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Introduction:

For my second assignment, I plan on delving into the applicability and significance of Sun Tzu's Art of War in modern warfare. Through my research and understanding of "The Art of War", I hope to explore the impact of Sun Tzu's teachings on modern military strategies and tactics and how they have influenced military thinking and decision-making.

"The Art of War"[footnoteRef:1] is an ancient manual written by the Chinese military strategist Sun Tzu[footnoteRef:2] approximately two millennia ago. Sun Tzu was a trusted advisor to the King of Wu during the late sixth century BCE. "The Art of War" has inspired world leaders with its military tactics for centuries. Even in modern warfare, we can see the influence of Sun Tzu's writings. His work has not only weathered the test of time but has also experienced a resurgence in importance amid the multifaceted challenges of modern conflict.  [1:  Sun Tzu and Michael Nylan, Art of War (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2020).]  [2:  History.Com Editors, The Art of War (2018) <https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-china/the-art-of-war> [accessed 19 January 2024].] 


According to historical accounts, "The Art of War" was introduced to the Western world in 1772 when it was translated into French by a Jesuit missionary.[footnoteRef:3] B.H. Liddell Hart,[footnoteRef:4] a known British military historian was deeply impressed by the profound military philosophy and teachings of Sun Tzu. Hart felt that Sun Tzu's ideas closely mirrored his own and believed that the devastating loss of life in trench warfare could have been prevented if "The Art of War" had been more widely read and accepted by World War One generals. Even Germany's Kaiser Wilhelm expressed remorse for not having studied "The Art of War" before his defeat.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Mark McNeilly, Sun Tzu and the Art of Modern Warfare, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015) p.4.]  [4:  Richard M. Swain, ‘B. H. Liddell Hart and the Creation of a Theory of War, 1919-1933’, Armed Forces & Society, 17.1 (1990), 35-51 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/45305218> [accessed 25 January 2024].]  [5:  Mark McNeilly, Sun Tzu and the Art of Modern Warfare, p.4.] 


As military principles grapple with technological advancements, unconventional threats, and the intricate web of global politics, Sun Tzu's principles offer timeless insights into the fundamental nature of war. This exploration delves into the enduring relevance of Sun Tzu's teachings in modern warfare, illuminating how his strategic philosophy continues to shape military thought in the 21st century.[footnoteRef:6] From navigating the complexities of information warfare to understanding the imperatives of leadership and adaptability, “The Art of War” is a guiding beacon for military strategists navigating the intricacies of the present-day battlefield. [6:  Jozef Hlavatý and Ján Ližbetin, ‘The Use of the Art of War Ideas in the Strategic Decision-making of the Company’, Transportation Research Procedia, 55, (2021)  1273–1280 <https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trpro.2021.07.110> [accessed 18 January 2024].] 


Comparison of two influential figures 

In military strategy, two influential figures come to mind, particularly Sun Tzu and Carl von Clausewitz.[footnoteRef:7] Clausewitz was a distinguished Prussian military theorist who fought throughout the Napoleonic Wars and the French Revolution. They wrote "On War"[footnoteRef:8] and "The Art of War",[footnoteRef:9] respectively, which provide unique perspectives on conflict. This comparison examines each strategist's work's intellectual foundations, strategic principles, and overarching concepts. Despite their different approaches, Clausewitz and Sun Tzu have significantly impacted military strategy for centuries.[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  Christopher Bassford, Carl von Clausewitz (2023) <https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/document/obo-9780199791279/obo-9780199791279-0026.xml> [accessed 25 January 2024].]  [8:  C. Clausewitz, On War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1832).]  [9:  Tzu and Nylan, Art of War, 2020]  [10:  Lukas Milevski, ‘The idea of genius in Clausewitz and Sun Tzu’, Comparative Strategy, 38.2 (2001), 139-149, <https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01495933.2019.1573076> [accessed 20 January 2024].] 


One central question from the comparison is why "The Art of War" remains relevant to modern warfare. This exploration seeks to answer that question by examining the applicability of Sun Tzu's teachings in today's context. The enduring importance of his strategic philosophy is highlighted in addressing the multifaceted challenges of 21st-century warfare.

