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FOREWORD

Most of the ideas that form of the foundation of American
defense policy and military strategy today were once new and
untested concepts at the far edge of strategic thought. It took
thinkers of vision and creativity to give them life and repne them to
the point they could be adopted by the defense community and used
for strategy and force development. This is a never ending process:
new strategic concepts constantly emerge, some fade away, a few
pass the tests of suitability, feasibility, and acceptability and make it
into the mainstream.

To help with this process of identifying those new and untested
strategic concepts that merit further examination, the Strategic
Studies Institute is publishing a special series called 0Advancing
Strategic Thought.6 This provides a venue--a safe haven--for
creative, innovative, and experimental thinking about national
security policy and military strategy.

The following study by David Lai is the inaugural publication
in the Advancing Strategic Thought Series. In it, Dr. Lai uses the
ancient game of Go as a metaphor for the Chinese approach to
strategy. He shows that this is very different than the linear method
that underlies American strategy. By better understanding Go,
Lai argues, American strategists could better understand Chinese
strategy.

The Strategic Studies Institute is pleased to ofpcer this unique
and creative analysis as part of the Advancing Strategic Thought
Series.

DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.
Director
Strategic Studies Institute
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SUMMARY

Most U.S. political and military leaders are aware of the difference
in strategic thinking and international behavior between the United
States and China. Many have also studied Sun Tzuis Art of War and
can recite the Chinese master strategistis famous saying: oKnow
the enemy and know yourself, in a hundred battles you will never
be in peril.6 However, few really understand the essence of the
difference.

The author introduces a new approach to learning about the
different ways of strategic thinking and interaction in Chinese
culture. It is through learning the Chinese board game called go. This
game is a living reyection of Chinese philosophy, culture, strategic
thinking, warfare, military tactics, and diplomatic bargaining. The
author also sheds light on the remarkable connection between go
and the strategic concepts in Sun Tzuds Art of War.

A modest claim is made in this writing that a little knowledge of
go will take U.S. leaders a long way in understanding the essence of
the Chinese way of war and diplomacy.






LEARNING FROM THE STONES:
A GO APPROACH TO M ASTERING CHINAIS
STRATEGIC CONCEPT, SHI

In its July 2002 report to Congress, the China Security Review
Commission states, 0Chinese strategic thinkingand military planning
differ markedly from our own, underscoring the need to study such
differences more carefully.6 The report also warns othe possibilities
of miscalculation, miscommunication, and misunderstanding are
high, given the substantial differences in each countryis thinking
and planning, and require far more attention from U.S. policymakers
and the Congress.d!

Coincidentally the Department of Defense (DoD) also released
its annual report on Chinese military power in July 2002. The
Pentagon report calls attention to several knowledge gaps in the
U.S. understanding of Chinais strategic thinking. Particularly, it
mentions a concept, shi, putatively a strategy China uses to exploit
the ostrategic conpguration of powero to its advantage and maximize
its ability to preserve its national independence and develop its
comprehensive national power. The Pentagon report notes:

There is no Western equivalent to the concept of ashi.6 Chinese linguists
explain it as othe alignment of forces,6 the opropensity of things,é or the
opotential born of disposition,6 that only a skilled strategist can exploit
to ensure victory over a superior force. Similarly, only a sophisticated
assessment by an adversary can recognize the potential exploitation of
*shi.g?

Indeed, shiis such an important concept that Sun Tzu, the Chinese
grand master of military strategy, uses it for the title of a chapter in
his Art of War, the worldis oldest military treasure.® In this chapter,
Sun Tzu has discussed four key aspects of shi. First, it is the idea of
gi and zheng. Zheng is the regular way of doing things, or in military
terms, the regular order of battle. A commander deploys troops in
regular (zheng) ways. However, the commander must mobilize his
troops to engage the enemy in extraordinary (gi) ways. Zheng is, in
essence, a given. It is open knowledge to friends and foes. Yet gi is a



variable and its variation inexhaustible. The second aspect of shi is
about creating an overwhelming force with irresistible unleashing
power (a grindstone against eggs, and the strike of a hawk at its prey).
The third aspect of shi is about developing a favorable situation with
great potential to achieve the political objectives. Finally, shi is about
taking and maintaining the initiative. As Sun Tzu puts it, othose
skilled at making the enemy move do so by creating a situation to
which he must conform.g

These aspects of shi are also found in Sun Tzuds discussion of
other key concepts in the Art of War such as deception, stratagem,
intelligence, deterrence, and so on. Sun Tzu maintains that these
key concepts are vital to victory; one must study and master them
during peacetime; and it will be too late to consult experts (books or
specialists) when grave occasions arise. In essence, Sun Tzu suggests
that national leaders, political and military alike, make strategic
thinking and employment of tactical skills part of their second
nature.

