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 Strategic Culture 

 Unique Paths to a Veiled  Realpolitik    

     Some scholars argue that nations possess distinctive strategic cultures. 

Strategic culture is an inherited body of political-military concepts based on 

shared historical and social experience. Strategic culture may shape leaders’ 

interpretation of international events, thereby producing certain preference 

orders regarding how and under what circumstances military force should 

be used. Many policy makers also appear to hold a set of images or percep-

tions about the behavior patterns of other states. h ese images amount to 

an understanding of the strategic cultures that shape the choices of their 

counterparts in other countries. h ese images and perceptions are ot en 

unexamined, yet they appear to exert a powerful ef ect in shaping leader-

ship expectations. 

 Strategic culture is ot en seen as a product of unique lessons that are inter-

nalized by successive generations of leaders. h is occurs primarily through 

their education in classic texts that embody a national political-military lit-

erary tradition. In this view, having learned these consistent lessons, lead-

ers then form a set of relatively stable ideas about “how the world works.” 

h ey also form stable preferences for strategic and military action.  1   Despite 

important theoretical and methodological challenges, the strategic culture 

approach is a potentially valuable complement to realist perspectives.  2   It 

     1       h e strategic culture approach has a number of logical and methodological problems, the 
most important of which is the dii  culty in proving that state actions were actually a prod-
uct of any particular belief held by any particular leader in any particular case. Despite 
these problems, there is utility in trying to gain a deeper and subtler understanding of 
leadership values and preference orders in other countries. Yet these logical and methodo-
logical limitations do caution against relying on this approach to derive strong conclusions 
about likely future   behavior.  

     2     By realism, we mean a view of international politics as politics primarily among nation-
states which are concerned about their own security and act in pursuit of their own inter-
ests. In this view, states exist in an anarchic system in which they must rely on their own 
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Chinese and Indian Strategic Behavior26

helps build a better overall understanding of state behavior and foreign pol-

icy by drawing attention to cultural factors that may inl uence the logic of 

policy makers in other societies. 

 Chinese strategic culture has been the subject of much discussion and 

debate.  3   Some Chinese scholars believe that Chinese strategic culture is 

unique, with an emphasis on ethical and human factors in security, in con-

trast to a Western tradition that emphasizes material interests and mili-

tary power.  4   In this view, China’s strategic culture imparts a preference for 

nonviolent means of conl ict resolution. Some Western scholars agree that 

China’s strategic culture is unique, but reject the argument that it favors 

nonviolence.   Alastair Iain Johnston detects a form of  realpolitik  in Chinese 

strategic culture, inl uencing Chinese leaders to view war as a central fea-

ture of interstate   relations.  5   

   Other prominent students of Chinese strategic culture argue that its tra-

ditions incline China toward the use of force and that its contemporary 

record of actual behavior supports this claim. Andrew Scobell, notable for 

the inl uence of his ideas on the subject within the U.S. security community, 

ef orts, or “self-help,” to achieve security. Political realism also recognizes the propensity 
of states to maximize power. h e literature on realism is rich and varied, but these are the 
core concepts that set realism apart from values-based views of international politics such 
as idealism or moralism.  

     3     Examples of prominent work on this subject include Allen S. Whiting,  h e Chinese Calculus 
of Deterrence: India and Vietnam  (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1975); Mark 
Burles and Abram N. Shulsky,  Patterns in China’s Use of Force: Evidence from History and 
Doctrinal Writings  (Santa Monica: RAND,  2000 ); Alastair Iain Johnston,  Cultural Realism: 
Strategic Culture and Grand Strategy in Chinese History  (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press,  1995 ); Allen S. Whiting, “China’s Use of Force 1950–1996, and Taiwan,”  International 
Security , 26:2 (Fall 2001): 103–131; Larry M. Wortzel, “China’s Foreign Conl icts Since 
1949,” in David Graf  and Robin Higham, eds.,  A Military History of China  (Boulder: 
Westview Press,  2002 ), 267–284; Andrew Scobell,  China’s Use of Military Force: Beyond 
the Great Wall and the Long March  (New York: Cambridge University Press,  2003 ); and 
Andrew Scobell, “‘Cult of Defense’ and ‘Great Power Dreams’: h e Inl uence of Strategic 
Culture on China’s Relationship with India,” in Michael R. Chambers, ed.,  South Asia in 
2020: Future Strategic Balances and Alliances  (Carlisle: U.S. Army War College,  2002 ), 
329–384.  

     4     Zhang Junbo and Yao Yunzhu, “Traditional Chinese Military h inking: A Comparative 
Perspective,” in Zhao Suisheng, ed.,  Chinese Foreign Policy: Pragmatism and Strategic 
Behavior  (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2004), 128–139.  