Military strategy today requires a deep understanding of different fields, such as history, politics, economics, and sociology. Success in this field comes from academic knowledge and practical experience. Critical thinking, analytical skills, and innovation are essential to solving complex problems. Leaders who integrate academic knowledge and practical decision-making are the most effective. It's necessary to explore the works of both Sun Tzu and Clausewitz in military strategy. By comparing their teachings, we can better understand how different aspects work together to achieve success in warfare. In particular, “The Art of War” remains a significant and relevant resource for military leaders today.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  LTC Ong Cher Howe, ‘A Study of Sun Tzu's Art of War and Clausewitz's On War’, Journal Of The Singapore Armed Forces, 40.2, (2015), 68–80 <https://www.mindef.gov.sg/oms/content/dam/imindef_media_library/graphics/pointer/PDF/2015/Vol.41%20No.2/7)%20V41N2_A%20Study%20Of%20Sun%20Tzu-s%20Art%20Of%20War%20And%20Clausewitz-s%20On%20War.compressed.pdf> [accessed 19 January 2024].] 


Both philosophies are centred around military strategies. Clausewitz believed that war was a political instrument that could be exerted to accomplish particular goals. He emphasised the importance of political objectives in shaping military strategy. Conversely, Sun Tzu prioritised the art of strategy and tactics in warfare, emphasising thorough planning, flexibility, and a comprehensive understanding of the enemy.

In modern warfare, the enemy and the terrain are crucial factors that must be considered. Clausewitz and Sun Tzu recognised the importance of comprehending the enemy's intentions and adjusting military strategy to suit changing circumstances. They believed that terrain and geography played a significant role in warfare. Sun Tzu placed great emphasis on understanding the enemy and the terrain and the psychological and informational aspects of war, which can give an edge in battle.
 
Effective planning in modern warfare requires the use of both strategy and tactics. In his study of war, Clausewitz explored the strategic and operational dynamics, highlighting the significance of concentrating forces at critical junctures and the impact of friction on military manoeuvres. Meanwhile, Sun Tzu's teachings zoned in on strategic planning, adaptability, and the value of intelligence. He underscored the importance of employing deception and misdirection tactics and comprehending the psychological aspects of warfare. While researching this, I discovered "A Study of Sun Tzu's Art of War and Clausewitz's On War"[footnoteRef:12] by LTC Ong Cher Howe. In this study, LTC Howe found that both Sun Tzu and Clausewitz concluded that defence was a more potent warfare. I strongly agree with this conclusion and have seen similar views on this. LTC Howe quoted both Sun Tzu's "The Art of War" and Clausewitz's "On War", which included two exciting quotes.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  LTC Howe, ‘A Study of Sun Tzu's Art of War and Clausewitz's On War’, 2015]  [13:  LTC Howe, ‘A Study of Sun Tzu's Art of War and Clausewitz's On War’, 2015, p.72] 


Clausewitz stated that: 
"When one has used defensive measures successfully, a more favourable balance of strength is usually created; thus, the natural course in war is to begin defensively and end by attacking."[footnoteRef:14] [14:  C. Clausewitz, On War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1832), p. 358.] 


Whereas Sun Tzu said this:
"those who are not able to win must defend; those who can win must attack; defend when forces and resources are inadequate; attack when forces and resources are more than abundant..."[footnoteRef:15] [15:  C.H. Wee Art of War. (Singapore: Prentice Hall, 2003), p. 90] 

 	
These quotes help significantly understand this and suggest that Clausewitz and Sun Tzu discuss the importance of defensive and offensive measures in war. While Clausewitz suggests that beginning a war with defensive measures can create a more favourable balance of strength and that, ultimately, attacking is necessary for victory, Sun Tzu emphasises that both defensive and offensive measures are essential and should be chosen based on the available resources and circumstances. Sun Tzu also suggests that those who can win should attack, while those less equipped should focus on defence. Both quotes highlight the strategic nature of war and the importance of assessing one's strengths and resources before taking action.