How does one nurture this second nature? Learning and practice
are the ways to go. The author offers a new approach to learn
and practice Sun Tzuis strategic and operational ideasfi through
learning the game of go.* Go is of Chinese origin and is the worldis
oldest board game, yet still remarkably popular and viable. It is
probably the most sophisticated game as well. This game bears
striking resemblance to the Chinese way of war and diplomacy. Its
concepts and tactics are living reyections of Chinese philosophy,
strategic thinking, stratagems, and tactical interactions. This game,
in turn, inyuences the way Chinese think and act. This work brings
to light another important feature of this gamefi its connection to the
Chinese military classics. The four key aspects of shi in Sun Tzufs Art
of War are also guiding principles of go.

In the American culture, many liken the American way of war
and diplomacy to the games of chess (power-based pght), poker
(blufpng and risk-taking), boxing (force on force), and American
football (in many ways, resembles the American war machine). The
game of go is different from chess, poker, boxing, and American
football in many key aspects. While the American way of war has its
strengths, a little knowledge and experience of the game of go will be



a valuable addition to the American political and military wisdom;
and it will take U.S. political and military leaders a long way in
understanding the Chinese way of war and diplomacy.

CHINESE WAY OF WAR AND DIPLOM ACY

A popular saying in the Chinese diplomatic and defense
communities is about the Chinese way of war and diplomacy and
its difference to that of the West: Chinese place heavy emphasis
on strategy and stratagems whereas the West relies more on
overwhelming force and advanced capability. By many accounts,
this is an accurate characterization. The Chinese even go so far to call
China the birthplace of stratagems. After all, China has the worldis
prst comprehensive military classic, the Art of War, and the largest
number of ancient military writings. While these military writings
address many aspects of military affairs, they all emphasize strategy
and stratagems.

Among these military classics, Sun Tzuis Art of War is
undoubtedly the epitome of the Chinese way of war and diplomacy.
In this work, Sun Tzu expounds on many key thoughts on warfare
and the conduct of war. Three of them are of great signipcance: a
broad conception of the art of war, an emphasis on strategy and
stratagem, and a dialectic view on the way to pght.

In the Art of War, Sun Tzu treats the political, diplomatic, and
logistical preparation for war, war pghting, and the handling of the
aftermath of war as integral parts of the art of war. In this broad
framework, the art of war is, in essence, the process of diplomacy;
war pghting is only diplomacy by other means.

Sun Tzuis emphasis on strategy and stratagems follows from his
prudent view on warfi itisa vital matter of the state, survival or ruin.
Sun Tzu is especially cautious on the cost of warfi while waging war
can advance a statefs interest, it can bring a state disaster as well. As
an old Chinese saying goes, when you kill 10,000 enemy soldiers,
you are likely to lose 3,000 lives as well. Hence, as Sun Tzu puts it, a
farsighted ruler thinks about warfare carefully; a good commander
exploits the art of war fully; if there is no benept, advantage, or real
danger, a state must not set the war machine in motion. 0Thus those



unable to understand the dangers inherent in employing troops
are equally unable to understand the advantageous ways of doing
s0.0 Preserving the vital interest of a state without the use of force
therefore is the prst principle in Sun Tzuls Art of War. To achieve
this goal, Sun Tzu places great emphasis on strategy and stratagems.
Thus in the Art of War, Sun Tzu treats warfare, from its preparation to
execution and termination as brst and foremost a contest of wisdom.
Use of force is secondary. From Sun Tzuis perspective, a winning
side uses force to consolidate assured victory, whereas a losing side
uses force only to make a gamble or a desperate attempt for survival,
neither of which is a good strategy of war.

Adding complexity to the battle of wits is Sun Tzuls remarkably
sophisticated dialectic view on nature, warfare, strategy, and
stratagem. The Art of War is full of observations about the dialectic
nature of strategic concepts such as weak vs. strong, more vs. few,
defense vs. offense, regular vs. extraordinary (qi and zheng), direct vs.
indirect, division vs. unity, laboring vs. resting, advance vs. retreat,
far vs. near, and the relativity and mutual transformation of these
strategic situations. Sun Tzufs teaching is to exploit the opposite of
the enemyfs strategy and action.