     5     Johnston,  Cultural Realism , 30; 107–108; 249. Johnston dei nes  realpolitik  as a view of 
interstate relations that argues that the best way to deal with security threats is to eliminate 
them through the use of force. h is view does recognize that a state’s capabilities relative 
to other states constitute an important factor limiting the implementation of such a strat-
egy. However, if a state’s leaders subscribe to  realpolitik  views, then as the state’s relative 
capabilities grow it may be expected to act more coercively toward other states. Johnston, 
 Cultural Realism , ix–xi.  
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Strategic Culture 27

has argued that strategic culture should be a signii cant dimension for study 

of contemporary Chinese security policy for two reasons. First, he argues 

that it has been recognized that culture af ects the tendency to use force, and 

contemporary Chinese policy is heavily inl uenced by China’s ancient and 

enduring civilization. Second, China has a “unique traditional philosophy.”  6   

  In Scobell’s view, the interaction between a Confucian strand (represented 

by the writing of Sun Zi) and a  realpolitik  tradition (represented by a vari-

ety of other classics) has produced a “Chinese Cult of Defense  .” h is cult 

is a paradox: Chinese assumptions about the perennial justness of China’s 

position increase China’s propensity to use force by providing a “defensive” 

moral rationale for using force, even of ensive   force.  7   

   Another interpretation of Chinese strategic culture also contends that 

the Chinese perspective “extends into antiquity” and af ects today’s policy 

choices, but this view sees Chinese cultural precepts as emphasizing dupli-

city and deception in competition between states.  8   Many Western military 

professionals and scholars appear to hold a fascination for close study of 

Chinese preferences for deception in war.  9   U.S. Department of Defense ana-

lyses have adopted the view that China’s strategic culture and traditions may 

exert a powerful ef ect on its contemporary strategic decision   making.  10   

     6       Andrew Scobell, “‘Cult of Defense’,” in Michael R. Chambers, ed.,  South Asia in 2020 , 2002, 
329–384. In later work, Scobell has acknowledged theoretical challenges to the strategic 
culture approach, particularly in proving the existence of causal links between “mindset” 
and specii c policy decisions. Scobell also allows that Chinese strategic culture may not be 
monolithic. Civilian and military mindsets may compete with and balance one another, 
and Chinese strategic culture is not entirely unique, having some features in common with 
other countries. See Andrew Scobell, “Soldiers, Statesmen, Strategic Culture, and China’s 
1950 Intervention in Korea,” in Zhao Suisheng, ed.,  Chinese Foreign Policy: Pragmatism 
and Strategic Behavior  (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2004), 107–127; 118–120.  

     7     Andrew Scobell,  China’s Use of Military Force: Beyond the Great Wall and the Long March  
(New York: Cambridge University Press,  2003 ), 15.  

     8     William H. Mott IV and Jae Chang Kim,  h e Philosophy of Chinese Military Culture:  Shih 
 vs.  Li (New York: Palgrave MacMillan,  2006 ), 8–14; and h omas G. Mahnken, “Secrecy 
& Stratagem: Understanding Chinese Strategic Culture,” Lowy Institute for International 
Policy, February 2011.  

     9     See for example the United States Department of Defense annual report,  Military Power of 
the People’s Republic of China , various years 2002–2010; and Jan Van Tol et al, “AirSea Battle: 
A Point-of-Departure Operational Concept” (presentation slides), Center for Strategic 
and Budgetary Assessments, May 18, 2010,  http://www.csbaonline.org/4Publications/
PubLibrary/R.20100518.Slides_AirSea_Batt/R.20100518.Slides_AirSea_Batt.pdf . For an 
academic study with greater context and interpretation, see Ralph Sawyer,  h e Tao of 
Deception: Unorthodox Warfare in Historic and Modern China  (New York: Basic Books, 
 2007 ).  

     10      h e Military Power of the People’s Republic of China  (Washington, DC: Oi  ce of the 
Secretary of Defense,  2008 ), 8.  
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Chinese and Indian Strategic Behavior28

 In this chapter, we do not evaluate arguments that the strategic culture 

approach adequately explains either Chinese or Indian foreign policy or 

military action. Similarly, we note but generally leave aside objections to 

the strategic culture approach that are based on methodological issues. We 

focus instead on a dif erent set of questions. First, does a comparison of key 

texts that underpin respective strategic cultures reveal sharply divergent 

Chinese and Indian traditions favoring the use of force, either of ensive 

or defensive? Second, do the teachings of the most important Chinese or 

Indian texts provide any  prima facie  reason to believe that one or the other 

will better i t into U.S. visions of peace and prosperity in the Asian region? 

 Some of the experiences that form the bases for Indian and Chinese stra-

tegic thought are intriguingly parallel. Leaders in both countries are aware 

that India and China are the world’s only two modern states that encom-

pass civilizations largely within state borders. h ey both i rmly believe their 

civilizations have produced some of the world’s greatest scientii c, philo-

sophical, and political contributions. As a result, leaders in both countries 

believe their states have a moral role to play in world af airs. h is is an idea-

tional element of foreign policy that has risen and fallen in importance over 

time but never entirely disappeared. h e moralism that runs through the 

philosophical, religious, and political traditions in both civilizations veils 

the martial and strategic teaching in both cultures. Foreign observers are 

ot en surprised to discover the extent to which both Chinese and Indian 

thinkers have given thought to the use of deception and violence in pur-

suit of power. Both civilizations produced outstanding early treatises on 

the conduct of international relations that were, despite important dif er-

ences, essentially realist in outlook. Both civilizations suf ered prolonged 

defeat and humiliation at the hands of “foreign invaders.” In modern times, 

this meant Western imperial powers. h is may have heightened what were 

already strong realist tendencies to fear internal chaos and vulnerability, 

dependence on external powers, and foreign manipulation of internal 

  weakness.  

