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China has a long and complex history originating in the Neolithic Period (5500-3000 BCE). Since Chinese culture was far from static, a good understanding of Sun Tzu can be achieved only when an effort is made to learn something about Chinese warfare and politics. Historical accounts can act as pillars of strength and as guideposts for building military theories. But statesmen or generals can rarely rely on Sun Tzu's advice as a prescription for success by randomly picking statements from his book. To understand Sun Tzu within the proper context, the Art of War (or Master Sun's Military Methods) should be viewed in reference to the time of its writing. While much of the advice is sound, a recurring problem is that Sun Tzu is vague about how to achieve specific aims. Simply knowing that victory without physical battle is the apex of excellence, for example, does little to explain the steps required to reach the objective. Sun Tzu advocated a comprehensive strategy that was not limited to combat, but also included diplomatic relations with allies. Since the historian's job is not merely to list what happened and when, but to interpret the motives behind the events, it is prudent to question whether other forces than the wellbeing of the people were Sun Tzu's primary motivators when arguing in favor of benevolence and a quick end to conflict.

Military methods are largely composed of common sense ideas that span all geographical regions and cultures. Sun Tzu therefore does not introduce anything new. What makes his book unique is how he presents the material. Brevity coupled with good organization is attractive to readers who object to deeper thought and analysis. But gaining a fleeting theoretical understanding of Sun Tzu is not enough. Although he speaks many truths and guides us toward the common principles that exist in all wars, to be of value in military endeavors, each statement requires analysis and individual judgment.

When studying Sun Tzu's Art of War in relation to the political and cultural forces of the time, it also helps to understand something about the construction of other ancient Chinese texts. The military classics of ancient China, of which Sun Tzu's Art of War is but one, were written in different eras, dating from the Warring States period in the fifth to third centuries BCE to the Tang Dynasty in the seventh to tenth centuries CE. These were times when China underwent several geopolitical changes, including changes in strategic thought.​[1] While many of the early texts include specific solutions to battlefield problems, the later texts focus on government and military administration, and complement and expand on the early texts rather than add new tactical details. Although the texts leave themselves open to a broad range of interpretations, it is questionable whether this was the intent. Worthy of note is that modern leaders, such as Mao Zedong, have relied on the lessons of the ancient Chinese treatises as they saw fit, and with varied success, in their struggles for victory.

Despite the widespread popularity of the Art of War, most of Sun Tzu's statements are thus neither new nor original, as evidenced by the fact that many Western military leaders came to the same conclusions, even as they had never read Sun Tzu. The appearance of originality relates to the fact that Sun Tzu expressed his ideas in precise terms in a text that may be considered the oldest military treatise in existence. To the Westerner who is unfamiliar with Asian thought and culture, the text also adds an element of mysticism, which has little objective reality. Sun Tzu can thus be read metaphorically or literally. When read metaphorically, it transcends time and place and proves practical for guiding military and civilian leaders in the East and West. The fact that the Art of War has been translated into several languages, and been read by millions of people two thousand five hundred years after its writing, is an indication of its timeless nature. But when read literally, it is about strategies that win wars and have little application to the civilian world of business.

Since book authors cannot eliminate all personal bias, when reading historical accounts, one should ask about the author's intent and what biases might have worked their way into the text. What was Sun Tzu's intent when he wrote the Art of War? What caused him to write it, and why did he consider it important? Did he have any personal reasons for expressing his views as he did? One suggestion is that Sun Tzu wrote in rebellion to the glorification of war through aristocratic values and personal valor, which had dominated the period, and that he wrote to critique the "morality" of the Confucian philosophers.​[2] 

Although the teachings of Confucius were adhered to, one might question their wisdom; for example, the suggestion that one should "let the ruler be a ruler, the subject a subject, the father a father, and the son a son."​[3] Although this philosophy puts people in their "proper" places, it rarely promotes a society built on fairness and respect. Some people will be subject to mistreatment, including forced labor contracts or military service, with little opportunity to improve their lot in life. Although Confucian tradition promoted the idea that the "government ought to care for the people,"​[4] the foregoing statement seems diametrically opposed to the welfare of the people. Naturally, rebellions proved common. In a country that strove toward greater order as a matter of philosophical thought, it bears to remember that order was created by force, through conflict and war.