Clausewitz and Sun Tzu explored the significance of concluding wars with well-defined political objectives. Clausewitz's perspective was that wars ought to strive towards political goals continually and that it was vital to establish unambiguous objectives to effectively bring conflicts to a close. [footnoteRef:16] In comparison, Sun Tzu stressed the need to attain victory with minimal harm and favoured strategies that could result in a swift resolution without protracted warfare. [16:  Jordon Lindell, Clausewitz: War, Peace and Politics (2009) <https://www.e-ir.info/2009/11/26/clausewitz-war-peace-and-politics/> [accessed 19 January 2024].] 


The multifaceted nature of armed conflict necessitates capturing its complex aspects. As per Clausewitz, the war continues political communication, and the political context influences its nature. He emphasised the idea of "absolute war" as a theoretical ideal but recognised that it may not be attainable in practice. Sun Tzu, on the other hand, viewed war as a strategic and calculated enterprise, emphasising the importance of winning without confrontation whenever possible. He advocated for subtlety, deception and understanding the weaknesses of the enemy.

Although both Sun Tzu and Clausewitz provide valuable insights into military strategy and tactics, their approaches to warfare differ significantly. Sun Tzu focuses on avoiding conflict and gaining an advantage through careful planning and strategy, while Clausewitz emphasises direct military action and superior firepower. 

In a statement made by Albert Einstein,[footnoteRef:17] "You cannot simultaneously prevent and prepare for war”[footnoteRef:18] may seem contradictory. Still, it highlights a crucial truth: avoiding war requires preparation and sacrifice.  [17:  John Scales Avery, Albert Einstein, Scientist And Pacifist (2015) <https://www.wagingpeace.org/albert-einstein-scientist-and-pacifist> [accessed 23 January 2024].]  [18:  Scales Avery, 2015.] 


While Sun Tzu's The Art of War and Clausewitz's On War offer different perspectives on conflict, they both acknowledge the importance of preparation and understanding one's enemy. By studying these works, we can learn valuable lessons about approaching conflict and emerging victorious. Ultimately, it's up to us to use this knowledge to prevent war whenever possible while also being ready to defend ourselves if needed.

Why "The Art of War" stands out.

The relevance of "The Art of War" cannot be overlooked in modern warfare, particularly compared to Clausewitz's theories. Several notable aspects of this ancient text stand out and are worth considering, making it an essential read for anyone seeking to comprehend the dynamics of warfare and conflict today. I will discuss these in further detail below.

The relevance of Sun Tzu's teachings on adaptability, comprehending the enemy, and employing unconventional methods must be considered in the face of challenges posed by warfare in the present-day context. It's essential to remember that warfare is no longer a hypothetical threat, and these strategies can prove to be the difference between success and failure in such scenarios.

The importance of intelligence, deception, and psychological operations cannot be overstated as we enter the information age. Sun Tzu's teachings remain highly relevant, especially in modern warfare. With strategic manipulation of data becoming a common tactic in warfare, it is essential to understand and implement the principles of information warfare to stay ahead. Operation Fortitude in World War Two is a remarkable instance of strategic deception employed in warfare.[footnoteRef:19] What was Operation Fortitude? Operation Fortitude was a military deception operation carried out by the Allied forces. The operation was designed to deceive the German high command about the timing and location of the Allied invasion of Western Europe. The operation was split into two parts: Fortitude North, which aimed to deceive the Germans into thinking the invasion would take place in Norway, and Fortitude South, which sought to mislead the Germans into believing that the invasion would occur at Pas de Calais in France. The operation was successful in its objectives and played a crucial role in the success of the D-Day landings. [19:  Major Ernest S. Tavares Jr, Operation Fortitude: The Closed Loop D-Day Deception Plan, (Alabama: A Research Report Submitted to the Faculty In Partial Fulfillment of the Graduation Requirements, 2001) p.1.] 


In the face of the ever-changing and intricate nature of modern conflicts, Sun Tzu's emphasis on adaptability and strategic flexibility is paramount. By embracing these principles, we can only navigate the complexity and dynamism of the challenges ahead.

In today's world, we aim to resolve conflicts with minimal impact and duration. This aligns with the ancient principles of Sun Tzu, who believed in swift and efficient warfare. We can achieve our goals more effectively and efficiently by avoiding protracted disputes. Let's take inspiration from the wisdom of the past and strive for peaceful resolutions.