  Indian Classic Texts 

     Indian philosophical traditions are remarkably eclectic. h is diversity is a 

source of Indian civilizational strength.  11   Ancient Buddhist texts, as well 

     11     Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan and Charles A. Moore, eds.,  A Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy  
(Princeton: Princeton University Press,  1957 ). h is work is designed for Western students 
and contains substantial excerpts from most of the classic Indian works in philosophy, 
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Strategic Culture 29

as modern Buddhism and Jainism, strongly inl uenced Indian leaders 

including Gandhi and Nehru. h e themes of idealism, restraint, and tol-

erance found in the Buddhist and Jainist traditions are part of a complex 

weave of inl uences on modern Indian politics.  12   Yet in security and for-

eign policy, the most inl uential strain of Indian political philosophy evokes 

realist   principles. 

   Kautilya’s  Arthashastra  (variously translated as “science of politics” 

or “treatise on polity”) is acknowledged by Indian scholars as the most 

important ancient Indian text on strategy.  13   Kautilya is still an inspiration 

to modern Indian strategic and military thought.  14   h e  Arthashastra , like 

many of the classic Chinese texts, is a complex and subtle work, and as 

such is vulnerable to selective reading and interpretation. Moreover, the 

 Arthashastra  does not form the whole of Indian strategic tradition – there 

exists a more violent, less compromising tradition as well.   Whereas the 

 Arthashastra  emphasizes both political l exibility and military mobility, an 

older tradition represented by another Indian classic text, the  Mahabharata , 

emphasizes annihilation of the enemy through systematic attrition.  15   In 

the view of one former Indian military oi  cer, the  Mahabharata  con-

tinues to have relevance for modern mechanized combat, and its focus on 

including Vedic and epic texts, as well as Buddhist and Jainist works. For a modern history 
that brings together interconnections of Indian ideals and their impact on today’s Indian 
society, see Ramachandra Guha,  India at er Gandhi: h e History of the World’s Largest 
Democracy  (New York: Harper Collins, 2007).  

     12     See Stephen P. Cohen,  Emerging Power: India  (Washington DC: Brookings Institute, 
 2001 ).  

     13     Some scholars use the English spelling “Arthasastra.” Kautilya,  Arthashastra , translated 
by L. N. Rangarajan (New Delhi: Penguin Books,  1987 ). Kautilya, also referred to as 
Vishnugupta, is commonly said to have been an advisor to the Magaha king Chandragupta 
in the fourth century  b . c . Some scholars challenge the date of Kautilya’s work but none place 
it later than 150  a . d . See also I. W. Mabbett, “h e Date of the Arthasastra,”  Journal of the 
American Oriental Society , 84:2 (April  1965 ): 162–169. All references to the  Arthashastra  
in this book are from the 1987 Rangarajan translation.  

     14     See for example, Subrata Mitra, “Engaging the World: the Ambiguity of India’s Power,” 
in Subrata Mitra and Bernd Rill, eds.,  India’s New Dynamics of Foreign Policy  (Munich: 
Hanns Seidel Foundation,  2006 ), 18–19; and Manjeet Singh Pardesi, “Deducing Indian’s 
Grand Strategy of Regional Hegemony from Historical and Conceptual Perspectives,” 
Institute of Strategic and Defense Studies, Singapore, April  2005 ,  http://dr.ntu.edu.sg/
handle/10220/4475 . One of India’s best-known strategic thinkers, Kanti Bajpai, refers 
to “good old Kautilya” as an essential tool for analyzing Indian foreign policy. Kanti 
Bajpai, “Nuclear Policy, Grand Strategy, and Political Values in India.” Seventeenth P.C. 
Lal Memorial Lecture, New Delhi, February 18,  2000 ,  http://www.ceri-sciences-po.org/ 
archive/jan01/nuclear.pdf .  

     15       Some Indian scholars trace the origins of the  Mahabharata  as far back as 1,500 years ago; 
authorship is usually attributed to “Vyasa,” a possibly mythical or historically  composite 
  sage.  
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 force-on-force attrition warfare still informs elements of modern Indian 

Army   doctrine.  16   

   Some of the classic Indian teachings on strategy might surprise those 

accustomed to images of a democratic, inclusive, peaceful modern India. 

h ese include teachings in the  Arthashastra  on pursuit of power through 

 realpolitik , the recommended use of of ensive force, deception, treachery, 

assassination, and deceit, and the view that conquest and the establishment 

of hegemony is the proper policy of the “good”   leader.   h ese teachings are 

the equal of any of the most worrisome lessons discovered in Sun Zi’s  Art of 

War  or any other Chinese text on   strategy. 

   Power, according to the  Arthashastra , is the object of interstate relations, 

and “dissension and force” are the natural state of international relations.  17   

Power is relative and must be maximized both in absolute and relative 

terms, for survival and success.  18   h ere is a clear  realpolitik  in Kautilya, as 

well as an “of ensive   doctrine.” 

