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Abstract: This article dives into a research topic that explores ways in which Sun Tzu’s,
“The Art of War, has influenced Chinese military philosophy and how it is impacting
the global business field, even today. As a piece of work that has historical relevance,
it has impacted significant leaders in the past including Mao Zedong, and it has been
blended with modern-day technology and politics today. This article shows how these
ideas are still useful today by using examples from ancient Chinese strategy and the
wortld of global business. It also talks about what these ideas mean for international
war and political strategy. Moreover, the paper places great emphasis on the
importance of being adept at traditional Chinese military philosophy, especially in
modern times.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Chinese military philosophy is historical in its roots, suggesting that it is
systematic and organized in its approach to military and warfare. Unlike
several doctrines in the Western military that subscribe to the use of force
and conflict, the Chinese strategies embrace thing the bigger picture in
warfare, focusing on the long term and imposing the least conflict or efforts
possible. This philosophy stems from ethical governance, strategic
manipulation, and change, and is derived from Confucian and Taoist
perspectives. The basis of this tradition is embedded in Sun Tzu’s The Art
of War, which has transcended boundatries of time as well as cultures. The
Art of War was written between the Spring and Autumn Periods. It is a
collection of combat philosophies and strategies that stress planning ahead,
being flexible, and getting to know your enemy and yourself. For centuries,
military professionals, political leaders, businessmen, and diplomats have
all used it as a key source. Currently, the Chinese military philosophy
combines ancient wisdom with modern strategies that include cyber
warfare and artificial intelligence. This article explores how the Chinese
philosophy of war has evolved through time in the aspect of its principles,
how these principles can be employed in the present time, and how political
changes can affect the application of these principles in the near future.
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The article also suggests how Sun Tzu's teachings apply in a modern
political and social context by exploring historical foundations, and
theories, alongside relevant examples.

To be near the goal while the enemy is still far from it, to
wait at ease while the enemy is toiling and struggling, to
be well-fed while the enemy is famished: This is the art of
husbanding one’s strength.

To refrain from intercepting an enemy whose banners are
in perfect order, to refrain from attacking an army drawn
up in calm and confident array: This is the art of studying
circumstances.

timing the
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Figure 1: Visualizing Sun Tzu's The Art of War (Hagy, 2015)
2. HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND FOUNDATIONS

2.1 Sun Tzu and The Art of War

Sun Tzu was a famous military strategist who lived during the Spring and
Autumn Period in ancient China (Feng, 1971). This was a time of great
political and social change, lasting from 771 to 476 BCE and marked by
the fall of the Zhou dynasty and the rise of strong feudal states competing
tor power (Lorge, 2022). The Art of War by Sun Tzu constitutes one of
the earliest and most well-known military and strategic guides (Feng, 1971).
It remains a representation of philosophical and strategic changes of the
Spring and Autumn Period, demonstrating changes from ethics based on
beliefs to morals responsible for functional aspects (Pines, 2020). It would
also be inherently incorrect to neglect the larger cultural and ideological
changes that took place during that era, including the influence of
Confucianism and Taoism, which emphasized the demand for balance,
tlexibility, and the unity of subjective and objective factors (Feng, 1971).
The four core principles of Sun Tzu's The Art of War include strategy,
deception, adaptability, and economy of force (McNeilly, 2011; Tzu &
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Sawyer, 1994):

e Strategy: Sun Tzu articulated an important aspect of warfare claiming
that the optimal way to win a fight is to avoid combat as long as possible.
He believed that controlling and imposing one’s will onto the opponent
through strategic tactics is key to victory and therefore outlines an effective
strategy for warfare.

® Deception: Sun Tzu claimed that deception is the greatest weapon
when it comes to war. He believed that the best way to win a war without
employing force was to trick and mislead the other side and use their flaws
to their benefit.

e Adaptability: Sun Tzu knew how important it was to be able to adapt
and change with the times. He said that the best way to get rid of one’s
troops is for them to be without any discernible shape. He also stressed the
need to be flexible and to always evaluate and change one’s strategies based
on the current situation.

e Economy of force: Sun Tzu encouraged the optimal use of military
resources, claiming that a skillful leader is one who subdues the troops of
the enemy without actually fighting. He believed that it was possible to win
a battle by carefully allocating and deploying forces instead of exerting
brutal force.

2.2 Broader Philosophical Underpinnings

Confucianism, Taoism, and Legalism had a great impact on military
thought, as expressed by Sun Tzu’s The Art of War (Feng, 1971; Holmes,
2000).

e Confucianism can be seen in the emphasis that Sun Tzu has placed
on the characteristics of a virtuous leader as one who can win a battle
through a good understanding and skillful application of strategic
positioning and advantage.

e Taoism can be found within Sun Tzu's dialectical thinking and the
idea that subjective flexibility and objective regularity can work together in
war.

e [egalism was evident in Sun Tzu’s realistic and calculative approach
toward the issue of security policy, as demonstrated by his view of "shi"
(strategic positioning).

