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ABSTRACT

This article examines Sunzi's Art of War and the other six Military
Classics that together form the main corpus of China’s ancient strate-
gic thought. Rejecting China’s framing of the country being uniquely
pacific or defense-oriented historically, and nuancing Sunzi’s dictums,
the article spells out the core concepts that can be deduced from the
classics. Aligning the concepts with China’s strategic behavior under
the CCP, the article discerns a tactical preference to deliver the enemy
a surprise first blow with overwhelming force. Retaining a flexible,
low-cost posture, China withdraws after the enemy has been taught
a shocking lesson.

Introduction

Drawing on the ostensible historical record, Chinese commentators often portray
Chinese strategic culture as uniquely pacific' or defense-oriented. Yan, the noted
Tsinghua scholar, builds his moral realist theory of international relations on the
ancient Confucian philosopher Xunzi’s idea of the “righteous” (yi) order upheld by a
“sage king” (shengwang). With China rising relative to the US, China ought to again
strive for such a just order because other states will naturally follow their sovereign’s
(China’s) humane authority, or “leadership under Heaven.” Although Yan acknowledges
that hard power is still needed to buttress the order, he juxtaposes this superior moral
order with one grounded in hard power. Yan lists two variants: hegemony, where
domination over others is sought without (much) morality, such as, he posits, the
current US-led order; and tyranny, an order governed solely by “military force and
stratagems.”” Similarly, Zhao, of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, advances that
in sharp contrast with the Western history of the nation-state, Sino-centrality, where
“all under Heaven” (tianxia) submit to the leadership of the center, is uniquely peaceful
because that “monarchical system,” or “world government,” “is in charge of universal
institutions, laws, and world order,” and holds military power “greater than those of
large, medium-sized and small sub-states” This scholarly narrative echoes the Chinese
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Communist Party’s (CCP) official line: Deng, Jiang, Hu, and today Xi have consistently
stated that “China has never and will never invade or bully others, or seek hegemony
(...) the Chinese people [are a people of] peace, amity, and harmony”* By the same
token, China’s publicly available defense white papers, ostensibly denoting the intent
in China’s military strategy (junshi zhanliie fangzhen, or military strategic guidelines),
have stressed that China’s defense policy is strictly defensive in nature:

China’s socialist nature, its strategic choice of a path of peaceful development, its indepen-
dent and peaceful foreign policy, and its cultural tradition of prioritizing harmony deter-
mine that China will consistently pursue a defensive national defense policy.

The military strategic guidelines for [Xi Jinpings] New Era adhere to the principles of
defense, self-defense, and deterrence, implement active defense, uphold the principle of “we
will not attack unless attacked, and if attacked, we will certainly retaliate,” emphasize the
unity of deterring war and winning war, and the unity of strategic defense and operational
and tactical offense.

The way to an order that is peaceful, and where force is used only in defense when
it is absolutely necessary, is thus found in Chinese “history” (lishi), the Mandarin
characters for which themselves express cyclical thinking. As Sterckx observes, “the
idea that the essence of all we need is already embedded in the past and that these
truths are worth drawing out and preserving unites almost all [classical] Chinese
thinkers” What is more, the classical philosophical notions that are rehashed are
expected to instrumentally serve the present sovereign in augmenting his legitimacy.®
Both accounts—that history is cyclical and that it must instruct correct behavior in
the present—can be found in Marxism-Maoism-Xi'ism too. By 2049, so goes the
articulation of Xi Jinping’s ambiguous grand strategic end goal, China’s “great rejuve-
nation” (weida fuxing) of the “Chinese nation” (zhonghua minzu) will be completed.
China will then have reached the final historical stage of becoming a “moderately
prosperous society in all respects”

According to Xi Jinping, this is the “greatest dream of the Chinese nation since modern
times...[a] dream that embodies the long-cherished aspirations of generations of Chinese,
reflects the overall interests of the Chinese nation and the Chinese people, and is the com-
mon expectation of every Chinese son and daughter)”

The paragraph displays deep historical roots and requires the mobilization of all. It
prescribes the (compulsory) pursuit by the collective of a unifying national dream (the
propaganda frame) of restoring the old (correct) order or way of things. In this res-
toration, “China’s exceptionalism” (zhongguo liwai zhuyi), or “uniqueness” (dute xing),?
should be the driving factor.

In Xi’s words, China has “unique cultural traditions, a unique historical destiny, and unique
national conditions;,” and hence must follow its own path (and not be lectured by unknow-
ing foreigners).’

A way of construing what that history-informed path of restoration looks like and
testing whether it indeed reflects a uniquely pacific or defense-oriented outlook is to
examine China’s strategic culture (junshi wenhua, or military culture). This conforms
well with Xi Jinping’s effort to reintroduce “traditional Chinese culture” into the national
discourse over the past decade, calling for “the 5000years of Chinese civilization to
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be further explored and studied”!® For instance, Xi, besides the expected historical
figures, Mengzi, Laozi, and Xunzi, chose to include among his showcased bookshelf
the classical texts of Tai Gongs Six Secret Teachings and Thirty-Six Stratagems, the
latter being closely associated with Sunzi’s ideas.!’ In fact, Xi has reproduced Sunzi’s
very first dictum that “war is a matter of great importance to the state,” saying that
“military affairs are of vital importance to the nation.”'? Writing in 2018, Ghiselli has
also observed a renewed focus on the Military Classics in articles published in the
authoritative journal China Military Science (zhongguo junshi kexue), with Sunzi fore-
most among them."
This leads to the following research question:

Can classical Chinese strategic thought, as represented in the Seven Military Classics (wujing
qishu), be characterized as distinctly pacific or defense-oriented, and to what extent can
this classical strategic thought be recognized in how China under the CCP has approached
the “military” (bing) instrument, using “force” (quan)?