     In this sense, the  Arthashastra  is similar to realist interpretations of  h e 

Art of War  and the texts that inform the Chinese strategic culture trad-

ition  .  19   Indeed, in the view of some Western scholars, Kautilya of ered his 

treatise as a science of world conquest. According to this interpretation, 

one either conquers or suf ers conquest. According to Roger Boesche, 

“[Kautilya] did not say to himself, ‘Prepare for war, but hope for peace,’ but 

instead, ‘Prepare for war, and plan for conquest.’”  20     As far as the means to 

that end, Kautilya’s advocacy of making treaties while planning to break 

them, as well as recommending the use of spies and secret agents to assas-

sinate enemy leaders, led Max Weber to label the  Arthashastra  “Truly radi-

cal ‘Machiavellianism,’ in the popular sense of the word .… Compared to 

it, Machiavelli’s  h e Prince  is harmless  .”  21   On a i rst reading, there is little in 

the core text of Indian strategic thought that might clearly dif erentiate it 

from a  realpolitik  Chinese strategic culture  . 

   With the observations of Boesche and Weber on Kautilya, however, 

another similarity in studies of Chinese and Indian strategic culture is evi-

dent. h is is the tendency of many Western observers to engage in selective 

reading and citation of these works. h is leads some to focus on the worst 

     16     G. D. Bakshi,  h e Indian Art of War: h e Mahabharata Paradigm (Quest for an Indian 
Strategic Culture)  (New Delhi: Sharada Press,  2002 ).  

     17     Roger Boesche, “Kautilya’s  Arthasastra  on War and Diplomacy in Ancient India,”  h e 
Journal of Military History , 67:1 (January  2003 ): 9–37.  

     18     Rangarajan,  Arthashastra , 543; also verses {6.2.30–34; 7.1.20–22; 7.1.2–19}.  
     19     Rangarajan,  Arthashastra , 15; 34; 546; 552–554; also verse {6.2.13}.  
     20     Boesche, “Kautilya’s  Arthasastra ,” 19.  
     21     Cited in Boesche, “Kautilya’s  Arthasastra ,” 9.  
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Strategic Culture 31

in the classic texts and to overlook their subtle and not-so-subtle warnings 

about the dangers of war and the need for prosperity, good governance, and 

legitimate rule to maintain   power.  22   

   Perhaps the most commonly cited idea from Kautilya is the concept of 

 mandalas , or circles. h ose closer in the circle, on the borders of the state, 

will be enemies. h ose farther away will be allies. h is discussion of nat-

ural enemies and natural allies has led some to interpret Kautilya’s work 

as consistent with balance-of-power politics (or defensive realism). h is 

interpretation is overly mechanistic, however. Kautilya’s idea of concentric 

circles is not meant to be one of i xed geographic relationships. Rather, for 

Kautilya,  mandalas  apply to relationships of power, inl uence, and interest, 

not only geographic proximity.  23   Relationships are not so i xed that all bor-

der states must be enemies, although Kautilya believed that bordering states 

were more likely to be enemies or objects of conquest than not.   In con-

trast to Sun Zi, Kautilya explicitly advocates conquest and holds the opin-

ion that the best leader is a “conqueror” who actively seeks to maximize 

power at all times, and who also constantly prepares for war either actively 

or     passively.  24   

   However, Kautilya counsels on matters broader than war alone. He also 

notes that war is dangerous and uncertain, and that if there is no prospect 

of one’s decline relative to an enemy, then peace (while continuing to maxi-

mize prosperity and the fruits of recent conquest) is preferable to war.  25   

Furthermore, generating and sustaining wealth and political legitimacy are 

also critical.  26   Kautilya was deeply concerned with the moral quality of lead-

ers, the welfare of the people, justice, and the legitimacy of the regime.  27   In 

his view, justice and legitimacy in foreign policy, as well as military  prowess, 

were necessary for a leader’s     success.  28   

 In the United States, only a handful of scholars have studied India’s classic 

texts and the social factors that have contributed to modern Indian strategic 

     22     Boesche’s reading of Kautilya is in this case matched to popular misunderstanding of 
Machiavelli. On Kautilya, see “Introduction” in Rangarajan, 1987. On Machiavelli, see 
Leo Strauss,  h oughts on Machiavelli  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,  1958 ); and 
Leo Strauss, “Machiavelli,” in Leo Strauss and Joseph Cropsey, eds.,  History of Political 
Philosophy  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 3rd edition,  1987 ).  

