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			Sun Tzu

			Chinese general, strategist and philosopher

			
					Born in the sixth century BC.

					Died in the fifth century BC.

					His work:	The Art of War (sixth century BC.), treatise on military strategy




			

			The biography of Sun Tzu (also known as Sun Zi and Sun Wu, his name really meaning ‘Master Sun’) is incomplete and subject to inaccuracies, as the only information we have on him is from documents that date from several centuries after his death. According to tradition, this general from the state of Qi (North of the current province of Shandong, China) lived in the sixth century BC, during the Spring and Autumn period (or Chunqiu period, 722-481 BC). The circulation of The Art of War led King Helu of the Wu state (current province of Zhejiang) to show an interest in him. After putting him to the test to assess his expertise, he named him general of his armies.

		


		
			The Art of War

			The oldest known treatise on military strategy

			
					Genre: treatise on military strategy

					Reference edition: Sun Tzu. (2000) The Art of War. Trans. Giles, L. London: Allandale.

					First edition: unknown, estimated around the sixth century BC.

					Themes: war, strategy, psychology, caution, knowledge, philosophy.

			

			The Art of War by Sun Tzu is the oldest known work on military strategy. According to the author, a well-fought war should be quick and inexpensive. He also teaches the art of ensuring victory by causing the enemy to slip up or surrender, and considers psychology, trickery and espionage to be extremely important.

			This treatise had a decisive influence on military thought and, later, managerial thought (relating to business management) throughout the world. Moreover, the emphasis on the psychology of combat has been reflected in several modern battles.

		


		
			Summary

			We will present a brief synopsis of the main concepts touched upon in The Art of War, dividing them into five groups:

			
					The first describes the general structure of the work;

					The second and third present psychological recommendations (relating to understanding the enemy and the use of trickery);

					The fourth and fifth deal with tactical advice (relating to the correct management of the army and reducing risk).

			

			The work’s structure

			The work is made up of 13 chapters which cover the range of aspects of the art of war according to Sun Tzu. They are all independent from one another, and do not remotely resemble a chronological explanation of the preparatory steps for a battle. As this sequential organisation, however, is fairly weak and follows from a unique philosophy, it often happens that notions described in one chapter are repeated in the following chapters.

			Furthermore, we observe an evolution in the point of view used, passing from general to specific. Indeed, the first article is about strategic plans and the last few concern specific recommendations, relating to attacking with fire or to espionage for example. 

			Sun Tzu believes that military victory is a matter of 
calculation: “In respect of military method, we have, firstly, measurement; secondly, estimation of quantity; thirdly, calculation; fourthly, balancing of chances; fifthly, victory” (p. 14). The general who adopts this strategy is therefore the wisest, he who has taken into consideration all the variables in Sun Tzu’s inventory (topography, morale of the troops or battle circumstances, for example).

			Knowing the enemy

			One of Sun Tzu’s best known quotes is “If you know the enemy and know yourself, your victory will not stand in doubt [...]” (p. 45). As, in his opinion, the art of war lies in mastering different variables, this recommendation takes on an essential character as, among these variables, we find the general, method and the power of the enemy.

			
					Sun Tzu explains that a good general must be able to manage his troops “like a shepherd driving a flock of sheep” (p. 51). This power comes from the fairness of his leadership. The strategist then lists the psychological profiles of several generals, pointing out where this quality is lacking, indicating how they can benefit from it: “The sight of men whispering together in small knots or speaking in subdued tones points to disaffection amongst the rank and file. Too frequent rewards signify that the enemy is at the end of his resources; too many punishments betray a condition of dire distress” (p. 37).

					Method refers to the organisation of the troops, which differs from one army to the next.

					Finally, by power, he means the moral cause of a military campaign and the agreement of the subjects with their leader, on whom their involvement in the conflict is dependent.

			

			These elements must be recognised to fight in a war effectively, hence the importance of spies as highlighted by the author, who dedicates his thirteenth chapter to their role. He also notes that knowing the enemy may come not only from observation, but also from provocation: “Force him to reveal himself, so as to find out his vulnerable spots” (p. 22).

			Psychological warfare

			Putting the enemy in a difficult position is another central point in The Art of War by Sun Tzu. Throughout the text, the author insists on the importance of tricking the enemy: “[…] take a long and circuitous route, after enticing the enemy out of the way [...]” (p. 25).

			The notion of counterespionage appears in the treatise, through the recommendation of organising a leak of false information (“All warfare is based on deception. Hence, when able to attack, we must seem unable [...]”, p. 3; “[...] doing certain things openly for purposes of deception, and allowing our spies to know of them and report them to the enemy”, p. 60).

