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Vale Matt McPherson

Bro, the music ended way too early.
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To Emily Gweneth

One of many steadfast, courageous warriors upholding justice and safety.
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THE ART OF WAR: A PERSONAL JOURNEY
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My interest in The Art of War was no accident. After encountering some of its maxims in James Clavell's novels, I hunted down a copy. This was before the internet and instant gratification, finding it took real effort.

Reading it for the first time was unforgettable. I experienced a jumble of emotions: excitement, disappointment, frustration, shock, horror, joy, and misery. The writing felt different from anything I had experienced. Some parts stood out immediately, while others felt like trying to crack a secret code. I remember thinking, "This is too difficult. Maybe it's not for me." But enough maxims resonated to keep me engaged, reading, and thinking.

Instead of gaining instant strategic knowledge that would make me invincible, I found myself stranded, wondering if the book was written in ancient code meant only for the highly intellectual. Fear crept in. Was this book not for me? Frustration built as I worked through each chapter.

Eventually, small successes accumulated, rewarding my persistence. Now, decades later, I look back in amazement. I have achieved far more than I ever imagined possible. The time and effort I invested paid off many times over.

But here is the thing: that frustration stuck with me. It is why I now write books to help others crack that code and shorten their learning curve. I wish I had had these learning aids when I was struggling through those first years.

A Philosophy, Not a Manual

The Art of War is not a dusty war manual from long ago; it is a living philosophy. Supreme excellence lies in imposing your will on adversaries without fighting, managing their resistance by thwarting their plans and disrupting their forces while avoiding direct conflict or costly sieges. True mastery is found in subduing adversaries through strategy, not battle.

Sun Tzu was a person speaking with other people about people. And people have not changed since his time. We still deal with the same old sins and break the same old rules.

One idea hit me like a ton of bricks: Sun Tzu's concept of "combined energy", picking the perfect person for each job. 

Applying this concept to ideas, tactics, books, advantages and yes, especially maxims. It is like creating a superpower. I realized I had been doing this without even knowing it.

Instead of viewing The Art of War as a military manual, see it as a philosophy on conflict management. The ideas work everywhere, not just in war and battle zones. Mix strong feelings with clear goals and you have got rocket fuel for success. When you start combining different ideas from the book, real magic happens.

Why This Book Grows With You

The Art of War is packed with wisdom on making smart choices, planning strategically, and maintaining character. The cool part? As you grow, the book grows with you. You will keep finding new nuggets of wisdom.

Walls and roofs alone do not make a home or a factory. What is inside defines them. Minds follow this rule. Untrained, they bring risk. Trained, even in part, they make a difference.

Many misunderstand Sun Tzu, believing he solely emphasizes psychological warfare. In truth, his focus is broader. Conflict begins and ends in the mind, making mental clarity and strategy essential for resolving it. The solutions, like the conflicts themselves, are rooted in thought and perception, not just manipulation or tactics.

The ancient general was pragmatic. He understood that eventually, everyone crosses paths with someone who only wants to fight and cause trouble. With these people, there is no way to avoid fighting, so everyone must prepare. Fighting is not banned, it is the last resort to protect yourself, those you love, and what you have achieved. When you see it this way, the book becomes supremely logical and useful.

More Than a Book

The Art of War is more than a book; it is a journey that unfolds new layers with each read. Like a home taking shape from its daily use, the true value emerges from your interaction with it. It might sit as a simple coaster, or it could rise as a guiding mentor, continually evolving and imparting wisdom well beyond the initial read.

The book covers making good decisions, superior planning, and why leadership and character matters. As you learn more about success, the maxims grow and reveal previously unseen knowledge. You will never outgrow it.

That is the promise and the challenge. But I am here to help you through it, just as I wish someone had helped me all those years ago.

Best wishes

Doug
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SunTzuDo: Ancient Wisdom for Modern Life

SunTzuDo applies Sun Tzu's ancient wisdom to everyday conflict. It is not about military tactics; it is a Conflict Management System for personal and civilian challenges. At its core, SunTzuDo teaches a calculated approach to minimize harm and address conflicts thoughtfully, emphasizing careful planning and execution.

The Reality of Conflict

Conflict is inevitable, but it can be managed wisely. Sun Tzu, the ancient Chinese strategist, was neither a pacifist nor a warmonger. He understood that some adversaries thrive on confrontation, making certain fights unavoidable. His belief was simple: the best outcomes are achieved strategically, with the least destruction and the shortest duration.

His perspective on conflict is profound yet straightforward. It revolves around "imposing will", the clever combatant imposes their will on the adversary but does not allow the adversary's will to be imposed on them. This "imposition of will" is the inborn human drive to influence the world around us, beginning at birth and continuing until our last breath. This principle explains why conflict is central to human history.

The Art of War captures the essence of this struggle, highlighting the binary nature of confrontation: offering rewards to draw an adversary closer, or dealing damage to repel them. It is about choosing when to seek peace or deliver blows, simple in theory but difficult in practice.