Contrary to many modern interpretations of Sun Tzu currently on the market, which frequently take a motivational tack intended to inspire businessmen and civilian leaders, this book offers a new perspective on the Art of War by comparing and contrasting Asian and Western military thought. It explores how Chinese history and culture influenced Sun Tzu's writings, and how his writings later influenced future military leaders. It also brings to light how military leaders often ignored Sun Tzu's lessons, and how changing times and battlefield requirements occasionally made Sun Tzu's advice impractical or impossible to implement.

The book is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 gives an overview of Chinese military history from its beginnings to modern day. It discusses warfare in ancient China and the unification of the empire; political and military developments in the Tang and Song Dynasties; the Chinese tributary system and its effects on East Asian security; the development of military technology; social class and its influence on the status of soldiering; the effect of the imperialist threat against China versus Japan; and Mao Zedong's views of guerilla warfare. Although China has a very long and complex history that cannot be covered comprehensively in a book this size, chapter 1 should give the reader a good start and prepare the mind for in-depth analysis.

Chapter 2 discusses the military and civilian relationship to state and society. By understanding how philosophical thought influenced Chinese leaders, one will further understand how military objectives served political objectives and helped preserve social order.

Chapter 3 explores some of the ancient Chinese military treatises and how they relate to Chinese cultural traditions and values, including how classic literary tales portray warfare; how strategic thought changed over time; and how Asian and Western military texts differ.

Chapter 4 consists of the thirteen original chapters of the Art of War from the public domain Lionel Giles translation first published in 1910. Divided into their component parts, each subpart includes brief commentary related to a specific period in China's history, and illustrates how Sun Tzu and future Asian (and at times Western) leaders reached their conclusions.

Chapter 5 critiques common theories that advocate a long trend of Western superiority in warfare, sheds light on whether there are distinct Asian and European ways of war, and discusses how the study of Asian history provides the Westerner with a clearer understanding of Western history.

The summary recaps a number of important factors of Asian military thought and warfare, and gives the reader additional food for thought on the subject.

The book also contains a brief appendix that looks at the way the Art of War has been used and misused by military and civilian personnel, and answers the question of whether Sun Tzu's work is profound or ordinary.

The author has relied primarily on the pinyin system of transcribing the pronunciations of Chinese words used in this book. However, a number of exceptions apply where the Wade-Giles system has been used. First, because of the greater familiarity with the name Sun Tzu rather than Sunzi, Sun Tzu has been used throughout the book. Second, when referring to the titles of certain classical texts, the Wade-Giles system has likewise been used to foster greater reader familiarity with these names.

Before proceeding, the reader should take a moment and familiarize him- or herself with the following table of major Chinese dynasties that appear in this text. The years of a dynastic period are stated only the first time the dynasty is mentioned. Thereafter the reader is encouraged to refer to this table to refresh his or her memory.​[5]

Major Chinese Dynasties Discussed:

Neolithic Period, 500-3000 BCE

Shang, 1500-1045 BCE

Western Zhou, 1045-770 BCE

Eastern Zhou, 770-256 BCE

Spring and Autumn, 722-481 BCE

Warring States, 453-221 BCE

Qin, 221-206 BCE

Western (Former) Han, 202 BCE-9 CE

Eastern (Later) Han, 25-220 CE

Three Kingdoms, 220-263 CE

Western Jin, 265-317 CE

Sui, 581-618 CE

Tang, 618-907 CE

Northern Song, 960-1126 CE

Southern Song, 1127-1279 CE

Yuan, 1279-1368 CE

Ming, 1368-1644 CE

Qing, 1644-1912 CE
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Historical Overview

As in many cultures, war in ancient China was ritualistic and consisted of single battles fought between elite warriors. Small states trying to gain territory or authority over other small states fought short-lived wars. As early as a millennium prior to Sun Tzu's time, it was evident that war was part of everyday existence and neither could nor should be ignored.