Therefore, when capable, feign incapacity; when active, inactivity. When
near, make it appear that you are far away; when far away, that you
are near. Offer the enemy a bait to lure him; feign disorder and strike
him. When he concentrates, prepare against him; where he is strong,
avoid him. Anger his general and confuse him. Pretend inferiority and
encourage his arrogance. Keep him under stress and wear him down.
When he is united, divide him. Attack when he is unprepared; sally out
when he does not expect you.

Sun Tzuls dialectic views are in complete harmony with the
philosophies of Yin and Yang and Daoism. Sun Tzu and Lao Tzu,
the intellect of the Daoist School of thought, particularly liken the
character of the military and the way of war and diplomacy to the
yow of water. Water is perhaps the best example of the dialectic
nature of things. It has no constant shape. There is nothing softer
and weaker than water, yet nothing is more penetrating and capable
of attacking the hard and strong. The yow of water, carrying with it
the shi, can wash away anything standing in its way.



With over 2,000 years of inyuence from Sun Tzuis teaching,
along with the inyuence of other signipcant philosophical and
military writings, the Chinese are particularly comfortable with
viewing war and diplomacy in comprehensive and dialectic ways
and acting accordingly. Indeed, many of these observations have
become proverbial components of the Chinese way of war and
diplomacy. The most notable ones are bing yi zha li (war is based on
deception), shang-bing fa-mou (supreme importance in war is to attack
the enemyis strategy), gi-zheng xiang-sheng (mutual reproduction of
regular and extraordinary forces and tactics), chu-gi zhi-sheng (win
through unexpected moves), yin-di zhi-sheng (gain victory by varying
onefs strategy and tactics according to the enemyds situation), yi-rou
ke-gang (use the soft and gentle to overcome the hard and strong), bi-
shi ji-xu (stay clear of the enemyis main force and strike at his weak
point), yi-yu wei-zhi (to make the devious route the most direct),
hou-fa zhi-ren (pght back and gain the upper hand only after the
enemy has initiated pghting), sheng-dong ji-xi (make a feint to the
east but attack in the west), and so on. All of these special Chinese
four-character proverbs are strategic and dialectic in nature. All bear
some character of yowing water.

This Chinese way of war and diplomacy is in striking difference
to the Western way of war from ancient Greece to the United States
today. In the Western tradition, there is a heavy emphasis on the use
of force; the art of war is largely limited to the battlepelds; and the
way to pght is force on force. As one observer puts it, 0the Greeks
developed what has been called the Western way of war_fa collision
of soldiers on an open plain in a magnipcent display of courage,
skill, physical prowess, honor, and fair play, and a concomitant
repugnance for decoy, ambush, sneak attacks, and the involvement
of noncombatants.6 With respect to stratagem, Alexander the Great
said, when he was advised to launch a surprise night attack against
the Persians:

The policy which you are suggesting is one of bandits and thieves, the
only purpose of which is deception. I cannot allow my glory always to
be diminished by Dariusi absence, or by narrow terrain, or by tricks of
night. I am resolved to attack openly and by daylight. | choose to regret
my good fortune rather than be ashamed of my victory.®



The Western way of war pnds its comprehensive theoretical
expressions in the Western military classics of Carl von Clausewitz
and Baron Antoine-Henri de Jomini. It has also made its impressive
footprints in battlepelds throughout the ages and across the globe.
Today, the American way of war has become a more popular term
for the Western way of war. As described by military historian
Russell F. Weigley, the American way of war uses massive power,
excels in advanced technology, and pursues total victory.® Backed
by U.S. mighty military power, the American way of war has put
on impressive shows in wars in Iraqg, the former Yugoslavia, and
Afghanistan. In the most recent war on lraq, the 2003 Operation
IRAQI FREEDOM, the United States used a oleaner force6 (smaller
in number as compared to the massive buildup against Iraq in 1991),
yet faster in maneuver, armed with sharper precision prepower,
and advanced with surprise attacks. Some observers call this
revolution in the Western way of war.” However, one can see that
the fundamentals of the Western way of war remain unaltered. The
revolution has only made it more powerful.

Comparing the Chinese and Western ways of war and diplomacy,
one cannot but wonder which one is better. The Chinese believe their
strategic traditions are superior to those of the West, both ethically
and effectively. Chinese strategists tend to stress the signpicance
of culture and end up stereotyping U.S. and Western ways of war.®
While a good answer to this question is difpcult to qualify, one has
to see that the West has dominated world politics with its superior
comprehensive power over several centuries. The Chinese are aware
of this fact. They also understand that without solid and credible
capability, the play of strategy is empty. That is why the Chinese are
so determined to develop Chinais comprehensive national power.