     23     Rangarajan,  Arthashastra , 542.  
     24     Rangarajan,  Arthashastra , verses {6.2.13–14; 6.2.30–38; 7.1.2–37; 7.2.1–5}.  
     25     Rangarajan,  Arthashastra , 547; also verses {12.1.1–9; 7.2.1–2; 7.5.13–20}.  
     26     Rangarajan,  Arthashastra , 14; also verses {2.1.16; 7.5.27}.  
     27     Rangarajan,  Arthashastra , 36–38; also verses {1.17.30–37; 1.10.17–22; 3.18.5; 3.19.4; 

4.8.11; 9.4.26}  
     28     Rangarajan,  Arthashastra , 37; also verses {7.3.12; 7.5.16–18; 7.13.11–12; 7.16.17–28; 

11.1.56; 13.5.3–15}.  
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culture.  29   Western scholarship on Indian strategic culture has inl uenced 

security discourse in India, but it has had relatively little ef ect on policy 

debates in Washington. In contrast, the more voluminous Western stud-

ies of China’s strategic culture have had much greater inl uence on policy 

debates in the United States and other Western   countries.  30    

  Chinese Classic Texts 

   In the United States, much of the strategic culture literature has focused 

on China. In the case of China, U.S. scholars point to the lessons of classic 

texts, as well as to China’s historical experience, and argue that these have 

produced a unique Chinese preference for  realpolitik , the use of of ensive 

force or coercive diplomacy, and a dangerous tendency to justify the use of 

force as purely defensive. 

 Support for these views can be found in China’s classic texts on strategy 

and in China’s military historical record. However, as with studies of classic 

Indian texts, the discovery of supporting evidence in some passages does 

not necessarily provide a complete or balanced view of the work as a whole. 

     29       One of the most inl uential views on modern Indian strategic culture is George Tanham’s 
1992 essay, “Indian Strategic h ought: An Interpretive Essay.” h is essay and a num-
ber of responses to it by Indian strategists are contained in Kanti P. Bajpai and Amitabh 
Mattoo, eds.,  Securing India, Strategic h ought and Practice: Essays by George K. Tanham 
with Commentaries  (New Delhi: Manohar Publishers,  1996 ). See also Stephen P. Cohen, 
 Emerging Power: India  (Washington, DC: Brookings Institute,  2001 ), 146–155. In add-
ition to covering philosophical and cultural inl uences, Cohen’s book also tracks shit s 
in Indian strategic thought and orientation, both in response to changing international 
circumstances and changes in domestic politics. For an Indian view that notes some ways 
in which Indian strategic culture may pose challenges to closer U.S.-India strategic align-
ment, see Kanti Bajpai, “Indian Strategic Culture,” in Michael R. Chambers, ed.,  South Asia 
in 2020: Future Strategic Balances and Alliances  (Carlisle: U.S. Army War College,  2002 ), 
245–303.  

     30     Work by Tanham, Cohen, and other foreign scholars has inl uenced Indian thinking, trig-
gering a wave of Indian writing on strategy and grand strategy in the 1990s. However, nei-
ther Tanham’s work on Indian strategic culture nor the Indian responses to it have been as 
theoretically or methodologically rigorous as the Western scholarship on Chinese strategic 
culture. Moreover, in contrast to the excellent work of several students of Allen Whiting, 
who have improved both theory and methodology for assessing Chinese strategic culture, 
there has been relatively little inl uential scholarship and policy work that has built directly 
on Tanham’s essay. Nor has Tanham’s work or its legacy had as much inl uence among U.S. 
defense planners. Some introductory studies have been done for U.S. government agen-
cies. See, for example, Rodney W. Jones, “Indian Strategic Culture,” Science Applications 
International Corporation, October 31,  2006 ,  http://www.fas.org/irp/agency/dod/dtra/
india.pdf . Whereas the Pentagon now bases its analysis of Chinese power and intentions 
at least partly on an examination of China’s strategic culture and traditions, similar ana-
lysis of India has not penetrated into public policy or oi  cial statements.  
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Strategic Culture 33

Although many studies of Chinese strategic culture have revealed valuable 

insights, there has been a tendency within the analytical literature to over-

look elements in the same original texts that warn of the dangers of war and 

stress the need for legitimate governance and benevolent domestic policy. 

   Sun Zi’s  h e Art of War  is the i rst, as well as the most inl uential and 

widely read, of China’s “Seven Military Classics.”   Written in the sixth cen-

tury,  h e Art of War , like the  Arthashastra , emphasizes the role of military 

force in international relations  : “Warfare is the greatest af air of state,” the 

treatise begins, “the basis of life and death, the Way (Tao) to survival or 

extinction.”  31   Several points about  h e Art of War  are frequently noted. 

First, the text appears to suggest ambivalence about employing vio-

lence. “One who excels at employing the military,” Sun Zi says, “subju-

gates other people’s armies without engaging in battle.”  32   “No country,” he 

adds, “has ever proi ted from protracted i ghting.”  33   Second, Sun Zi places 

emphasis on stratagem or deception. “Warfare is the Way (Tao) of decep-

tion,” he writes.  34   Finally, Sun Zi of ers hope for the materially inferior to 

defeat a superior enemy by, among other things, assuming a posture of 

strategic defense. 