Understanding Chinese strategic culture

Strategic culture captures the “set of shared beliefs, assumptions, and modes of behavior,
derived from common experiences and accepted narratives [that] determine appropriate
ends and means for achieving security objectives”!* It forms the cognitive frame of
reference that shapes political-military decision-makers’ choices, which include decisions
“to go to war, preferences for offensive, expansionist or defensive modes of warfare,
and levels of wartime casualties that would be acceptable”!® Using strategic culture to
explain gaps or anomalies in material explanations, neoclassical realists view strategic
culture narrowly as something that can be studied as a variable separate from the
other dimensions of strategy, such as politics, economy, logistics, technology, and
organization. Yet, even so-called “Type 2” neoclassical realists fail to appreciate how
the very “range of policy options [decision-makers can] choose from” is constituted
by a prior-existing belief system.'® Instead, the article follows Gray’s perspective that
regards culture and, derived from that, strategic culture, as something that permeates
the realm of behavior to such an extent that ideas and structure can be regarded as
inseparable, with the former giving meaning to the latter. The dimensions of military
strategy are thus “expressed in behavior by people and institutions that have internal-
ized [the nation’s] strategic culture while at the same time [they are] constructing,
interpreting, and amending that culture”!” Of course, this ontological point matters
for how present-day Chinese political-military elites interpret history-based “cultural
artifacts,” such as the “argumentation structures, metaphors, languages, analogies,
images, and so on” found in the Seven Military Classics compiled during the Song
dynasty in the eleventh century AD.'® This also brings us to Scobell’s reservation about
causal inference, establishing a connection between classic texts and Chinese elites in
the center (zhongyang), drawing on them, which is desirable but unfeasible to establish
in the closed-off Xi era."”

Although strategic culture is not set in stone, political elites and military organiza-
tions typically cling to established doctrine and practices, especially when these buttress
their legitimacy. Often, it takes an external shock, such as an invasion by a regional
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peer to which an ill-fated response was mustered, for elites to fundamentally rethink
their core assumptions on matters relating to war and peace.”” A game-changing shock
can also be produced by a military-technological innovation that grants a significant
tactical advantage in offense or defense, even when it is demonstrated on a faraway
battlefield.?! For example, the 1973 Arab-Israeli War made it painfully clear that Mao’s
millions of lightly armed foot soldiers, trained to fight a guerrilla or “People’s War”
(renmin zhanzheng) deep inland, would stand little chance against Soviet mechanized
armor rolling over the northern plains with close air support from advanced air power.
Following the 1991 Gulf War, China tried to offset American power projection capa-
bilities in the region and its over-the-horizon reconnaissance-precision strike capacity
by developing so-called asymmetric shashoujian, or “trump card” means, such as mine
warfare.”> The two changes in warfare led to the 1980 and 1993 military strategic
guidelines, respectively.??

Furthermore, the political-strategic calculus of decision-makers extends beyond
merely planning against foreign adversaries: rebellion and societal upheaval have been
a primary concern for Chinese rulers, an internal security role that the military has
fulfilled in dynastic times and since the People’s Republic.** China’s particular anxiety
lies in the interplay between the foreign and the domestic, captured by the dynastic
adage nei luan wai huan (internal instability [invites] external disaster). When China
was domestically weak during the late Qing, foreign powers intervened, leading to the
many strategic defeats that constitute Chinas “Century of Humiliation” (bainian guochi).
For CCP elites, the Tiananmen Square pro-democracy demonstrations that almost led
to their overthrow are their organizational trauma, which, according to Deng, was
abetted by the US.* As a result, much of the covert and overt domestic security
apparatus is tailored around “maintaining social stability” (weiwen). For China, perhaps
more than other countries, history and the collective memory of “never again” that is
derived from it, play an outsize role in defining the “core interests” (hexin liyi) that
guide China’s grand strategy and “national rejuvenation” by 2049, and how China must
be protected against threats that may not be immediately apparent from an outsider’s
perspective.?® The core interests that the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) needs to
secure are, ranked by importance: political (regime) security, national sovereignty, and
economic (and technological) development, with the latter, in turn, enabling the forging
of “comprehensive national power” (zonghe guoli).”’

Master Sun: Indirect, smart tactics, but not pacific

When construing Chinese strategic culture drawn from classical historical thought, the
main source, both in China and the West, is Sunzi’s Art of War (bingfa, or military
methods). Sunzi is generally understood to prefer indirect or irregular, unorthodox
(gi) methods that bring surprise through skill or art (yi): “in fighting, one uses direct
methods to engage in battle, but indirect methods to attain victory*® This can be
viewed as the opposite of the direct or conventional (zheng) head-on attack, seeking
the decisive battle, as is typical in Western strategic thought. To break the enemy’s
political will, Clausewitz writes, the enemy’s country must be conquered by destroying
its military power. “The decision by arms lies at the foundation of all combinations,”
and is “the superior and more effectual” way of war.*® By the same token, Jomini
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proposes to “concentrate the mass of the forces” (firepower) at the right time to “dis-
lodge and destroy” the enemy.*® Conversely, Sunzi emphasizes circumventing the enemy’s
main strength (positioning favorably at the right time, attacking weak points), shaping
the environment to make it conducive to strategic—not necessarily tactical—gain and
do so methodically (ji, to estimate, examine, is the keyword in the first chapter, and
can mean, is used in relation to careful planning and stratagem based on the best
possible intelligence: knowing your enemy).*’ One must also remain level-headed and
unpredictable in doing so, and keep in mind the long-term political objective and the
strength and dynamism of one’s military force (to avoid falling prey to the primary
enemy or a third state when exhausted, the prevention of which is a central concern),*
as well as the long-term health of the polity (avoiding imperial overstretch, impover-
ishing the population at home, disturbing civil harmony).

