crossing into Chencang in secret” refers to Han Xun’s ingenious plan of defeating the garrison of Chencang and occupying it before Hang Yu could get there.

			There were two approaches to Chencang: a main road that could allow a large army to reach Chencang in a short time, and a smaller circuitous path that few people knew about. When Han Xun was about to deploy his troops, storms washed away large sections of the main thoroughfare. In order for Han Xun’s army to use this route, the road would have to be repaired. Han Xun used this natural disaster to his advantage.

			First, he devised a plan to draw the attention of the defenders of Chencang to the main road. He recruited thousands of workers to remove debris and bring in stones to rebuild the roadbed. Secondly, he secretly told the construction supervisors to deliberately slow down the progress of repair. Spies from Chencang embedded in Han Xun’s road crews reported that the road construction was not going well, and that the workers were discontented. When the commander of Chencang received this report, he deployed his troops to sabotage Han Xun’s project of road construction.

			While the workers were laboring to repair the road, Han Xun led a fast and small contingent of forces through the small path and suddenly appeared at Chencang. Chencang was taken without a fight. With Han Xun occupying the garrison and forward movement to attack the road crew blocked by the washed-out road, the commander of Chencang had no choice but to surrender.

			After securing his supply route, Liu Pang was able to focus on defeating Hang Yu. In the year 206 B.C.E., Liu Pang and Han Xun pursued Hang Yu to the shores of the river Wu. With nowhere to retreat, Hang Yu chose suicide instead of surrender. Liu Pang became the first emperor of the Han dynasty.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This is a strategy of hiding your intentions by directing your opponent’s attention to a visible activity that is a false lead. Your opponent is led to believe in what you have staged in plain sight while your real course of action is hidden.

			For this strategy to succeed, first the opponent must be gullible. Will they fall for the deception? In the historical incident that gave the name to this strategy, Han Xun was up against an unskilled commander who was fooled easily. Second, the ruse requires utmost expertise to plan and execute. Han Xun was probably the only military commander and strategist of his time capable of pulling it off.

			An analysis of the steps Han Xun took shows incredible sophistication in setting up the deception while concealing the true intentions. First, rather than getting flustered by an unforeseen situation, he turned it to his advantage. When the road was destroyed by rains, Han Xun quickly saw that he could use the visible activity of repairing the road to dupe the opponent into believing he would take the main route to attack the garrison. Second, Han Xun even used enemy spies to carry false information. Expecting his work force to be infiltrated by spies, he played them to his advantage and turned his opponent’s trap back on him. Finally, to execute a concealed attack requires troop discipline and tactical maneuvering. Han Xun was a brilliant tactician. His troops were loyal and disciplined. When he personally led the hidden attack, it was almost a guaranteed success.

			Han Xun was both a strategist and tactician, a rare combination of talent. However, his brilliance on the battlefield could not save him from political intrigue when the dynastic wars were over. In the end, Han Xun’s talent was his own worst enemy. Jealous of Han Xun’s military skill and fearful of his ambitions, the emperor had Han Xun arrested for trumped-up charges of treason. The empress, seeing that her husband was hesitant to execute an old comrade in arms, had Han Xun secretly murdered in prison.
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			Watch the fires burn from across the shore

			
				When the forces of yang run rampant, employ the strategy of yin stillness. Chaos within the enemy can lead to their self-destruction. Let things be. When the right circumstances emerge, move in.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy is attributed to Sun Bin. During the Warring States period, the feudal state of Han was invaded by Wei. The Lord of Han hastily sent an emissary to his ally Qi for help. At that time, Sun Bin was the military advisor to the Lord of Qi.

			When the Lord of Qi wanted to save his ally, Sun Bin counseled him to delay action. Honor the alliance, but wait until the armies of Wei and Han were both weakened. The Han emissary was promised help, but no commitment was made as to when the Qi troops would arrive. When the Han generals heard that help was coming, they no longer felt abandoned and defeated. The Han army rallied itself, fought courageously, and was able to block the forward momentum of the Wei troops.

			Just as the Wei army was organizing a desperate counterattack, the Qi troops arrived. Sun Bin had been observing the battles from a distance. When he saw that the Wei troops’ momentum was destroyed, he ordered the Qi army into battle. By that time, the Wei soldiers were tired, and the Han army was grateful that their ally had arrived. The Qi army defeated Wei effortlessly with minimum loss.

			As a result of this defeat, Wei lost its initiative to expand. Han was also substantially weakened. Most importantly, the Lord of Han felt indebted to Qi and became a staunch ally. Qi was the state that came out victorious. Both Wei and Han suffered from their direct confrontation, while Qi, observing the chaos and violence from a distance, weakened Wei with little effort and gained prestige by honoring an alliance. Sun Bin’s strategy not only weakened a rival state but also brought other states to ally with Qi, making Qi the most formidable feudal kingdom in the early era of the Warring States.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy has three components, which are captured by the three words watch, fire, and across.

			Watch means wait, and waiting requires patience. It means staying your hand until it is optimal to act. Strategic waiting is not easy. Boredom and inaction can lead to complacency. While waiting, your forces must be kept in a prepared state. This requires discipline and strong command. The key to strategic waiting is the ability to grasp timeliness: wait too long and you will miss the window of opportunity; rush in recklessly and you will fall into traps.

			Fire is a chaotic destructive force. You can either create chaos or wait for chaos to occur naturally within the opponent’s ranks before you engage. By letting your opponent destroy themselves from within, your resources will not be taxed.

			Across suggests distance. The waiting and watching are done from a distance. You should set up an observation post to monitor and evaluate the unfolding situation. Intelligence gathering is required to decide when to act.

			For the strategy to succeed, all three conditions must be fulfilled.

			If we can wait patiently but are unable to recognize or create confusion in the enemy’s ranks, the waiting will degenerate into procrastination. Moreover, if we don’t gather intelligence, we won’t be able to “see” a strategic advantage emerging. Waiting aimlessly can lead to demoralization of troops.

			If we can create chaos in the opponent’s ranks but are unable to wait for the optimal time to engage, we will lose the window of opportunity either by acting too fast or too slow. Moreover, chaotic situations change unpredictably, and constant monitoring of changes of the opponent’s morale, supplies, and state of disorganization is necessary to execute a timely attack.

			We can observe all we want from a distance but if there is no chaos and confusion erupting within the enemy ranks, no window of opportunity will open. Moreover, simply waiting and watching without intelligence gathering and analysis makes us blind to the opponent’s strengths and weaknesses.

			Sun Bin executed to perfection all three components of the strategy of “watch the fires burn from across the shore.” He watched and waited until both Han (the ally) and Wei (the enemy) forces were decimated. The “fire” of the battles was allowed to burn until both the Han and Wei armies were exhausted. From a distant vantage point, Sun Bin was able to gather intelligence to make a decisive move against Wei. Using minimal resources, he destroyed an enemy, weakened an ally who could become a threat, and gained prestige and power for Qi to become a kingdom to be reckoned with.
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			Hide a knife behind a smile

			
				Trusting can lull you into inattention. Concealed action can be used to gain the upper hand. Prepare well before making a move. Once committed, do not waver. Internally, your determination should be strong like yang. Externally, your action should be calm like yin.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			The most famous application of this strategy occurred during the latter part of the Warring States period. The Lord of Qin was ready to expand from his western stronghold into central China. Standing in his way was the powerful state of Wei. Wei had a succession of famous generals who recognized the strategic value of the garrison of Wu in controlling access to central China from the west. At the time when Qin was ready to expand eastward, the city of Wu was held by a large force and defended by a strong city wall. In addition, the fortress was surrounded by terrain that was advantageous to the defender but deadly to the attacker.

			The commanding general of the Qin invasion force was a man named Gongsun Yang. Gongsun Yang knew that the fortress could not be taken by force; it could only be taken by guile. While gathering information about the city of Wu, he discovered that the defending commander was a man named Gongzi Yeng, a friend from his younger days. Gongsun Yang devised a plan that would use this old friendship as the means to capture the garrison.

			Gongsun Yang sent a letter to Gongzi Yeng speaking of their friendship and old times together. There was no mention of any diplomatic or military matters. The letter was filled with reminiscences, a longing for renewing the friendship, and sadness that they now served different lords. At first Gongzi Yeng was suspicious of his former friend’s intentions, but when he saw the Qin army retreat, he was convinced that the gesture was a sign of goodwill. Gongsun Yang then appeared in front of the garrison’s city wall accompanied by only a personal attendant. The attendant delivered an invitation to Gongzi Yeng to a dinner at the Qin camp. The defending commander accepted the invitation and took a contingent of only three hundred soldiers.

			When Gongzi Yeng arrived at the Qin camp, his friend came out to greet him personally and invited him into the dining tent. When Gongzi Yeng saw that there were only a few tents with soldiers laughing and sharing meals together, he relaxed his guard. The Qin commander then invited Yeng’s soldiers to dine with his own soldiers, making the famous statement, “It is the lords who are enemies, not the soldiers themselves.” This gesture won the trust of both Gongzi Yeng and his troops. They took off their armor and laid their weapons at the entrance to the tents.

			Just as the guests were ready to seat themselves, a contingent of elite Qin soldiers suddenly appeared and captured Gongzi Yeng and his troops. Gongsun Yang then dressed his troops in the colors of the enemy soldiers. The Qin soldiers entered the fortress of Wu and opened the city gates. The garrison city of Wu was captured without a fight. The state of Wei had no choice but to sue for peace after losing a strategic garrison to Qin. The road to Qin’s expansion into central China was secured.

			Gongsun Yang used friendly gestures to lure an opponent into his camp in order to capture him. Behind the smile was the knife that took the fortress that could not be taken by force.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy is about luring an opponent into a trap using friendly overtures. The “knife,” a weapon of destruction, is hidden behind a “smile,” the fake friendship. The goal is to catch your opponent unawares and unprepared by pretending to be benign and benevolent.

			For this strategy to succeed, a number of conditions must be present.

			First, there must be a precondition that the friendly gesture would be accepted. In the incident described above, the Qin commander used an old friendship to open the door to deception. If there was no history of a friendly relationship, the ruse would not have worked. This precondition allows Gongsun Yang to get a foot through the door of the opponent’s stronghold.

			Second, once you’ve gotten a foot through the door, the deception must be executed in such a way that it will not arouse suspicions. This part of the strategy is about making appearances convincing. Your opponent must believe you are benign, friendly, sincere, and trustworthy. There should be no sign of a knife behind the smile. In other words, those staging the show of deception must be very good actors. Otherwise, the performance will not be convincing.

			Third, an atmosphere of trust must be created to ease any fear or remaining suspicions that your opponent might still have. The Qin commander may have planned the strategy and initiated the ruse, but the entire Qin military camp participated to put the enemy at ease.

			Finally, Gongsun Yang was not just a ruthless commander who could have killed his former friend and the Wei soldiers once they entered his compound. An important part of the Qin commander’s plan involved getting the enemy to disarm themselves so that they could be captured without bloodshed. Although this was a strategy of luring an opponent into a trap with friendship, it was executed without the intention to cause unnecessary violence. It was this detail in the strategy that won Gongsun Yang renown and respect from both friend and enemy.
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			Sacrifice the plum tree to save the peach tree

			
				In a dire situation, sacrifice that which is less important to save that which is more important.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			The story of the plum tree sacrificing itself to save the peach tree originates from the Shi Jing, a collection of ancient Chinese poetry. In the poem, it was said that the plum and peach tree grew up next to each other and became friends. When locusts threatened to destroy the peach tree, the plum tree sacrificed itself to save the peach tree by hastening the ripening of its fruits. In the end, the locusts destroyed the plum tree, but the peach tree was saved.

			The ultimate sacrifice of one friend for another, one family member for another, or a retainer for a lord—this is the essence of the loyalty and devotion embodied in the sacrifice. The sacrifice is an intentional and willing act. There is no trickery involved.

			During the Spring and Autumn period, the story of “The Orphan of Zhao” is the most well known example of “sacrificing the plum tree to save the peach tree.” Minister Tu of the state of Qi plotted to remove his rival minister Zhao from power so he could be the favorite of the Lord of Qi. He had Zhao convicted of treason and proceeded to execute Minister Zhao’s entire family. In this massacre, there was one survivor—the wife of Minister Zhao, who was serving the wife of the Lord of Qi as a lady-in-waiting. Tu tried to convince his lord to execute Zhao’s wife as well, but the lord refused, saying that he could not order the killing of his own niece. When Minister Tu discovered that Madame Zhao was pregnant, he decided to murder the infant. Fortunately, the midwife hid both the mother and the child in a secret chamber.

			Tu surmised that the infant must have been smuggled out of the court. He had his henchmen search the entire capital city for the hidden child. Unknown to Tu, Minister Zhao had two loyal retainers—Ching Ying and Gongsun Wu. The two men devised a plan to save the heir of the Zhao family. They reasoned that if another child of the same age could be substituted as the heir, the real heir could be spirited out of the city and be saved. However, they could not find a suitable candidate except for retainer Ching Ying’s infant son, born about the same time as Madame Zhao’s boy. Ching offered his own son to take the place of the Zhao infant, knowing that his boy would be the target of the killers. He arranged for his son to be hidden in the home of the other retainer—Gongsun Wu. Ching Ying then informed Minister Tu that he had found where the Zhao heir was hidden. Tu’s soldiers arrived at Gongsun Wu’s home, found the baby, and killed both the child and the loyal retainer.

			Having killed the “heir” of Zhao, Minister Tu relaxed the curfew in the capital. Ching Ying could now plan to get the Zhao heir out of the city. He arranged for a loyal servant to act as a physician to enter the court to attend to Madame Zhao’s illness. The basket carrying herbs was emptied into the court chimneys. In it was placed the Zhao infant. The servant, carrying the basket with the infant, left the palace after visiting Madame Zhao, and met Ching Ying and his wife outside the city. The couple, with their servant, fled the state of Qi to seek asylum in the state of Han. They raised the orphan as their own child.

			Fifteen years later, the “orphan” of Zhao was informed of his true identity. By then, the Lord of Qi was old and weak, Minister Tu was corrupt, and both the military and civilian ministers were ready to remove Tu from power. When the ministers of Qi learned that the heir of Zhao had returned to avenge his family, they rallied around him. Minister Tu was killed; “the orphan of Zhao” was welcomed back to the palace; and Madame Zhao was reunited with her son.

			Ching Ying’s role in raising the heir of Zhao and retainer Gongsun Wu’s sacrifice did not go unrecognized. Retainer Gongsun Wu was given a posthumous title, and Ching Ying was offered a high position in the court. However, Ching Ying felt that after his goals were achieved—his lord was avenged and the heir was reinstated—he had no wish to stay in the capital. Ching Ying left the city and committed suicide, leaving instructions for his wife and servant to bury him beside his friend Gongsun Wu.

			Ching Ying’s story is the story of the ultimate sacrifice—his son, the plum tree, was sacrificed to die in the place of his lord’s son, the peach tree. Ching Ying and Gongsun Wu are still remembered today for their impeccable loyalty and integrity.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			A strategy that involves sacrifice is always difficult to execute. What is being sacrificed? What is the cost of the sacrifice? Is the sacrifice worth the results? What are the stakes involved? What will be the consequences? All these questions need to be considered when we are thinking about using the strategy of sacrifice.

			There are two forms of sacrifice—intentional sacrifice and tricked sacrifice. In the story of the orphan of Zhao, Ching Ying sacrificing his son was intentional. Gongsun Wu’s sacrifice of his own life was also intentional. This kind of sacrifice brings out the highest manifestation of loyalty and integrity. Tricked sacrifice is considered unethical and is never advocated by great strategists. Even when soldiers are sent into dangerous situations, they know and accept the risks.