Ancient Chinese society (Shang Dynasty, 1500-1045 BCE) was theocratic in nature and armed force was used to maintain the rule. The kings demanded loyalty from the people and demonstrated their authority by traveling throughout their kingdom. Wars were waged by the aristocracy using chariots, an offensive form of military transportation that worked best in conjunction with long-range weapons such as bows, supported by foot soldiers. "The Shang fought against barbarian tribes and, occasionally, against other city-states in rebellion against Shang rule. Captured prisoners were enslaved."​[6]

The Zhou Dynasty following the Shang was the longest lasting of the Chinese dynasties, and gave China many of the political and cultural traits that would dominate later periods. (The Zhou Dynasty is divided into the Western Zhou [1045-770 BCE] and Eastern Zhou [770-256 BCE], which is further divided into the Spring and Autumn [722-481 BCE] and Warring States [453-221 BCE] periods, named after historical chronicles of the time.) The Zhou Dynasty experienced a change toward feudalism. In the Western Zhou, "blood or lineage ties were essential to the Zhou pattern of rule."​[7] Sons inherited noble titles from their fathers. The Mandate of Heaven, "a political-social philosophy that served as the basic Chinese explanation for the success and failure of monarchs and states down to the end of the empire in 1912 CE," was created in order to justify overthrowing a dynasty on moral grounds. "Whenever a dynasty fell, the reason invariably offered by China's sages was that it had lost the moral right to rule, which is given by Heaven alone. In this context, Heaven did not mean a personal god but a cosmic all-pervading power."​[8] The Mandate of Heaven could also be used to justify one's actions in warfare. If one held the Mandate of Heaven and was victorious, one was obviously morally correct. Along with the Mandate of Heaven, which allowed China to establish its political legitimacy, came a feudal social order with the nobility owning the farm land and allocating it to the serfs.​[9]

[image: image]

States of the Western Zhou Dynasty. Image source: Philg88, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.

In the Eastern Zhou, the nobility dominated weapons production, and many of the smaller states became united through conquest and colonization. In the Spring and Autumn period, the middle of the Zhou Dynasty, China went through a transition from feudal state to imperial bureaucracy. As a result of instability and weakened prestige in royal circles, chivalry preceded by rituals took precedence over infantry battles.​[10] Wars should have a moral legitimacy, it was reasoned; they should be ethical and righteous.​[11] The warrior should be brave without appearing heroic; he should display modesty and demonstrate composure under pressure.

The need to meet the brutality of the period triggered new military developments, such as the rise of large armies, siege craft, and the introduction of cavalry and newer weapons that would alter Chinese warfare. Although cavalry, probably adopted from nomadic tribes, became increasingly more common, infantry provided the greatest military strength and proved practical in a terrain consisting largely of lakes, rivers, and swamps. Social and political advancement was based on merit rather than birth, and aristocrats no longer held monopoly on the higher military positions. Conscript peasants motivated by merit-based rewards supplanted the gentlemanly conduct of chivalry and the elite class chariot, which was ill-suited for the terrain, anyway. Wars also became longer lasting and many soldiers were conscripted against their will.​[12] The military institution proved central to China, both in ideological and administrative terms, and men often moved back and forth between civil and military positions.​[13]

Although China was subject to a high frequency of wars and long periods of instability, early Chinese politics were closely linked to solidarity between families. These bonds reduced some of the brutality of war and created a family oriented mentality that fostered stability during chaotic times. Wars, however, while disastrous to the defeated nobility, provided opportunities for upward social mobility for men serving in the military. Periods of great social mobility, such as the late Zhou, also experienced great numbers of wars. Since military merit during the transitional period proved more important than birth or kinship, commoners were regularly involved in conflicts between states. The many wars also necessitated the use of soldiers who could specialize as strategists, tacticians, diplomats, and warriors.​[14]

When the Zhou started to disintegrate and conflicts became more common, disputes between states resulted in full-scale warfare, and martiality became the driving force behind conquest.​[15] When the Chinese philosopher Confucius died in 479 BCE, more practical methods of warfare took the place of the Confucian ideals. The Warring States period began with the destruction and tripartition of the powerful state of Jin, and is characterized by new military reforms and the end of the chariot system of warfare. As expressed in Sun-tzu's Art of War, battle philosophy emphasized winning.