The superior way, Sunzi posits, is to attack the enemy’s war plans (famou) by out-
smarting him, using deception (gui, also mentioned are tricks zha, and cunning giao).**
Ideally, this manipulation approach is achieved at minimal cost. This means keeping
one’s own military power intact, retaining its threat for political-diplomatic bargaining
power: “If one wants to conquer all under Heaven (the world or regional system),
ensure that one’s forces gain advantage without being exhausted” The benefit of avoid-
ing “lengthy operations in the field” works the other way, too: the better way is to
take the enemy’s land and resources intact, which reduces potential popular resistance
to postwar pacification efforts (though Sunzi does advocate troops living off the land
during a campaign).’”> Note here that for Sunzi, this is not about Confucian virtuous-
ness, from which the legitimacy to rule is derived, but an instrumental cost-benefit
analysis. The second-best way uses diplomacy-statecraft (fajiao) to alter the strategic
or tactical equation by isolating the (principal) enemy. Disrupting “diplomatic relations”
could be interpreted as thwarting the enemy’s ability to fight as a cohesive, concen-
trated, and well-commanded force by disrupting their different parts, such as by
undercutting the connective tissue that binds the enemy and his allied forces, and
thereby his (political-)military effectiveness. Revealing Sunzi’s concern for the culmi-
nation point, the major comparative advantage of using politics is that it cannot be
exhausted.

Only then is fighting the conventional open battle, the waging of war (zhan), ranked
as a way to pursue; it must be undertaken only under favorable conditions relative to
the enemy, principally in terms of concentrated force strength relative to the enemys,
as well as the place, timing, and terrain (holding strong points and attacking weak
(unprepared) points), and weather conditions (seasons, wet terrain, etc.).>® Here, using
the enemy’s psychology against him plays a large role: baiting the enemy, triggering
the general’s temper, or feigning local weakness are all meant to entice the enemy to
attack under unfavorable conditions. Meanwhile, one must keep one’s own head cool
and follow one’s extensive pre-war planning (gaming out the possible scenarios and
preparing accordingly) in accordance with, while adapting to (yin) what the enemy
does. “Just as water flows in accordance with the terrain, so do soldiers win by adapt-
ing to the enemy.”” The constant and intricate back-and-forth relationship between
one’s own moves and those of the enemy is captured in the character xing, which in
our context means form, or the form as it is perceived by the enemy, fluidity, and
adapting to the other.”® One should always keep the enemy guessing as to one’s true
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representation and tactical intent. Moreover, if the circumstances change (bian), so
should the interpretation of what the course of action should be. Here, expedience,
initiative, having the flexibility to seize opportunities that emerge in front of you is
crucial. This essence of dynamism corresponds with what is known in the West as
commander’s intent and is the opposite of rigidly executing previously given orders
regardless of what the enemy throws at you.** The worst-ranked fourth way is siege
warfare. Attacking cities—in our present-day context, urban warfare—should be avoided
because the lengthy deployment of a large army is resource-draining and bad for
morale.*

Although Sunzi’s Art of War does indeed devote substantial attention to deception,
and to attacking the enemy’s harmony—plans and cohesion—and there is a chapter
on spies at the end, the majority of the work is on smart (cunning) tactics and main-
taining diligence in (preparations for) operations, not on winning without fighting at
all. From this viewpoint, it is troubling that Western observers, whether deliberately
to paint China as exceptionally pacific or conveniently due to a shallow reading of
parts taken out of context, tend to accord inappropriate weight to one particular dic-
tum in the third chapter called “Attack by Stratagem.” It reads: rather than “winning
a hundred battles” in the open field (winning tactically), it is far better to “subdue
the enemy without fighting” (winning strategically). The dictum is brought up as
ostensibly capturing the essence of Sunzi’s thought, and, by association, China’s strategic
culture, as kinetic action-avoiding. When we look at the number one and two-ranked
ways discussed above, this is clearly not entirely unfounded. Nonetheless, the notion
of not fighting at all is better understood as one philosophically phrased ideal or
idealized scenario among others. If we translate the dictum to the present, surely, the
US would rather deter or compel an enemy, for example, by positioning a carrier
strike group off an enemy’s coast, or enacting debilitating sanctions together with allies
and partners, than embark on a grinding “forever war” In China’s case, it correctly
assessed that it could get away with taking full control of Hong Kong and “Finlandize”
neighboring states such as Cambodia through elite subversion and economic depen-
dency, respectively, at low cost and without a shot fired.*

A manipulation approach (attacking the enemy’s plans) might also not be in the
cards: the enemy has a say in how they respond. The sovereigns of the competitive
state system that existed before the two millennia of Chinese dynasties did not some-
how have a magic wand that could forego resorting to interstate violence. In fact,
China’s Academy of Military Sciences has recorded 3,790 wars in China’s history.* In
addition, the sequence (hierarchy) of the text matters in the study of Chinese treatises.
The stratagem chapter is one of thirteen and is placed after chapters on pre-war
planning and the waging of war. In the stratagem chapter itself, and in much of the
following chapters, kinetic warfare, or the positioning in relation to it, predominates.
Contextually, the book as a whole thus more closely resembles Liddell Hart’s indirect
approach, which discusses physical and psychological dislocation by bypassing the
enemy’s strong points in attack, than any pacific inclination,** with one big difference.
After some general musings, the closing third part of Sunzi’s first chapter elaborates
the encompassing dictum in Sunzis work: “[all, or successful] warfare is based on
deception” Although Jomini is also very tactically-minded, stipulating the right time
to seize the advantage in battle, and Liddell Hart is also about putting the enemy on
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its back foot with unexpected maneuver, the collection of short dictums attributed to
the persona of Sunzi that suggests how to outsmart the enemy with deception, trickery,
and cunning is what makes the work distinct. This acumen does not negate the need
to use military force when deemed necessary, nor does it remove the need to prepare
for war well and have and retain (not lose) a strong military, which can also be used
for threats and diplomatic maneuver.