In addition, the impact of these philosophies is clear in the development
and further interpretations of Sun Tzu’s ideas by modern military
philosophers. For instance, Confucian scholar Wang Fuzhi actively learned
Sun Tzu's military thoughts, focusing on the importance of benevolence,
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or Ren, and virtue, or De, in managing an army and rejuvenating a nation
(Li et al., 2021). During the Tang Dynasty, Sun Tzu's ideas were
incorporated into Confucianism, Taoism, and other schools, which
eventually gave birth to domestic military studies and Taoist military school

(Wang, 2011).

3. COMPARISON WITH WESTERN CLASSICAL MILITARY
PHILOSOPHIES

Sun Tzu’s The Art of War and Western classic philosophies of war and
strategic management are vastly dissimilar. While The Art of War focuses
on indirect combat strategies such as deception, military philosophies from
the West are much more direct.

For example, the Art of War prescribes the idea of “indirect strategy”
and encourages one to avoid confronting their opponent directly. Rather,
it focuses on deception and exploitation of their weakness. On the other
hand, Western military strategy, such as that employed in Ancient Greece,
puts emphasis on “direct strategy” and advocates for imposing brutal force
on the enemy to ensure their defeat (Lorge, 2022). With a more
comprehensive and philosophical approach than the Western emphasis on
tactical and operational factors, The Art of War also highlights the
significance of comprehending the "objective regularity” of combat and the
union of subjective mobility and objective regularity (Feng, 1971). Some of
the key Western military strategists, like Clausewitz, Liddell Hart, and Boyd,
have employed some principles of The Art of War into their own
trameworks, yet these have been conceived within the cast of the Western
military culture (Lorge, 2022).
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Figure 2: Sun Tzu's Strategic Principle Concept Model (Wu et al., 2004)
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4. KEY PRINCIPLES IN TRADITIONAL CHINESE MILITARY
PHILOSOPHY

With its emphasis on contextual awareness, non-confrontational tactics,
flexibility, and moral leadership, traditional Chinese military philosophy
offers a sophisticated framework for understanding strategy and conflict.
However, these ideas, which have their roots in classic works like Sun Tzu's
The Art of War, continue to have an impact on not only military strategy
but also more general domains like diplomacy and governance.

4.1 Strategic Thinking

‘Shi’ () is one of the most essential concepts to Chinese militar
p y

philosophy, which can be translated as the strategic configuration of power
or potential emery relating to a particular context. Sun Tzu claimed that
implementing a successful strategy largely depends on understanding shi,
which is the broader essence of conflict, and learning how to take
advantage of the present situation. For example, according to Sun Tzu, a
skillful fighter puts themselves into a situation where it is impossible for
the opponent to defeat them, and doesn’t miss any opportunity to defeat
the opponent(Sun, 1988). This approach covers the aspects of situation
evaluation with regard to the ground, the spirit of the troops, and the
position of the enemy to achieve a favorable position.

Strategic thinking, in this context, implies more than the planning of
reactive measures, also involves having expectations for future events and
shifts. Thus, a strategist who focuses on the natural flow of events can
manipulate the situation in a way that leads to a win without using direct
torce. This philosophy differs from Western approaches, which usually
prioritize decisive battles rather than strategic positioning.

4.2 Warfare and Non-Warfare Approaches

Another important part of Chinese military philosophy is the preference
tfor peaceful ways to solve conflicts. This is in line with the idea proposed
by Sun Tzu that defeating an enemy without fighting is the best kind of
war (Sun, 1988). This approach focuses on diplomacy, psychological
operations, and deception as tools to achieve objectives without
experiencing high losses in the war. There are multiple examples from
history that help to explain this principle. Before going to war, during the
Warring States period, strategists relied on alliances, negotiations, and
propaganda to demoralize the enemy. These techniques are reflected in
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modern interstate relations, economic sanctions, information wars, and
cyber operations that replace war as a means of attaining national objectives
without the need for violence. Along with diplomacy, psychological
operations play a major part in warfare. Manipulating an enemy's
perception can lead to misjudgments, which makes direct combat less
necessary. According to Sun Tzu, it is better to make enemies doubt and
be uncertain to gain the upper hand over them, and this strategy is still
widely used in modern military theory.