   As Alastair Iain Johnston has noted, the relative importance of these 

aspects of Sun Zi’s writing – and similar themes in the other texts of the 

“Seven Military Classics” – has been exaggerated by contemporary schol-

ars. Sun Zi’s text is about war. Its notions of stratagem appear designed to 

support other war operations. And passages clearly suggest that, all things 

being equal, victory in battle goes to the big battalions. Nevertheless, if Sun 

Zi is a realist, he is, to borrow Johnston’s phrase, a “prudent realist.” Most 

importantly, according to Johnston, Sun Zi’s modern Chinese descendants 

have themselves focused on the  realpolitik  side of his     teaching.  35   

   However, as Ralph Sawyer has shown, no single text can be said to encom-

pass all of Chinese military and strategic thought  .  36     h is same complexity 

     31       Sun Tzu,  h e Art of War , translated by Ralph Sawyer (New York: Basic Books,  1994 ), 167. 
For students who wish to study the text in original Chinese with side-by-side English 
translation and commentary, see Sun Tzu,  h e Art of War , translated by Roger Ames 
(New York: Ballantine Books,  1993 ). Another side-by-side Chinese-English translation 
and commentary (i rst published in 1910) is Lionel Giles,  Sun Tzu on h e Art of War :  h e 
Oldest Military Treatise in the World  (Toronto: Global Language Press,  2007 ). All refer-
ences to  h e Art of War  in this book are from the 1994 Sawyer   translation.  

     32     Sawyer,  h e Art of War , 177.  
     33     Sawyer,  h e Art of War , 173.  
     34     Sawyer,  h e Art of War , 168.  
     35     Johnston,  Cultural Realism , 248–266.  
     36     Ralph D. Sawyer, “Military Writings,” in David Graf  and Robin Higham, eds.,  A Military 

History of China  (Boulder: Westview Press,  2002 ), 97–114.  
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applies to India as well, with its interweave of idealist (Buddhism) and real-

ist (Kautilya, Vyasa) traditions  .   For China, although  h e Art of War  is the 

best known of Chinese texts on strategy, there are other highly inl uential 

texts and traditions as well, including  Wu Zi  (Teachings of Wu Qi),  Sima Fa  

(h e Minister of War’s Methods),  Wei Liao Zi  (Teachings of Wei Liao),  Tai 

Gong Liu Tao  (Six Secret Teachings of Tai Gong, or Lu Shang),  Huangshi 

Gong Sanlue  (h ree Strategies of the Duke of Yellow Rock),  Tang Taizong Li 

Weigong Wendui  (Dialogue of Tang Taizong and Li Weigong), and  Sun Bin 

Bing Fa  (Sun Bin’s Art of War)  . 

   Even within Sun Zi’s  h e Art of War , there are more than simply ques-

tions of how best to i ght and win. As Johnston and others have noted,  h e 

Art of War  focuses on i ghting and  realpolitik  as they are popularly under-

stood. Yet fundamental political questions about the risks and purposes of 

war are also important topics. Before Sun Zi of ers his famous prescrip-

tions for of ensive operations and deception, he of ers his i rst lesson: War 

is dangerous and risky for all, including for any leader who might initiate it. 

h erefore, war should not be undertaken lightly.  37   h is lesson in caution is 

not frequently highlighted in Western reviews of Chinese strategic   culture. 

     Other Chinese texts build on the political lessons that underpin sound 

military strategy and reveal the depth of Chinese strategic culture. h e  Wu 

Zi  teaches that good government, including benevolent policies toward the 

people, is essential to maintaining power and building military strength.  38   

In addition to emphasizing the importance of maintaining a prosperous and 

well-governed state, the  Wu Zi  teaches that military success requires insti-

tutional capabilities, such as systems for selecting qualii ed generals, sound 

organization, training, and a system of legitimate military   discipline. 

   Matters of good governance and legitimacy are even more central in the 

 Sima Fa . As in Western writings, the  Sima Fa  notes that power hierarchies 

and order are established through violence and killing, but it also notes 

that violence must only be applied in limited circumstances, and the use of 

force must be morally and politically legitimate.  39   Furthermore, the  Sima 

Fa  advises that the civil and military realms must be kept separate, and that 

the prosperity of the people is   paramount.   h e  Wei Liao Zi  and the  Tang 

     37       h is most basic, most conservative, and cautionary lesson is also taught by Kautilya. In the 
Western tradition, it is also taught by Clausewitz. See Carl Von Clausewitz,  On War , trans-
lated and edited by Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press,  1989 ), 86–87; 101; 104; 119–121;   259–260.  

     38     Ralph Sawyer notes that the  Wu Zi  is considered an essential complement to the Sun Zi 
 Bing Fa . See Sawyer, “Military Writings,” 97–114.  

     39     Sawyer, “Military Writings,” 102.  
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Taizong Liu Tao  also stress the need for benevolent policies toward the peo-

ple and the notion that prosperity is the basis for military power, although 

these last two also teach that benevolent government must be backed by 

ruthless law     enforcement.  40   

   h ese examples are not intended as evidence that Chinese strategic tra-

ditions are morally superior, or that Chinese military thought is benign. 