This more nuanced, realistic interpretation brings us to what Sunzi sees as true
mastery: combining indirect and direct methods. It is only when the right conditions
are configured (through indirect shaping operations) that the element of shi, or momen-
tum in the application of force, can be arrived at through the direct method: “The
rushing torrent (the momentum in force that is created) can even dislodge stones (can
sweep away an entire army).’* Importantly, shaping operations softening up the
(human) terrain can be (should be) in play long before direct force is brought to
bear.*® An illustrative example of how a range of means work in practice when employed
in conjunction can be found in Chinese psychological warfare operations toward Taiwan
at present: large, Party-state-directed floating fishing militia obstructing navigation;
large-scale naval drills that encircle the island, and come with land-based ballistic
missile fires; a domestic agency of China that announces the closing of the airspace
around Taiwan, referred to as a province; and the threatening Chinese fighter jet
fly-bys, exhausting the Taiwanese fighter jets that scramble in response, are all moves
in the real world that serve to amplify the cognition of threat that is instilled in the
mind of Taiwanese citizens via online and offline subversion operations executed by
the Party’s United Front Work Department and the PLA’s Strategic Support Force. The
targeted weak spot consists of so-called identitary “Mainlanders” (waishengren) that
nostalgically believe in One China: the descendants of the generation of Kuomintang
members that fled to the island in the late 1940s.4” Altogether, these “quasi-war” (zhun
zhanzheng) operations*®*—what Hoffman termed “hybrid”**—are designed to weaken
popular resolve and faith in the island’s democratic leadership over time, and, as such,
are shaping operations, softening the human terrain to win operations in the future.
Achieving national rejuvenation, which must include the reunification of Taiwan with
the ancestral land (zuguo)®® and for which the PLA must be capable and ready by
2027,°" is likely to require significant kinetic effects before the Taiwanese yield to
Beijing’s political demand. In the summer of 2022, Speaker of the US House of
Representatives Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan was framed as a “US-Taiwan collusion that
provoked [China]” As a result, “China’s [seven-day-long naval blockade and live fire
drills around the island] were a legitimate act of self-defense...countermeasures that
were firm, forceful, appropriate, and in accordance with domestic and international
law”>? Ever since, these joint operations have been recurring when China is displeased.
According to PLA sources, the “exercises” that were now “routine” serve as “a correc-
tion and punishment for the repeated challenges posed by ‘Taiwan Independence’
forces to Mainland China’s red line. Every time the ‘Taiwan Independence’ separatist
forces provoke, the PLA takes a step forward [to alter, cement the altered status quo];
this is the new normal of salami slicing”>

The 2020 Science of Military Strategy stresses multi-domain integration in China’s joint

operations, which includes the cognitive domain of the enemy’s population and soldiers:
“The implementation of public opinion struggles is usually based on force deterrence and
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actual combat... The effect of soft killing is realized [by] preemptively releasing information
and actively guiding public opinion...creating momentum to control [the narrative] [and]
attack [the enemy’s] key points [of] spiritual support and public opinion support, and
directly attack its shortcomings, pain points, and unknowable places to shock and disturb
the enemy, weaken the enemy’s command authority, disrupt the combat plan, shake the
morale of the army, and defeat the opponent spiritually.**

The six other Military Classics: Complementing Sunzi

The belief that Chinese strategic culture is defense-oriented or even pacific persists
because of cursory references to Sunzi that conveniently support the argument that a
Western scholar tries to make—discussed in the previous section—but also because
of incorrect interpretations of Chinese history that are promoted by Chinese scholars
and adopted into Western discourse by Western scholars. Buzan, for example, calls
the core aspect of Sino-centrality (a non-plurality that is antithetical to the state
equality of today’s Westphalian system) an “issue,” not a fundamental obstacle to gen-
eral acceptance; acknowledges, with some “coercion” caveats, that an “academic case
can be made that China is a basically peaceful culture”; and calls claims that this kind
of Chinese scholarship may be “associated with government propaganda” in the
all-conforming Xi era a “risk”>> The misguided view of China’s strategic culture also
persists because a single work remains the main focus of Western scholarship on
Chinese strategic culture: Sunzi. Johnston’s monograph, Cultural Realism, therefore
offers a valuable addition by covering the six other major Military Classics.>® His study
finds that non-kinetic ideas corresponding to Confucian ideals and war avoidance
exist, but that they are generally “unrelated, or are not directly connected causally, to
the security of the state”” In this light, it is worth returning to the Confucian phi-
losopher Xunzi and Tsinghua scholar Yan, with whom the article started. Evidently,
the sovereign in Xunzi acting in accordance with his cultivated humaneness (ren, in
compassion for, with benevolence toward others) is irreconcilable with Sunzi’s mis-
leading of the enemy to enact violent defeat.’® This, while it is Sunzi that is the main
classical text drawn on by Chinese military scholars.” If we place Yan, an outstanding
Communist Party member who dares to struggle for party and country and who has
risen to Tsinghua full professor through a long stint at a Ministry of State
Security-directed think tank,*® in the context of Chinas desire for international “dis-
course power” (huayu quan, or right to speak), with Chinese “scholars frequently
recogniz[ing] the value of Confucianism to legitimize dictatorial rule)! it is thus
striking that Yan has labeled the worst order as one dictated by “military force and
stratagems,” which copies the title of Sunzi’s third chapter: the philosophical work that
PLA officers follow. The remainder of this section dissects the key concepts that come
to the fore in the other six Military Classics that are not already covered in the analysis
of Sunzis Art of War above.

A central concept present in most of the Seven Military Classics and that is related
to the previous paragraph is the morality underpinning the sovereign’s authority (quan)
to lead and attract the allegiance of the people (both those already aligned and those
who need to be persuaded to come to one’s side).®* This comes to the fore most clearly
in Methods of the Sima (sima fa), which connects the choice to launch a just war to
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a “benevolent” (correct, humane) prosecution of that war of “rectification” (inevitably
reminding us of Mao’s Yanan ideological and personnel cleansing campaign, though,
in this context, it is aimed externally at deposing an unrighteous ruler), which is
comparable to the Medieval knightly tradition in Europe. In fact, Methods of the Sima
gives the examples of honorably waiting for the enemy forces to assemble in the field
for the pitched battle, and not opting for the full annihilation of fleeing forces.®®> Most
of the texts, however, determine whether war and warfare are moral based on the
intent that the sovereign imbues the war with.%* As the righteous is forced to respond—
out of defense—to the unrighteous’ actions he is presented with, the target state becomes
an obstacle to the tianxia harmonious order that must be removed.®

There are plenty of abstract musings for the righteous ruler to justify his case with: “If

someone changes or creates new rites, alters what is normal, or contravenes the king’s
»66

illustrious Virtue, then in accord with the rites the king can attack them!