			The aim of these manoeuvres is to be able to “take advantage of the enemy’s unreadiness, make your way by unexpected routes, and attack unguarded spots” (p. 48). In his third chapter, Sun Tzu explains that it is thus better to first attack the enemy’s plans and alliances, consequently eliminating the circumstances that are favourable to their victory, before attacking their armies. “Therefore the skillful leader subdues the enemy’s troops without any fighting” (p. 9), he writes.

			After that, getting the enemy to surrender is made a priority. This can be achieved if the enemy no longer has its power: “Begin by seizing something which your opponent holds dear; then he will be amenable to your will” (p. 48). Domination is therefore not asserted by violence, but by skill and trickery, which means avoiding heavy losses of life.

			The principle of good management

			Sun Tzu tries to minimise loss of life due to an overarching principle of economy in The Art of War. He therefore recommends:

			
					Reducing the quantity of supplies needed by the army by seizing the enemy’s food supplies (“Hence a wise general makes a point of foraging on the enemy”, p. 7) and military equipment to use against them;

					Mitigating the soldiers’ tiredness by avoiding sending them on useless trips. On the other hand, he advises causing the enemy to cross the distance that separates them, counting on their being more exhausted when they arrive. He explains that “the clever combatant imposes his will on the enemy, but does not allow the enemy’s will to be imposed on him” (p.19);

					Keeping up morale among troops. “If soldiers are punished before they have grown attached to you, they will not prove submissive; and, unless submissive, then will be practically useless” (p. 38). This implies certain qualities of their general, who must act fairly and impartially towards them. The chain of command must also be solid throughout, and the general must cultivate the same qualities in all of his subordinates, as “[w]hen the common soldiers are too strong and their officers too weak, the result is insubordination” (p. 42).

			

			Finally, Sun Tzu states that a general can refuse to obey the order of a monarch, if the latter is forcing him to stray from the principle of intelligent management of his armed forces: “If fighting is sure to result in victory, then you must fight, even though the ruler forbid it; if fighting will not result in victory, then you must not fight even at the ruler’s bidding” (p. 43). 

			The principle of caution

			The principle of caution, which accompanies that of economy, states that no movement of the troops should be ordered if there is any chance that it will put the army in danger. Without the certainty of victory, Sun Tzu recommends avoiding any battle: “It is a military axiom not to advance uphill against the enemy, nor to oppose him when he comes downhill. Do not pursue an enemy who simulates flight [...]” (p. 29).

			Combat is not desirable unless a series of conditions are met in the general’s own camp and not in the enemy camp: mood (i.e. determination), mentality (i.e. lucidity), force (i.e. vitality) and circumstance (i.e. preparation). Thus, Sun Tzu affirms that “[m]aking no mistakes is what establishes the certainty of victory, for it means conquering an enemy that is already defeated. [...] Thus it is that in war the victorious strategist only seeks battle after the victory has been won” (p. 13).

			Caution also implies taking into account the enemy’s independent variables: environmental conditions and topography. Sun Tzu thus dedicates his tenth and eleventh chapters to the configuration of the terrain, which he categorises in nine types, each with different characteristics that are favourable to attack or defence.

		


		
			Different perspectives

			An ambiguous status

			There is some doubt as to the exact status of The Art of War, considered by some to be an original document and by some to be an indirect account of Sun Tzu’s teachings. Even the latter’s existence is questioned by some critics, who attribute this treatise to Sun Bin, a strategist from the fourth century BC, whose life is better-documented. Although this hypothesis has now been dismissed by contemporary researchers, Sun Tzu’s exact identity remains uncertain.

			The matter of the treatise’s real author remains complex. Every chapter begins with the phrase ‘Sun Tzu said’, which could lead us to believe that it was written by a third party. However, a large amount of the text is written in the first person singular. Moreover, the expert tone leads us to suspect that these remarks are not the work of a mere scribe, but of a true strategist. A good example of this is this bold statement relating to the importance of preparation: “It is by attention to this point that I can foresee who is likely to win or lose” (p. 4).

			Reception and posterity

			Sun Tzu’s treatise was soon circulated and talked about across China. It gained considerable recognition in the eleventh century AD, when Emperor Shenzong (1048-1085) decreed that it was a ‘military classic’, along with six other texts. These seven classics were then used to teach all the officers of the Empire and, out of all of them, The Art of War was considered the most
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