4.3 Adaptability and Flexibility
Flexibility is another strategic principle of traditional Chinese warfare.

The concept of wu wei (Fo ), or non-action, can be described as the

importance of responding naturally to events and the need to deal
effectively with change. In terms of the military, this concept stresses the
adaptive change in the strategy to meet the ever-shifting environment on
the battlefield. Sun Tzu emphasizes this concept by claiming that there is
always an opportuning in the midst of chaos (Sun, 1988). A good
commander must identify these opportunities and be decisive enough to
take advantage of them. This flexibility helps to guarantee that strategies
remain feasible even in situations that are rather unstable. Chinese history
abounds with many well-known cases of adaptability. During the Three
Kingdoms period, Zhuge Liang was a famous strategist who used clever
strategies like deception and making use of environmental conditions to
overpower his stronger enemies. In modern times, China's strategic policies
on technological innovation and global competition are good examples of
adaptability as they are always being adjusted and evolved to fit new
situations.

Figure 3: Zhuge Liang. Illustration by Chengwei Zhao
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4.4 Morality and Leadership

Traditional Chinese military philosophy is based on the idea of ethical
governance and strong leadership. For example, Sun Tzu advices that if a
leader regards one’s soldiers as one’s children, they will follow their leader
even into the deepest valleys. This shows how important he considers a
commandert's character to be in keeping troops disciplined and morale high
(Sun, 1988). This principle is a reminder that people in leadership and their
tollowership are supposed to exercise mutual respect and trust.

Morality in leadership does not only end in the field of battle but also
extends to the ruling of the state. Confucian values, which prioritize
righteousness, benevolence, and harmony, have a major influence on the
Chinese military philosophy, highlighting that just governance produces
loyal and disciplined citizens. Ethical leadership not only ensures victory
but also guarantees the stability and further development of the state.

A historical example of this is the Emperor Taizong of the Tang Dynasty
of China, who greatly valued an ethical approach to governance and moral
leadership, in terms of both military and civil matters. His skills of building
loyalty among his troops, as well as his subjects, was one of the main factors
that worked in favor of the Tang Dynasty.

Figure 4: Emperor Taizong
5. TRANSITION TO MODERN MILITARY STRATEGY

5.1 Continuity in Principles
Chinese military tradition has had a big impact on modern Chinese
military strategy. This can be seen in a number of important ways. For
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example, Chinese military tradition values the "human factor" over the
"weapon factor,” meaning that moral and ethical issues in war are more
important than pure military might (Junbo & Yunzhu, 1996). Chinese
military strategy holds “stratagem” in higher regard than “strength” — not
outdoing the opponent by power, but by intelligence (Junbo & Yunzhu,
1996). Also, the way traditional Chinese military affairs were thought of in
terms of dialectics, such as the balance between sticking to the goal and
breaking it, the coming together of direct and indirect strategies, and the
unification of factors like being different and being the norm, has had a big
impact on modern Chinese military strategy. In the late Qing Dynasty, the
Westernization Movement built the infrastructure for modernizing China's
military. At the same time, military education and thought at the time
offered educational and human support. Mao Zedong's concept of the
development of military science and technology, particularly the idea of
independent innovation as well as industrial power, has had a great impact
on Chinese military modernization (Thomas, 2014). One major example of
this can be learned from Mao Zedong’s guerrilla warfare principles that
were founded on ancient Chinese warfare culture. Some of these have
remained in the modern Chinese Military tactics even today. As a core
principle of Chinese military strategy, Mao's positive defense strategy
stresses retreating when the enemy advances, harassing when the enemy
camps, and attacking when the enemy is tired (Houn, 1967).
The operational principle Mao of focusing on the superior force
for destroying the opponent one by one, along with his strategic principles
of prolonged warfare and the battle of quick decision, has also continued
to shape Chinese military tactics. Furthermore, Mao’s idea of operational
cooperation of internal and external lines, which means any cooperation
with guerrilla groups and other external support within China, has also
been a constant in Chinese military thinking (Houn, 1967).

5.2 Innovations and Adaptations

China has incorporated new methods in today’s warfare through the use
of technology and cyber tech in its process of military modernization
through several measures. For example, the concept of “Space-Ground
Integrated Information Network™ combines satellite data, battlefield data,
and intelligence data to provide all-round support to modern warfare (Li et
al.,, 2021). Moreover, the goal of “Military-Civilian Fusion” (MCF), a
strategic priority in China since 2015, is to explore potential barriers among
military and civilian (such as industry and technology) spheres to develop
a range of commercial 4IR (such as Artificial Intelligence and Robotics)
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technologies for modernizing military (Evron & Bitzinger, 2023).
Furthermore, the role of information technology and ideological education
is to improve the efficiency of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) through
enhanced training and decision-making (Pan, 2018). These measures
exemplify China’s commitment to using advanced and high technology, as
well as command over cyberspace, to increase its military power and
strategic influence for using in advancing its national security strategy.
Western military doctrines have also had a major role in shaping modern
Chinese military strategy, with the observed recent stages of transition
towards a more mixed type of philosophy. The late Qing Dynasty of China
laid the foundation of the Military Industry Complex (MIC) and the
modernization of its military weapons and other resources, which
established the start of Chinese military modernization (Trebat & De
Medeiros, 2014). During the late Qing era, the Westernization Movement
put military policy first. This led to the creation of a modern navy and the
training of a new army, which greatly changed China's military system and
started the modernization of the Chinese army. The modernization of
military education during the late Qing Dynasty not only provided
intellectual and personnel support to China’s military in its process of
modernized transformation (Trebat & De Medeiros, 2014). Traditional
Chinese strategic culture is inclined to “man” and moral aspects of the war
and stresses values such as the ‘human factor’ as opposed to the ‘weapon
factor’ and victory through wisdom rather than through force. The
Western military strategic culture, on the other hand, tends to be oriented
more on ‘material’ aspects or interests, as well as the weapon factor or
strength in military calculations (Junbo & Yunzhu, 1996). The modern
hybrid of Chinese and Western military science can be found in the modern
study of the military science of Sun Tzu, whereby the Chinese and Western
modes are adopted to analyze business management strategies.