Viewed in this context, the “righteous” war, restoring the correct order of Heaven
disrupted by the unrighteous enemy, is best understood as strategic communication
(a rhetorical weapon, propaganda): “selling war” domestically and abroad among
potentially aligned states (allies, or, in the dynastic setting, tributary vassals), and
sowing division among the population of the enemy (attacking cohesion).

A good example from CCP history is provided by the language China used to
justify its intervention in the Korean War in the winter of 1950. Then, China responded
to US-led forces advancing deep into North Korea and approaching the Yalu River
border with China. China’s political-strategic aim was to maintain strategic depth
vis-a-vis the forces of US “imperialism” (diguo zhuyi). Yet, although it was China that
attacked, it was (and still is) sold as “Resisting the US (the aggressor that, according
to Mao, “provoked” China), Aiding Korea (the asserted victim that, in fact, launched
the war against South Korea—conveniently omitted in China’s discourse—and did so
after the US had discarded most of its wartime navy and had fully withdrawn its
combat forces from South Korea twelve months earlier)”®” Indeed, China’s pacific
narratives, such as “China has never and will never bully others,” can exist with ample
and vivid evidence to the contrary, such as China’s systematic bullying of fishermen
and the weak maritime forces of the Philippines in the South China Sea after Xi came
to power in 2012. At the same time, China claims without evidence that it is the US
that is “the one resorting to coercion and bullying practices in the South China Sea,’
a counter-frame to muddle the factual reality that is today known in the context of
“disinformation.”®® Scobell appraises this seizing of the external narrative as China’s
“cult of defense® which does not necessarily mean they themselves do not believe
their constructed reality to be true (this applies particularly to Marxists).

Ho describes this exceptionalist framing well: “By casting problems in a moral language
and consequently, accusing its detractors of moral failures, China is able to gain the psy-
chological upper hand when it comes to negotiations, presenting itself as the victim of
aggression.”°

As discussed above, when “lengthy operations in the field” were discussed, Sunzi’s
understanding of morality is different from the Confucian one. It is a pragmatic,
interest-driven notion relating to discerning and then following the right Way (dao),
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the foundational concept in Chinese philosophy that is featured in most of the Seven
Military Classics. (Sunzi’s work is substantively related to Daoism but is not explicitly
part of it.) In Sunzi, as in most of the other Classics, following the Way leads to high
morale and is considered a premier factor determining a war’s outcome.”! It concerns
forging a congruence of conviction between the general on the one hand, and the
soldiers on the other, who need the will to fight well and, perhaps, to die in doing
so. “On the battlefield,” the Wuzi states, “the soldiers that are committed to fight to
the death (who are composed and do not hesitate, and, as such, are “controlled” by
the general), they will live (will fight well and thus win the battle), whereas if they
seek to stay alive (who are thinking of whether they want to be there to fight), they
will die””? Next to nurturing allegiance to the sovereign, Wei Liaozi emphasizes unques-
tioned obedience and rectitude, deterring cowardly retreat through fear of a punishment
harsher than the pain an enemy can inflict.”> Only with high morale among the troops
that believe in the command can Sunzi’s “rushing torrent” be forged—especially so,
one might add, when executing daring operations using deceit. This understanding of
morale is very similar to Clausewitz, who notes that the passion to fight must already
“have a latent existence” Channeled by the general, it is up to the sovereign to provide
a convincing political objective that can be rallied around.”* Indeed, the importance
allocated to the human factor is no different in the Western strategic tradition. Gray
starts his elaboration of the seventeen dimensions of military strategy with people,
society, culture, politics, and ethics.”

As is the case for morality, Sunzi’s knowing yourself, looking inward first (think of
the Self-strengtheners of the late Qing; Xi’s “doing our own thing well””¢), is present
in some shape or form in all Military Classics: the nonmilitary civil (wen) tool.

Wuzi: A ruler must “first bring [the people] into harmony, and only thereafter embark on
great affairs””’

Huang Shigong: “A state about to mobilize its army concentrates first on making its bene-

fice ample””®

Wei Liaozi: “The state of a true king enriches the people; the state of a hegemon enriches

the officers””

This “internal rectification,” the strengthening of the state, is what is known in the
Western literature as the material and ideational mobilization of domestic resources.
In attracting the loyalty of the people, by fostering their material well-being, keeping
taxation appropriate, and administering the lands with good officials, a social contract,
a bond of legitimacy between the ruled and the ruler is created that makes the state
resilient regarding any external threat that may arrive.®’ This conviction has a long-term

»

horizon that aligns with “strategic patience” “gaining the affection of common people,
“not working the people to exhaustion,”®! and ensuring sufficient agricultural yields
for the people’s sustenance.3? As these ancient texts show, the fear of CCP elites of
social instability dates back a long time. Huang Shigong: “When the people are impov-
erished, then the government and people are estranged. While the enemy attacks from
without, the people steal from within. This is termed a situation of ‘inevitable col-
lapse”® This inward-looking viewpoint can be contrasted with a short-term focus,

attacking the enemy’s war plans (Sunzis first-ranked way) when tensions arise, or
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being entangled abroad in an imperial policing role, such as was the case for Great
Britain in the late 19" and early twentieth century.