			Any form of sacrifice requires evaluating the cost of the sacrifice against the gain. Who and what are being sacrificed? Is the sacrifice worth it? Decisions regarding small sacrifices are easy to make. In fact, we make choices involving some kind of sacrifice all the time. Should we sacrifice a weekend watching our favorite sports program so that we can help a friend move house? Decisions of sacrifice that involve life-and-death situations, on the other hand, are the ones that challenge the limits of our conscience. Ching Ying and his wife’s decision to sacrifice the life of their son and Gongsun Wu’s decision to sacrifice his own life are not that different from a military commander’s decision to send troops into battle. Not only are lives at stake, but the lives of those affected by the sacrifice would be changed forever. The consequences of the decision to sacrifice will always weigh heavy on the ones who make it.

			The strategy of sacrifice is usually the last resort in saving a dire situation. Ching Ying had no other way to save his lord’s son and legacy except to offer the life of his own child. In the end, knowing that he took an innocent life to save another, Ching Ying committed suicide as a way of atoning for the death of his son.
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			Taking the opportunity to steal a goat

			
				Even a small weakness should be taken advantage of. Sometimes, small gains are worth taking.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy was applied most skillfully by military strategist Zhuge Liang of the Three Kingdoms era. Zhuge Liang’s liege lord Liu Bei was lacking a territory that would allow him to build a stronghold to consolidate his territorial expansion. The province of Jing, occupied by Liu Bei’s cousin Liu Biao, was an ideal region for that purpose. Fortune seemed to favor Liu Bei because Liu Biao, realizing that his sons were incompetent, offered the rulership of the province to his cousin. Liu Bei had qualms about taking this offer because he considered it unethical to “steal” land from a relative.

			Zhuge Liang, Liu Bei’s advisor, reasoned with his lord that accepting Liu Biao’s offer was not stealing. If the province of Jing was passed to Liu Biao’s weak and incompetent sons, it would amount to giving it away to the political and military rival Cao Cao, the prime minister who was poised to usurp the Han emperor’s throne. As a relative of the emperor, would Liu Bei want the ancestral land of his cousin to fall to the corrupt minister? When Liu Bei expressed his concerns about the ethics of occupying his cousin’s territory while the heirs were still alive, Zhuge Liang put his lord’s qualms at rest by telling him that they were not stealing the territory but “borrowing” it. Liu Bei would be regent, a caretaker of the province of Jing, not its possessor. Once the sons of Liu Biao were trained to become competent rulers, the territory would be returned to them.

			Liu Bei accepted his cousin’s offer and was installed as regent. Soon afterward, Liu Biao died. The question of succession arose immediately. The elder of Liu Biao’s sons, Liu Qi, was honest and simpleminded. The younger son, Liu Zong, was weak-willed and under the influence of his maternal uncle Cui Miao, who desired to become the ruler of the province of Jing himself. When Liu Qi discovered that his uncle was planning to kill him, he went to Liu Bei for help. Zhuge Liang saw the opportunity had come to clear the way for Liu Bei to become the rightful ruler of Jing. He first sent Liu Qi to command a fortress in a part of the province far from the capital. The fortress was already under the protection of Guan Yu, one of Liu Bei’s most competent generals. Liu Qi would be safe there. Cui Miao would not dare to confront Guan Yu.

			Next, Zhuge Liang allowed Liu Zong to be influenced by his maternal uncle Cui Miao. When Cui Miao learned that Liu Qi had escaped with the help of Liu Bei, he turned his wrath on Liu Bei. Knowing that Liu Bei had more troops, Cui Miao and Liu Zong approached Cao Cao asking for military aid. In return for ousting Liu Bei, Cao Cao would gain several border fortresses. When Zhuge Liang discovered Cui Miao’s plans, he saw the opportunity had come to remove Liu Zong. Since Cui Miao and Liu Zong were now traitors to the Liu family, Liu Bei could exercise justice by arresting the two of them. Before the alliance with Cao Cao could be made, Liu Bei took the fortress held by Cui Miao and Liu Zong. Liu Zong was killed, and Cui Miao escaped to Cao Cao’s territory to seek asylum.

			Liu Qi was so grateful to his uncle Liu Bei for saving his life that he officially renounced his claim to the province of Jing. Liu Bei became the rightful ruler. Zhuge Liang was able to “steal” the province of Jing for Liu Bei ethically. First, by “borrowing” it, and then by rightfully claiming it. In the course of these events, Liu Bei held his virtue—he did not take advantage of his cousin’s illness to grab land; he saved the life of his nephew Liu Qi, a good and honest man; and he removed traitors from within the family.

			There was no open conflict in the transition of power in the province of Jing. The “goat” in question was the province of Jing, and Zhuge Liang merely took the opportunities when they appeared to “steal” Jing province without losing his liege lord’s honor.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy is about seeing opportunities and taking them, no matter how small they may seem at the time. It requires a willingness to recognize and accept that small advantages could open opportunities for future large gains.

			In planning and executing this strategy, we need to consider the following factors: What is being “stolen”? What is being gained? What are the risks? And what might be the consequences? Is the cause ethical or not?

			In planning the strategy of “stealing” an advantage, here are guidelines used by the great strategists of China—Sunzi, Sun Bin, and Zhuge Liang.

			Stealing an advantage for an ethical cause with minimum risk and large gains is definitely worth a try.

			Stealing an advantage for an ethical cause with high risk and large gains requires an analysis of whether the risk is worth the gain in the long run.

			Stealing an advantage for an ethical cause with high risk and small gain is not a viable option. Even for a good cause, the risk far outweighs the gain.

			Stealing any advantage for unethical purposes, regardless of the risk and gain, should not be a consideration.
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			Stomp the grass to scare the snake

			
				Create fear in the opponent by arousing their suspicions. Scrutinize details before taking action. To attack with fear is the ultimate yin tactic.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy was used with utmost expertise by Zhuge Liang in the era of the Three Kingdoms. On the eve of a major invasion by Cao Cao into Liu Bei’s territory, the two opposing armies were camped facing each other across a river. Cao Cao’s force had superior numbers and weapons. Liu Bei’s military advisor Zhuge Liang devised a plan that would make Cao Cao give up the battle and retreat despite having the military advantage.

			Every night, Zhuge Liang sent a small group of elite soldiers near Cao Cao’s camp. These soldiers were instructed to make noise by rustling leaves on the ground and breaking tree branches. Occasionally, they would light torches to give the impression of an army in motion. When the news of a potential enemy presence was reported to Cao Cao, he got out of bed and quickly gave orders to defend his camp, fearing a surprise night attack from Liu Bei. When the noises died down, he reluctantly returned to sleep. Night after night, Zhuge Liang sent troops to make noises near Cao Cao’s camp. Cao Cao, having a suspicious nature, had no choice but to get up each night, only to discover that the attack was a feint. However, Cao Cao, being a military strategist himself, suspected that Zhuge Liang was feigning false attacks in order to hide a real one. He could not afford to let his guard down for even one night.

			After two weeks of living in fear and not being able to rest, the morale of Cao Cao’s troops was devastated. The soldiers were falling asleep in the middle of the day; the officers’ tempers were frayed; and Cao Cao’s endurance was stretched to the limit. Reluctantly, he called for a retreat.

			Zhuge Liang’s ingenious plan of arousing suspicion and bringing fear into the enemy halted Cao Cao’s expansion into Liu Bei’s territory. By making noises and feigning attacks, he waged a successful psychological battle against Cao Cao. When Cao Cao retreated, it was said that he acknowledged he was no match against Zhuge Liang’s command of psychological warfare.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy is aimed at creating fear in the opponent. The goal is to put the opponent on edge constantly in order to tire them and demoralize them.

			Psychological warfare is regarded as a yin tactic because it is designed to “burrow” into the mind of the opponent and create fear from within. The strategy is best used against a stronger opponent. Because it is a battle of minds, knowledge of the opponent’s psychological weakness is critical in executing this strategy. Using fear as a strategy requires your opponent to believe in the credibility of a threat. In the incident described above, Zhuge Liang knew Cao Cao was not only a suspicious man, but was also a careful commander who was not known to take big risks. Cao Cao often played it safe in defense. He felt it was better to prepare for the worst than to compromise safety. Cao Cao’s psychological tendencies allowed Zhuge Liang to use fear as a weapon against him.

			Fear is a formidable weapon. When used expertly, fear permeates the atmosphere of the battlefield. When your opponent is always looking over their shoulder for surprises, you know you have won.
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			Borrow a corpse to resurrect a life

			
				Something that is useful should not be discarded. However, useless things should also be valued because they may become useful one day. If you can make useless things useful, not only will you not need to beg for resources, but others will come to you asking for favors.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			The “method” of borrowing a corpse to resurrect a life came from the story of Taoist Immortal Crippled Li. During the Tang dynasty, there was a Taoist practitioner of the arts of immortality named Li. One time, he sent his spirit off to visit the immortal realms, leaving his corporeal body behind. Li instructed his servant to guard the body until sunset. If he did not return at the appointed time, it would mean he had attained immortality and would no longer need the physical shell. At sunset, Li had not returned. The servant dutifully burned the body. It turned out that Li was not as accomplished as he thought he was in attaining immortality. When he discovered that he needed to return to his mortal body for further training, it was too late. Fortunately, he was able to find the body of a crippled beggar who was about to die. Li’s spirit hurriedly entered the beggar’s body as the dying man breathed his last. Using the beggar’s body to host his spirit, Li continued his cultivation and eventually attained immortality. Grateful to the beggar for giving him a body and having learned the hard way not to overestimate his attainment, Li renamed himself Crippled Li.

			Although the suggestion of “borrowing a corpse” refers to an incident in the Tang dynasty, the essence of this strategy was applied hundreds of years earlier. Zhuge Liang’s modification of an outdated and useless vehicle is the best example of “borrow a corpse to resurrect a life.”

			In the year 228, Zhuge Liang led a military campaign north to expand into Cao Cao’s territory. After one victory, his army was unable to advance because of insufficient supplies. The shortest supply route was through narrow mountain roads. The only problem with this supply route was that the rocky and precipitous mountain path was unsuitable for the heavy supply wagons pulled by oxen and horses. To transport supplies quickly to the front line, he had to design a vehicle capable of negotiating rocky and narrow terrain.

			Remembering a cart he once saw in an abandoned shed, Zhuge Liang suddenly had the idea that this old farm cart could be modified into a transport wagon. Instead of being short and wide like the military wagons, it was long and narrow. He took this design and constructed a long sled-like wagon with multiple small wheels mounted on runners. The cart was light and could be pulled by two mules in single file. The multiple wheels allowed the vehicle to negotiate sharp turns and rocky terrain. It was simple to construct, and many carts could be fabricated in a short time. In addition, controlling the cart required only two soldiers—one guiding the mules in front and the other steadying the cart from the back. The outdated humble farm cart had become an effective and efficient transport vehicle. Zhuge Liang took an old farm cart—a borrowed corpse—breathed new life into it, and used it to bring supplies to the front line to continue his expansion into Cao Cao’s territory.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			Ingenuity is the key in this strategy. If you can solve problems with limited resources and adapt creatively to adverse situations, you will be able to operate in almost any conditions.

			Zhuge Liang’s ingenuity lay in seeing usefulness in useless and outdated objects. It is not only a sign of creativity but resourcefulness. To be able to reinvent, reuse, and recycle is not only ecological but also simplifies the logistics of tracking inventory.

			Ingenuity is a quality of consciousness. It is not just being smart, knowledgeable, and even creative. Ingenuity is a combination of creativity, practicality, quick thinking, and the ability to think outside of the box. What kind of person would see an antiquated farm cart as a military transport vehicle? This is the kind of person you would want to call on to solve pressing problems in challenging conditions.
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			Lure the tiger out of its mountain lair

			
				Wait for the right circumstances to emerge. Then lure the enemy away from its natural position of advantage in order to defeat it.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy, originally attributed to Sun Bin, was used skillfully by Sun Ce, the founder of the state of Wu in the era of the Three Kingdoms. Sun Ce was originally a marquis of the Han dynasty. As a reward for helping the Liu family establish the Han dynasty, Sun Ce’s ancestors were given a large fiefdom in southeast China. However, when the Han dynasty became weak and corrupt, Sun Ce declared himself king of Wu and refused to acknowledge the Han emperor as sovereign.

			In the year 199, Sun Ce had his eyes on a neighboring fief still under the rule of the Han dynasty. Its lord, Liu Juan, had garrisoned the frontier town of Lu Jiang with a sizable force. The fort of Lu Jiang was strategically located on a hill overlooking a narrow section of the river. An invasion from across the river would be spotted tens of miles away. In addition, the defending general Liu Juan had stocked the fortress with a supply of food sufficient to last for a one-year siege. Sun Ce was well versed in Sun Bin’s arts of war. He knew that a siege of the fort would be futile.

			To defeat Liu Juan, Sun Ce had to devise a plan to lure the defenders out of their stronghold. Knowing that Liu Juan coveted the neighboring fief of Shang Liao, Sun Ce sent an emissary to Liu Juan proposing that they form an alliance to invade Shang Liao. First, Sun Ce expressed his admiration for Liu Juan’s ambitions. This flattery made Liu Juan feel that he had found an ally. Next, Sun Ce humbled himself by declaring that his own forces were weak, having suffered a defeat in the hands of Shang Liao a year ago. This allayed any fears that Liu Juan might have had of Sun Ce invading his lands. Third, Sun Ce offered to send troops to assist Liu Juan in invading Shang Liao.

			Liu Juan completely fell into Sun Ce’s trap. When the appointed time came to invade Shang Liao, Liu Juan led his troops out of his stronghold and advanced into Shang Liao territory. Sun Ce’s army followed, but appeared so disorganized that they could hardly keep up with Liu Juan’s army.

			Once Liu Juan was far from his fortress, Ce Sun’s troops swiftly went into formation, stormed the fort at Lu Jiang, and captured it. Liu Juan’s army was immediately cut off from its supply lines. His retreat turned into a rout. In an ingenious application of luring the tiger out of its lair, Sun Ce not only got Liu Juan to willingly leave an advantageous position, but also set up the circumstances so he could transport his troops across the river without opposition. Sun Ce’s military genius would turn the state of Wu into one of three main contenders for the throne of China in the last days of the Han dynasty.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			Sunzi once said that a siege is never viable. Never attack a fortress. Lure the opponent out, and they will lose their advantage. This is what is meant by “lure the tiger out of its mountain lair.” Once out of the lair, the odds between attacker and defender will be evened.

			Use what you need to entice the opponent to leave a stronghold. Swallow your pride, flatter your enemy, grovel if necessary. Words are cheap, and Sun Ce used them with effectiveness.

			Luring an enemy out into the open where they can become vulnerable is a form of deception. For this deception to work, you need to discover your opponent’s weakness and take advantage of it. Sun Ce played on Liu Juan’s ambition of conquest, his pride, and self-importance. A few words of praise, flattery, and a promise to help him fulfill an ambition brought Liu Juan out of his lair into the hands of Sun Ce.
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			To capture an enemy, you need to allow them to escape

			
				Push someone into a corner and they will resist to the end. You should wear them down by allowing them to escape. Pursue them but do not engage them. Dissipate their strength, demoralize their will. Let them show respect for you before you capture them. In this way, you will minimize loss and win their hearts.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy was attributed to Zhuge Liang, military advisor to Liu Bei of the Three Kingdoms, who was said to have planned and executed it to perfection.

			In a campaign to pacify a tribal kingdom that was threatening the southern borders of Liu Bei’s territory, Zhuge Liang encountered a stubborn and strong tribal leader named Meng Ho. Meng Ho had a lot of courage but was unsophisticated in strategy and tactics.

			Zhuge Liang knew that to defeat Meng Ho and pacify the southern border, he had to win the respect of Meng Ho and his followers. Meng Ho could not be conquered; he could only be brought to surrender willingly. In the first military engagement, Meng Ho fell into one of Zhuge Liang’s traps and was captured. Zhuge Liang asked the tribal leader if he would surrender peacefully. Meng Ho replied that he had lost the battle due to trickery. In a fair fight, he would surely win. Zhuge Liang released Meng Ho and even invited him to fight another day.