The Warring States period was a volatile time in Chinese history, as feudal states undertook internal reforms and annexed neighbor states in an effort at self-strengthening. Political decisions were dictated by the strongest armies and best leaders. The time produced critical and intellectual leaders as a result of constant warfare, as states attempted to establish centralized rule and secure a prosperous future.​[16] Bigger armies and better equipment promoted the idea that winning decisive victories proved more important than resolving conflicts through diplomatic means. Advances in metallurgic science and the complexity of thought that had emerged during the Eastern Zhou, further laid the foundation for a political situation that propagated theories of military strategy and philosophical concepts. Military treatises continued to emulate the unpredictability of war, the essence of Sun Tzu's teachings, even after Sun Tzu's death, as demonstrated in the Han Dynasty work, The Spring and Autumn Annals of Wu and Yueh.​[17]

Toward the end of the dynasty, warfare began to deviate from the scholarly ideals of the elite fighters. Iron and steel weapons that were stronger and sharper than the older bronze weapons were manufactured in greater quantities and at a lesser expense than previously, and became available also to the general populace. Moreover, large citizen armies created broader access to weapons and more consistent methods of training. Despite these changes, the nobility held most of the ruling power, which resulted in fragmentation of the dynasty.

In 221 BCE, the rival state of Qin (221-206 BCE) conquered the Zhou and fought for the unification of the empire. The thousands of weapons uncovered with the Terra Cotta Army of the first emperor of Qin, including swords, spear tips, and arrow heads, further demonstrate considerable knowledge of metallurgic science and established standards for weapons production. The Terra Cotta Army, which was buried with the first emperor of Qin around 210 BCE, comprises more than eight thousand life-size figures of warriors and horses, constructed of pottery and carrying real weapons.

[image: image]

The Terra Cotta Army. Image source: Maros M r a z, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.

With the establishment of a central government, the unification became complete. The greatest threat now came from the Xiongnu, a nomadic people from Central Asia and the forerunners of the Huns. In the early Han Dynasty (202 BCE-220 CE), wars were undertaken in response to the actions of non-Chinese. Frequent clashes occurred along China's northern border, with military campaigns carried out for the protection of the empire against the steppe nomads.​[18] The Han Dynasty expanded the empire and secured a trade route (the Silk Road) across Central Asia.

Conscript armies comprising infantry and cavalry had now largely replaced the chariots on the battlefield. Cavalry forces would gradually increase in importance, because they alone could keep up with the growing threat of the swift Xiongnu warriors, who controlled a vast steppe empire and complicated the relations with the Han Chinese. Initially, the mounted warriors on both sides of the conflict relied heavily on projectile weapons, mainly bow and arrows.

Politics and warfare were tightly intertwined. Since the territories most vulnerable to the Xiongnu were located in the north, the Chinese government became stronger in the north and northwest than in the south.​[19] The threat of the Xiongnu led to the rise of very large armies, some comprising several hundred thousand men. Wars also became longer lasting.​[20] Three changes contributed to the rise of large states: the expansion of the population which led to boundary disputes; the rise of commerce which disrupted the former stable economy; and the adoption of cavalry and conscript foot soldiers which led to the rise of large armies.​[21]

[image: image]

Territory of the Xiongnu, c. 250 BCE. Image source: Gabagool, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.