Similar demonstrations of the view, as articulated by Xi: “Remain calm and composed,
maintain steadfastness, pursue progress while ensuring stability, take proactive measures,
unite as one, and dare to fight”

Once our strategy is set, we must stick to it in the long term and not change it arbitrarily.
We must follow it in principle while showing tactical flexibility.®

Huang Shigong’s Three Strategies speaks most clearly of maintaining balance in one’s
governance and statecraft; a coordination of and between employed “soft” and “hard,
and “weak” and “strong” means. Each ought to be applied to the situation that it
warrants.®® This has a vivid association with the opposed but complementary yin and
yang: the negative and the positive, water and fire, femininity and masculinity, con-
tracting and expanding, etc.; ideas about natural laws that emerged during the Warring
States period (the period between 453 BCE, when the state of Jin was divided up, and
221 BCE, when the state of Qin established the first centralized empire).®” Soft power—
creating a “lovable” image of China through cultural attraction,®® offering trade rights
during imperials times and today via the Belt & Road Initiative,*” and amicable (public)
diplomacy and overseas media (propaganda) operations—can attract people to your
side, but being too soft makes one vulnerable to bullying and coercion, and, ultimately,
the loss of sovereignty. Meanwhile, one needs the hard to maintain good morale among
the troops via (the threat of) punishment for disobedience, and use organized violence
to defeat an unrighteous enemy who threatens to disrupt the order. Methods of the
Sima stresses that forging an allegiance to the sovereign and his cause must come
naturally; coercive or abusive officials, or when the burden put on the people is too
steep, will not lead to success. At the same time, “administrative measures should be
severe”: “Minor offenders should then (after careful assessment and application of civil
measures) be executed. If minor offenders are executed, how can major offenses arise?”
Nevertheless, being too hard can make one lose the people, think of Yans tyranny,
and the theoretical concept of the emperor’s conditional “Mandate of Heaven” (tian-
ming). In the worst scenario, different groups rally against you in an enemy coalition,
which in the West would be termed balancing.

Similar to Sunzi, most of the other Military Classics are clear-eyed about the need
to build a powerful military capacity during peacetime, regardless of whether it is
used or whether nonmilitary civil methods are employed simultaneously. Several texts
acknowledge the importance of fostering culture and virtue for societal harmony.
Nonetheless, reflecting Zhao's argument, mentioned in the introduction, they come
with a crude, realist caveat.

Tai Gong: “Those who submit and accord with you, treat them generously with Virtue.

Those who oppose you, break them with force. If you respect the people and are decisive,

then all under Heaven will be peaceful and submissive.”’!

Sima: “Authority comes from warfare, not from harmony among men”*?

Wuzi: “When the dead lie stiff and you grieve for [the people], you have not attained

benevolence”*?
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Related to form—remaining ambiguous in the enemy’s perceptions of your force—
multiple Military Classics suggest probing enemy defenses, fears, and discipline by
launching surprise pinprick attacks, after which is retreated. This is done to learn how
enemy troops tend to respond as well as to throw them off balance, leaving them
unprepared when the main attack eventually does follow.”*

Wuzi: “The Way (dao) to attack them is to suddenly strike and cause chaos in theencamp-
ments. [Creating surprise,] lightly advance and then quickly retreat, tiring and laboring
them, never actually joining battle with them. [After several of these instances] their army
can be defeated””

Questions and Replies: “Stimulate [the enemy] to know their patterns of movement and
stopping. Determine [the enemy’s] disposition (xing) to know what terrain is tenable, what

is deadly. Probe [the enemy] to know where they have an excess, where there is an

insufficiency”®

Further, Tai Gong’s Six Secret Teachings, Methods of the Sima, Wei Liaozi, Three
Strategies of Huang Shigong, and Sunzi all place a premium on operational security.
Tai Gong: Advancing in a dispersed formation, the forces must stay “quiet,” revealing
their “awesomeness” (concentrated power) only at the time it is most effective.”” Methods
of the Sima calls for “secrecy, silence, and great internal strength”®®

Methods of the Sima ties built up military means to the ability to deter would-be
aggressors, corresponding with the Western understanding of deterrence.” Besides a
version of Sunzi’s attacking of the enemy’s war plans, which can lead to “victory of
the Way” (daosheng), and a straightforward annihilation route, Wei Liaozi uses the
term “awesomeness” (wei) to describe the overwhelming relative advantage in the
potential application of organized violence that a sovereign must desire to have. The
force is so formidable in weaponry, training, and morale of the soldiers that this power
by itself, without necessarily intent being given to it, can compel the enemy to do our
will, resulting in “victory by awesomeness” (weisheng).'” This may provide a rationale
for China building up the world’s largest navy in terms of the number of warships,'"!
which does not necessarily speak of intent to subjugate others with it as European
powers did during the era of colonial expansion.

Holding profound implications regarding the perception and misperception by
American and Asian decision-makers and policy-makers!®?—China’s military doctrine
and capacity is still focused around “winning local (regional) wars”!®*—and therefore
worth dwelling on, is the crucial difference with Western strategic thought when it
comes to the nature of the indirect unconventional method (qi)—swift surprise—and
how it works in conjunction with the direct conventional method (zheng) to produce
Sunzi’s “rushing torrent” In Questions and Replies between Tang Taizong and Li Weigong,
the direct is expressed as a solid mountain that generates overwhelming force, and
the indirect as enabling, delivering this as “lightning that strikes quickly and preemp-
tively with pinpoint accuracy”'® Displaying a preference for the tactical offensive, a
core tenet in the majority of Military Classics stipulates that if force is used, it should
be used overwhelmingly and preemptively, delivering a surprise first blow.

«

Wei Liaozi: “If you apply the force of [a small tactical unit] to the enemy first, he will not
be able to commit in strength. If you apply [a large overwhelming force] first, the enemy will
not be able to engage you with his full awesomeness. Thus, the army values being first”!%°
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Huang Shigong: “For attacking the enemy, one wants swiftness...When the attack on the

enemy is swift, they will not have time to prepare.”%

Tai Gong: “Carefully investigate the enemy’s intentions and quickly take advantage of them,
and launch a sudden attack where it is unexpected”!?”