			In the second engagement, Zhuge Liang’s troops and Meng Ho’s tribal warriors met in pitched battle. Meng Ho’s forces were defeated and he was captured again. Meng Ho made the excuse that his weapons were inferior. If both sides had weapons of similar quality, he would win. Zhuge Liang released Meng Ho and gave him two weeks to improve the quality of his bows and arrows.

			In the third engagement, Meng Ho’s forces fought bravely but were defeated again. Meng Ho himself was able to escape the battlefield only because Zhuge Liang allowed him to flee.

			When asked why he released Meng Ho time and time again, Zhuge Liang explained to his subordinates that if Meng Ho were captured by force, he would always be rebellious. Meng Ho must be made to submit willingly.

			Zhuge Liang would end up capturing and releasing Meng Ho a total of seven times. After the eighth engagement and defeat, Meng Ho approached Zhuge Liang and offered his sword in surrender. After being captured and released seven times, Meng Ho and his people were demoralized and tired of running. Most importantly, he had developed a respect for Zhuge Liang. When he was defeated the eighth time, Meng Ho knew that he was no match for his adversary. In the end, Meng Ho not only surrendered willingly, but became a trusted ally of Liu Bei.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			Winning hearts and minds is the key in this strategy.

			Avoid driving an opponent into desperation. Opponents facing annihilation fight to the death. Even if you win, it would be a hard fight. Moreover, you will be faced with hidden resistance after you have pacified your opponent’s forces.

			The key to success in this strategy is in demoralizing your opponent but at the same time gaining their respect. In this way your opponent will not only surrender willingly but will have a good chance of becoming your ally. This is what it means to win hearts and minds.

			In attempting to win hearts and minds, you need to know when to give your opponent another chance. This is not “playing” with them. Opponents who feel that they are being played with will never submit willingly. On the contrary, they will feel insulted, and would rather fight to the end than to surrender or concede. In the end, your opponent needs to feel respect for you and to be thoroughly embarrassed and demoralized by their own failure. Then, when they surrender, they are likely to admire your skill and ability and become your ally and supporter.

			Zhuge Liang was not looking to annihilate the southern tribes. All he wanted was a peaceful coexistence so that he could attend to a war in the north. His efforts at pacifying Meng Ho exceeded his expectations. Meng Ho not only surrendered willingly but became a trusted ally and commander in Liu Bei’s army.
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			Throw away a brick to gain a piece of jade

			
				Entice your opponent with an object of little value in order to obtain one of great value.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			In the year 200, Prime Minister Cao Cao, leader of the Wei faction of the Three Kingdoms, was beginning to establish his power in central China. Standing in his way was the warlord Yuan Shao, whose troops outnumbered Cao Cao’s three to one. Cao Cao had an advisor named Xun You, whose abilities were said to rival Zhuge Liang.

			Xun You devised a plan that drew Yuan Shao’s troops into a sequence of traps. First, Xun You advised Cao Cao to send a large but inexperienced force to attempt to flank Yuan Shao and attack his supply line. The troop maneuvers and formations were made to appear especially disorganized and unprofessional. When Yuan Shao saw Cao Cao’s clumsy attempt at flanking, he decided to fight a war of attrition to decimate Cao Cao’s military power. Commanding his elite troops, he advanced to engage Cao Cao’s large force. Unknown to Yuan Shao, Cao Cao himself led a contingent of fast cavalry and attacked Yuan Shao’s stronghold Bai Ma and captured it. The defending commander and his troops not only surrendered but pledged loyalty to Cao Cao.

			When Yuan Shao heard that his stronghold Bai Ma had been captured and his subordinate had switched loyalty, he hastily retreated. Yuan Shao was a fairly competent general. He knew enough about the arts of war to know that having enemy forces both in the front and rear was dangerous. Enticed by a chance to win a quick victory over what he thought was an inexperienced enemy, Yuan Shao had lost an important stronghold.

			Several months later, after regrouping his forces, Yuan Shao attempted to take the city of Guan Dao, one of Cao Cao’s garrisons. When scouts reported that Guan Dao was poorly defended, Yuan Shao ordered his principal general Wen Wei to make a swift attack. Wen Wei counseled his lord against this, saying that Cao Cao was an expert in ambush warfare. Yuan Shao overruled his general.

			When Cao Cao learned that Yuan Shao was planning a surprise attack on Guan Dao, he approached Xun You for advice. Xun You sent a messenger on a fast horse to the commander of Guan Dao telling him to position troops along a forest road that was the fastest route to the fortress. Xun You predicted that since Yuan Shao wanted a swift approach to Guan Dao, he would take the forest road. Even with the ambush in place, the defending force of Guan Dao was outnumbered almost ten to one. Here Xun You’s use of “throw away a brick to gain a piece of jade” was executed to perfection. When Yuan Shao’s forces reached the location of the ambush, they found abandoned food, weapons, and sacks of coins strewn along the road side. It appeared that the defenders of Guan Dao had beat a hasty retreat leaving behind “precious” belongings.

			When Yuan Shao’s soldiers saw the abandoned goods, they threw down their weapons and began to collect the loot. Some even took off their heavy armor so that they could climb the hillside to find more abandoned items. Fights broke out as soldiers fought over food and coins. Yuan Shao’s army became a rabble of scavengers. Suddenly Cao Cao’s soldiers appeared out of nowhere and captured the entire invading force, including the commanding officer.

			Xun You had obtained information that Yuan Shao’s troops were mercenaries who were promised the riches of Guan Dao. Knowing that these soldiers were greedy, he “tossed” a few coins and sacks of grain to create chaos within the enemy ranks. In return, Xun You not only defeated an invading force but recruited both the commanding officer and troops into Cao Cao’s army.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			The key to this strategy is giving away something of small value to get something of greater value. If small sacrifices are made in a timely and significant way, you will be able to get larger returns.

			For this strategy to succeed, you must first be willing to make small sacrifices, and understand that they can give you significant gains.

			Second, this strategy will work only if your opponent is greedy for any kind of gain. In the historical incident described above, Xun You managed to cause disarray in the enemy forces because he knew the mercenaries were greedy. Moreover, they were ready to grab items of little value because they were not paid.

			This strategy will not work against opponents who are not greedy and who are paid fairly for their services.
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			Defeat the enemy by capturing their leader

			
				Erode the foundation and then take the territory. If you destroy the underlying structure, even a dragon rampaging the plains can be stopped.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			In the year 220, Cao Cao’s son Cao Pi deposed the emperor of the Han dynasty and took the throne. He named his dynasty Wei. Standing in his way of unification was the state of Wu and Liu Bei’s kingdom, Zu. Commanding a fortress that sat on the outskirts of the Wei capital was a general named Meng Da. Meng Da was once Liu Bei’s subordinate, but had to surrender to Cao Cao to save his family. When Cao Pi was making preparations to invade Liu Bei’s kingdom, Meng Da decided to return to serve his former lord. He struck down the flag of Wei from his fortress and hoisted the standard of the Liu family.

			When Cao Pi received the news, he ordered the supreme commander of his troops, Sima Yi, to retake the town and capture Meng Da. Sima Yi was one of the greatest military strategists in the era of the Three Kingdoms, second only to Zhuge Liang. Sima Yi knew that in a siege, the defender always had the advantage. He also knew that it was Meng Da’s charisma that held his troops together. If he could kill or capture Meng Da, the troops would be leaderless, and would surrender without a fight.

			Sima Yi devised a plan to target Meng Da. He first sent a sizable contingent of troops under an incompetent general named Xu Fang to siege Meng Da’s stronghold. Xu Fang was impetuous, reckless, and easily provoked. When Xu Fang arrived at the gates of Meng Da’s garrison, he began to shout insults at Meng Da, calling him a coward and challenging him to single combat. Meng Da, who was an expert archer, took a long bow and shot an arrow at Xu Fang, killing him instantly. When Meng Da saw that the enemy general had fallen, he opened the city gates and led a charge into open territory, scattering Cao Pi’s troops.

			Unknown to Meng Da, Sima Yi had hidden an army in the hills behind the fortress. Seeing Meng Da leave the city with his troops, Sima Yi’s troops attacked the fortress and captured it. Meng Da, after a victorious battle against the Wei troops in the plains outside his city, returned to find that Sima Yi had occupied his stronghold. As he was trying to flee, he was struck and killed by a spear thrown by a foot soldier of the Wei army. Without its leader, Meng Da’s army lost the will to fight and surrendered to Sima Yi.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			The key to this strategy is to attack the leader and not the rank and file. If a leader is removed, the followers will no longer be a threat.

			This strategy works best when the leader is strong and charismatic and the followers are weak. A leaderless horde is disorganized and demoralized, and can be pacified easily.

			For this strategy to work, you must know the quality of the leader and the quality of the followers. If the leader has little control over the followers, or if the mid-level commanders are strong, then removing the leader will have little effect.

			When this strategy is executed well, there is little loss of life since the troops will likely surrender when the leader is gone. Most importantly, you can avoid a long and costly conflict.

		

	
		
			PART FOUR

			Strategies That Take Advantage of Chaos and Confusion
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			Removing the firewood from under the cauldron

			
				When you encounter a strong opponent, don’t attack directly. Weaken his support first.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy was attributed to Sun Bin, but was executed to perfection by the Tang dynasty general Li Yuanzhi in his pacification of four rebel governors. By 800 C.E., the Tang dynasty was beginning to decline. Governors in frontier provinces annexed territories and declared independence.

			In the province of Western Wei, the governor there died suddenly from an illness. His son and heir Wu Yuanji asked the emperor of Tang to legitimize his succession to his father’s post. Normally, this process would have been swift and straightforward. However, owing to incompetency and corruption within the Tang court, the message was never received, and the legitimation documents never arrived in Western Wei. Wu Yuanji took the absence of a response as a hostile act from the central government. He declared himself governor and encouraged three other governors to join him in open resistance to the Tang empire.

			The Tang government sent a large expeditionary force to pacify the rebellion but suffered a disastrous defeat. Not only were Wu Yuanji and his allies victorious; several fortresses controlling the road to the western frontier actually fell to the rebel governors.

			Fortunately for the Tang government, even in its years of decline, there were still talented commanders in the military. One of them was Li Yuanzhi, a distant relative of the Tang emperor. The emperor himself begged his uncle to help him recover the four rebellious provinces. Li Yuanzhi was promoted to supreme commander and led an army to meet the rebels.

			Li knew that Governor Wu and his allies commanded an army that had honed its skills fighting border incursions, while his own forces were more or less “parade” troops. Moreover, Li knew that Wu had under his command a man named Ding Shiliang. Ding delighted in warfare. He did not care whom he served as long as he was given a chance to excel in the battlefield. Li Yuanzhi realized that to defeat the rebellious governors, he must remove men like Ding from the rebel cause.

			Using the strategy of “make sounds in the east and strike west” (see chapter 6), Li Yuanzhi surrounded Ding and his troops and ordered that Ding be captured alive. When Ding was brought before Li Yuanzhi, he refused to kneel. He acknowledged defeat and accepted that he would be executed for treason. However, he asked that the lives of his troops be spared. Li Yuanzhi granted Ding’s request and ordered his subordinates to drag Ding to the execution block. Ding boldly declared that he would not let his dignity be compromised and asked if he could walk to his death a free man. Li Yuanzhi saw that his chance at winning over Ding had come. He took his sword and cut the bonds off of Ding’s hands. Bowing to the defeated general, Li offered his friendship, saying that he could not execute a brave and honorable man.

			Ding in turn was moved by Li Yuanzhi’s sincerity. He also recognized that Li was both honorable and compassionate. Compared to his former lord Wu Yuanji, who was cruel and cowardly, Li was someone he could serve with honor. Ding was made a captain of Tang and was given the command of his own troops.

			When Ding pledged loyalty to the Tang, Governor Wu lost his right arm. Using a similar strategy, Li Yuanzhi won over another of Wu’s talented generals. By now, Wu Yuanji had lost both arms.

			Li Yuanzhi finally reached Wu Yuanji’s fortress. There was still one more obstacle to defeating the rebels. Wu might have lost both arms, but he still had a talented military advisor named Dong, who commanded the garrison’s defenses. Li sent a spy into the fortress with a message to Dong asking him to surrender. The spy was none other than Dong’s own son, who was serving as a captain under Li’s command. The message guaranteed the safety of Dong and his family if he would capture the rebel governor and open the city gates. That night father and son entered Wu Yuanji’s chamber, bound him up, and turned him over to the Tang army.

			Knowing that his own “parade” troops could never win against battle-hardened armies, Li Yuanzhi removed the power that “fueled” the rebel governors’ military strength. As each piece of “firewood” was taken away from the rebels’ cauldron, their strength weakened until the fire was finally extinguished.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			Take away the resources that fuel the opponent’s strength, and they will collapse. The best way to put out a fire is to remove the source that fuels it.

			Never fight force with force, especially when the odds are against you. Whittle down the opponent’s strength gradually until a critical mass is reached for the collapse to occur.

			This strategy works best when the loyalty and conviction of your opponent’s followers are weak. Strong and loyal supporters cannot be swayed easily. In the events described above, the Tang general Li knew that the rebel governor did not have total loyalty of his main military commanders. The root of this instability of commitment was governor Wu’s own questionable morals and ethics. When offered the alternative of serving a virtuous leader, the enemy commanders defected.

			The removal of the fuel from the fire must be piecemeal and strategic. Li won over the rebel commanders one by one. He began with Ding, who really had no loyalty to governor Wu. Ding didn’t care whom he served, as long as he could attain glory on the battlefield. The fact that the Tang general was also an honorable man added an incentive to serve a new leader instead of dying for his former lord. Next, Li went for other enemy commanders, the ones who were beginning to doubt the rebel cause. Finally, he sent a son to persuade a father to surrender, using the strongest form of family bond to win over the defender of the enemy garrison.

			When trouble is brewing inside a cauldron, the best way to diffuse the explosive situation is to extinguish the fire by removing the wood that fuels it piece by piece.
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			Stir the water to catch the fish

			
				Create chaos to disrupt. Then take advantage of the confusion to overcome the enemy.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			During the era of the Three Kingdoms, the powerful state of Wu was challenged by a small and insignificant local warlord calling himself the Lord of Jin. At the center of contention was the river port Lou Xiang that was occupied by Wu. The Jin and Wu armies were camped across the river from each other: Wu was the defender and Jin the attacker.

			When Jin’s commander, Zhou Ji, saw that Lou Xiang was garrisoned by a strong force, he realized that the town could not be stormed or sieged. He therefore devised a plan to attack the Wu forces by creating chaos. Zhou Ji hoped that a strategy of introducing confusion and fear into his enemy would allow him to breach the defenses of the Wu fortress.

			On a moonless night, Zhou Ji and a small group of elite solders dressed themselves in the colors of the Wu army and crossed the river in small fishing boats. They hid in the forest not far from the Wu camp.

			The next day, the flotillas of the Jin and Wu navy met on the river and engaged in a naval battle that lasted well past sunset. Exhausted, both armies returned to their camps. As the Wu troops trudged tiredly back to their tents, Zhou Ji and his elite force emerged from hiding and infiltrated the Wu army.

			That night, under Zhou Ji’s instructions, his men began to spread rumors that the food supply was running out. After an exhausting day, the Wu troops were demoralized and restless. To forestall a mutiny, the Wu commander beat a hasty retreat back to his fortress at Lou Xiang. The Jin infiltrators entered the city with the retreating Wu troops.

