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    Important Notice

    This book is an educational and historical guide to a traditional collection of Chinese strategic proverbs. It is not legal, financial, medical, mental-health or professional advice. Some stories retold here come from chronicles, some from later tradition and some from novels; each is labeled as clearly as the sources allow, and historical details can be disputed. Modern examples are illustrative inventions unless stated otherwise and describe no real person. The author does not encourage deceiving, manipulating or coercing anyone, especially family members, friends, employees, customers or anyone else who trusts you; deception, fraud and coercion can be harmful and illegal. If you are in immediate danger, call 911. If someone controls, threatens or frightens you, the National Domestic Violence Hotline is available at 1-800-799-7233. If you are thinking about harming yourself or are in emotional crisis, call or text 988 (the 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline, United States). If you suspect fraud, contact your bank and local police and check the current reporting process of the Federal Trade Commission. This book supports your own judgment and never replaces professional advice.

  Before the First Stratagem

In the year 498 AD, an old general named Wang Jingze rose in revolt against the court of the Southern Qi dynasty. The campaign was short and went badly for him. But while his army was still marching on the capital, word reached him that the young crown prince, Xiao Baojuan, had panicked and was making ready to run.

Wang Jingze answered with a sneer. Of old Lord Tan's thirty-six plans, he is recorded as saying, running away was the best one, and the prince and his father had better start running. The line sits near the end of his biography in the Book of Southern Qi, the official history of the dynasty.

That jab is the earliest known appearance of the phrase "thirty-six plans" in the form that later became famous. The "Lord Tan" he mocked was Tan Daoji, a general of the previous dynasty who had been dead for more than sixty years. Tan was remembered for a clever retreat, and the joke only works if the listener already knows the story. You will meet it in Chapter 14, where it belongs.

Why Thirty-Six

Nobody tells us what Wang Jingze meant by the number. The most likely reading is that thirty-six was a figure of speech for "a great many." One common explanation points to the I Ching, the ancient Chinese book of divination, in which six is a number tied to yin, the dark and hidden side of things. Six times six is thirty-six: a great many hidden plans. Treat that as a plausible reading, not a settled fact.

Whatever the origin, the number stuck. Over the following centuries "thirty-six plans" became a handy way to say "every trick in the book." The familiar list of exactly thirty-six named stratagems came later.

An Anonymous List That Surfaced Late

Here is what makes the collection unusual. Nobody has put a name to the author of the familiar list. Nobody can say when it took its present form, only that it is later than most of the stories it cites. A hand-copied manuscript was reportedly found in Shaanxi province and printed by a local publisher in 1941 as a "secret" book of military methods, with no author's name on it. For years it drew little notice. It reached a wide audience only after a 1961 newspaper article, followed by annotated editions and, in time, translations into many languages.

Keep that in mind when anyone tells you the thirty-six stratagems are "two thousand years old." The stories behind them are old. Many come from chronicles written before the Common Era. The list, in the form you can buy today, is a later gathering of proverbs, and its early history is murky.

It is also a list of proverbs, not a treatise. Each stratagem is a short phrase of three or four Chinese characters, the kind a Chinese reader might use the way an English speaker says "burn your bridges" or "move the goalposts." The traditional text adds a brief comment to each, but there is no running argument and no author explaining how the pieces fit together. That is exactly why a guide like this one is useful. The phrases are memorable, but they are compressed. The stories and the examples unpack them.

Not the Art of War

Many readers assume the thirty-six stratagems come from the Art of War. They do not. The Art of War is a separate and much earlier work, traditionally credited to a strategist called Sun Tzu, who is said to have lived around the sixth century BC. Most scholars think the text took shape somewhat later than that, so even its date is debated. It has thirteen chapters of general principles about war, planning, terrain, timing and the cost of fighting.

The two collections are related the way two branches of one tradition are related. Both prize preparation, surprise and the idea that the best victory is the one you win before the fighting starts. But the stratagems are not by Sun Tzu, and several of the stories they rest on happened long after him. Another strategist, Sun Bin, lived roughly a century and a half later, and his story will turn up in Chapters 3, 6 and 11. He is a different person from Sun Tzu, with a separate book.

Here is a simple way to hold the difference. The Art of War gives you principles. The thirty-six stratagems give you named moves, each with a story you can retell in a sentence. This book stays with the moves. When the Art of War appears again, it will be in my own words and only where it helps.

