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Or ig ins of  the Mar t ial  A r t s
Unlike other sports and exercise programs, the martial arts train 
the whole person—body, spirit, and mind. Down through the mil-
lennia, the knowledge on which the martial arts are based—known 
in China as the Bing-fa—was suppressed. Today, most of those who 
practice martial arts are unfamiliar with these principles except in 
how they have become embodied in martial arts practice. 

The purpose of this book is to explain the secrets of that 
knowledge. If you practice the martial arts, reading this book will 
give you a deeper insight into the many aspects of your art. Even if 
you do not practice the martial arts, learning the concepts on which 
the martial arts were based will give you powerful intellectual tools 
for becoming more competitive in your everyday life.

W h y  t h e  M a r t i a l  A r t s  A r e  S p e c i a l
All physical training arose originally from military training. The 
martial arts, however, differ from other sports and exercise pro-
grams in three ways:

• Martial arts intentionally train the body, spirit, and mind 
together as a whole.

• Martial arts use a specific strategy aimed at self-defense and 
self-development that exploits a loophole in the laws of nature.

• Martial arts cultivate not only physical, mental, and spiritual 
health but personal virtue. 

I n t r o d u c t i o n
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Like other sports, the martial arts promote physical health by 
externally training the hands, feet, and eyes. Unlike other sports, 
the martial arts also emphasize internal training. Internal training 
brings together the strength of the body (jing) with the energy of 
the spirit (qi) and the knowledge of the mind (shen). (Note: See the 
glossary starting on page 184 for the key Chinese concepts.) Other 
physical training focuses on the body. Martial arts shape the whole 
person, improving every aspect of your life. 

The knowledge of strategy (bing-fa) connects your will (yi shi) 
with your breathing (qi xi) so that the actions of your body create 
energy (qi) that exerts force—both physical force for fighting and 
mental force for making better decisions faster. 

Martial arts are also different because they are designed for 
self-defense and self-development. They exploit a loophole in the 
natural law. Nature says that the strong dominate the weak and the 
quick beat the slow. The martial arts teach that through the use of 
knowledge and training, a warrior can transform a stronger, faster 
opponent into a weaker one. These principles enable you to turn 
your opponents’ strengths into weaknesses and find openings that 
increase your chances of success in any situation. 

This loophole was first discovered and explained 2,500 years 
ago. Though this work has been kept secret for much of the last two 
thousand years, it offers history’s most valuable insights into the 
science of personal power. Today, we know this work as Sun Tzu’s 
The Art of War. That title—like much of what appears in most Eng-
lish translations of the work—is very misleading. The Chinese title 
is Sunzi Bing-fa, which literally means “Master Sun’s Martial Arts.” 

T h e  Po w e r  o f  B i n g - f a

The most powerful secrets of Bing-fa can be used not only in physi-
cal defense, but in advancing your position in all aspects of life. As 
the intellectual foundation for all martial arts, the Bing-fa joins 
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bare-handed forms of fighting (quan) with those that use weapons 
and with those that use the mind alone. As Sun Tzu teaches, a great 
warrior is not one who wins a hundred battles, but one who finds 
the way to win without fighting a single battle. Studying the Bing-fa 
teaches the practical magic that is the foundation of martial arts 
and every other success formula taught today.

Martial arts cultivate virtue. The Bing-fa teaches a pragmatic 
approach to success because it recognizes that direct force and 
aggression are self-defeating. When you push, others naturally 
push back. In contrast, we describe the methods of the Bing-fa 
as “winning without conflict,” because those methods teach us to 
avoid meeting force with force. Instead, we look for openings that 
allow us to use the energy around us. 

Basic morality is the foundation of the Bing-fa and all mar-
tial arts. Some behavior is inherently good while other behavior 
is inherently bad. Training your body, mind, and spirit is good. 
Neglecting your body, mind, and spirit is bad. Superiors must love 
their subordinates like their children. Young people must honor 
and respect their elders. You must treat others with good faith. You 
must protect strangers from injustice. You must defend your nation 
and people and save them from danger. 