6. CASE STUDIES AND APPLICATIONS

0.1 Historical Case Studies

The history of China is rich with interesting examples of the
implementation of classical military philosophy. During the Three
Kingdoms period (220-280 CE), the famous strategist Zhuge Liang lived
by the ideas in Sun Tzu's "The Art of War." His use of deception, strategic
positioning, and adaptability in war, like the "Empty Fort Strategy," showed
how subtle psychological tricks and tactics could beat a stronger enemy
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torce (Tzu & Sawyer, 1994). Zhuge Liang’s methods were based on using
shi (strategic momentum) and developing opportunities for gaining an
upper head without having to confront the enemy directly. For instance,
the naval strategies of the Ming Dynasty under Admiral Zheng He (1371—
1433) depicted how Sun Tzu encouraged non-confrontational approaches
to avoiding conflicts. Zheng He’s voyages are specific in the fact that they
involved displays of power and diplomacy rather than fighting. These
voyages spread Chinese power across the Indian Ocean while maintaining
peaceful relations with the regions, which is an example of how to defeat
enemies without fighting them (Wang, 2011). These historical examples
also show that the relevance of traditional Chinese ideas about war has not
changed even today.

6.2 Modern Applications

Sun Tzu’s The Art of War remains, to this modern age, an influential
source for shaping Chinese geopolitical strategies, especially in economic
and political fields. Reflecting on modern approaches, this work focuses on
the aspects of strategic planning, deception, and adaptation during warfare,
which can be noted in China’s territorial disputes in the South China Sea.
For instance, actions like ‘salami slicing’ — small steps to gain a foothold
without always having to directly take over —are also in line with Sun Tzu's
words of not declaring a full-scale war to meet the goals (Sun, 1988).
Another conflict strategy typical of Chinese political thinking is the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI) which links economic development with
geopolitical power. Investing in infrastructural projects around Asian-
African and the European region forms positive relations, which serves the
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same purpose as forming alliances to avoid war with other nations. Even
though the BRI is billed as an economic project, it has military effects, such
as protecting trade lines and gaining strategic footholds in important areas
(Rolland, 2017). Such a two-pronged approach is a reflection of Sun Tzu’s
wisdom with regard to the requirements for geopolitics in the modern
world. By exploring the use of technological advancements by China, such
as cyber warfare and Al it is possible to observe the adaptability of Sun
Tzu’s thoughts for the modern age. These tools are in line with Sun Tzu's
idea that you can gain an edge by encouraging wisdom and new ideas and
that these methods can still be used to solve military problems today.

7. CONCLUSION

It is impossible to ignore the fact that even today, elements of traditional
Chinese military philosophy, including strategy, ethical leadership, and
adaptability, are widely applicable in the complex modern environment.
The philosophy, which is rooted in ancient schools of thought like that of
Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, offers rich principles that extend from warfare
to other fields like business, politics, and diplomacy as well. According to
its main philosophies, like taking advantage of opportunities, staying moral,
and avoiding conflicts whenever possible, modern strategies can still learn
a lot from them. This is especially true when countries are trying to survive
in a world that is heavily influenced by technology. Applying the existing
knowledge to address today’s complications, we have to look for the
optimal middle between ancient knowledge and new demands. For
instance, traditional Chinese military thought prioritizes the concept of
long-term planning and approaching in subtle ways. Nevertheless, new
innovations in technology, such as cyberspace warfare, artificial
intelligence, and globalization, have rendered it necessary to adapt these
ideas to the current times that are seeing constant evolution. This is useful
especially in the hybrid of old and new philosophies, not only to facilitate
the progress of fresh strategic militaristic concepts but also to keep the core
strengths in check. To conclude, this knowledge would be valuable in a
world and a society where strategic thinking becomes the determining
factor in stability and success.
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