Importantly, this applies to the Chinese understanding of deterrence and compellence
as well: actual force is applied overwhelmingly at an unexpected time or place when
the enemy is weak or unprepared with the aim of deterring (expected or further)
aggression or compelling the enemy to bring its behavior in line with Chinese interests.
To be sure, this is the opposite of the very explicit American bravura in word and
deed, such as when Clinton sent two aircraft carrier strike groups to the Taiwan Strait
in 1996 to stop China from intimidating Taiwan with missile firings. Moreover, the
psychological shock and disarray must be more profound in case of a Chinese deterrent
or compellent first strike, as international tensions, diplomatic mitigation efforts, troop
buildups to signal credibility of threat, etc.—the typical prelude to war involving a
Western power—can be absent in the period immediately before a Chinese preemp-
tive attack.

If we place this in the context of preserving material power by avoiding
resource-draining, protracted wars, an imperative that is mentioned in most texts,
a Chinese punitive demonstration of military effectiveness, intended to alter the
enemy’s (future) calculus, aligns with a preference for limited wars in which China
remains in control of the war’s scope, intensity, and duration. Tactical momentum
is also a factor at play. Think of Sunzi’s water flowing through a river: the general
needs to feel, grasp the Way (dao), and flow along with the current’s direction to
be able to use its force. Not only unity within the troops but also between the
troops and command is key. As per Wei Liaozi: “Generals, commanders, officers,
and troops should be a single body both in action and at rest”'%® Conversely, if
one allows oneself to get bogged down in positional fighting on the enemy’s terms,
one cannot maintain a posture of “absolute flexibility” (quanbian, which connotes
adaptability, expediency in accordance with the changeable situation), a key over-
arching tenet present in the Seven Military Classics.'® Wei Liaozi: “One who under-
stands the Way of warfare will invariably first plan against the defeats which arise
from not knowing where to stop. Why must one always advance to be successful?”!!0
Not only has one made himself vulnerable to the enemy’s attrition, he also cannot
seize tactical advantage by using stratagem in the employment of indirect meth-
ods (gi).

This brings us to retreating in time before the pendulum of initiative swings to the
enemy, who has now mobilized a response. “Quitting while one’s ahead,” when some
but not all objectives of a limited war are fulfilled, avoids mission creep or escalation
for the sake of secondary goals.!'! In the logic of Chinese deterrent and compellent
attack, China, moving at a rapid pace, withdraws to the status quo ante after significant
material or immaterial pain has been inflicted. Three examples involving major battles
demonstrate this Chinese Way of war by punishment. In all three cases, China reversed
responsibility for starting hostilities by framing its war in moral terms. China argued
that it had launched a “self-defense counter-attack,’!!? which is only correct insofar as
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China reacted to an external development that it deemed was affecting its security
interests intolerably (Maos constructed “provocation” xin for external and internal
narrative advantage).

o In 1962, China punished India for its “Forward Policy” that sought to strengthen
India’s position vis-a-vis the Line of Actual Control (LAC) in the Himalayas by
establishing Indian military outposts. This was in response to China building a
long road in the area in the years prior, an area that “had been progressively
occupied by Chinese troops since 1957”3 In 1959, there were several border
clashes, in one of which nine Indian policemen were killed; India granting the
Dalai Lama asylum was seen as undermining China’s authority over Tibet, further
deteriorating relations.'' (In 2020, in one of the same areas, a small Chinese con-
tingent bearing crude weapons attacked and killed twenty Indian soldiers. After
delivering the punishment, they withdrew to their priorly held position).!"”> In
1962, “New China,” which had “stood up” and could no longer be “bullied” and
“humiliated,” initiated a large-scale two-front surprise attack. Yet, after a month,
having “taught India a lesson,”!® China announced a unilateral ceasefire. Instead
of keeping the disputed land that it had taken, China withdrew to previously held
positions behind the LAC (it did retain possession of Aksai Chin). China’s goal
was “quickly achieving peaceful, stable borders in the west” by delivering a painful
blow that would “compel India to again sit down at the negotiation table” and
resolve the border issue.''”

o In 1969, China punished the Soviet Union’s buildup of troops and armor along the
border with hundreds of Chinese troops infiltrating and then ambushing Soviet
soldiers stationed on Damansky-Zhenbao Island, which is located in the
Russia-China border river, the Ussuri River, after which they retreated to the
Chinese side of the river bank. China chose a tactical advantage: not pairing up
against Soviet armor on the plains but instead seeking out a weak point to enact
a surprising first blow. Two weeks later, with a large numerical superiority, China
launched another attack on the same island over the ice, retreating when Russia
brought its full firepower to bear on the island.'"® According to Chinas plan, the
PLA was to teach the Soviets “a bitter lesson,” deterring further Soviet provoca-
tions such as the incursion into Qiligin the year before, but “fight no battle unless
victory is certain”''® As for justifying rhetoric, China asserted that the treaties
with Imperial Russia were “unequal treaties,” and hence void. Mao mentioned that
Russia had taken the territory “east of Baikal” for which the Chinese people
(meaning the worker class) had not given their “account” yet.!?°

o In 1979, China punished Vietnam for signing a mutual defense treaty with the
Soviet Union and invading and occupying Cambodia the month after. China
viewed this as a provocation and part of a Soviet encirclement to its south and
thus as a threat to China’s national sovereignty and security as the region’s great
power. China said from the start that its operation would be limited in time and
scope; the fighting eventually lasted just two weeks. Yet, China suffered an esti-
mated 20,000 soldiers killed, displayed an ineffective army, and its compellence
goal was not achieved: Vietnam did not withdraw its forces from Cambodia and
Laos.'”! Nevertheless, the Chinese action demonstrated that the Soviet Union did
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not or did not have time to directly intervene on the side of its new treaty ally,
denting Soviet credibility and signaling Chinese resolve vis-a-vis one of the two
superpowers. Again, the limited political aim of the war was to “teach a lesson” to

the enemy.'*

With respect to China’s cost-benefit calculation regarding whether to employ force, it
should be added that the ability of the enemy to impose material cost over time,
which is related to escalation risk, is likely factored in. This opportunistic aspect was
on display when China moved to occupy islands disputed with Vietnam and the
Philippines in the South China Sea when they were in a materially or tactically dis-
advantaged, unprepared, or weak position (Tai Gong’s Six Secret Teachings speaks of
“fourteen changes in the enemy” that must be discerned and seized upon),'* or were
diplomatically isolated (Sunzi’s divided enemy alliances). In other words, shi, here
meaning the configuration of the balance of forces, had become favorable; so much
so that China did not need the conjunct application of the conventional “solid moun-
tain” of zheng. The countries were judged (correctly) to be easy prey and the object
of the assault right for the taking, gambling that China’s actions would not lead the
enemy to escalate to all-out war.