In today's modern warfare, being prepared for unexpected situations is crucial. That's where the wisdom of Sun Tzu comes in. His insights into crisis management and rational decision-making provide essential guidance for effectively handling crises. With Sun Tzu's teachings, you can equip yourself with the tools you need to face whatever challenges come your way.

Historically, leadership and troop morale have been crucial to successful military operations. Sun Tzu recognised this and emphasised their importance in his writings. Today, current military operations still place great emphasis on effective command and the well-being of personnel. By prioritising these factors, military leaders can optimise their resources and achieve their objectives more efficiently and successfully.

"The Art of War" is crucial in modern warfare as it provides valuable insights into strategic thinking, adaptability, understanding the enemy, and effective leadership. Its principles are essential in addressing the challenges of modern military operations, making studying this ancient text highly recommended for those seeking to enhance their knowledge and skills in warfare.

Dr Andrew Wilson, a well-known US Naval War College academic, has written a scholarly chapter on 'The Art of War' by Sun Tzu and its relevance in modern warfare.[footnoteRef:20] In his chapter, he explains that Sun Tzu's philosophy combines Confucianism[footnoteRef:21] and Taoism[footnoteRef:22] principles. He also highlights the five qualities a General should possess, similar to the five Confucian virtues. According to Dr. Wilson, five crucial virtues are essential for successful warfare: planning, fighting, control, deployment of troops, and momentum. These virtues are clearly displayed through Sun Tzu’s work. [20:  Aziz Ali Haerulloh, The Sun Tzu is the Art of War and Its Application in Modern Warfare, (Universitas Pertahanan RI Press), p.7.]  [21:  National Geographic Society, Chinese Religions and Philosophies (2024) <https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/chinese-religions-and-philosophies> [accessed 20 January 2024].]  [22:  National Geographic Society, 2024] 


Effective planning requires a deep understanding of the complexities of war, including the five crucial factors that must be considered: moral guidelines, heaven, earth, commander-in-chief, and rules. Successful leaders often meticulously plan numerous events and strategies of a battle, while those who struggle tend to rely on just a few.

Conflict comes with a cost, as resources are depleted and troops and weapons become dull over time. Prolonged battles can weaken a country's strength. Surrounding enemy cities can diminish their power, but if victory is not achieved promptly, the enemy may seize the opportunity to strike back with the aid of their allies.

The principle of control involves utilising drums, banners, and flags to provide soldiers with direction and cohesion, thereby discouraging acts of cowardice. The strategy of winning without fighting rests on the concept of rendering the enemy unable to concentrate by building a strong nation. This can then be followed by coaxing the enemy into becoming an ally, avoiding open conflict altogether.

To begin deploying troops, it's crucial first to assess their range. From there, the subsequent steps are determining the appropriate size, performing precise calculations, achieving balance, and ultimately securing victory. The terrain plays a significant role in defining the reach of one's forces. Accurate measurement is paramount when making successful calculations, and careful counting is pivotal in achieving balance. Only a well-balanced approach can lead to victory.

In warfare, momentum is essential. While a direct approach may be used to initiate an attack, it is often the indirect approach that leads to victory. A knowledgeable General who understands the art of perverted usage has access to a vast array of tactics akin to the endless flow of rivers and seas that never run dry. These tactics renew themselves like the cyclical changes of the four seasons.

I couldn't agree more with the theory presented in this text. It provides valuable insights into the elemental principles of warfare and the essential qualities required for success. The text strongly emphasises the importance of meticulous planning, strategic control, effective troop deployment, and maintaining momentum to achieve victory. Moreover, it underscores the significance of understanding the complexities of war, the terrain, and the strategic use of tactics to disrupt the enemy's focus. This text is an excellent reminder of the critical elements required for winning on any battlefield.

Negatives with "The Art of War"

While "The Art of War" has rightfully earned its place as a classic guide to strategy, it's essential to consider its relevance in modern-day warfare. The book's potential limitations and susceptibility to various questions can challenge its practical application. As we navigate an ever-changing warfare landscape, it's crucial to evaluate the effectiveness of historical texts and determine how they can be adapted to meet the present demands. I will discuss some of these limitations next. 