Rather, they shed light on the larger literature that forms the core of Chinese 

strategic tradition beyond  h e Art of War . h e Chinese political philosophy 

and strategic tradition – and the strategic culture to which it may give rise – 

is more subtle and balanced than is ot en claimed to be the case. In short, 

any Chinese political or military leader familiar with the operational utility 

of of ensive action, psychological warfare, and deception from reading  h e 

Art of War  is likely to also have read Sun Zi’s cautionary points about the 

dangers of war. Likewise, a Chinese leader exposed to other classic texts on 

politics and strategy would also have absorbed lessons about the importance 

of prosperity and popular welfare, good government and benevolence, and 

the need for legitimacy in civil and military policy. Further, like their Indian 

counterparts, modern Chinese strategists and military oi  cers have also been 

exposed to Western thought on strategy and war, including notions of bal-

ances of power, security dilemmas, deterrence, arms  racing, and neoliberal 

views on the role of institutions and cooperation in international politics.  

  Conclusions: A Common, Veiled  Realpolitik  

   Much can be learned from the study of strategic culture. However, caution 

is called for in predicting specii c contemporary policy decisions based on 

a purported direct link with cultural traditions. It is dii  cult, if not impos-

sible, to prove a causal link between a particular strategic culture, thought, 

or set of preferences and an actual action by state leaders. 

 All of this raises questions about arguments that emphasize direct links 

between culture and policy decisions (or patterns of decisions). h ere is, 

i rstly, little reason to assume direct inl uence between a reading of a clas-

sic text and a contemporary leader’s specii c decision on any one particu-

lar issue. Any particular decision may be strongly inl uenced by material 

as well as moral concerns, and it is dii  cult to separate the relative causal 

inl uence of these considerations. h is problem applies even when explain-

ing history with the aid of leaders’ own memoirs, to say nothing of attempts 

to predict future behavior. h is is a basic dii  culty in employing a strategic 

     40     Sawyer, “Military Writings,” 106–107.  
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culture approach in crat ing any particular policy response to either China 

or India. Further, each reader brings to any text his or her own biases condi-

tioned by other elements of educational background, experience, and daily 

pressures and interests. No good student takes away the lessons of a text in 

unvarnished, uninterpreted form. 

 h e most popular and widely cited literature on strategic culture ot en 

seems to assume a lack of critical distance between Chinese and Indian 

readers and their indigenous classic core texts. Yet the vast and varied 

body of political philosophy literature in China and India belies such an 

assumption. Even more fundamentally, it is largely unknowable which 

texts a nation’s leaders have read, which lessons from these texts they have 

absorbed and integrated into their thinking, and how and under what cir-

cumstances specii c lessons would be applied. Furthermore, the penchant 

in Western analyses to prioritize certain texts deemed canonical to strategic 

culture (e.g.,  h e Art of War ) is misleading when read against the larger 

body of literature that informs the broader culture. Even if the area of study 

is limited to the culture of strategy alone, more than one text or teaching 

plays an important role in rich civilizations such as India and China. 

 h e role of core texts as building blocks of strategic thinking should 

be put in perspective. Ideas contained in classic texts bear weight within 

each cultural context by virtue of their historical prestige and broad rec-

ognition. h is may be particularly true in China and India, both countries 

with abundant literary traditions regularly cited by leaders as sources of 

national   pride. 

   Leaving methodological questions about the link between cultural 

inl uence and modern policy decisions aside, our comparison of the clas-

sic Chinese and Indian teachings on the risks and rewards of using force 

of ers scant support for the view that among nations, China’s leaders will be 

uniquely committed to seizing the initiative and using of ensive force. Nor 

does comparison of the classic Chinese and Indian texts on strategy reveal a 

Chinese traditional culture that is a stronger advocate of conquest, or of en-

sive realism, than the Indian tradition. Indeed, the Chinese and Indian clas-

sic texts have much in common, including depth of thought on legitimacy, 

justice, and the risks of war that are ot en overlooked by Western analysts. 

Nothing in the ancient texts that supposedly underpin modern strategic 

culture justii es sharply divergent expectations about Chinese and Indian 

international   behavior. 

   A more cautious analytical approach would be to grasp the range of 

ideas contained in core texts and to assess the ways in which these ideas 

are employed rhetorically and materially in present-day discussions of 
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strategy. Because strategic culture is thought to be founded on lessons from 

classic texts, the selection and interpretation of the texts to be studied is a 

critical step. Even where classic texts are taught to prospective leaders, it is 

likely that in some curricula they are presented in abridged or interpretive 

versions. Across generations, interpretations of lessons learned from clas-

sic are revised. h e classics themselves are embedded in complex literary 

traditions – no single text is the i nal authority on all   questions. 

   Although beyond the scope of this study, further research on strategic 

culture should take an explicitly comparative approach rather than rely pri-

marily on translation and assessment of one or a few texts within a single 

cultural tradition. Analysis and especially recommendations for U.S. pol-

icy should take into account the modern educational curricula and experi-

ences that af ect the “world view” of current Indian and Chinese political 

leaders. Scholars, military oi  cers, and strategists in China and India may 

actually be imbibing and paying heed to modern Western literature on 

international relations and strategy – in some cases perhaps more so than 

their own respective classic texts. Some versions of Western thought on 

international relations such as of ensive realism may be much more wor-

risome than the layered, more subtle views in classic texts of either Indian 

or Chinese   origin. 