			Once inside the city, Zhou Ji and his men began to start fires in various parts of the town. The fires created chaos, and the chaos created confusion and fear among the defenders and the townspeople. When the Wu commander came out of his house to investigate the cause of the fires, Zhou Ji was waiting. The Jin force ambushed and killed the defending general and his small contingent of household guards. Taking advantage of the growing chaos in the town, the Jin infiltrators opened the city gates. When the remaining Jin army saw the signal that Lou Xiang had been breached, they crossed the river in fast fishing boats and entered the city.

			While Jin never emerged as a power in the Three Kingdoms, Wu’s defeat and loss of a river fortress cost them a major strategic setback. Indirectly, it allowed Zhuge Liang to persuade the weakened state of Wu to ally with Liu Bei against Cao Cao.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			Chaos and confusion can be used to cause panic and disarray. Chaos can disrupt plans, destroy organization, and generate instability within your opponent’s ranks.

			There are three ways chaos can work to your advantage. First, chaos can be used to create confusion. This is analogous to when water is stirred and becomes muddy. When conditions become muddy and confusing, your maneuvers will be hidden. This is the strategy of using chaos to conceal your movements and trap your opponent unawares.

			Second, chaos can be used to reveal your opponent’s hand. Things are often hidden in still waters. Stir the water and what is hidden will be revealed. This is the strategy of creating conditions for your opponent to act first so that they will give away their position.

			Third, chaos can be used to make your opponent run around in circles while you seize the opportunity to attack and capture your objective. This is the strategy of using chaos to create opportunities for attack.

			The key to executing the strategy of “stir the water to catch the fish” is keeping your head clear in the midst of chaos while the enemy loses their clarity.
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			Golden cicada shedding its shell

			
				Maintain a state of calm. Do not lose sight of the circumstances. Don’t let your allies doubt you. Be focused in the midst of chaos.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			A cicada sheds its shell systematically, segment by segment, leaving its shell behind to act as a decoy as it flies away. This was how Zhuge Liang executed an orderly retreat during his last campaign against the kingdom of Wei.

			During the final years of the Three Kingdoms era, Zhuge Liang conducted what is now known as his final campaign against the Cao family. Cao Cao had passed away, and his son Cao Pi had deposed the Han emperor to create the Wei dynasty. By then, Zhuge Liang was aging and in poor health. He nonetheless decided to make one desperate attempt to weaken if not conquer the kingdom of Wei.

			After a long trek north without much rest, Zhuge Liang fell ill while his army was camped in an area known as Five-Mile Plain. This was not an ideal place to halt an army, but Zhuge Liang’s second-in-command and successor Jiang Wei advised him that he needed rest to recover.

			Zhuge Liang knew that his death was imminent, so he left instructions for Jiang Wei on how to retreat back to Liu Bei’s kingdom of Zu to regroup. Both knew that they were up against Sima Yi, one of the most distinguished strategists of the time. If the Zu army were to retreat openly, Sima Yi would outflank them and cut off their retreat route.

			Zhuge Liang came up with the following retreat strategy. Jiang Wei was to divide the army into groups, with the smallest group retreating first, followed by successively larger groups, with the largest group forming the rear guard. In addition, Zhuge Liang instructed Jiang Wei to build a wooden dummy and dress him up in Zhuge Liang’s robes. The dummy Zhuge Liang would be placed in a cart on a high point overlooking the retreat route. The casket carrying his body would be disguised as part of the baggage train embedded in the first group of retreating troops.

			When Zhuge Liang died, Jiang Wei retreated as his mentor had instructed. When Sima Yi saw the Zu army retreating, he pursued them slowly for several miles. Seeing that the Zu retreat was organized and efficient, he began to suspect that the retreat was a ruse. Sima Yi knew that Zhuge Liang was a master strategist. Returning scouts also informed him that the Zu army’s largest force was in the rear. This confirmed Sima Yi’s suspicions—placing the largest group of soldiers in the rear guard must be part of a feint. In a “normal” retreat, armies were usually divided into equal-sized units. Sima Yi surmised that Zhuge Liang was waiting for him to attack the Zu rear guard. If the Wei army attacked the Zu rear, they would be met with a strong resistance. Moreover the forward retreating forces would return swiftly to outflank them.

			Sima Yi decided to halt the pursuit to wait for further reconnaissance. More scouts returned to inform him that they saw Zhuge Liang sitting in a cart at a vantage point overlooking the retreat route. There was an air of calm and confidence surrounding Zhuge Liang and his few attendants. Sima Yi was now convinced that his adversary was luring him into a trap. He ordered a slow and orderly retreat himself, positioning a strong rear guard to protect his back as he returned to the capital.

			It was only after Sima Yi had returned to the Wei capital that he learned that Zhuge Liang had passed away at Five-Mile Plain, and that the figure on the hilltop was a wooden dummy. Sima Yi took this news calmly. When asked why he was not angry, the general sighed and replied that he had the utmost admiration for Zhuge Liang. He, a living general, had been bested by a “dead” man.

			Jiang Wei took his mentor’s body along with the retreating army back to Zu. When he saw that Sima Yi was afraid to pursue their retreat, he finally understood that Zhuge Liang’s strategy was akin to a cicada shedding its shell. The real cicada escaped, segment by segment, extracting itself from a dangerous situation. When the predator finally realized that what was left behind was an empty shell, the prey was long gone.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This is an escape strategy. The biggest risk facing a retreat is panic and rout. A retreating army is usually demoralized and fearful. If the retreat is not executed in an organized way, chaos will erupt and the entire retreating force will be annihilated.

			The first concern of any retreat is to avoid panic. This is accomplished by planning the route of the retreat, the logistics of movement of personnel and equipment, and appointing strong commanders to lead each retreating division.

			The second concern is to cover the rear. This is accomplished by having the most dedicated and well-trained troops form the rear guard. These troops must be able to stand their ground and possibly fight to the death to delay the pursuing enemy.

			The third concern is to discourage the opponent from pursuing. This is accomplished with deception by building a scenario that would make the opponent believe that if they pursued, they would walk into a trap. Designing the deception requires knowledge of the opponent’s strengths and weaknesses. If the opponent is conservative and cautious, create the impression that you have a strong rear guard and fast flanking units. This would deter a fast pursuit. If the opponent is reckless, create an image of a weak rear guard, set an ambush, and lure them into it.

			All three concerns were addressed by Zhuge Liang and executed faithfully by his successor Jiang Wei. The retreating Zu army was divided into groups led by strong commanders. The manner of retreat was slow and orderly, giving the impression that the retreating troops were disciplined and not prone to panic. Finally, Zhuge Liang designed one of his best deceptive maneuvers—he “played” a live man when he was already dead. He knew that Sima Yi was a conservative commander who would scout the enemy’s retreat route before committing a pursuit. Creating an image that would make Sima Yi suspect that he would be walking into a trap was the last and greatest ruse of Zhuge Liang’s military career.
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			Shut the door to catch the thief

			
				Against an insignificant force, it is best to capture it by surrounding it and not letting it escape.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			In the year 260 B.C.E., the state of Qin captured Changping, a large and prosperous city belonging to the state of Zhao. The ruler of Zhao sent a military expedition to attempt to take back Changping. The commander was a man named Lian Po, one of the most experienced and ablest generals of his time. On the outskirts of Changping, Lian Po won a resounding victory. The defeated Qin forces retreated back into the fortified city. Knowing that the Qin supplies were limited, Lian Po decided to lay siege and wait for the enemy to capitulate.

			The Qin defending general managed to get a messenger out of the besieged city to request reinforcements. When the Lord of Qin heard that his army and his newly conquered city were in peril, he summoned his minister Fan Wei for advice. When Fan Wei learned that Lian Po was the commander of the Zhao forces, he counseled against using force to counter force. None of the current generals of Qin could match Lian Po’s expertise in strategy and tactics. To break the siege, Lian Po must be removed from his command.

			Fan Wei was a resourceful man. From the time he began serving the Lord of Qin, he had gathered information about the strengths and weaknesses of rival states. Of Zhao, he knew that its lord was prone to listen more to his eunuchs than his cabinet ministers. He secretly sent chests of gold to the most influential eunuchs of Zhao, promising even more rewards if they could persuade Zhao’s lord to recall Lian Po back to the capital and appoint an inexperienced commander to lead the Zhao forces.

			Lian Po was recalled. Citing that age was hindering the old general’s ability to lead on the battlefield, the Lord of Zhao appointed one of his nephews, Zhao Tian, as the lead general. Zhao Tian was young and cocky. He saw his appointment as a way to win renown on the battlefield. Bragging that he had studied the arts of war since childhood, he assured his uncle that he would storm the fort and swiftly end the war.

			Back at the Qin capital, Fan Wei was delighted. He smuggled himself past the Zhao forces surrounding Changping and was now the chief strategist. In the lull when the Zhao forces were waiting for their new commander to arrive, Fan Wei instructed his troops to deepen the trench outside the city wall under the cover of night. The trench was then covered with hemp sheets and camouflaged under a thin layer of dirt.

			Several weeks later Zhao Tian arrived and immediately launched an attack on Changping. When the Zhao army approached the city wall with siege ladders and battering rams, they fell into the trench. The Qin defenders threw nets over the trapped Zhao forces. Next, buckets of water were poured into the trench, making the slopes precipitous and slippery. Zhao Tian, who had personally led the attack, was bogged down together with his army, unable to get out.

			As the Zhao forces panicked, the Qin defenders rained arrows down on the invaders. Zhao Tian was killed. Only a small number of the Zhao troops survived. When the surrendering troops were brought before Fan Wei, he had them scattered and sent to labor camps to build roads in the inhospitable desert regions in the west. When asked why he broke the rule by not incorporating surrendering troops into his army, Fan Wei replied that the surviving Zhao soldiers were more dangerous than they appeared. If incorporated into the Qin army, they could disrupt the discipline of the Qin troops and cause mayhem within the ranks.

			Fan Wei was able to lure Zhao Tian into his trap because Zhao Tian was an inexperienced commander, no more skilled than a leader of a rabble of thieves. To deal with thieves, the best strategy was to lure them into a building, block the escape routes, and capture them. After their capture, the thieves should be separated and scattered. This would prevent them from regrouping and causing mayhem in the future.

			When news of Zhao Tian’s defeat reached the Zhao capital, the Lord of Zhao realized too late that he had lost his army and any chance of recapturing the valued fortress of Changping. Zhao’s power waned substantially after the defeat at Changping.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy is most suitable against small threats, weak leaders, and unskilled opponents. If a threat is too big to deal with, you will need to transform it into a smaller threat before applying this strategy.

			In the historical incident described above, Fan Wei executed this strategy in three stages.

			First, he used intrigue to remove the formidable threat posed by the great general Lian Po. The Zhao court was corrupt and the ruler inept. Using bribery, Fan Wei managed to have an inexperienced and cocky relative of the lord take Lian Po’s position of chief commander. The large threat was now reduced to a small threat.

			Second, Fan Wei lured the inexperienced commander and his troops into a trap, ambushed them, and blocked their escape routes. This is akin to shutting the doors, locking the thieves within, and capturing them. The strategy was effective because the enemy commander Zhao Tian was no more skilled than an incompetent leader of a disorganized mob.

			Third, after the defeat of his enemy, Fan Wei scattered the surrendering troops to inhospitable regions to prevent them from causing mayhem and stirring up discontent. In this final stage of the strategy, even the smallest threat was dealt with.

			Fan Wei’s resourcefulness made him one of the most important advisors in the history of the state of Qin. Although he did not live to see the unification of China by the Qin, his role in preparing the way for it was significant.
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			Befriend a distant state and attack an adjacent one

			
				In challenging situations, attack those who are adjacent and befriend those who are distant.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy was attributed to Fan Wei, the minister of Qin who defeated the Zhao forces with the strategy of “shut the door to catch the thief” (chapter 22).

			Fan Wei was originally from the state of Wei. While serving as an advisor to a minor noble, he was falsely accused of conspiracy by ambitious and unscrupulous fellow ministers. Before he got arrested, Fan Wei and his family managed to flee to Qin.

			At that time, the two strongest kingdoms of the Warring States were Qin in the west and Qi in the east. Between them geographically lay the states of Wei, Zhao, and Han. Far to the south was Chu, and to the north was Yen. The lords of Qin and Qi saw each other as archrivals competing for the throne of China.

			When the Lord of Qin proposed to remove his strongest rival Qi before attempting to conquer the weaker states, Fan Wei, who was now chief advisor to the Lord of Qin, offered the strategy of “befriend a distant state and attack an adjacent one.” First he described the geographical layout of the various states. Qin itself was located in the far western part of China. Its strongest rival Qi was thousands of miles to the east. The states adjacent to Qin were Han and Wei, both situated in the central plains of north China where the agricultural lands were rich and resources were plenty. These two states were comparatively weak in military power. Zhao, which shared a border with Wei, was wavering between allying with Qi or with Wei. Yen, far to the north, was always at the mercy of invasions from border tribes. Chu, far to the south, was across the wide Yang-zi River that divided north and south China. Chu commanded rich resources but lacked talented ministers and military personnel. It depended on the river as a natural border to protect itself from invasion.

			Based on this analysis, Fan Wei next counseled the Lord of Qin to lay aside personal rivalry and befriend Qi. A military expedition to Qi would force the Qin army to enter Han, Wei, and Zhao. The Lord of Qi would use the opportunity to form an alliance with the three states to counter Qin. This alliance would be disastrous for Qin. As long as the various states were squabbling, Qin would be at an advantage.

			Once Qi and Qin had become “friends,” Qin should attack its weakest neighbor Han. Fan Wei knew that Wei would not come to Han’s aid. Wei wanted to keep Han weak, and would actually welcome Qin to weaken Han for them. Han would not get help from Qi either because Qi had just suffered a defeat trying to invade Chu.

			Using Fan Wei’s advice, the Lord of Qin offered peace with Qi and made a ten-year nonaggression pact to allow Qi to rebuild. In return, Qi would not come to Han’s or Wei’s help should they get invaded by Qin. Zhao, who was sitting on the fence, undecided as to which alliance it would join, would remain uncommitted until it felt threatened. Fan Wei advised Qin to send an emissary to Zhao promising peaceful coexistence if they remained neutral.

			Once the alliances and pacts were in place, Qin invaded Han and incorporated a large piece of Han’s lands into Qin territory. Han became a vassal state of Qin. Next, Qin invaded Wei, forcing Han to contribute military support. Wei sued for peace, and surrendered control of several townships to Qin. Once Han and Wei were forced to become allies of Qin, Qin turned toward Zhao. The Lord of Zhao, who was both timid and incompetent, capitulated and swore allegiance to Qin. Only Chu, Yen, and Qi—three distant states—stood in the way of Qin uniting China.

			The unification of China by Qin would occur fifty years later after Qin used Fan Wei’s strategy of “befriend a distant state and attack an adjacent one.” After swallowing Wei, Han, and Zhao, Qin conquered a weak Yen, the state to the north of Qi. Crossing its vassal states Wei and Han, Qin advanced south and took Chu. After the five “warring states” were conquered, Qi was no longer distant. It had become a “neighbor” ripe for invasion. In the year 221 B.C.E. the Qin army defeated Qi and united China.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			The key to this strategy is identifying short- and long-term concerns. Take the long view. Don’t let personal grudges guide your decisions. Deal with opponents and issues close at hand before taking on opponents far away. This is especially important when the distant opponent is strong.

			If you try to conquer regions that require you to cross uncertain and possibly hostile territory, your supply lines will be stretched and difficult to maintain. Moreover, moving a force over unfriendly or even neutral regions will give your distant opponent an excuse to unite your neighbors against you.

			To take down a distant opponent requires skillful planning and manipulation. In the historical event described above, Fan Wei played the Qin’s rivals like pieces on a chessboard.

			First, he advised his lord to swallow his pride and bury personal grudges to befriend a distant rival. To attack Qi was a mistake no strategist should make. The supply lines were too long and there were unfriendly territories that Qin had to cross before getting to Qi. Moreover, making a gesture of peace would lull Qi into believing that there was no immediate threat coming from Qin.