The Six Groups

Traditionally the thirty-six are sorted into six groups of six. The groups are labels, not laws, and different translators name them differently. This book uses the names below. If another book on your shelf calls the fifth group "Combined" or "Proximate," or gives the last group a gloomier name, it is the same set of moves.

	Winning stratagems (1-6), for when you hold the stronger position. These are Chapters 3 and 4.
	Enemy-dealing stratagems (7-12), for confronting a rival. Chapters 5 and 6.
	Attack stratagems (13-18), for going after a target. Chapters 7 and 8.
	Chaos stratagems (19-24), for confused, fast-moving situations. Chapters 9 and 10.
	Gaining-ground stratagems (25-30), for working inside a shared setting. Chapters 11 and 12.
	Desperate stratagems (31-36), for the weaker side. Chapters 13 and 14.


Each chapter takes three stratagems, so every chapter is a small, complete walk through half a group. You can read straight through or jump to the one you need. The numbers always follow the traditional order, and the Quick Reference at the back puts all thirty-six on a few pages.

What "Stratagem" Does and Does Not Mean

The word suggests trickery, and some of the thirty-six are exactly that. But look at the list as a whole and a different picture appears. Several stratagems are about patience: wait for the other side to tire, watch a quarrel from a safe distance, let a pushy rival overreach. Some are about timing and position, such as choosing where to stand before a contest begins. Some are about attention, like finding the one person who can actually say yes. And the last, the famous thirty-sixth, is simply about leaving well.

That mix is why the collection has lasted. Several phrases survive today as everyday sayings in Chinese, used by people who have never read a military text. You will find your own versions of them in meetings, in sales calls, on playing fields and at family tables. What changes between a villain and a sensible planner is not the move but the person it is aimed at and whether they would still trust you if they saw it.

How to Read This Book

Read in order the first time. The two tools in Chapters 1 and 2 are used throughout, and the groups build from the position of strength (Chapters 3 and 4) down to the position of weakness (Chapters 13 and 14). Each stratagem section stands on its own, so later you can open the book to any number and get a complete answer in about five minutes.

Each chapter ends with one reflection question in a short boxed line. Take it seriously. These stories land hardest when you tie them to a real moment, and a two-line answer in a notebook does more than a page of highlighting. If you have no notebook, the margin of this book will do.

How Each Stratagem Is Handled

Every stratagem gets its own short section with its number and an English name. The English names are my own wordings, not copied from any published translation, and Chinese phrases are written once, in the stratagem's own section, in characters and plain pinyin without tone marks.

Each section does the same few jobs in a different order. It gives you the phrase and its meaning. It tells the story behind it. It states the principle in plain words. It shows a modern example, and it tells you how to recognize the move when it is aimed at you and how to answer it calmly. Where a principle has an honest use, such as preparation, patience or a graceful exit, the section says so.

Chronicle, Tradition and Novel

Not every story in this book is equally solid, and you deserve to know which is which. I use three labels.

A chronicle story comes from an early history, such as the Records of the Grand Historian or the Zuo Zhuan, a very old record of events in the Spring and Autumn period. Even chronicles have their own slants and gaps, but they are the best evidence we have.

A later tradition is a story that appears in sources written long after the event. It may be true, partly true or merely handy, and I will say so.

A novel story comes from Romance of the Three Kingdoms, a fourteenth-century historical novel about the end of the Han dynasty. Many of the most famous tales in the collection, with their ruses and borrowed arrows, are fiction. They are good stories and I will tell some of them, but I will always flag them.

Whenever a legend is shaky, I will say "legend," "tradition" or "novel" in the same sentence. Dates use BC and AD, with "about" or "traditionally" where the sources disagree.

Modern Examples Are Illustrative

The modern examples in each section are invented illustrations, not reports about real people. When I write "imagine" or "picture," the scene is made up. The people in them get first names only, and no name is used twice in the book. When a real modern example appears, it is verified, neutral and brief. The book names no real company, product or brand, because the pattern matters more than the label.

Two Tools Coming Next

The book also gives you two practical tools. Chapter 1 sets out an ethical test for when these ideas may be used at all and when they must be left alone. Chapter 2 teaches a short method for noticing a stratagem aimed at you and answering it calmly. Read both before the stratagems. They are short, and they are what turn a pile of old tricks into something safe to carry around.

One calm note before we begin. This book is for understanding, preparation and defense. It is not deception training, and it does not teach you to manipulate or coerce anyone, least of all people who trust you. If you are in danger right now, call 911. If someone controls, threatens or frightens you, the National Domestic Violence Hotline is available at 1-800-799-7233. If you are in emotional crisis or thinking about harming yourself, call or text 988 in the United States. Chapter 2 and the Quick Reference carry the fuller list.

