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“Surrounding an army must leave a gap” and

“surrounding an army without leaving a gap”
—The development and evolution of combat guidance ideology

from the perspective of military operation objectives

HAO Jingdong, WU Rusong
(Academy of Military Science, Beijing 100091, China)

Abstract: The chapter “Tactical Maneuvering” in The Art of War states that “surrounding an
army must leave a gap”, which emphasizes that encircling enemies requires leaving a gap. In the Han
bamboo slip version from Yinque Mountain, the character “Bi” (must) is written as “Yi” (leave). The
character “Bi” emphasizes a gap must be left, while the character “Yi” emphasizes a virtual gap can be
left. The difference between “Bi” and “Yi” reflects the evolution of military thought. Examining the
development of ancient Chinese combat guidance ideology from the perspective of military operation
objectives reveals that “surrounding an army must leave a gap” is a legacy of the military rituals of Western
Zhou Dynasty , “surrounding an army can leave a virtual gap” represents the gradual transformation of
the military thought of the Spring and Autumn Period, “surrounding an army without leaving a gap” is
an inevitable trend in warfare after the Warring States Period and “pursuing and annihilating a retreating
army” is the ultimate requirement for achieving the victory of war. At the present, reviewing and
summarizing this evolution of combat ideology still has practical guiding significance for better achieving
military objectives, preserving one’ s own combat effectiveness and morale, exploiting the enemy’ s
combat capabilities and morale and ultimately securing the victory of war.

Keywords: The Art of War; military objectives; surrounding an army must leave a gap; surrounding
an army can leave a virtual gap; surrounding an army without leaving a gap; pursuing and annihilating a

retreating army; combat guidance ideology
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