These moral principles are practical rather than religious. 
Morality works because it gives you personal power, developing 
both your inner spirit and strengthening your bonds with others. 

W h y  T h i s  K n o w l e d g e  Wa s  S u p p r e s s e d
For most of the last two thousand years, access to the ancient 
Bing-fa was severely restricted. Its concepts were originally studied 
broadly throughout China during the beginning of martial arts 
practice. However, over the centuries, China’s ruling dynasties 
increasingly decided that its information was too valuable and too 
dangerous to be left in the hands of the common people. As a phi-
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losophy that enables the weak to overcome the strong, this training 
is always a threat to those in power. As a philosophy that teaches 
the virtue of innovation and change, the Bing-fa encourages both 
evolution and revolution, which endangers those in power.

In ancient China, there were no printing presses. Most common 
people didn’t know how to read or write. This allowed the nobility 
to control the distribution of the written forms of the Bing-fa. Only 
the ruling nobility was allowed access to the original text. While its 
concepts were still passed on in the oral and physical tradition of 
the martial arts—as they are today—the Chinese emperors them-
selves took an active role in burying the specifics of this knowledge 
under layers of safer Asian philosophies, primarily those of Taoism 
and Zen Buddhism. 

Perhaps more importantly, the knowledge of the Bing-fa was 
actively restricted and suppressed. Even today, people from Chinese 
families tell us that family members warned them that studying 
the Bing-fa was dangerous because the powers that be did not want 
others to learn its secrets. 

Much of this secrecy comes from the lessons of the Bing-fa itself. 
They teach that knowledge and information are the most power-
ful weapon of all. The Bing-fa teaches you how to discover your 
opponents’ secrets and leverage their intentions against them. The 
Bing-fa and the martial arts train the eyes to see what others do not 
see, using knowledge others do not have. 

Given this philosophy, it was only natural that those who mas-
tered Bing-fa would want to keep its methods a secret. 

T h e  H i s t o r y  o f  M a r t i a l  A r t s  S t r a t e g y
In China, the martial arts are known today as Wushu, but martial 
arts have gone by many different names in the past. They have been 
known as Ji ji (striking techniques), Wuyi (martial arts), Guoshu 
(national technique), and Gongfu (practicing techniques), with 
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a host of other names describing specific practices and schools. 
While names and physical focus of the martial arts have evolved, 
its underlying philosophy has remained the same. The tradition on 
which that philosophy is based began over three thousand years 
ago. 

In the eleventh century B.C., King Wen of Zhou wrote the I 
Ching, the root book on Chinese philosophy. This work described 
yin and yang as the source of all things in the universe. The work 
said that the interaction of gang (hardness) and rou (softness) 
results in everlasting movement and change. The I Ching gave 
rise to the ba gua (“eight ways”). The “before heaven” (xian tian ba 
gua) and “after heaven” (hou tian ba gua) diagrams were later used 
to illustrate the relationships among the key elements in nature. 
(These diagrams were also used, in a unique form, as the basis for 
the science of strategy developed later in the Bing-fa.) By the eighth 
century B.C., the first references to the five elements (wu xing) of 
earth, metal, wood, water, and fire appeared. 

The first recorded instance of martial arts as a form of personal 
virtue took place in 659 B.C. Prince Lu captured Lu Na, a local 
rival. They both dismissed their troops to settle their war by fight-
ing personally, hand to hand (xiang bo). They recognized that their 
supporters should not have to die to settle a disagreement between 
them. This act elevated the virtue of individual fighting skills but it 
was not based on an underlying philosophy or strategic viewpoint. 

Then in 512 B.C., Sun Wu of Qi (later known as Sun Tzu, that 
is Master Sun) wrote the Bing-fa, history’s first scientific descrip-
tion of competitive strategy. If this philosophy hadn’t proven so 
successful, it probably would have been forgotten, but Sun Wu was 
hired by the kingdom of Wu, a semibarbaric kingdom on the wrong 
side of the Yangtze River. Wu rose to dominance among the states 
of pre-empire China. This ended the Autumn and Spring Period 
of Chinese history and began the Warring States Period (475–221 
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B.C.). During this era, all the warring states of China were eventu-
ally unified. 