			Second, Fan Wei initiated the plan of conquest by dealing with rival states that were adjacent to Qin. These states had the potential of either aiding or hindering Qin’s conquest of Qi. Turning potential enemies and even neutral factions into allies was the key to opening the route toward Qi. Using his knowledge of the political geography of the neighboring states, Fan Wei played an expert game of diplomacy. He befriended one state, intimidated another into becoming a submissive ally, and isolated the rest from each other. Once the political stage was set, one by one the threats posed by the neighboring states were removed.

			Finally, once the neighboring regions were pacified and even incorporated into Qin’s territory, the “distant” concern was transformed into an “immediate” concern. The rival thousands of miles away was now a neighbor. The problem of supply lines was solved, and Qin’s conquest of Qi was just a walk over a fence.
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			Using safe passage to conquer the state of Guo

			
				When faced with a strong alliance between two opponents, pretend to befriend one of them. Then use the fake friendship to obtain support to attack the other.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy was attributed to Xun Shi, minister of the state of Jin during the Spring and Autumn period.

			The Lord of Jin wanted to expand territory by conquering the small state of Guo. However, to reach Guo, the Jin army had to cross territory held by the state of Yue. At that time, Guo and Yue were allies. They might be weak individually, but together they could not be subdued easily.

			The Lord of Jin asked his minister Xun Shi for advice. Xun Shi devised a plan to conquer both Guo and Yue one after the other. First, he proposed to weaken Guo by getting the tribal nation of Xongnui to harass the Guo frontier towns. Years prior, the Lord of Jin had offered his niece in marriage to the chieftain of the Xongnui to seal an alliance. Xun Shi saw it was time to take advantage of this alliance. He sent an emissary to the tribal chief proposing that they attack Guo together. After the conquest, the two allies would divide up Guo’s territory. The Xongnui leader agreed.

			Xun Shi now implemented the second phase of his plan to conquer Guo and Yue. Knowing that the Lord of Yue had a weakness for beautiful women and material extravagance, Xun Shi encouraged the Lord of Jin to send twelve exotic women and a beautifully crafted carriage to the Lord of Yue as a gesture of goodwill. These gifts “bought” the friendship of Yue.

			When the Xongnui began to attack the Guo frontier towns, the Lord of Guo appealed to Yue for help. Yue’s lord was ambivalent about sending military aid. Yue was a small state and could not afford to deploy troops to fight someone else’s war. Xun Shi saw the opportunity had come to obtain a safe passage through Yue to attack Guo. When the Lord of Yue was in a dilemma over whether to help Guo, the Lord of Jin offered to send an army to beat back the Xongnui. Jin was now a “friend” of Yue, and since Yue could not afford to send aid to its ally Guo, Jin would be happy to help. The Lord of Yue fell right into Xun Shi’s trap.

			The Jin army obtained a safe passage through Yue, but instead of attacking the Xongnui, captured the Guo capital instead. Guo fell. Xun Shi now executed the third phase of his plan. The Jin army immediately turned around and invaded Yue without warning. Yue fell. Within a period of several months, Jin had conquered both Guo and Yue.

			Although the conquest of Guo and Yue was swift, obtaining the safe passage through Yue to conquer Guo involved years of planning. Each phase had to be executed effectively and in a timely manner. Xun Shi’s genius was in knowing the weaknesses of both Guo and Yue and figuring out a way to break the alliance of the two states. The Lord of Jin was also a farsighted leader. His plan for conquering Guo and Yue began when he forged an alliance with the Xongnui tribe years before Xun Shi offered the strategy of crossing Yue to conquer Guo.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			The key to this strategy is implementing the principle of “divide and conquer.” When you have two or more factions allied, they can be formidable even though individually each may be weak.

			In breaking up an alliance you will need to befriend one of the parties. This requires tremendous skill in diplomacy and alliance building: Whom does one ally with, and whom does one target? In the historical incident described above, Xun Shi had to break up two allies before he could subjugate both.

			Xun Shi made his moves step-by-step to break up the opposing alliance. First, he identified which leader could be “bought” with gifts. The greedy Lord of Yue was won over, and a false friendship was built.

			Second, he made use of an old pact formed by his lord and a tribal chief, enticing the chief with land by proposing a joint invasion of the state of Guo. The precondition of this proposal was already put in place by the resourceful Lord of Jin, who had married his niece to the tribal chief years before he had plans to take Guo and Yue.

			Finally, when the state of Jin obtained an agreement to send troops through Yue to aid Guo to ward off the tribal invasion, all Xun Shi needed to do was to double back to attack Guo. The Lord of Yue, who fell for the fake friendship, was conquered before he could muster a defense.

			Jin’s military campaign lasted only several months, but the plans were years in the making. When juggling the formation and dissolution of pacts, timeliness is the key. A premature execution will put the entire plan in jeopardy. When all the preconditions are in place, a timely execution makes the conquest simple and swift.

		

	
		
			PART FIVE

			Strategies of Sabotage
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			Steal the beams and remove the pillars

			
				Disrupt the enemy’s formations and you will remove its momentum. Move in for conquest when the opponent collapses within. When you jam the spokes of a wheel, the cart cannot move.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			Liu Pang, the founder of the Han dynasty, was an expert when it came to neutralizing threats by removing their base of support.

			Liu Pang’s founding of the Han dynasty could not have occurred without the assistance of two trusted followers—Han Xun and Chen Xi. Han Xun was a military genius and the supreme commander of Liu Pang’s army. Chen Xi was the prime minister, and was responsible for a domestic policy that brought prosperity to the nation after years of warfare.

			However, toward the end of his years, Liu Pang began to develop suspicions toward these two men. He wanted a smooth succession for his descendants, and these two controlled too much power. If either of them attempted a coup, his dynasty would fall.

			Liu Pang decided to gradually strip Han Xun and Chen Xi of their power. He first made Han Xun a marquis and gave him a large piece of land as a reward for his military service. However, in the process of giving him an aristocratic title, the emperor stripped Han Xun of his military command. When Han Xun saw that his lord intended to reduce him to a useless noble, he secretly visited his old friend Chen Xi.

			Chen Xi was not only a cabinet minister; he also commanded a sizable garrison that guarded the outskirts of the capital. Han Xun warned his friend that sooner or later, he too would be stripped of his power. The two friends who had helped Liu Pang establish his dynasty felt betrayed. That their lord intended to eliminate them after they had won battles for him infuriated Han Xun, who was bad-tempered and easily provoked. The two friends plotted rebellion.

			Han Xun and Chen Xi were considered heroes of the Han dynasty. Although they no longer controlled the military, both were respected by the people and had maintained old friendships with the current army commanders. Han Xun proposed that Chen Xi lead a revolt with the troops currently under his command. Simultaneously, Han Xun would lead an uprising in the capital with trusted soldiers who had once served him.

			However, Liu Pang turned out to be both a ruthless and resourceful ruler. He expected Han Xun to be unhappy with losing his military command. Easily provoked and reckless, Han Xun might just stage a coup. He also suspected that Han Xun would persuade his friend Chen Xi to join him in the uprising. Liu Pang decided to take preventative action. First, he removed Han Xun’s base of support. Knowing that Han Xun’s military friends were now commanders of forts across the nation, he had Han Xun brought to the capital and placed under what was essentially house arrest. This prevented Han Xun from communicating with his friends.

			Isolated and watched, Han Xun lost all communication with the world outside the palace. One day, a messenger from the emperor came to Han Xun’s home and informed him that Chen Xi had rebelled, that the rebellion was crushed, and that Chen Xi was executed for treason. Han Xun had no way of corroborating this evidence. In actual fact, Liu Pang generated this false news to test Han Xun’s reaction.

			Han Xun indeed reacted as someone whose plans had been foiled. Unable to contact his comrades for help and believing he had lost his friend and supporter, Han Xun surrendered to Liu Pang’s guards without a fight.

			Even after Han Xun was imprisoned, Liu Pang had reservations about executing him. Han Xun still had many admirers, and he played an important role in the founding of the Han dynasty. If Liu Pang executed Han Xun, he could meet with opposition from within his government. When Liu Pang’s wife saw that her husband was hesitant in executing Han Xun, she sent assassins into Han Xun’s prison and had him murdered. She then circulated the news that Han Xun, hoping for a pardon, had implicated Chen Xi in the conspiracy. When the pardon was not granted, he committed suicide.

			When Chen Xi learned that his friend and supporter was not only dead but had betrayed him, he hastily staged an uprising. But Chen Xi was no military genius like Han Xun. His rebel forces were defeated swiftly, and he was executed for treason.

			Liu Pang first destroyed Han Xun’s support by isolating him from potential allies. In essence he removed Han Xun’s support from under him. Then Han Xun was duped into believing that his “beam,” Chen Xi, was destroyed. The final defeat of the revolt was actually the work of Liu Pang’s wife. She removed Chen Xi’s support both physically and psychologically by giving Chen the false news that his friend was not only dead but had betrayed him. This drove Chen Xi into desperation to make a half-hearted attempt at a coup that was doomed to fail. With both Han Xun and Chen Xi dead, Liu Pang died satisfied, knowing that the succession would be secure.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			If your opponents are too strong, don’t confront them directly. Remove their support piece by piece and they will collapse.

			There are two kinds of supports—pillars and beams. Pillars provide vertical support, and beams provide lateral support. To remove pillars and beams supporting your opponent you need to first identify them. Subordinates are regarded as pillars—they support a leader from below. Cohorts are considered beams—they are equal in power to the leader. Pillars provide resources that keep a campaign or project going. Beams allow a leader to spread power and gain territory. In the historical events described above, Han Xun’s pillars were the troops that had served under him during the war. In turn, Han Xun and Chen Xi were beams for each other.

			Liu Pang first removed the pillars supporting Han Xun by isolating him from the troops that had served him during the dynastic war. He then removed Chen Xi’s lateral support by giving him false news of Han Xun’s betrayal. Believing that he had lost an ally, Chen Xi led a premature uprising and was captured and executed.

			The strategy of removing pillars and beams can be used as either an attack or a preventative strategy. As an attack strategy, you compromise lateral support by removing allies and weaken vertical support by removing resources and subordinates. As a preventative strategy, you first prevent opponents from getting strong by identifying and removing those below them. Second, you prevent them from spreading their influence by removing their allies and cohorts.

			In dealing with two potential threats to their dynasty, Liu Pang removed the pillars supporting Han Xun, and his wife removed the beam supporting Chen Xi. This team of emperor and empress is still regarded as being one of the most formidable, ruthless, and resourceful of all the rulers of China.
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			Point at the mulberry tree while blaming the locust tree

			
				Strong opponents are too dangerous to confront directly. Accuse them indirectly by blaming someone else who is guilty of committing the same crimes.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			During the Warring States period, the lord of the state of Qi planned to replace the old palace with a new compound that was ten times larger. To complete the construction, the state of Qi would have to spend resources that were allocated to repairing roads and strengthening city walls.

			None of the ministers dared to oppose the lord’s plans. Except for one—Chun Gui. Chun Gui asked his lord if he had heard of the folly of the Lord of Chu. When the Lord of Qi admitted that he had, Chun saw that his chance had come to talk his lord out of his own folly skillfully in the presence of the ministers.

			The story goes that the Lord of Chu had decided to remove rituals and music from his court, citing that these activities were useless to a military power. None of the Chu ministers dared to oppose the lord’s command. Once ceremonies and music were no longer a part of court decorum, the ministers and generals started to quarrel and lost all sense of culture. The military lost all hierarchy of command, and the civilian government lost the virtues of respect and honor. The Chu court was thrown into chaos. As a result, Chu’s power weakened. If it hadn’t had the Yang-zi River as a natural boundary of defense, it would have long been conquered by more powerful states.

			The Lord of Qi was an intelligent man. He saw Chun Gui’s intentions immediately. Realizing that Chun Gui was using the example of the Lord of Chu’s folly to allude to his own folly, he abandoned the plans to expand his palace and reallocated the resources to civil improvements and military defense.

			Chun Gui’s critique of the Lord of Qi was ingenious. He did not criticize his lord directly, knowing that a direct confrontation would fail. Moreover, knowing that his lord was at heart an intelligent ruler who understood nuances, he used another lord’s folly to point to his own lord’s folly. Most importantly, by not naming his lord directly, he allowed the ruler of Qi to back down gracefully and not lose dignity. In this way, the whole incident appeared to the Qi subjects that their ruler changed his mind after considering the welfare of his people.

			In the strategy of pointing at the mulberry tree (the Lord of Qi) and blaming the locust tree (the Lord of Chu), Chun Gui steered the state of Qi away from a disastrous policy that would drain the treasury. In the end, Qi’s resources were allocated wisely, and its lord changed his policy without losing face.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			Proud and powerful people usually don’t like being criticized openly in front of others. To advise such people, you need to use innuendo and cryptic references.

			For this strategy to be effective, the persuader needs to be diplomatic so that the persuaded does not feel disgraced or offended. Moreover, the one who is being advised needs to be intelligent enough to grasp that the advice is meant for them even when others are being named.

			When the strategy is used against powerful opponents, the faults of the opponents can be exposed with little to no danger to yourself—you criticize them by criticizing others like them. In this situation, while your opponents are attacked or mocked, you cannot be blamed as their attacker.

			When the strategy is used on friendly but powerful people you are trying to help, it gives them room to accept your criticism without feeling offended or disgraced. In the historical incident described above, a minister was able to use this strategy to point out his sovereign’s folly by referencing another ruler’s folly.

			When advising powerful and proud people, do not expose their folly openly. Give them room to back down gracefully, and allow them to change their minds without giving the impression that they have been persuaded.
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			Pretend to be insane while keeping your clarity

			
				Pretend to be ignorant. Deceive your opponent into thinking that you are insane or stupid. Hide your true intentions and make your plans in secret.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy was attributed to Sun Bin, who used it when he was a prisoner in the state of Wei. When Sun Bin and his friend Pang Juan were teenagers, they were both students of the Master of Ghost Valley, an elusive and mysterious teacher of strategy and tactics. It was said that Sunzi, the greatest military strategist of the Spring and Autumn period, wrote the treatise The Art of War and entrusted it to the Master of Ghost Valley for safekeeping. Sun Bin was the grandson of Sunzi, and could claim to be the rightful heir to the text. However, the Master wanted to make sure that the text would fall into the hands of someone both virtuous and intelligent.

			Sun Bin and Pang Juan were both intelligent, but where Sun Bin was virtuous, Pang Juan was unscrupulous. Sun Bin wanted to bring peace to a war-torn China, but all Pang Juan wanted was riches and power. After Pang Juan and Sun Bin completed their studies with the Master of Ghost Valley, Pang Juan left and entered the service of the lord of the state of Wei. Sun Bin, who was shy and diffident by nature, decided to stay with his teacher to train other students. His teacher, the Master of Ghost Valley, was so impressed with Sun Bin’s sense of virtue that he decided to give the Art of War to Sun Bin, telling him that he was worthy of receiving his grandfather’s legacy. Sun Bin committed the entire text to memory and then burned the book.

			Pang Juan became the military advisor to the Lord of Wei, but lost the favor of his lord after a defeat. In the meantime, the Lord of Wei, hearing about the abilities of Sun Bin, invited the young man to be his military advisor. The two friends were reunited, but after Sun Bin won several decisive victories for Wei, Pang Juan became jealous. He plotted to kill Sun Bin, but suspecting that Sun Bin possessed the secrets of the Art of War, he needed to get his friend to dictate the text to him before he could have him killed.