   Yet even a survey broadened to consider the popularity of foreign 

works is not sui  cient to establish that these works themselves will have 

a decisive ef ect on actual policies and decisions.   Consider the recent 

popularity in both India and in China of Alfred h ayer Mahan’s ideas 

on maritime strategy, summarized in his 1890 book,  h e Inl uence of Sea 

Power Upon History, 1660–1805   .  41   It is not clear that the “turn to Mahan” 

in scholarship in either country has been translated directly into deci-

sions about how to actually employ naval forces. Moreover, although 

the Western focus has been on China, it is dii  cult to i nd references to 

Mahan in prominent Chinese oi  cial documents. References to Mahan 

appear in Indian oi  cial documents justifying budgets and missions with 

 comparative frequency.  42   

     41     See James R. Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara,  Chinese Naval Strategy in the 21st Century: h e 
Turn to Mahan  (New York: Routledge, 2009); and James R. Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara, 
 Asia Looks Seaward: Power and Maritime Strategy  (New York: Routledge, 2008).  

     42     See  Freedom to Use the Seas: India’s Maritime Military Strategy  (New Delhi: Integrated 
Headquarters, Ministry of Defence [Navy], May  2007 ). On Indian’s oi  cial maritime 
doctrine, see Vijay Sakhuja, “Indian Navy: Keeping Pace with Emerging Challenges,” in 
Lawrence W. Prabhakar, Joshua H. Ho, and W. S. G. Bateman, eds.,  h e Evolving Maritime 
Balance of Power in the Asia-Pacii c: Maritime Doctrines and Nuclear Weapons at Sea  
(Singapore: World Scientii c Publishing Company,  2006 ), 95–116.  
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 More importantly, Mahan must compete with other inl uential thought. 

For example, many strategists in China and in India may implicitly or 

explicitly understand the limits to Mahanian thinking, including the cen-

trality of the “heartland” for continent-sized land powers.   h ese lessons may 

be available from domestic writings, national experience, or from study of 

Halford Mackinder’s 1904 paper to the Royal Geographical Society, “h e 

Geographical Pivot of History.” In other words, the citation of a classic text 

in scholarly work is not evidence that  leaders  are reading these writings, to 

say nothing of whether leaders are making decisions based on lessons from 

this text. Evidence of a discourse on one body of thought, such as Mahan’s, 

does not rule out that both scholars and leaders have been inl uenced by 

other factors or other texts, such as   Mackinder’s.  43   

 h us, any American strategist that would base U.S. policy on assump-

tions about Chinese or Indian intentions derived from a reading of stra-

tegic culture faces dii  cult problems of judgment about the inl uence of 

particular ideas on strategy and action.   To put this in perspective, we might 

consider what lessons a non-Western observer might glean about potential 

future U.S. patterns of use of force from reading a single Western text – or 

even a handful of sources as disparate as h ucydides, Machiavelli, Kant, 

Clausewitz, Mahan, and     Mackinder. 

   h e Chinese and Indian strategic traditions are unique in origin and 

detail. Yet comparison of the core texts does not indicate that either coun-

try has a strategic tradition or culture that would lead one to be signii cantly 

more prone to aggression, conquest, or peace than the other. Despite the 

veil cast by the moralist traditions in each culture that support peace and 

harmony, each also has strong cultural traditions that are in line with realist 

views. h ese include appreciation of interstate relations as anarchic systems 

based on self-help and the propensity of states to maximize power. Core 

texts in both traditions contain passages that recommend the use of over-

whelming of ensive force in the event that force must be used. 

 In each tradition, there is recognition of the utility of deception and 

a  realpolitik  approach to dealing with enemies.  44   In each tradition, this 

     43       Although Mahan may perhaps be popular among scholars of maritime issues, strate-
gists will do well to explore other potential inl uences on strategic thinking, including 
Mackinder. See Paul Kennedy, “Mahan vs. Mackinder,” in  h e Rise and Fall of British Naval 
Mastery  (Amherst: Humanity Books, 3rd edition,  2006 ),   177–202.  

     44     Regard for deception is not limited to the Orient. Students of classical Western strategy 
and military history will be aware of the numerous deceptions h emistocles used to save 
the Greeks at the battle of Salamis. A modern Western example is found in the extraor-
dinary deception ef ort undertaken by the United States and Britain against Germany 
in World War II. See Robert B. Strassler, ed.,  h e Landmark Herodotus: h e Histories  
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pragmatism toward the use of force and treachery is balanced by equally 

pragmatic warnings about the need for caution, including the inherent dan-

gers of resorting to force, and the need for legitimate governance, benev-

olent rule, and general prosperity. h ese observations in themselves of er 

good grounds to doubt unambiguous conclusions about unique preferences 

for action derived from a review of strategic thought and culture. Yet what 

of the historical track record of foreign policy and the actual use of   force?  
      

(New York: Random House, 2007), {Verses 8–58 to 8–109}, 623–647. Barry Strauss,  h e 
Battle of Salamis: h e Naval Encounter h at Saved Greece – and Western Civilization  
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 2004), 109–123; Anthony Cave Brown,  Bodyguard of 
Lies: h e Extraordinary True Story Behind D-Day  (New York: Harper and Row, 1975); 
William Stevenson,  A Man Called Intrepid: h e Secret War  (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1976).  
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