That said, one must see that while the Chinese are doing their
homework (developing their capabilities), the West should spend
some time learning about Chinese strategic thought and stratagem
skills. As Sun Tzu puts it, 0know your opponent and know yourself,
in a hundred battles you will never be in peril.0



LESSONS FROM THE GAME OF GO

In many ways, the game of go resembles the Chinese way of war
and diplomacy. This game has its origin in China about 4,000 years
ago and is the oldest board game in the world. The original Chinese
name of this game is called weigi (pronounced wei chii); literally,
encircling territory, an essential component of a nation state. Two
players compete for territories. The one who acquires more wins.

The game board is conceived to be the earth (back in ancient times,
people believed the earth was yat and square). The board is square,
representing stability (See Figure 1). The four corners represent the
four seasons, indicating the cyclical change of time. The game pieces,
the stones, are round, hence mobile. The spread of stones on the
board reyect activities on earth. The shape of the stone engagements
on the board is like the yow of water, an echo in Sun Tzuis view
that the positioning of troops be likened to water: 0as water varies
its yow according to the fall of the land, a military varies its method
of gaining victory according to the enemy situations.6 Sun Tzu also
uses stones to describe military affairs: rolling boulders create shi.

The two players take turns to place black and white stones on
the intersections (but not the open squares) of a 19 x 19 line matrix,
one piece at a time. The black and white stones engage with one
another in the game, exemplifying the concept of yin and yang and
penetrating each otheris territories as the yow of water.

Figure 1.

7



The stones have equal physical power (there is no almighty
gueen or little pawn as in chess), resembling the relatively equal
physical size of individuals. Yet the importance and potential of
the stones in the game are beyond imagination, resembling the
boundless creativity of human individuals. Even a super computer
today cannot map out their alternatives. Of note here is that in
1997, the IBM super computer Deep Blue pnally defeated the chess
grand master Garry Kasparov. Yet at the celebration ceremony, the
designers of Deep Blue also admitted that they could not write a
program to beat even a mediocre go player, not any time soon.

The game of go starts with the game board completely open. This
special design allows for creative strategic thinking and interaction.
By game rule, the one who plays Black goes prst. Once played, the
stones stay in place unless captured and removed by the opposing
player. The game will become more complicated as the two players
put more stones on the board (unlike chess, where the further the
game goes, the fewer pieces on the board, hence simpler).

The basic objective of the game is to secure more space on the
board (or more territory). The players do so by encircling more
space on the board. The competition for more territory thus leads to
invasion, engagement, confrontation, and war pghting. Sun Tzuds
thoughts and the essential features of the Chinese way of war are all
played out in the game. As the game unfolds, it becomes a war with
multiple campaigns and battlefronts. Or in terms of international
affairs, it is a competition between two nations over multiple interest
dreds.

Figure 2 shows the initial pve moves of a game between two
Chinese professional players.® In the game of go, the prst 50-
some moves are called the opening-stage moves. At this point,
players develop their strategic plans, adjusting constantly to the
new situation created by the opponentis countermoves. Strategic
moves, diplomatic posturing, and testing each otheris waters are
the hallmarks of the opening of the game. These early moves set the
stage for the entire game, affecting the battles and campaigns 50 to a
100 moves later and throughout the game (long-term and calculated
strategy is a key aspect of this game).
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Figure 2.

Black 3 and 5 have created a prm command of the corner,
securing a otheatero in the lower right side of the war plain. Working
in concert with Black 1 at the top, the three black stones make a large
claim of osphere of inyuenceo on the right side of the board.

White must respond to Blackds claim. But at this early stage with
only a few stones on the board, it is difpcult to locate the ocenter
of gravityo or odecisive pointo (in Clausewitz and Jominids terms,
respectively). Sun Tzuis teaching to attack your opponentis strategy
comes into play. In Figure 3 we see that White immediately placed
stone 6 on the board to counter Blackis posturing. White 6 instantly
changed the strategic outlook on the board. The three white stones in
turn have made a much larger claim of sphere of inyuence on the
left-hand side. Both players have tried to develop an advantageous
situation that is consistent with Sun Tzuéds third aspect of shi.

Black did not let Whitels claim stay long. Black 7 struck deep
into Whiteds claimed sphere of inyuence. It went also as an attack on
Whitels strategy (Sun Tzuis teaching), interrupting W hitefs strategic
outlook instantly (Figure 4).