Although the many dynasties emerged as a result of military force, the acquisition of outside territory was not the main objective, and "barbarians" were often relied upon for border defense. Allies were solicited among the steppe people, and diplomacy and peace treaties through marriage were common political developments. Focus was placed on the promotion of welfare and the elimination of violence. The civil (wen) and martial (wu) spheres balanced virtue with power and were developed as parts of the same entity.​[22]

Keeping the empire united required continuous strife involving both political and military means, with the dynastic territories controlled and protected through the use of military force. Mass conscription, imperial unity and civil supremacy over the military, and the eventual decentralization of military authority affected China's capacity to wage large-scale wars. The bureaucratic state's ability to raise large armies, and the focus on a centralized imperial government, further indicate the close relationship between politics and warfare. Internal rebellions and individual troublemakers must naturally be kept in check. China also experienced great continuity of culture and language. Although many varieties of Chinese were spoken, the written language closely resembled all of the spoken varieties, and proved advantageous in the transmission of information.​[23]

The bureaucracy and logistical capabilities contributed to the invasion of Korea and Vietnam. Peasant rebellions inspired by Daoist beliefs led to the rise of private armies and warlords, which drove the country toward several centuries of disunity and interstate competition, and created a need for innovation to help the state respond to the growing military and political challenges.​[24] Commanders in the Han period were given greater authority and freedom of action to quell small problems before they grew into bigger ones. To prevent military leaders from becoming too powerful, checks and balances were implemented. Generals were appointed only for specific campaigns, and "commanders were appointed in pairs so that each could check the other."​[25]

The steppe people formed the backbone of the army and were the dominant element of the northern regimes, while the Chinese were the subjects who supported these "barbarians."​[26] Of utmost concern was how to control the northern frontier and prevent the steppe people from gaining too much power in the northern parts of the empire. A problem was that the Han Dynasty lacked strong leadership that could campaign for the benefit of the state. Many of those who formulated the frontier policies were not familiar with the practicalities of warfare on the frontier. Because of the migration of a large part of the population to the south, manpower was scarce, and defensive needs could not be met. The non-Chinese who lived within the Chinese borders were assimilated into society, and even used in Chinese armies against other steppe people who posed a threat to Chinese security.​[27] Barbarians would therefore control barbarians. Alliances formed with barbarians used as defense against more distant tribes.​[28]

As Han rule collapsed under peasant rebellions and the rise of powerful generals, China would experience several decades of civil war. A growing population and increasing wealth resulted in financial difficulties, rivalries, and complex political institutions. Large land-owning families gained even greater prominence. In addition to these internal difficulties, China was repeatedly invaded from the north.​[29] The land was divided into the so-called Three Kingdoms (220-263 CE) of Wei, Wu, and Shun; each claiming imperial legitimacy.​[30]

Following the Three Kingdoms period and the collapse of the Jin Dynasty in 317 CE, nearly three centuries of disunity afflicted China. Military authority was delegated to princes of the imperial family, while barbarian groups focused on defending the frontier. Cavalry gained prominence as the need to take a stand against the nomads increased. This period coincides with the appearance of stirrups; an invention which would lead to significant changes in the methods of warfare and military organization, particularly with respect to wielding weapons from horseback.​[31] However, although cavalry had gained importance during the Qin and Han dynasties, its use did not change much until after the fall of the Jin. (In the Qin and Han dynasties, emphasis was still placed on infantry over cavalry by a ratio of about three to one, as evidenced by the pottery figures uncovered with the Terra Cotta Army of the first emperor of Qin.) Light cavalry experienced more sudden advancements during the continued attempts to deal with the Xiongnu horsemen. This rebellious period thus fostered new innovations that benefited the mounted warrior. It may also have been "the increasing use of armored cavalry that provided the incentive and favorable environment for the development and widespread use of the stirrup."​[32]

The armor of the riders in China underwent a number of changes in the centuries that followed. For example, double-faced and cord-and-plaque armor were developed, which culminated in the cuirassiers of the Sui and early Tang dynasties. The stirrup allowed the warrior to remain in his seat easier under the weight of the heavy armor. Note that difficulties exist with determining exactly where and how the stirrup originated. The stirrup appeared approximately simultaneously among the Chinese and their enemies along the northern border. Its appearance might thus have been a result of a mounted people seeking to make riding less tiring, or of a people unused to riding, and seeking to obtain "the skills necessary to meet the needs of cavalry warfare."​[33]