« In 1974, China occupied the Crescent Group islands of the Paracels when South
Vietnam was collapsing politically and militarily, and the US had withdrawn its
military support.

+ In the period 1984 to 1986, China battled Vietnamese troops on several occasions
in the disputed border area when Vietnam was militarily tied down in Cambodia,
its economy was on the brink of collapse, and Vietnamese intra-party politics
showed divisions.

o In 1988, China occupied Johnson Reef, part of the Spratlys, when the Soviet mil-
itary and diplomatic commitment to Communist Vietham was wavering in the
context of Gorbachev’s drive to normalize relations with China.

o In 1994, China occupied Mischief Reef when the US economic and trade relation-
ship with China had become more important to Washington, and public pressure
in the Philippines had forced out the large American naval presence in Subic Bay
two years earlier.

o In 2012, China occupied Scarborough Shoal after the US, still the Philippines’
treaty ally, in effect excluded disputed islands from its treaty obligations by explic-
itly stating it maintained neutrality, leaving the Philippines’ weak maritime forces
exposed. After a US-brokered agreement for both to withdraw from the Shoal, the
Philippines did so while China’s now very capable forces remained. This is an
example of tactical gain by trickery zha.

Note here that these examples are different from China’s gradual encroachment in the
Himalayas, building infrastructure and forward-deployed civilian housing on disputed
lands,'** and in the South China Sea through artificial island building,'*® both in the
Xi era. This falls under long-term fait accompli shaping operations. Next to enemy
strength and whether it concerns (maritime) territory that China views as having
historically always been Chinese, the assigned character of the enemy—whether of
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comparable cultural standing or inferior “barbarians”—would likely play a role in the
equation of limited versus unlimited (annihilation) war that is embarked on. The
concentration camps for political reeducation in Xinjiang in the late 2010s are a case
in point in the domestic realm, evoking comparison with the extermination in the
same regions during the late Qing (1860s and 1870s).

Conclusion

This article has painted the broad contours of Chinese strategic culture as captured
in the Seven Military Classics and supported by empirical examples of Chinese strategic
behavior. In doing so, it has become clear that China, in history and during CCP rule
of the country, has a strategic culture that is “an organic whole that closely combines
strategic defense with offense in battle”'?® In fact, if we return to the second part of
China’s 2019 military strategy white paper put forward in the introduction, this is
spelled out in roughly those words, with the caveat that China does in fact attack first
when it feels that its core interests are threatened, which China rhetorically morally
constructs as an attack against which a Chinese preemptive attack in “self-defense” is
justified:

“[China] will not attack unless attacked” and emphasizes “the unity of strategic defense and
»127

operational and tactical offense!

Thus, in sharp contrast to Chinese officials’ and commentators’ assertions, and
flawed, cursory references to Sunzi by Western scholars, China is not pacific and
certainly not tactically defensive: quite the opposite. Strategically, from China’s view-
point, it never seeks trouble; it is pacific. That is, as long as—described by Zhao in
the introduction—one submits to the leadership of Beijing.'”® While it can be argued
that China does not seek to control with direct methods (maritime) territory that it
does not view as historically Chinese, as demonstrated in the South China Sea and
toward Taiwan, this is notably different if it does. The Seven Military Classics, as well
as China today, do not have the illusion that nonmilitary civil (wen) methods by
themselves can forge an allegiance to China that is sufficient to deter infringement
on Chinese “core interests” (hexin liyi) or compel a perceived enemy to yield to China’s
political demands. Hard power has always been valued as a matter of first principles,
ideally employed together with indirect means that prepare the ground (shaping oper-
ations). As for matters that do not touch on China’s core interests, China, out of
self-interest and historical anxiety for social unrest, looks inward first, adamant that
it maintains a strong core domestically. Hence, British and American examples of
imperial overstretch should be avoided.

Last, as this research had an important but necessarily not wholly complete focus
on the ancient tradition in China’s strategic culture, a note on further research is
warranted. The complete Chinese strategic culture that exists, Scobell argues, “is a
result of interaction between different strands of strategic tradition,” which, according
to him, must also include such “traditions as Legalism and Daoism as well as popular
myths and folk traditions”'* He is right. In this regard, the second section of this
article addressed issues of collective memory that play a role in Chinese military
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thinking, something that deserves more scholarly scrutiny. China’s history-laden rhetoric
during the 1962 Sino-Indian and 1969 Sino-Soviet border clashes points to past humil-
iations as drivers of restorative military action.*® Ho’s quote shows that this kind of
emotive language of being wronged is still used to justify Chinese actions today.'*!
What is also missing is the incorporation of the revolutionary thought of the Mao
era, examining to what extent it contrasts or overlaps with the thought captured in
the Seven Military Classics, and whether we can recognize certain methods in China’s
behavior today.'*? For instance, the resemblance of Tai Gong’s Six Secret Teachings with
Mao's On Guerrilla Warfare is striking. Both are written from the perspective of a
rebel force that seeks to overthrow an established ruler, and both advocate indirect or
unorthodox subversive and guerrilla methods, together with, eventually, a direct force
to do so.'’* The impetus for this research lies in Xis reversal of Dengs separation
between party and government (dangzheng fenkai), a reintroduction of political work
(zhengzhi gongzuo) that has not spared the PLA.!** This should be reflected in the
analysis.!®®
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