From Battlefield to Daily Life

The Art of War was written for military officers, yet its principles adapt beautifully to civilian life. Translating Sun Tzu's ideas from the battlefield to daily struggles means simplifying complex military jargon while retaining the strategic depth of his philosophy.

At the heart of Sun Tzu's approach is a crucial insight: all conflict is psychological. Every battle begins and ends in the mind. Every loss is emotional. Therefore, mastering conflict means first mastering the mind. Victory and defeat are often decided in the decisions made before any action takes place.

SunTzuDo offers a strategic method for navigating even unavoidable confrontations. It is not just about winning; it is about winning smart. All behaviors, from averting confrontation to confronting someone directly, are components of a larger psychological chess game. Anticipation is crucial. Think ahead, assess your opponent's likely moves, and adjust strategy accordingly. The focus is always on efficiency: minimizing damage and getting through conflict with as few scars as possible.

The Five Levels of Conflict Management

SunTzuDo operates on five levels, each offering a different approach to dealing with challenges:

1. Managing Resistance Without Fighting: This is the highest form of indirect strategy. It addresses the root of conflict, not the symptoms, resolving issues before confrontation becomes necessary.

2. Baulking the Enemy's Plans: This level focuses on frustrating an adversary's intentions, making the conflict too costly or difficult to continue.

3. Preventing the Junction of Enemy Forces: The art of the wedge to isolate adversaries by thwarting reinforcements or alliances.

4. Attacking the Enemy's Army in the Field: Direct, open confrontation happens here, but it is still measured. Engage only when victory is certain and their defeat is unavoidable.

5. Avoiding Besieging Walled Cities That Can Be Resupplied: This final, least desirable level involves exhausting, drawn-out struggles, pointless battles that drag on with little hope of victory.

In daily life, you can see these levels in how we manage conflict. The highest level, managing resistance without fighting, is most desirable. It means solving problems at their core and avoiding unnecessary struggles. The lowest level speaks to situations where procrastination, denial, or hope that a problem will simply vanish leads to prolonged, unresolved conflict.

As Mark Twain noted, "Never argue with an idiot. They will drag you to their level and beat you with experience." Avoid engaging closed minds, bloated egos, and fools in futile disputes that lead nowhere.

Mastering Decision-Making

At the core of SunTzuDo is the mastery of decision-making and the creation of reliable, trusted decision-making processes. Every day, we make countless small decisions that add up to form a system, habits and processes, a series of thoughts that become decisions. Those who succeed in life do so because they have honed their decision-making processes over time. Their choices are intentional, backed by experience, and directed toward clear goals.

Sun Tzu stressed the value of information in decision-making. What was once a slow trickle has become a deluge. The skill now is separating the useful from the flood. Without control of data, control of the five elements is impossible. Knowledge lets you outmaneuver opponents, whether people or obstacles like time and inexperience. Without reliable information, decisions have inbuilt self-destruct mechanisms. Without decisions, life and conflict slip beyond your control.

Direct and Indirect Strategies

When making decisions, "Direct and Indirect" strategies come into play. Direct actions involve confronting problems head-on, while indirect methods involve finding alternative routes, controlling, or influencing situations. Controlling situations is the embodiment of being formless. No one knows you are in control, so the adversary does not know the threat you pose. They will not know how to counter your actions.

Both are essential, depending on the situation. Similarly, "orthodox and unorthodox" and "expected and unexpected" define routine versus innovative approaches. The orthodox is safe but predictable, while the unorthodox involves creativity and thinking outside the box.

Understanding Forces

SunTzuDo teaches us to recognize and influence the forces in any situation. It is not always about numbers or strength, sometimes the smallest details tip the balance. Understanding the forces (natural or created) in a situation allows you to increase or decrease the motivating factors, changing the course of events and outcomes.

This idea aligns with the Taoist philosophy prevalent during Sun Tzu's time. Taoism focuses on harmony with nature and emphasizes virtues like humility, simplicity, and effortless action.

Start From Within

While some people externalize Sun Tzu's wisdom, SunTzuDo starts from within. You cannot control external forces unless you first control yourself. Knowing yourself is the first step to understanding others. This is a recurring theme throughout history.

The Greek philosopher Aristotle said, "Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom." Chinese legend and famous general Zhuge Liang stated, "First organize the inner, then organize the outer. First organize the great, then organize the small. First organize yourself and then organize others." Miyamoto Musashi wrote in The Book of Five Rings, "If you wish to control others you must first control yourself... Today is victory over yourself of yesterday; tomorrow is your victory over lesser men." SunTzuDo transforms this into action: conquer your former self today. Control any situation tomorrow.

All legendary philosophers and military leaders stressed this truth: if you wish to control others, you must first control yourself.

The Safety Principle

Sun Tzu emphasized that safety is paramount. The skillful fighter positions themselves where defeat is impossible and waits for the right moment to strike. Understanding the adversary is key: securing ourselves against defeat lies within our control, but the chance to defeat the opponent is offered by the opponent themselves.

Sun Tzu wrote: "If you know the adversary and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles." It is not about winning or losing; it is about timing and safety.