			First, Pang Juan framed Sun Bin by accusing him of selling military secrets to the state of Qi, Sun Bin’s home country. The Lord of Wei had Sun Bin imprisoned. Then Pang Juan forged an edict from his lord and had Sun Bin crippled. In this way, Sun Bin could not plan any form of escape. Next, he pretended to sympathize with Sun Bin’s predicament and offered to help Sun Bin regain favor with a gift of the Art of War to the Lord of Wei. After he had the text in his hands, Pang Juan would have Sun Bin executed.

			Sun Bin saw through Pang Juan’s intentions. He decided to pretend to be mad. Daily, he would smear food on his clothing and refuse to use the latrine. He laughed and cried and urinated on himself. Pang Juan was not stupid either. He surmised that Sun Bin was pretending to be insane so he would be deemed useless and be released. So he tested Sun Bin’s insanity by mixing feces with the food. Sun Bin calmly ate the feces-smeared food and then proceeded to sleep like a contented man. The next day, when aromatic wine was brought, Sun Bin smashed the cups and accused the wardens of giving him poisoned wine. He then demanded the feces-smeared food be brought to him. Pang Juan, observing this from a distance, was now convinced that Sun Bin was truly insane.

			Sun Bin’s chance to escape arrived when Pang Juan was called to lead the Wei army to fight an invasion from Qi. He started to curse at the wardens, throw food at them, and wailed loudly every night so that both the guards and other prisoners could not sleep. The guards, knowing that Sun Bin was a “friend” of their general Pang Juan, did not dare to kill him. So, they moved him to the prison’s backyard and tied him to a post. It turned out that Sun Bin had hidden a shard of a broken wine cup in his clothing. He managed to cut his bonds and crawled through the sewers to his freedom. Under cover of darkness, Sun Bin crawled all the way to a friend’s home. The friend hid Sun Bin and eventually smuggled him out of Wei. Sun Bin returned to his homeland and became the military advisor to the Lord of Qi.

			In a battle between Qi and Wei, Sun Bin and Pang Juan were commanders of opposing armies. In an ingenious ambush, Sun Bin defeated Pang Juan. Pang Juan himself was killed in battle and Wei was severely weakened. The Lord of Qi rewarded Sun Bin with titles and land but Sun Bin, disillusioned with the world of politics and warfare, decided to return to his teacher the Master of Ghost Valley. He remained there for the rest of his life as a hermit and a teacher of future strategists and statesmen.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			When there are no options for escaping a life-and-death situation, use insanity. In this strategy, insanity is a ruse to deceive your captors or opponents into believing that you are useless and harmless. Your value for them is gone, and you are a liability instead of an asset.

			Playing the fool is difficult for most people. However, Sun Bin went to the extreme to pretend he was mad in order to keep important secrets from his adversary. If the Art of War fell into Pang Juan’s hands, it would be used to prolong war, cause suffering, and would lead to the sacrifice of more lives. In Sun Bin’s mind, letting Pang Juan have the secrets of his grandfather’s teaching was out of the question.

			To deceive an intelligent man like Pang Juan, Sun Bin had to endure both physical and emotional torture. He had to forego his dignity and eat feces-smeared food. He had to make his acts of insanity foolproof. Only then could he bide his time and find his opportunity to escape.

			For this strategy to succeed, the perpetrator must keep clarity while pretending to be insane. Maintaining an act of insanity over a long period of time could make a sane person mad. In the end, it was Sun Bin’s willpower that allowed him to plan his escape even under torture. But most importantly, it was his belief that the Art of War should be used to create peace and not war that sustained his courage in prison and his hope that he would eventually escape.
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			Remove the ladder after the opponent has climbed up

			
				Lure the enemy into treacherous ground. Remove the escape route and attack from the front. Faced with two fronts, the opponent can be easily defeated.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy was actually used on Sun Bin by his teacher, the Master of Ghost Valley.

			The Lord of Qi wanted to recruit Sun Bin into his service. He sent an emissary to meet with Sun Bin where he was studying with the Master of Ghost Valley. Sun Bin declined the entreaty even after being offered gifts and titles. At a loss, the Qi emissary went to the Master of Ghost Valley for help.

			Knowing that Sun Bin could not be enticed by fame and fortune, the Master of Ghost Valley offered the Qi emissary advice. First, the emissary would invite Sun Bin to the roof of a building to enjoy a pot of tea. The view was breathtaking, the tea was exquisite, and both men talked about everything in the world—strategy, tactics, diplomacy, tea, and the predicament of humanity after several hundred years of war.

			At sunset, Sun Bin took leave of his guest and was about to descend from the roof when he found that the ladder he had used to climb up was missing. Unknown to him, while Sun Bin and the Qi emissary were enjoying tea and conversation, the teacher had removed the ladder. Sun Bin’s escape route was gone. At this time, the emissary began to talk about how Qi, the homeland of the Sun family, was facing an invasion from the state of Wei. He then recounted how Sun Bin’s grandfather, Sunzi, had saved Qi from another invasion over fifty years ago. With nowhere to go, Sun Bin was forced to listen to the emissary’s pleas. If Sun Bin refused to help, he would lose his ancestral home and family honor.

			Sun Bin finally consented to return to Qi with the emissary to offer his service to his homeland. The Master of Ghost Valley devised this strategy to lure Sun Bin into a situation where the escape route could be removed easily. He then advised the emissary to “attack” Sun Bin where it mattered most—the loss of homeland and family honor. However, Sun Bin was an intelligent student. He knew that this strategy could only have come from his teacher. In his military career, Sun Bin became a master of this strategy of combining a frontal attack with the removal of escape routes.

			Sun Bin’s early service to Qi helped defend his home against invasion, but an intrigue in the court forced him to flee to Wei, where he soon won favor with its lord. This incurred the jealousy and wrath of his friend Pang Juan, who was also serving under the lord of Wei. Pang Juan’s attempt to murder Sun Bin was foiled by Sun Bin pretending to be insane. After escaping from Wei, Sun Bin returned to Qi and became the chief military advisor. In a decisive battle between the armies of Wei and Qi, Pang Juan was killed. Sun Bin had secured the safety of Qi, but was disillusioned with the world of politics and warfare. He left the Qi court, returned to Ghost Valley, and lived out the rest of life in seclusion. It was during his retirement from the world that he wrote his famous treatise called The Art of War, as well as a commentary on his grandfather Sunzi’s classic of the same name.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy combines frontal attack with the blocking of escape routes. In military campaigns it is considered a strategy of ambush and trap.

			For this strategy to succeed, the opponent must be lured into an area where there are minimal escape routes. Ideally there should only be one way out, and this route could be blocked or removed easily.

			There are a number of ways to lure the enemy into a “dead end.” First, you can entice them with benefits and gifts. Sun Bin was lured to the rooftop with the promise of good tea and quality time with a visitor from his homeland. He saw no harm in the invitation, and was therefore completely unaware that he was walking into a trap. Second, you can drive your opponent into a dead end with fear, intimidation, and espionage. In this case, the enemy is forced or led into the trap against their will.

			The last stage of the ambush is to remove the escape route and launch a frontal attack. In the incident described above, Sun Bin was unable to climb down from the roof and was forced to listen to the emissary’s pleas for help.

			The strategy of combining frontal attack with blocking an escape route is not easy to plan and execute. First, a terrain suitable for setting the ambush must be identified. Second, after the site of the ambush is chosen, the opponent must be lured into it. The lure must be designed skillfully. Some people can be enticed with material gifts, others with fame and power, and yet others with sexual favors. Some cannot be enticed at all, and can only be “led” into the ambush through intrigue, coercion, and fear. Use the wrong lure, and you will not be able to get your opponent to walk into the trap. Third, once the opponent is in the trap, block or remove the escape route. Finally, launch the frontal attack. When the opponent finds that there is no escape, they will likely surrender.

			This strategy is not without risk. When an opponent is trapped with no escape possible, they will often fight recklessly and fiercely. When there is no hope of survival, people will sometimes fight to the death. Therefore, in executing this strategy, you need to make the enemy perceive there is a hope for survival if they surrender. When there is a hope that they might not be destroyed, then fighting to the death will cease to be an option.
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			Put false blossoms on the tree

			
				Create false information to make a small force appear large.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			If you tie false blossoms to the branches of an unhealthy tree, the tree will look strong. This strategy was formed by Zhuge Liang and implemented by Zhang Fei during the era of the Three Kingdoms.

			In the early part of the Three Kingdoms period, before Liu Bei had built a strong base of support, he suffered a major defeat at the hands of Cao Cao. After this defeat, Liu Bei fled from Cao Cao with his people, who were mostly noncombatants. He needed a way to protect his rear as he made for safe ground. Liu Bei’s strategist Zhuge Liang advised his lord to use Zhang Fei to cover the retreat. Zhuge Liang knew that Zhang Fei had tremendous courage and that his presence could intimidate any enemy. Zhang Fei was also extremely loyal to his sworn brother Liu Bei, and would not run from battle. In fact, it was known that Zhang Fei delighted in battle and looked forward to a good fight.

			To stall Cao Cao’s advance, Zhuge Liang had Zhang Fei stand at a bridgehead in full armor brandishing his long spear. Zhang Fei had about three hundred troops under his command; Cao Cao had almost five thousand. In the meantime, Zhang Fei’s cavalry were instructed to drag branches across the sandy plain, stirring up a great cloud of dust. This created the impression that there was a large host of mounted troops preparing for battle.

			When Cao Cao arrived within sight of the bridge, he saw Zhang Fei challenging him to battle with dust swirling in the background. Fearing that he might be outnumbered, Cao Cao ordered a retreat. Zhang Fei and his imaginary army successfully covered the retreat for Liu Bei and his subjects. It was said that when Cao Cao learned that he was “outnumbered” by a false army, he had to admit respect for Zhang Fei’s bravery and Zhuge Liang’s ingenious strategy.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			The key to this strategy is bluffing and getting away with it; you put on a false front to deceive, confuse, and disrupt your opponent’s plans and momentum.

			For the bluff to be successful, it has to be believable. Visual impressions, false information, and skillful pretense on the part of those acting out the bluff together create a scene so that even a sophisticated observer would not be able to see through the ruse.

			This was what Zhuge Liang and Zhang Fei did. The clouds of dust generated by branches dragged across a sandy plain created the impression of a large force of cavalry in motion. Zhang Fei and his elite group of soldiers exhibited a confidence that only a strong and well-supported vanguard could have. Liu Bei and Zhuge Liang conducted the retreat skillfully and in an orderly way—there was no impression that Liu Bei and his subjects were fleeing. Finally, Zhuge Liang played on Cao Cao’s suspicious nature. Cao Cao was a cautious commander, and would not risk confronting Zhang Fei, an impeccable warrior, who was likely leading a force much larger than his.

			This strategy is useful to cover a retreat or defend and hold a position. When you don’t have the strength in numbers to cover a retreat by fighting, create the impression that you have supreme strength. This will intimidate the enemy, and deter them from conducting a fast pursuit and engaging with the retreating column.

			When used to hold and defend a position, the impression to create is a false front of a strong force holding a fortress or encampment stocked with supplies. This will discourage the attacker from besieging your position. In siege warfare, defenders always have the advantage. An attacker must have an overwhelming force to storm a fortress, and an overwhelming force means complexities in supplying and maintaining resources over a distance for a long period of time. If you make the attackers believe that they will be bogged down in a long-drawn-out war of attrition, they will abandon the siege.
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			Make the host and guest exchange roles

			
				Obtain a foothold as a guest. Infiltrate gradually. When the opportunity arises, become the host by taking over the leadership.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			The most dramatic execution of this strategy must be Gou Qian’s victory over Fu Cha in the Spring and Autumn period.

			Gou Qian was the Lord of Yue, a small feudal state. Against the advice of his ministers, he invaded the neighboring state of Wu and was defeated. The Lord of Wu, Fu Cha, captured Gou Qian, brought him to Wu, and imprisoned him in a labor camp. Gou Qian never forgot the humiliation and planned his revenge with his minister Fan Li, who was also imprisoned as a hostage.

			In the labor camp, Gou Qian was a hostage—a “forced guest.” He was not allowed to leave the camp except under heavy guard, and he was treated like a slave. However, Gou Qian was a patient and resourceful man. In all appearances he was submissive, even groveling in the presence of Fu Cha. To everyone’s eyes, Gou Qian was a broken man.

			After a year of being a forced guest Gou Qian began to win a certain amount of trust from the Lord of Wu. He was freed from the labor camp and brought to the capital as a “house guest.” Instead of being imprisoned in harsh conditions, he was now under house arrest with a limited amount of comfort.

			While under house arrest, Gou Qian met frequently with his minister Fan Li, who managed to persuade Fu Cha to allow him to remain with his lord. Against the advice of his ministers, Fu Cha decided to keep Gou Qian and Fan Li together, arguing that it would be easier to watch the activities of the two men if they resided in the same place. But he underestimated Fan Li’s mastery of political sabotage. Fan Li soon played on the court ministers’ wishes to please Fu Cha, and he had the Wu ministers slandering each other in order to gain the favor of their lord. Within a year, Gou Qian and Fan Li became close advisors to the lord of Wu while the old ministers of Wu were being branded as conspirators and traitors. Gou Qian and Fan Li, now trusted advisors of the lord of Wu, were given freedom of movement in the capital of Wu. All surveillance of the two was suspended.

			When Fan Li noticed that Fu Cha was never far from beautiful women, he informed the lord of Wu that the most beautiful women of southeast China came from Yue. Fu Cha immediately issued a command to have Yue send a group of beautiful courtesans to his court. Fan Li was appointed the emissary. Once in Yue, Fan Li met with his lover Xi Shi to recruit the women of Yue into the Wu court. To his shock, Xi Shi volunteered to enter Fu Cha’s court to seduce him and sabotage his rule, arguing that no one other than her could accomplish this task. Fan Li reluctantly agreed. The lovers pledged to meet and flee after Wu was defeated.

			When Xi Shi was presented to Fu Cha, the lord of Wu was so enamored by Xi Shi’s beauty and intelligence that he considered Gou Qian a trusted friend who had given him the greatest gift in the world. Overnight, Gou Qian became an “honored guest.”

			The final pieces of Gou Qian’s plans to return home fell into place. Xi Shi convinced the Lord of Wu that Gou Qian was now completely trustworthy and should be sent back to his native lands to become a vassal ruler. Gou Qian returned to Yue, built up his army, and while Fu Cha was busy attacking another state, invaded Wu. When Fu Cha turned his army around to defend his capital, it was too late. Fu Cha was killed, and Wu was conquered by Yue.

			Gou Qian’s transformation from “forced guest” (slave) to “house guest” (tolerated hostage) to “honored guest” (the lord’s friend), and finally to replacing Fu Cha as “host” and conqueror was a long hard process. It was Gou Qian’s patience and perseverance that allowed this transformation from guest to host to happen.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This is a strategy of taking over a position by inserting yourself as a guest and then replacing your opponent as host. It is essentially a process of transforming yourself from tenant to landowner.

			There are two scenarios of being the “guest.” The first one is finding yourself as a forced guest. This was Gou Qian’s position. He was captured and had no choice but to humble himself as a hostage. However, with support from his minister Fan Li, Gou Qian gradually became a welcomed guest, and eventually took over his captor’s place as ruler. Gou Qian found himself in the belly of the enemy, and, working his intrigue, turned his undesirable position into a weapon.

			The second scenario is inserting yourself into the belly of the enemy willingly, pretending to be a guest in order to plan the takeover from within. To be invited as a guest and to gain trust from the host, you must offer benefits that will make you appear a desirable guest. Once you have established a position within the opponent’s ranks, you can plan strategies of takeover, whether they be diplomatic negotiations, hostile activities, or covert maneuvers.