Despite being insightful, Sun Tzu's principles have been criticised by some for being too simplistic and ambiguous. The concise nature of his writings can lead to interpretations that need more specificity and confusing implementing strategies. Considering and analysing each principle carefully ensures a clear understanding before application.

It should be noted that Sun Tzu's work is heavily influenced by ancient Chinese philosophy and culture. Therefore, applying his teachings directly to modern Western military contexts may be problematic. The differences between ancient Chinese cultural nuances, historical context, and contemporary Western military practices could pose significant challenges.

Although "The Art of War" was written two millennia ago, it was written at a time when no advanced military technologies existed.[footnoteRef:23] As a result, the principles discussed in the book may not directly address the complexities introduced by modern weaponry, cyber warfare, and other technological advancements. Therefore, it is critical to supplement the teachings of this classic with modern military knowledge to ensure that our strategies are practical and up-to-date.  [23:  Manuel Poejo Torres, Sun Tzu Art of War (2018) <https://www.jwc.nato.int/images/stories/threeswords/SUNTZU_2018.pdf> [accessed 19 December 2023].] 


Some critics argue that it may not be suitable for modern military operations due to a lack of specific tactical guidance. The book's emphasis on strategic principles and overarching concepts may need to provide more detail for the complex tactical planning required in modern warfare. As such, it is essential to consider the book's limitations when applying its teachings in practical settings. 

Adaptability is crucial in any warfare, as Sun Tzu pointed out. However, the ever-changing landscape of modern warfare demands more flexibility and sophisticated strategies that may not be explicitly stated in his ancient text. With the rapid evolution of technology and geopolitical shifts, we must develop dynamic and subtle approaches to counter the challenges our adversaries pose effectively.

Sun Tzu's strategic principles, which involve deception and misdirection, have been used for centuries in warfare. However, in modern times, there are concerns that these teachings may conflict with ethical standards and international laws of war. It is essential to carefully consider the implications of adhering too strictly to these principles and to ensure that they align with modern ethical values. We must refrain from initiating another global conflict.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Sahil Verma, Sun Tzu’s Art of War and the First Principles of International Humanitarian Law (2020) <https://cilj.co.uk/2020/08/30/sun-tzus-art-of-war-and-the-first-principles-of-international-humanitarian-law/> [accessed 18 January 2024].
] 


The concise and poetic style of Sun Tzu's sayings may pose a risk of misinterpretation. The potential for readers to derive different meanings from his writings could result in misguided applications of his principles in the complex landscape of modern warfare. It is essential to approach his teachings cautiously and critically to ensure their effective implementation.

Although Sun Tzu's "Art of War" has been a timeless masterpiece in military strategy, its relevance in today's complex and technologically advanced warfare cannot be solely relied on. It is crucial to carefully examine and adapt the principles while supplementing them with modern knowledge to tackle the current intricate and ever-changing geopolitical landscape effectively.


Conclusion:

Sun Tzu's "The Art of War" remains an essential resource for modern military strategists. The timeless wisdom of his enduring teachings provides invaluable insights into the core nature of war, influencing military thought in the dynamic landscape of the 21st century. In contrast to Clausewitz's "On War," Sun Tzu emphasises meticulous planning, adaptability, and the strategic value of intelligence. This unique perspective on navigating conflict provides a distinct and valuable approach to modern military strategy.

Military leaders require a multifaceted approach to succeed in modern warfare, combining academic knowledge with practical experience. Influential leaders can solve complex problems and make sound decisions by seamlessly combining these elements. Exploring and comparing the works of Sun Tzu and Clausewitz deepens comprehension of how different elements synergise to achieve success in warfare.

As we confront ever-evolving challenges in the modern theatre of war, Sun Tzu's "Art of War" stands out as a pragmatic guide, skilfully intertwining philosophical principles with practical wisdom. This crucial resource offers invaluable guidance for strategists navigating the complexities of modern conflicts. By embracing Sun Tzu's teachings, military leaders can elevate their strategic thinking and gain a distinct advantage over adversaries.
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