This insight highlights the importance of understanding both yourself and your adversary. If you possess knowledge of both, you are equipped to succeed in any battle, as you can predict and counter your opponent's moves. Knowing only yourself limits your ability to fully anticipate the adversary, leading to an unpredictable mix of victories and losses. Ignorance of both ensures defeat, you are left vulnerable and unprepared for any challenge that arises.

The core lesson: thorough knowledge of both sides is key to achieving consistent success.

Self-Awareness and Perspective

True wisdom lies in self-awareness. As Bruce Lee noted, self-knowledge is gained through relationships with others. Every interaction reveals something about us. We define ourselves not just by what we say but by how we respond to others. As Wayne Dyer pointed out, when we judge others, we project our own insecurities and shortcomings.

SunTzuDo teaches that all conflict must first be viewed through the lens of self-awareness and perspective. What seems important today may be trivial tomorrow. SunTzuDo is not just about solo introspection, it is about understanding ourselves and how we relate to others. True wisdom comes from knowing ourselves, our relationships, and our place in the world, enabling us to unlock our true potential and find fulfillment.

A Way of Life

In the end, SunTzuDo is not just about war or conflict. It is a philosophy, way of life, a system for making better decisions, of controlling situations. It is about creating effective strategies based on trusted systems and efficient processes to manage the challenges we face, drawing on both ancient wisdom and modern insights.

It teaches us that to win, we do not always need to fight. Instead, we need to think deeply, plan intelligently, and act with clear and precise purpose.
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"Everything is text," wrote one philosopher. How we read (see) reality, what meanings we grasp, determines our ability to interact with it.

Knowledge is the precursor to understanding. There are two perspectives on understanding: engaging with the meanings of activity and meaning-making. The first is associated with immersion in the world of meanings of others. The second is the search for new meaning.

To comprehend means to assimilate meaning, i.e., to make it one's own. Knowledge, on the other hand, is to recognize. This is precisely what the ronin Oishi, in the film "47 Ronin," says when he rips open the belly of the samurai master who committed ritual suicide by seppuku:

See how brave my master was!

An unknown scholar of Gadamer's work proposed 12 levels of understanding text (essentially, reality).

The first, initial level of understanding is determining what a text is and whether it is a text at all.

The second level of understanding relates to language and its recognition. Of the thousands of living and dead languages, only one is native to us, but even this we sometimes don't immediately recognize if the text is overloaded with symbols, borrowed words, overcomplicated and overloaded, or simply encrypted in an unfamiliar jargon. Having discovered, for example, Chinese writing or Sumerian cuneiform, we stop at this level of understanding and don't even try to advance, leaving the battlefield and understanding to specialists or native speakers of these puzzles. That is, if the text is incomprehensible to us, we won't go beyond this level.

At the third level, we recognize the structure, if not of the entire text, then at least of each sentence. If we go further, we need to recognize what kind of text it is.

The fourth level of understanding is the last before actually reading the text. At this level, we look for numbers, dates, names, place names, and other text markers that are readily available for reading.

The fifth level is the search for cognates. Cognate hunting is usually the most exciting undertaking: it's full of errors and misrepresentations. "Cristi corpus," for example, might not refer to the body of Christ, but to a "roasted corpse," something from rock culture. Essentially, for every cognate, there's a false cognate.

At the sixth level, we identify elements in the context of a given text that might be interpreted differently from their actual meaning.

At the seventh level, we achieve an understanding of the content. If we have a goal, we grasp the content even with a cursory reading, this is why scholars read so prolifically and productively: they can read purposefully and don't bother with the logic of the author's thinking (unlike philosophers and mathematicians), much less stylistics. To one degree or another, all scholars are morphologists, who value only the content of a text.

At the eighth level, we approach meaning. This is perhaps the most powerful and, undoubtedly, the most important level. Reading a landscape as a text, a historian discerns historical meanings, a geologist discerns geological meanings, an artist discerns artistic meanings, and a military man sees a topographic map with troop deployments.

The ninth level synthesizes understanding of meaning and content to an understanding of the significance and status of the text. All teachers strive to achieve the ninth level, no matter what they teach. Their understanding is the level of literal and verbatim understanding. No matter how much teachers proclaim about students' freedom of thought and understanding, they secretly and overtly impose their own understanding as the only and totally correct one.

At the tenth level, reading ends with an understanding of what lies between the lines. At this level, we usually stop, reaching the author's level and comparing ourselves to them, which causes many authors to complain about the vulgarity of readerly understanding. But it is at this level, according to Collingwood, that the text itself emerges. And by becoming equal to the author, reaching their heights or depths, we have the only chance to enter the eleventh level of understanding, the level of textual interpretation.

Textual interpretation is the understanding and expression of what the author did not say, could not say, or left unsaid. Interpretation is the part of the text left unsaid by the author. A relevant interpretation allows us to express a new meaning in the text.

The final, twelfth level of understanding is an understanding of the possibilities and limits of one's own understanding, as well as the directions of one's own misunderstanding. This is a developing
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