			To dive into the belly of the enemy and conquer it from within requires patience, resourcefulness, courage, and perseverance. Most of the time you will be isolated. Communications with your supporters will be minimal. Most importantly, you need to be flexible, attuned to surrounding conditions, able to seize timely opportunities, and capable of modifying your actions at a moment’s notice. Embedding yourself in the heart of an opponent’s organization and destroying it from within is the most sophisticated form of undercover operation.
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			Sexual enticement as strategy

			
				Against a strong army with a weak general, attack the commander. Against an intelligent commander with a strong army, entice him with sexual favors. When a commander is distracted by sexual pleasure, troops will not be trained, and good squad leaders will leave. The enemy will capitulate without a fight.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			The history of China is filled with incidents of major military defeats, the fall of dynasties, and the forming and breaking of alliances—all attributed to leaders falling into the trap of sexual enticement.

			Here are some famous examples.

			In the final days of the Zhou dynasty, the emperor was weak and disinterested in ruling the kingdom. When a loyal minister tried to persuade his sovereign to tend to the affairs of the state, the emperor imprisoned the minister. In an attempt to free his father, the minister’s son recruited a beautiful courtesan and presented her to his king. The emperor was so delighted that he granted the minister’s freedom. Seeing that his lord would never be a good ruler, the minister retired, and left the service of the court.

			In the Spring and Autumn period, the story of Gou Qian and Fu Cha (see chapter 30) was another example of how a ruling house was brought down by a lord’s indulgence in sexual pleasure. Xi Shi, a patriot of Yue, volunteered to enter the court of the enemy Fu Cha to seduce him and influence his policy. As a result, Gou Qian, the Lord of Yue, was freed. Xi Shi continued to influence Fu Cha, including distancing the Lord of Wu from his trusted advisors and persuading him to go to war against a strong neighboring kingdom. The fall of the state of Wu was for the most part due to Xi Shi’s skill of enticement and the Lord of Wu’s own desire for sexual pleasure.

			In the era of the Three Kingdoms, the Han court was dominated by eunuchs. In an attempt to wipe out the eunuchs, the ministers invited the warlord Dong Zhuo into the capital to bring down the eunuch factions. Dong Zhuo succeeded, but proceeded to occupy the capital with his troops. Dong Zhuo’s troops were led by his adopted son Lu Bu, one of the most distinguished warriors of the time. Lu Bu was not only skilled in battle; he was also charismatic, handsome, and chivalrous. One of the ministers proposed to take advantage of Dong Zhuo’s appetite for sexual pleasure and Lu Bu’s sense of chivalry. A beautiful courtesan named Diao Chan was recruited to entice Dong Zhuo. Diao Chan soon became Dong Zhuo’s favorite sexual partner. Once she secured Dong Zhuo’s trust, Diao Chan began to set father and adopted son apart. Listening to Diao Chan’s stories of Lu Bu’s ambitions, Dong Zhuo started to doubt the loyalty of his son. Diao Chan, knowing that Lu Bu was a chivalrous man, began to tell him how she was abused and tortured sexually by Dong Zhuo. Into the mix of all this, Lu Bu fell in love with Diao Chan. Dong Zhuo found out about the affair and threatened to kill the lovers. Lu Bu had anticipated this, so he went and killed Dong Zhuo first. When Dong Zhuo died, his grip on the capital was over. Lu Bu took over as supreme commander of the army, swore loyalty to the Han emperor, and the Han court was rid of its meddling eunuchs.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			Sexual enticement is one of the oldest strategies in the history of China. The rise and fall of dynasties were played out around sex. Ministers and military commanders have switched sides when enticed by sex. Positions in government and merchant empires have been bought and sold with sexual favors. According to Zhuge Liang, sexual enticement is a far more dangerous trap than gifts of material goods, money, and even property. All leaders should be on guard against this trap.

			In one incident described above, sexual enticement was used to save the life of an honorable minister. In another, it was used to bring down a rival kingdom. Gou Qian and Fu Cha were both ruthless leaders. Neither was less ambitious than the other, although Fu Cha was known to be more cruel in his actions and wanton in his desires. In the third incident, sexual enticement was used to divide a powerful military partnership involving father and son in order to rid the Han court of a military dictator. In all these examples, sexual enticement was a tool used to achieve an end. This strategy was regarded as being no different from strategies like feigning an attack in one direction to hide a real attack from another.

			The question we need to consider is this: Is sexual enticement worth the ends that it can bring? Does using this strategy violate our sense of virtue? Diao Chan and Xi Shi were both women of integrity and courage. They sacrificed themselves for a larger cause—Xi Shi wanted to free her homeland from foreign rule, and Diao Chan wanted to see her country free of a military tyrant. But again, the great military strategists Sunzi, Sun Bin, and Zhuge Liang never used sexual enticement as a strategy. In fact, they all regarded sexual desire as one of the great pitfalls of power and advised their lords to be aware of the trap of sexual enticement. Even in the Thirty-Six Strategies, sexual enticement is classified as a “desperate” strategy, to be used only when all else fails.
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			The empty-fort strategy

			
				Use deception to feed deception. Create suspicion within suspicion. In the edge between yin and yang, the most subtle of subtleties can be realized.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			At the heart of the empty-fort strategy is the skill of bluffing, and no one executed it more elegantly than Zhuge Liang of the Three Kingdoms. In fact, this strategy is named after his last-ditch defense of a fort that was held by a shoestring force.

			This dire situation came about because Ma Su, one of Zhuge Liang’s trusted subordinates, made a military blunder and suffered a disastrous defeat at the hands of Sima Yi, the general of the state of Wei. Ma Su was executed in a military court, and the remainder of his army retreated to the fortress Xi Cheng. To all appearances, the fort looked formidable with its high walls and numerous watchtowers. Xi Cheng was the command headquarters of Zhuge Liang’s army. Zhuge Liang was inside the fort with the remnants of a defeated army and civilian officials. The total defense force of the fort numbered around five thousand, but most were tired and wounded soldiers from Ma Su’s debacle.

			As Sima Yi was bearing down toward Xi Cheng with over eighty thousand troops, Zhuge Liang knew it was too late to organize a retreat and abandon the fortress. He therefore took a desperate gamble to hold his ground. First, he ordered all the defenders off the walls and set up a platform above the main gate. Then, accompanied by two attendants, he sat on the platform and began to play the zither. When Sima Yi’s scouts returned to report that Zhuge Liang was playing the zither leisurely on the city wall, the Wei general was worried.

			Sima Yi knew that Zhuge Liang was a “conservative” strategist who would not engage in a battle when the chance of winning was less than 70 percent. He therefore suspected a trap. Zhuge Liang was luring him into a long siege of a city stocked with supplies and troops. The fact that no defenders were seen along the walls and towers confirmed that Zhuge Liang was creating the appearance of an “empty fort” in order to lure Sima Yi into attacking a strongly defended garrison. Sima Yi himself was also a talented strategist. From Sunzi’s Art of War he learned that siege warfare should always be a last resort. Moreover, defenders in a siege had a six-to-one advantage. Even if Zhuge Liang had only twenty thousand defenders, he could easily hold off Sima Yi’s eighty thousand.

			After weighing all the odds, Sima Yi decided that a siege of Xi Cheng was not viable. Zhuge Liang was a master strategist, and most likely was commanding a large number of defenders. The impression of a defenseless fort was a ploy to lure him into a long-drawn-out siege. He eventually decided to return to Wei.

			After Sima Yi’s retreat, Zhuge Liang confided to his subordinates that this was the most desperate strategy he had ever used. It was a last resort, and it depended on reading Sima Yi’s mind. Zhuge Liang knew that Sima Yi was well trained in strategy and tactics and was a cautious commander. In addition, he knew that Sima Yi was aware that Zhuge Liang himself was a master at deception. Playing on all these factors, Zhuge Liang’s bluff succeeded. Afraid that he would be walking into a trap, Sima Yi retreated.

			Zhuge Liang created the appearance of the “empty fort” to make Sima Yi believe that he was being lured into a trap. In reality, Zhuge Liang’s empty fort was truly empty—he literally had no army to defend it. The genius of Zhuge Liang’s strategy was using reality disguised as deception to fool the opponent. It was a dangerous move, but in a desperate situation, he had no choice but to take the chance. Even so, it was not a haphazard chance. The bluffing was built on reading and knowing the strengths and weaknesses of his opponent Sima Yi.

			When Sima Yi got word of Zhuge Liang’s ruse, it was said that he openly admitted that he was no match for Zhuge Liang, and predicted that Wei could not defeat Zu as long as Zhuge Liang was alive. Sima Yi’s prediction bore out. Zu was conquered only after Zhuge Liang had passed away.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			This strategy is not just about bluffing; it is about bluffing to the extreme, and it is very risky.

			In the empty-fort strategy, a real situation is made to look false. You are betting that your opponent will believe what is presented—which is in fact true—is false. Zhuge Liang had no army—that was the reality. Yet he used the reality of the empty fort to create the impression that his defenseless garrison was filled with soldiers. This strategy is different from that of using false blossoms to create the appearance of real flowers.

			In the false-blossoms strategy, the false was made to appear real. There were no “real” soldiers. The dust was used to create an impression of nonexisting soldiers in motion. In the empty-fort strategy, the real was masqueraded as false. The fort was really empty, and the opponent was led to believe that the empty fort was not really the case.

			The success of the empty-fort strategy hinges on reading the opponent’s mind accurately and predicting the opponent’s reaction to the deception, or show. Zhuge Liang knew Sima Yi to be a cautious general. Most importantly, he predicted that Sima Yi would likely take the appearance of an empty fort as a trap. Not wanting to risk defeat, Sima Yi would prefer to retreat than to launch a siege or storm the fortress.

			Bluffing is a form of psychological warfare. In the end, a successful bluff is one that takes into account the opponent’s psychology and their habitual reaction to given situations. Zhuge Liang’s bluff succeeded because he knew exactly how Sima Yi would think and respond.

		

	
		
			33

			Counterespionage strategy

			
				Counter deception with deception. Gain the advantage by giving the enemy false information.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			This strategy is about turning a trap back on its originator. Sometimes, it is called “using the trap to create an opportunity to counter-trap.” This is the essence of counterespionage.

			During the early part of the Three Kingdoms era, Liu Bei had yet to form his kingdom of Zu. The state of Wu, led by a youthful Sun Quan, was also not prepared for open confrontation with Cao Cao, who was still the prime minister of the Han dynasty.

			Zhuge Liang, military and diplomatic advisor to Liu Bei, had ingeniously forged an alliance with the state of Wu. The two allies were now facing a major attack from Cao Cao. Wu’s strength lay in its naval power. Because most of its cities lay on the banks of rivers, Wu had always had an advantage when it came to naval warfare. Cao Cao’s generals and troops, who were from the northern plains, had no experience with warfare on water. However, when two naval commanders, Cui Miao and Cui Jing, who had served under Liu Bei’s cousin, defected to Cao Cao, the prime minister gained two tacticians who could train a navy.

			The supreme commander of the Wu forces was a brilliant strategist named Zhou Yu. Zhou Yu was devious, smart, and charismatic. When Cao Cao sent a spy to feel out the strength of the Wu navy, Zhou Yu saw that he could fight an espionage battle to gain the upper hand. The spy turned out to be one of Zhou Yu’s old friends. Cao Cao had hoped that Zhou Yu would not see his friend as a spy and would talk freely. In fact, the spy was armed with cases of good wine, with the intention of getting Zhou Yu drunk so that he would spill his military secrets.

			Zhou Yu knew that his former friend was spying for Cao Cao, so he decided to turn the trap back on its originator. The two men drank and recounted past experiences all night. Then Zhou Yu pretended to be drunk and went to his bed. The friend entered Zhou Yu’s chamber, searched for military plans, and found two letters hidden under the pillow. One letter was addressed to Zhou Yu. It was from the two naval commanders who had defected to Cao Cao. The letter stated that they would betray Cao Cao in return for titles and land in Wu. The second letter was written by Zhou Yu, thanking the defectors and promising rewards after Cao Cao had been defeated. Of course, both letters contained false information. Zhou Yu knew his friend would try to get him drunk so that he could search for military secrets. He therefore prepared the letters to incriminate Cao Cao’s naval commanders.

			The next morning, the spy left Wu and reported his discovery to Cao Cao. Cao Cao was so incensed that he had the Cui brothers executed for treason. In this counterespionage strategy, Zhou Yu had eliminated two excellent naval commanders from Cao Cao’s invasion force. Without training, Cao Cao’s land troops were simply “soldiers on boats” rather than mariners and sailors. In one of the most famous battles of the Three Kingdoms era, Red Cliff, Cao Cao’s invasion force was decimated by the combined armies of Liu Bei and Sun Quan of Wu.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			The essence of the strategy of counterespionage is taking the opponent’s trap and turning it back on them. You use the enemy’s deception to stage your own against them.

			To execute counterespionage successfully, you need to correctly predict that you are being spied upon, feign ignorance of the situation, and then set a trap within the trap. Counterespionage is a challenging strategy. It requires a combination of quick thinking and good playacting to detect and deceive a spy. In the historical example, Zhou Yu suspected that Cao Cao would send a spy, and when an acquaintance arrived to renew a friendship, Zhou Yu recognized something was wrong, and snared the spy in counterespionage. As a result, Cao Cao’s plan to collect military intelligence was turned back viciously. Not only did he fail to collect information, but he lost two experienced naval commanders as a result of this battle of wits.
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			Using self-inflicted injury as strategy

			
				No one wants to suffer injuries. Therefore, the general belief is that when someone is injured, the injury must be “genuine.” Make your opponent believe that your pretense is true. This is the gist of using “self-inflicted injury” to deceive the enemy.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			Self-inflicted injury demands a sacrifice beyond what a normal person can bear. To injure yourself willingly in order to deceive the opponent requires utmost loyalty, dedication, and bravery. Such a person was Huang Gai, a general of the state of Wu of the Three Kingdoms.

			In the events leading up to the naval confrontation between Cao Cao and the allied forces of Sun Quan and Liu Bei at Red Cliff, one crucial strategic link was missing after Zhuge Liang and Zhou Yu came up with an ingenious plan to defeat Cao Cao.

			Zhou Yu had already deceived Cao Cao using counterespionage that led to the execution of Cao Cao’s two expert naval commanders (see chapter 33). Zhuge Liang had devised a plan of staging an incendiary attack on Cao Cao’s ships based on his knowledge of changes in the wind and currents. The missing link was how to get Cao Cao’s ships locked in formations that would make them vulnerable to an incendiary attack. Both Zhuge Liang and Zhou Yu understood that a successful attack by fire required the enemy ships to be chained together so that the fire could spread easily between the boats.

			General Huang Gai came up with the strategy of “self-inflicted injury.” He proposed that he would go to Cao Cao and feign surrender. Once he had gained the trust of Cao Cao, he could convince the enemy to lock their ships together. To make his surrender convincing, the general asked Zhou Yu to give him fifty lashes. Zhou Yu at first could not inflict this kind of suffering on the loyal general. Huang Gai was nearly sixty, and might not survive the beating. However, the general argued that without convincing the enemy to lock their boats together, the battle would be lost, and Wu would be conquered. Zhou Yu reluctantly agreed, and the plan was set in motion.

			First, Huang Gai publicly insulted Zhou Yu, criticizing him for being incompetent. Zhou Yu responded in anger, accusing Huang Gai of insubordination. Of course, this exchange was a show for Cao Cao’s spies. As the quarrel between the supreme commander and the general reached a height, Zhou Yu ordered Huang Gai to be whipped in front of the troops. The episode ended with Huang Gai being carried away to his tent by his attendants. Still suffering from his wounds, Huang Gai secretly boarded a small fishing vessel, crossed the river, and entered Cao Cao’s camp asking for asylum.

			Cao Cao was suspicious at first, but when he saw Huang Gai’s severe wounds, he began to believe that the Wu general’s defection was real. Moreover, the spies returned, informing Cao Cao what they had witnessed—Huang Gai and Zhou Yu quarreled, and Zhou Yu had ordered Huang Gai whipped. Cao Cao had lost two naval commanders due to Zhou Yu’s counterespionage. He badly needed a naval advisor to lead his fleet against the more experienced navy of Wu.