Master Sun (Sunzi in modern Pinyin but Sun Tzu traditionally in 
English) was the first to describe the martial arts primarily as being 
an intellectual activity depending on character as much as a physi-
cal activity. He was the first general to teach that training was what 
shaped a warrior rather than heritage or pure physical abilities. 

Sun Tzu’s passion for training infected the king of Wu himself, 
who became a devotee of sword practice. The king’s example spread 
the popularity of sword training. This led Ma Yuan, a historian of 
the times, to describe the popularity of sword training as almost a 
mania, observing in the Wuyue Chunqiu (Annals of the Yue State) that 

“A lot of people have been wounded from swords and have scars.”
Sun Tzu’s view of competitive training led him to recruite and 

organize the first Chinese citizen army. With it, he conquered most 
of the Yangtze River valley. He opposed professional, aristocratic 
forces, many of them hereditary mercenaries. Sun Tzu himself came 
from a family of landless nobility who specialized in the military 
arts. 

Sun Tzu’s success led to the emulation of his methods through-
out the states of China, even after his death. The use of citizen 
armies created wide access to weapons and martial arts training. 
Professional mercenary families gave rise to history’s first profes-
sional martial artists. The first such martial artists are introduced 
in the Spring and Summer Annals of Wu and Yue when the old man 
Yuan Gong met the young swordswoman Yue Nu in battle. These 
early martial artists eventually became demigods in the Chinese 
pantheon. 

As predicted by Sun Tzu, success in the martial arts also leads 
to economic success. Around 298 B.C., the historian Zhuang Zi 
recorded that life in the state of Zhoa had become prosperous 
because of the practice of martial arts using the sword. King Wen 
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of Zhoa invited more than three thousand sword martial artists 
to practice against one another in his court. This increased the 
competition for skilled fighters. Inspired by the Zhoa example, Lord 
Meng Chang of Qi invited more than sixty thousand martial arts 
families to stay with him in his fief of Xue in 294 B.C. Hundreds 
and perhaps thousands were wounded or killed—not in battle, but 
in simply practicing the quickly evolving art of sword fighting.

 Zhuang Zi said that Sun Tzu’s theory had been incorporated 
into the martial arts techniques of both offense and defense and of 
both armed and unarmed combat. Sun Tzu’s ideas were the fun-
damental principles in the Book of Sword Fighting and Internal Boxing 
(Nei kia Quan), both published late in the Warring States Period. 

Sun Tzu’s methods, originally taught in the context of larger 
wars, were now seen as the key to individual contests. In armed 
contest, Sun Tzu’s lessons on positioning (Chapter Four) are 
echoed in Zhuang Zi’s description of the key methods used. 

“The best sword-fighters,” he wrote, “pretended to be without 
preparation as if offering an opening to the enemy. They then 
gained mastery by striking only after the enemy has struck.” 

In commenting on bare-handed fighting (shou bo), Zhuang Zi 
echoes Sun Tzu’s lessons on momentum (Chapter Five).

“One finds that those who fight with clever techniques initially 
fight in the ordinary ways,” he wrote. “They then change the fight-
ing techniques into tricky methods, even developing them further 
into ingenious methods.” 

The fact that Zhuang Zi’s descriptions so closely echo Sun Tzu’s 
original formulas for strategy from hundreds of years earlier is 
unlikely to be a coincidence. We can reasonably deduce that written 
versions of the Bing-fa, or at least parts of it, were known among 
the educated people of the period. Sun Tzu’s descendent, Sun Bing, 
also popularized the work, and is said to have expanded it from the 
original thirteen chapters to eighty-two chapters, though unlike the 
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Bing-fa, surviving parts of Sun Bing’s work are less than convincing. 
What there is little doubt about is that during this period, 

knowledge of the Bing-fa was widespread. There were even some 
complaints that the individual fighting of martial arts was inter-
fering with good practice on the battlefield. Strategy became so 
important in martial arts that Han Fei Zi criticized these new 
methods as “infringing upon the rules [of war].” 