The Sui Dynasty (581-618 CE) proved short-lived. Despite its short four-decade lifespan, it managed to unite China and end centuries of division between rival regimes. Internal administration improved. The administrative structure of the period is reflected in the social restrictions placed on the populace, and in the mass production of weapons. Confucianism regained some of its popularity with the growing importance of the nobility. The spread of Buddhism was also highly encouraged. However, the desire to expand the borders resulted in several military campaigns toward the south and north. Defeats in Korea led to further attacks on China by the Eastern Turks, and a subsequent split of Chinese society.​[34] Although the disunity of the preceding centuries had resulted in declining relationships with neighboring countries, and China again stood on the verge of collapse, perhaps the greatest accomplishment of the Sui was that it managed to reestablish trade relations and promote the exchange of ideas, goods, and weapons.

In the Tang Dynasty (618-907 CE), efforts were once again made to cultivate the image of proper and benevolent rule and to unify the country. But the difference between civil and martial values also became less defined. Civil officials moved into military command positions, and Tang commanders often fought at the forefront of battles. This organization encouraged the use of military experience over literati. Mobilization of civilians remained important for meeting military and technical demands.​[35] The Tang thus created the fubing system, consisting of local militia reserve units that could be mobilized quickly in time of war, or conscript soldiers who were self-sustaining on allotments of land during peacetime. The dynasty also saw increased dependence on frontier policies.​[36]
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Tang Dynasty archer on horse in the act of shooting. Image source: VK Cheong, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.

Although policies of conscripting soldiers and compensating them in land have caused problems in armies the world over, and the fubing system probably contributed to China's inability to deal efficiently with military challenges, it was unlikely the primary factor. The system of rotation that was in use also presented distinct problems of its own. The idea was to prevent generals and commanders from forming bonds with the soldiers, thus decreasing the risk of them becoming a threat to the state. But the system came with several drawbacks. For example, soldiers who did not get to serve frequently, or within their particular area of expertise, would appear inexperienced in battle. A system that prevented the formation of bonds also prevented the development of fighting spirit.

Because of several revolts, Tang rulers had to assume more defensive postures.​[37] The principal threat, however, came from the Tibetans in the west, and from the Turks and Mongols. A huge expense was associated with sending armies to protect the borders. The human cost of these wars proved significant, and victories were often short-lived. To mitigate some of the problems, the Tang utilized a four-tier system against its border enemies. If large armies failed to defend the empire, the next step was to use nomads against other nomads. The third step involved walled defenses, including the Great Wall of China. The chances of holding a town against enemy attacks were good, particularly after the invention of firearms. The attacking army could not resolve logistical problems if the siege lasted long. Lastly, if all else failed, diplomacy was attempted by bringing the enemy into the empire as a tributary.​[38] Making alliances with the enemy, if other means failed, demonstrates some similarity between the policies of the Han and Tang dynasties.

Furthermore, in the early Tang, the authority of the imperial court did not reach to the local level in some parts of China. To gain support, Tang leaders made deals with local power holders, granting them offices and titles of control, and creating new local governments to accommodate them. Some of these men were local elites; others were bandits. But most of the local leaders were not strong enough to present a serious threat to the dynasty. Those who were powerful were neutralized or transferred to other posts where they could become servants of the dynasty. The enlistment of diverse people led to greater tolerance, promoting the restoration of social order.​[39]

Despite these measures, China experienced many challenges of authority. A common factor to the many Chinese dynasties was their constant preparedness to meet threats, while striving to maintain centralized control of the state under a single ruler. Naturally, these efforts caused internal political strife between the state and the powerful elite. The population had to be mobilized in large numbers to deal with the steppe enemies, and commanders had to be given sufficient authority to make decisions as needed. But authority also had to be kept in check, so that commanders would not rise too high and become threats to the current ruler or empire. Order was thus created through war, and not through ideological principles such as virtue and benevolence.​[40] That the Tang Dynasty gained much of its reputation from its military prowess is testimony to the importance of military matters in Chinese culture.