			Huang Gai saw his chance for sabotage had come. He advised Cao Cao to lash the boats together in order to provide a stable platform for the archers, citing that the river currents at that time of the year tended to be rough. Moreover, chaining the boats together would form a strong blockade against the smaller boats of the Wu navy. Cao Cao fell into Huang Gai’s trap. To ensure Cao Cao’s trust in him, Huang Gai volunteered to be on the lead attack boat. Huang Gai was prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice—not only in receiving the beating, but possibly dying in battle.

			In the battle of Red Cliff, the Wu navy sent small fast boats filled with straw straight into Cao Cao’s fleet. Aided by a favorable wind and current as forecasted by Zhuge Liang, the boats sped toward the enemy’s lumbering ships. Just before ramming the large boats, the straw on the small vessels was set on fire. Fanned by wind and carried by current, the flaming boats struck Cao Cao’s ships and set them on fire. Chained together, Cao Cao’s ships burned as the fire spread quickly between the vessels. Within a few hours, three quarters of Cao Cao’s fleet was destroyed.

			Zhou Yu had not forgotten his loyal friend Huang Gai. He sent several excellent swimmers to board the enemy’s burning flagship and rescued Huang Gai. The battle of Red Cliff was a decisive victory for Wu and Liu Bei. While Zhou Yu and Zhuge Liang were responsible for planning the strategy, it was Huang Gai’s “self-inflicted” injury and deceptive defection that sealed the final victory.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			Using self-inflicted injury to deceive the enemy is the ultimate sacrifice of oneself. Desperate times call for desperate strategies. This kind of sacrifice can only come from persons who have tremendous loyalty and personal courage.

			In the historical incident described above, Huang Gai was not the only one who suffered when he took bodily wounds. It was said that Zhou Yu, who had to inflict the injury on a friend and loyal general, agonized over what was demanded from him.

			Central to this strategy is a deep insight into the human mind. No one wants to suffer injury willingly. It is difficult to convince others that you have suffered if there is no evidence of physical injury. Huang Gai knew that without inflicting injury on himself, he would never be able to convince Cao Cao of his intention to defect. Huang Gai made the ultimate sacrifice, fully accepting that this was a desperate strategy, and knowing that his sacrifice would give Wu a chance of survival.
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			Interconnecting strategies

			
				When the opponent has numeric advantage in troops and commanders, do not engage in a direct confrontation. Weaken them gradually. Wait until they break and panic, and then strike decisively. Use the combined effects of terrain and human factors to your utmost advantage.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			Interconnecting strategies are difficult to execute because many conditions need to be met in specific places and within a critical time before the plan can succeed. Each stage of the connected strategies must be executed successfully before the next one can be set in motion. When the final part of the interconnected strategy is executed, success is almost guaranteed. However, one misstep in the process would lead to failure.

			The best example of implementing a successful interconnecting strategy was the defeat of Cao Cao at Red Cliff by the combined forces of Wu and Liu Bei.

			The interconnecting strategy planned by Zhou Yu and Zhuge Liang consisted of the following phases.

			In the first phase, they removed the two top naval commanders from the enemy. This was expertly executed by Zhou Yu in his counterespionage strategy.

			In the second phase, they planned the maneuvering tactics that allowed a smaller fleet to engage a larger fleet successfully. This phase had several stages. It began with the decision to use an incendiary attack—the best way to destroy a large number of ships in a short time. Next, the incendiary attack required accurate weather forecasting and knowledge of river currents. Zhuge Liang’s knowledge of river currents and weather was the key to determining the time of the attack.

			In the third phase, they hatched a plot to convince the enemy to adopt a tactic that was disastrous to them but advantageous to the attacker. This phase also had several stages. It began with staging a false surrender in a way that the defector would gain the enemy’s trust. This was Huang Gai’s strategy of “self-inflicted” injury. The parts played out by Zhou Yu and Huang Gai were so convincing that Cao Cao believed in Huang Gai’s defection. The final stage depended on Huang Gai gaining Cao Cao’s trust so that he could advise the enemy to chain their boats together for the incendiary attack to work.

			When all the parts of the interconnecting strategies were executed successfully in sequence, victory was guaranteed.

			In the final phase of the interconnecting strategies, Zhou Yu even made plans to extract his general from the enemy’s burning ship, thus saving the life of a loyal commander.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			Interconnecting strategies are difficult to execute. The Chinese term for interconnecting is lian huan, which means “chained together.” This is a multistage strategy requiring sequential fulfilment of stages and timeliness of execution. Victory is not dependent on one operation but multiple successive operations.

			For an interconnecting strategy to work, all the steps of the plan must be executed without failure at the right place and the right time. If one step of the strategy fails, the grand strategy will fail. Hence the meaning of lian huan or “chain.” A chain is only strong when all the links are connected properly and there are no weaknesses.

			Interconnecting strategies have a high risk of failure, only because their success depends on coordinating activities among many personnel, setting up the necessary conditions for action, and timeliness in executing every stage. Typically, the logistics required to execute an interconnecting strategy are complex, and complexity adds difficulty to any operation. Therefore, interconnecting strategies are used only as a last resort. However, if the right persons are assigned to executing each stage of the strategy at the right time, victory is almost guaranteed.
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			Running may sometimes be the best strategy

			
				When retreat can save you, you should not hesitate to run.

			

			HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

			The essence of this strategy is “live to fight another day.” During the final years of the Qin dynasty, two warlords fought to become the new emperor. Originally allies, Hang Yu and Liu Pang both realized that once the Qin emperor was eliminated, they would become enemies.

			Of the two, Hang Yu was descended from nobility. His army consisted of troops loyal to his family for several generations. Liu Pang was a peasant, and his army consisted of volunteers from all walks of life—farmers, merchants, scholars, ex-soldiers, and even bandits. Hang Yu had a formidable advisor named Fan Seng, who had helped Hang Yu and his father build up a semiautonomous kingdom in the south. Liu Pang had an equally ingenious advisor named Zhang Liang, who had studied the art of war with a legendary character named Huang Shigong, Hermit of the Yellow Cliffs. It was said that Huang Shigong had learned the arts of strategy and statecraft from those who could trace their lineage back to the Master of Ghost Valley.

			While Hang Yu and Liu Pang were fighting other rebels who had risen against the Qin, there was an uneasy peace between them. However, Hang Yu had always seen Liu Pang as someone who had the skill and support to challenge him in the final fight for the throne of China.

			In an attempt to wipe out Liu Pang and his main supporters, Hang Yu, following the advice of Fan Seng, invited his rival and his generals to a banquet of reconciliation. In Chinese history, this event was known as the Banquet of the Hall of Heroes.

			At that time, Liu Pang’s strength was no match for Hang Yu’s. If he did not accept the invitation, he would be seen as an unworthy leader and would lose popular support. If he attended, there was the risk of falling into a trap. Zhang Liang advised his lord to attend but arranged an escape route in case there was danger.

			When Liu Pang arrived on the night of the banquet, he found Hang Yu already sitting in the seat of the host. Taking Zhang Liang’s advice, Liu Pang made a deep bow to Hang Yu, acknowledging him as the leader of the uprising against the Qin. Once seated, Liu Pang noticed that Hang Yu was surrounded by his best warriors. Fan Seng was also present sitting behind his lord. After several rounds of toasts, Hang Yu rose from his seat, unsheathed his sword, and proceeded to demonstrate his martial prowess in sword play. Fan Seng had advised Hang Yu to use the sword demonstration to assassinate Liu Pang. However, as the sword descended on Liu Pang, one of Liu Pang’s retainers swiftly drew his sword and blocked the strike. Zhang Liang had anticipated Fan Seng’s plot and had placed the loyal retainer in a position to defend his lord. But, unknown to everyone, including Fan Seng, Hang Yu did not wish to kill Liu Pang because he did not want to win the throne in a cowardly way. If Hang Yu had wanted to kill Liu Pang, the retainer’s block would not have saved his lord. Hang Yu was one of the best swordsmen of his time.

			After Hang Yu had sheathed his sword and returned to his seat, he praised the courage of the retainer, and expressed an apology to Liu Pang. His sword play was not intended to harm his guest; it was a way to meet heroes from Liu Pang’s band. Standing behind his lord, Fan Seng was fuming; he had not expected Hang Yu to change the course of their plan. All this was noticed by Zhang Liang. His lord had narrowly escaped, but there was no guarantee of safety as long as they remained in the banquet hall.

			After several more rounds of drinking, Liu Pang appeared to be sick. Deftly, Zhang Liang had passed an herbal pill to his lord that would make him vomit. Liu Pang soiled his clothing and asked to be excused to change into a clean robe. Once out of the banquet hall, Liu Pang and Zhang Liang mounted swift horses and took a circuitous route away from the ambush. The rest of Liu Pang’s retainers formed a rear guard and were prepared to fight to the death to give their lord time to escape.

			When Liu Pang and Zhang Liang did not return to the banquet, Hang Yu knew he had been fooled. His followers took up weapons and tried to pursue Liu Pang. Standing in their way was the loyal retainer who had blocked Hang Yu’s sword as well as several of Liu Pang’s warriors. When both sides were about to engage, a fighter with an intimidating presence entered the banquet hall. His name was Han Xun (see chapter 25), who had been recruited by Zhang Liang to stand as rear guard if they needed to escape.

			Hang Yu was already hesitant about slaying loyal men, but when Han Xun appeared, even Fan Seng knew a fight would be disastrous for Hang Yu. Han Xun was so good with a sword that he could actually kill Hang Yu in single combat. Both sides reluctantly sheathed their weapons. Han Xun and Liu Pang’s warriors left the banquet hall and joined their lord.

			When Liu Pang was safe from pursuit, he expressed the concern that he would be considered a coward after running away from Hang Yu. His advisor Zhang Liang then made the famous statement—“when all else fails, the best strategy is to run.” If Liu Pang had stayed to fight his way out, he could have been killed. Better run and live to fight another day.

			Fan Seng’s plot to kill Liu Pang was foiled by Zhang Liang’s counterstrategy and meticulous escape plan. After Liu Pang’s escape, Fan Seng admitted that he did not expect Liu Pang to run. Indeed, Liu Pang appeared cowardly, but Hang Yu’s pride prevented him from assassinating Liu Pang. Liu Pang, on the other hand, learned the valuable lesson of not being ashamed of running from a fight. His pride was wounded, but he lived to fight another day. Liu Pang eventually defeated Hang Yu and became the founder of the Han dynasty.

			USING THIS STRATEGY

			Running sounds easy, but psychologically it is difficult for many people. The key to the strategy of running is swallowing your pride so that you will live to fight another day. When the odds are too great against you, it is not shameful to run.

			Liu Pang’s decision to run was first seen as a cowardly act, and cowardice did not make a good emperor. However, as events unfolded, the decision to run from the banquet was lauded as one of the best decisions Liu Pang had ever made in his attempt to take the throne. Thus, the strategy of running away must be seen in perspective. Face temporary criticism and shame, escape from a dire situation, and regroup to win a future victory.

			The strategy of running should not be used unless it is absolutely necessary. If you run too often, you will lose trust and respect among your followers. If you stubbornly stand to fight, you may lose your life. So, when to run, and when to make a stand? At the banquet of the Hall of Heroes, Liu Pang had no choice but to run. If he didn’t run he would be handing the throne to Hang Yu. Running gave him a chance to rebuild and return to face Hang Yu another day.

			The strategy of running should always be a last resort, never the first choice.

		

	
		
			The Balance of Virtue and Gain

			NOW THAT YOU HAVE BEEN INTRODUCED TO THE THIRTY-SIX strategies, and have read the historical background and my guide to using them, it is time to reflect on the place of virtue in strategic thought and action.

			Strategy, tactics, and logistics are tools that allow us to plan and act to achieve ends. For the great strategists of China, virtue is as important as a strategy’s success. Sunzi, Sun Bin, Zhuge Liang, and other prominent strategists of ancient China saw virtue closely interwoven with the strategic process.

			Sunzi once said that the best way to win a war is not to have one in the first place. If war did break out, the goal is to end the conflict as soon as possible, so that the social and economic structures, and people’s livelihood, would not be severely disrupted. Prolonging a war for personal political and economic gain was never a part of Sunzi’s agenda. Sun Bin himself was the victim of political intrigues, and fully understood the danger of strategy without virtue. Zhuge Liang always balanced gain against virtue. A detailed reading of the historical incidents that highlight the thirty-six strategies will reveal that virtues like integrity, honor, selflessness, and the intention to end conflict quickly are emphasized. Those who used strategy for unscrupulous gains that resulted in prolonging suffering all met with violent ends themselves.

			The balance of virtue and gain can be described in three ways—leaning toward gain, equal balance of virtue and gain, and leaning toward virtue.

			When we tip the balance toward gain, the success of a mission or project far outweighs virtuous considerations. The ends are worth the means. We are willing to harm others for personal gain. In the historical examples associated with the thirty-six strategies, those who used strategies for harm and to promote self-gratification did not live long to see the fruits of their success. Wang Meng, the minister who usurped the Han emperor through treachery, Qin ministers Zhao Gao and Li Shi, who plotted to turn two princes against each other, Liu Pang’s wife who murdered Han Xun, a hero who had helped her husband establish his dynasty—these are examples where virtue was sacrificed for gain. In the end, the gain was short-lived, and all these perpetrators not only died violent deaths but were considered villains in Chinese history.

			When we strike a balance between virtue and gain, we are taking a stance that some means are worth using to attain the greater good at the end. In the historical examples associated with the thirty-six strategies, General Shi and Minister Zhuge Liang both deceived their lords to accomplish a greater good—defeating an invader and building the foundation for a kingdom that promotes benevolence. The conversation between Liu Bei and Zhuge Liang in “taking the opportunity to steal a goat” (chapter 12) is literally a dialogue on balancing virtue (Liu Bei) and gain (Zhuge Liang). Zi Gong fomented intrigues against hostile neighboring states in order to save his homeland. In each of these cases, the strategic means were worth the ends of saving a country from invasion or preventing an incompetent or unethical leader from ruling.

			When we tip the balance toward virtue, it means that virtue should not be compromised to attain any advantage. In a dire situation, sacrifice yourself, but not others. Gongsun Wu sacrificed his life to save his lord’s heir—the orphan of Zhao. Ching Ying sacrificed his son and then atoned for his actions by taking his own life. Huang Gai, the naval general of the kingdom of Wu, willingly suffered injury to save his homeland from being conquered. In these cases, virtue was not compromised at all. In fact, virtue guided the plan of actions taken by these courageous characters.

			There are also circumstances in which the balance of virtue and gain were not an issue. When Zhuge Liang instructed his successor to deceive Sima Yi in order to make an orderly retreat, and when a commander drew the attention of the opponent toward the east and attacked in another direction, these are strategies of expediency where virtue was neither compromised nor favored.

			A great strategist is someone who sees virtue as a factor in forming and implementing strategies. Virtue also determines which project, mission, or campaign to choose: If the intention and the results are not virtuous, the mission would not reach the planning stage. If virtue would need to be sacrificed after the information is analyzed and risk and gain are determined, the strategies would be reformulated until an acceptable balance of virtue and gain is reached. Finally, if virtue is severely compromised during any stage of the execution of the strategy, the strategy would need to be revised until a balance of virtue and gain is recovered.

			Today, virtue is rarely a factor in political, economic, and financial decisions. Sadly, those who use the strategies of Sunzi, Sun Bin, and Zhuge Liang do not see these great strategists as champions of honor, integrity, and selflessness. Many political, social, business, and even community leaders today openly reject the place of virtue in the strategic process, and argue that success is worth any means, ethical or not. In my own work as a strategy consultant, virtue determines which projects I choose to advise. Virtue is also a factor when I design and help execute each stage of the recommended strategy.
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