By 221 B.C., the first Qin emperor, Ying Zheng, united the war-
ring kingdoms of China. Changing his name to Qin Shi Huangdi, 
he also became the first Chinese emperor to attempt to stamp 
out the widespread development of weapons skills, martial arts, 
and specifically the knowledge of the Bing-fa. Huangdi’s burn-
ing of books to suppress knowledge is famous, but, according to 
The Records of the Historian, he also collected all the weapons from 
the citizenry and had them made into bronze bells and twelve 
giant statues, each weighing two hundred tons. However, all this 
eventually accomplished was to accelerate the replacement of these 
weapons with the newer, more modern iron weapons. 

After Qin Shi Huangdi, the following Chinese emperors and 
dynasties alternated between suppressing and promoting the mar-
tial arts, but the actual text of the Bing-fa was restricted to nobility. 
The first Han dynasty emperor, Wu, who took control of China in 
133 B.C., was a promoter of the martial arts. According to the Book 
of the Han Dynasty, Wu held huge public performances of unarmed 
combat. Emperor Wu also spread the martial arts to Japan. Accord-
ing to the Chronicle of Japanese Sports Materials, the thirty Japanese 
states that were allied with the Han brought back both sword 
fighting and bare-handed techniques from China. 

In A.D. 82, Ban Gu compiled the Book of the Han Dynasty, which 
categorized books on the art of war into four sections: tactics, fea-
tures, yin and yang, and techniques. For the first time, special works 
on martial arts appeared in the form of thirty-eight treatises on 
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sword-practicing, six on unarmed combat (shou bo) and methods 
for shooting crossbows. 

After this period, Taoism became the most popular philosophy 
in China. In A.D. 126, the disciples of Yu Ji presented a hundred 
and seventy scrolls on Taoism to Emperor Shun of the Han. While 
manuscripts of the Bing-fa were kept secret, the related ideas of 
Taoism were promoted to the general public. Taoism became the 

“official” face of martial arts philosophy—leading directly to today’s 
schools such as the Ba Gua Zhang and Tai Ji Quan. 

Martial arts passed from generation to generation, accumulat-
ing more and more traditions. Around A.D. 220, Hua Tu, a famous 
doctor, popularized a traditional energy-guiding method based on 
imitating the postures of animals, called Wu Qin Xi. The original 
five animal forms—the tiger, the deer, the bear, the monkey, and 
the bird—gave birth to Qigong (working with energy) and Xiang 
Xing Quan (imitation unarmed combat). 

Buddhism became popular in China in 452, when it was 
embraced by Emperor Wen Cheng of the Northern Wei. From the 
beginning, the emperor sought to promote Buddhism through 
a connection to the martial arts. It was recorded by Xu Goa Seng 
Zhuan that both the emperor and his wife were vegetarians who 
practiced martial arts in the form of Wuyi as a health regime. 

This initial connection between Buddhism and the martial 
arts was further promoted by Emperor Xiao Wen, who built the 
Shoa Lin temple in the Shong Shan Mountains in 495. According 
to the Tai Ping Guang Ji, the Shoa Lin monks originally practiced 
martial arts as entertainment. When the famous Zen monk Da 
Mo (Bodhidharma) came to Shoa Lin, dying there in 528, the 
temple became the center of both Chan (Zen) and Quan (unarmed 
combat). 

In 618, Emperor Goa Zu of the Tang Dynasty solicited help 
from the monks of Sho Lin to fight against the Wang Shichong 
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after they captured the emperor’s nephew. Their success led to both 
financial rewards and further promotion of Buddhism in connec-
tion with the martial arts. 

As we can see from this gradual transformation, the concepts of 
the Bing-fa were firmly embedded in the origins of the martial arts 
but gradually covered up. Through their first few hundred years of 
practice, martial arts embodied the strategy of the Bing-fa physically, 
spiritually, and intellectually. Starting over two thousand years ago, 
with the first emperor of China, access to the written Bing-fa itself 
was restricted. The pragmatic, revolutionary philosophy taught 
by the Bing-fa was systematically replaced by the less troublesome 
philosophies of Taoism and Zen Buddhism. 