The Song Dynasty, divided into the Northern Song (960-1126 CE) and Southern Song (1127-1279 CE), is characterized by strife for civilian control over the military and developments in economics and technology. Education and literacy increased through the process of book printing,​[41] and the exam system became the sole means by which to gain entry into the civil service offices of the government. Family background thus came to mean less than talent, intelligence, and ambition.

Although the Song is considered a relatively peaceful dynasty—with the exception of brief periods of disunity, economic and cultural changes helped China remain united—unity and peace were driven by military action. Warfare gave the young and the poor an opportunity for upward social mobility; however, wars were extremely destructive and often led to immense suffering, disease, starvation, and death for large parts of society.​[42] China also faced internal difficulties regarding political division between civilian and military institutions. The civilian elite displayed a growing disdain for the military.​[43]

How, then, did the principles put in place by the Song, primarily the maintenance of civilian ethics in the military coupled with technological developments, affect military efficiency and the promotion of a unified empire that could live peacefully with the border enemies along the northern frontier?

Zhao Kuangyin, also known as Taizu (reigned 960-976 CE), the founder of the Song Dynasty, strove to continue the tradition of the late Tang by giving the ruler command over the military governors. This measure was likely a reaction to militarism built on prior negative experiences with warlords and mercenary soldiers. The An Lushan rebellion of 755 had left the empire deeply divided, and Taizu strove to reunify the part of China that was not yet ruled by non-Chinese. But it required treating the populace and local leaders well to gain their support, while subjugating the provinces to the state. Although the idea was to bring back prosperity through a politically unified state, mere moral persuasion failed, and Taizu had to rely on military force to create his empire. He started by securing the northern border and controlling the southern states so that his opponents could not take advantage of a diversion of forces. In 964, he sent two columns of thirty thousand men each to conquer the state of Shu (Sichuan) in southwestern China, in what is considered one of the most strategically brilliant campaigns of the Song Dynasty. He reached his objective within two months.​[44]
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Emperor Taizu, the founder of the Song Dynasty. Image source: Reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.

Of primary importance was the loyalty of the regional military governors. Taizu proceeded to apply three institutional controls. First, to provide balance within the military institution, he divided the army into three parts—the Emperor's Army, the Palace Army, and an elite imperial bodyguard—serving under the command of different officers. Second, to promote diverse skills within the separate parts of the army, while preventing bonds from forming between the generals and their subordinates, he applied a unit rotation system between the capital and the frontier. Third, he divided command authority between the Bureau of Military Affairs and the generals. While the Bureau was responsible for providing the mobilizing drive behind the armies, the generals were responsible for the direct leadership of the armies in the field. The idea was to establish civilian supremacy over the military, a goal that China achieved from the time of the second Song emperor, Taizong (reigned 976-997 CE). With better oversight and control of the army, civil officials could be entrusted with military affairs.​[45]

The military efficiency of such a system of control can be debated, however, considering that all of North China was lost to the Jurchen invaders in 1126, and the country later fell under Mongol rule. The Song Dynasty's use of restraint on its military forces also did not markedly differ from earlier Chinese dynasties. Similar ideas of restraint and civilian control can be observed both in the Han and the Tang.​[46]

With the development of military institutions arose the growth of social institutions. Economic factors had started to transform Chinese society during the Tang, preceding the Song. Labor service weighed heavily on the peasants, creating an uneasy feeling of subordination to the aristocracy. The aristocracy, when drawn to the capital during the later Tang, became viewed as the metropolitan elite. After the fall of the Tang, the aristocracy started to lose power as warlords seized the aristocratic estates. But the implementation of a twice-a-year tax allowed the farmers to buy greater independence. Rather than paying taxes in grain, they paid taxes in money. Furthermore, the conversion of the conscript armies to professional armies resulted in that the greatest labor tax—soldiering—disappeared. The Chinese armies were increasingly staffed by mercenaries, which contributed to them becoming professional armies.​[47] The many villages in the countryside could now prevent the district magistrate from getting involved in their governance on a regular basis, and were thus able to establish a system of self-governing through local village elites, which resulted in greater freedom for the farmers.​[48]