Now take a minute with the title of the book you are holding. These thirty-six moves are old, but the situations are familiar. You have probably been on the receiving end of more of them than you realize.

Try this: Before you turn the page, jot down one recent moment when you felt maneuvered, in a deal, a meeting, a vote or an argument. Two lines are enough: what happened, and what you wish you had said.
Chapter 1: Strategy With a Conscience

Priya has been circling the same stall in a street market for ten minutes. She wants the hand-woven basket, and the seller wants twice what she is willing to pay. She sighs, thanks him, and starts to walk away. Three steps later he calls her back, and the price drops by a third.

Nobody at that stall was wronged. The seller knew she might walk. She knew he might call her back. Both of them were playing a game whose rules everyone in the market understands, and both would shrug about it over dinner.

Now move the same gesture to a kitchen table. Tomas and his sister Ines are arguing over what to do with their late father's house. Tomas wants to sell. When Ines hesitates, he pushes back his chair and says, quietly, "Fine. I'm done. You won't see me at the holidays." He does not mean it. He means to make her feel the cost of saying no.

It is the same move: the pretended exit that forces the other person to chase. At the market it is fair play. At the kitchen table it is a small betrayal, and the damage will last longer than the argument. The difference between the two scenes is the single most important idea in this book.

The Daylight Test

Before you use any idea from the thirty-six stratagems, ask one question. Would I be comfortable if the other person could see exactly what I am doing and why, and would it still stand if they found out later?

Call it the Daylight Test. It has two halves, and both must pass.

The first half is about the moment: could you do this with the other person watching your face? Priya's walk-away passes. The seller could see it happening and would have done the same. Tomas's does not. If Ines watched him run the line in his head beforehand, she would feel sick.

The second half is about the aftermath: if they learn the whole story next month, does the result still stand? A price that was bargained down in public survives a conversation afterward. A decision pried out of a grieving sister by a fake threat does not. She will remember, and she will be right.

Here is the rule of thumb: a move you could not explain to the person it is aimed at, without losing their trust, is not strategy. It is a debt you have not paid yet.

You do not need to say your plan out loud for it to pass. A card player hides her hand, and nobody calls that dishonest. The test asks whether the other person would feel cheated by the kind of thing you are doing, given what they agreed to when they sat down.

Four Quick Rulings

The test is easiest to learn on small cases. Try these.

	You keep your deadline to yourself while negotiating. Passes. That is privacy, and the other side is doing the same.
	You tell a buyer you have another offer when you do not. Fails the first half. You are stating something false, and you could not say it with the truth showing on your face.
	A coach rests her best players in a meaningless game so that rivals cannot study them. Passes. It is an open contest, and every coach knows the habit.
	You let a colleague "accidentally" overhear something untrue about a rival before a vote. Fails both halves. It would not survive the discovery, and the rival never agreed to a game of rumors.


If you find yourself arguing that a move "technically" passes, that is usually your answer.

Where Stratagems Belong

Stratagems belong in contests where everyone at the table knows that concealment, bluffing and timing are part of the game. Think of sport, competitive bidding, formal negotiation between parties who both have advisers, and the open market. In these settings, holding back your real position is expected, and so is testing the other side's.

They also belong in your own defense. Studying how pressure works lets you notice it when someone aims it at you, whether it is a sales floor, a contract negotiation or a committee that seems to have decided already. This is the use the book cares about most, and it is why Chapter 2 gives you a method for it.

Where They Never Belong

They do not belong in marriages, partnerships and friendships. They do not belong in parenting, or in the way you deal with your employees, your customers or anyone who trusts you to deal straight with them. And they certainly do not belong with vulnerable people: someone who is grieving, ill, lonely, old, in debt, or simply new and unsure.

The reason is not that these relationships are sacred in some mystical way. It is that trust is the whole point of them. A marriage in which one partner is quietly managing the other is no longer a marriage in the sense that matters. A customer who can be steered by a trick will leave the first time he works it out, and tell his friends.

If you notice yourself reaching for a stratagem with someone close to you, take it as a sign that something else has gone wrong: a conversation you
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Why Studying Deception Helps



"Isn't This Manipulation With a History Lesson?"





Reflection: Which relationship in your life is a no-stratagems zone, and what plain request have you been avoiding making there?
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