T h e  R e d i s c o v e r y  o f  t h e  B i n g - F a

For thousands of years, until the opening of China to the West, 
the Bing-fa was known only to China’s ruling classes. Then a Jesuit 
missionary, Father Amiot, was given a copy of the text by one of 
China’s princes. In 1782, he published a French translation in Paris. 
This was the beginning of the general discovery of the Bing-fa.

In the past few hundred years, fragmentary versions of the 
Bing-fa have emerged from China. Only in the last few decades have 
more complete versions been recreated by compiling these differ-
ent versions and comparing them to recent archeological finds. Not 
surprisingly, whenever new ancient tombs of Chinese emperors 
and princes are found, portions of the Bing-fa are almost always 
found buried with them. 

Today, the Science of Strategy Institute is at the forefront of 
uncovering this long-lost knowledge. Our research into the secrets 
of the Bing-fa uncovered its connections with the martial arts. The 
purpose of this book is to put those who love the martial arts back 
in touch with the powerful intellectual roots of their training. 
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T h e  P u r p o s e  o f  T h i s  B o o k
Like all of the works published by the Science of Strategy Institute, 
the central purpose of this book is to make principles of strategy, 
as embodied in the ancient Bing-fa easy for you to use in your 
everyday life. However, since we are creating this work specifically 
for those who practice Asian martial arts, we also seek to put you in 
touch with the ancient Chinese conceptual framework laid out in 
the Bing-fa that provided the basis for martial arts philosophy. 

The Science of Strategy Institute is the world’s leading organi-
zation in exploring all the uses of the Bing-fa. Some of our institute 
members and our worldwide network trainers both practice and 
teach the martial arts. Rather than discuss the philosophical differ-
ences between the various schools, such as the distinctions made 
among the three orthodox Chinese schools of unarmed combat, 
Xing Yi Quan, Tai Ji Quan, and Ba Gua Zhang, we decided that it 
would be more productive to explain the strategic roots of all Asian 
martial arts schools. Most of the differences among these schools 
arose from the later influences of Taoism and Buddhism. It is more 
productive to discuss the strategic philosophy shared by all martial 
arts schools rather than the religious differences that divide them. 

 The design of this book follows that of many of our other 
works based on Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. Our English translation of 
the Bing-fa, that is, The Art of War, appears on the book’s left-hand 
pages. On the facing right-hand pages, we explain the Bing-fa’s 
ideas in a way that those who practice the martial arts will find 
most valuable. 

Our English translation comes line by line from our award-
winning work explaining the original Chinese in The Art of War Plus 
the Ancient Chinese Revealed. Our work in perfecting the translation 
of the ancient Chinese is internationally recognized. It is so exten-
sive that our books are used today as the basis of translations of 
Sun Tzu’s work into other languages, even Asian languages. 
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As we explain in our other works, no English translation of the 
Bing-fa can be complete. The original was not written in sentences 
with one meaning. It is closer in design to mathematical equations 
that have a variety of uses and applications. Any translation of the 
original is merely an adaptation of those principles. 

While the Bing-fa is usually translated in terms of armies at 
war, that translation is just one adaptation of the original concepts 
involved. As we show in our glossary, each character in the original 
is a precise concept, but each concept has a range of meanings and 
applications, depending on the particular context in which it is 
used. In creating this special version, we created an English version 
of the Bing-fa that is complete and accurate and replicates how a 
martial artist of the Warring States Period would have understood 
the book’s lessons in strategy. This understanding is the concep-
tual basis for all martial arts.

On the facing right-hand pages, we explain each stanza of 
the original text in the specific context of mastering martial arts 
strategy. Sun Tzu did not write his lessons for the uninitiated, 
but for a person who had learned the underlying principles from 
a living master and cultural traditions. In our explanation, we 
simply discuss what a warrior of the period would have known that 
you cannot know. In certain cases, this means we explain certain 
Chinese concepts in more detail. In other cases, we illustrate the 
concepts involved with examples of how they are used in modern 
martial arts. 

We think that after reading this work, you will agree that no 
education in the martial arts is truly complete without an under-
standing of its philosophical foundations.

The Ba Gua