The changes in the countryside further led to the growth of cities. Trade became more common, and the new prosperity drove the advancement of cultural achievements such as theater and art. The spread of information and money resulted in new technological innovations, including coal and iron smelting industries for the production of tools and weapons. Coins were made of copper and later silver to complement the copper. Paper money was also in circulation, including letters of credit used by merchants. Gunpowder started to be used in grenades and projectiles. The flourishing iron industry laid the foundation for an industrial society. Book printing and an increased number of schools led to literacy among the people. These factors further stimulated trade and contributed to the prosperity of the Song.​[49]

However, after the founding of the Northern Song, foreign aggression began to present a problem. Although China organized an impressive border defense, with city walls constructed of brick rather than earth and stone for the protection of the dynasty, the Song lacked the military capacity to deal with the threat efficiently.​[50] In the north, the Kitans, a nomadic Mongolic people, tested China's military institution repeatedly. Between the years 998 and 1003, the Liao (a dynasty in northern China, ruled by the Kitans) invaded the Song four times. To counter these threats, China relied on fortified cities and garrisons manned by tens of thousands of soldiers. These presented the bulwark of the defensive system. Other defensive measures included water works, such as canals, ditches, and artificial lakes, and militia units for fighting the Liao. The militia units conducted guerilla warfare and fought in coordination with the regular armies, which were mostly composed of infantry. They also fought as auxiliaries to the Song offensive.​[51]

In 1005, after fighting the Kitan Liao armies to a standstill, the Song recognized the need for peace negotiations. With the Treaty of Shanyuan (see also Chanyuan Covenant), the Song empire-building ended and a century of peace followed, which contributed to the Song becoming one of the most prosperous dynasties in Chinese history. The empire could now enjoy both technological and intellectual developments. Equally important were the diplomatic developments between the Song and the Liao, which resulted in that the Liao achieved full status as Chinese equals rather than as tributaries.​[52] The people living along the border were offered wealth and attractive titles in return for their loyalty.​[53] While the treaty led to the ceding of certain occupied territories and an agreement to pay annual taxes to the Kitans, the tribute payment proved more cost effective than waging war. The peace treaty meant an opportunity to restore the failing economy by cutting the military budget and trimming the armies.​[54] The military thus retreated from political prominence, allowing the civil bureaucracy to rise in importance. But the type of diplomacy, where the gain was financial rather than territorial, could also backlash by attracting enemies rather than promoting peace.

[image: image]

Female funeral mask from the Liao dynasty. Image source: Ismoon, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.

The well-funded government and gradual decline of the aristocracy strengthened the emperors. The most ambitious people relied on education to pass the civil service exams, and held important governmental positions. The examinations, which focused on poetry and prose and essays on the classics, created competition between society's elite and promoted the recruitment of men who were both competent and loyal to the emperor. Confucian thought implemented into the examination system further emphasized cultivation of a disciplined character and obedience to the ruler.​[55] Those who passed the difficult exams, although loyal to the emperor, felt obliged to voice their concerns when they believed that the actions of the emperor were morally or politically wrong. The educated land owning elite would provide the greatest supply of officials through the use of civil service examinations.​[56] China thus acquired a centralized bureaucracy with widespread talent. However, although military values were subordinated to civil bureaucratic values, and the state allowed commoners to rise to high governmental offices, the few administrative positions available limited the advancement of peasants, who often had to seek military service.​[57]

Furthermore, the long period of peace that followed the Treaty of Shanyuan served as a prelude to the intense warfare the Song would experience in the twelfth century with the
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