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Love leads to peace: the humanitarian sentiment in The Art of War
—Simultaneously discussing the partial legitimacy of the wars in the Spring and Autumn Period
ZENG Li
(Advanced Institute of Con fucian Studies, Shandong University, Ji’nan 250100, China)

Abstract: The legitimacy of wars during the Spring and Autumn Period was one-sided. Schools of
thought such as Confucianism comprehensively evaluated the justice of wars from perspectives including
motivation, methods and outcomes. However, The Art of War upholds, implements and realizes the
justice through strategic military deployment with its principle of justice of “causing no harm to the
people”, which is the principle of loving the people. Many military strategies in The Art of War embody
the compassionate mindset of a soldier who considers the welfare of the people. Through these strategies,
wars can be conducted skillfully, swiftly, efficiently and correctly, realizing the benevolence of love with

advanced military wisdom. The ultimate goal of employing military strategies is to “end the war with
war” or even “fight without war”. Sun Tzu regarded “peace” as the spiritual guidance to save troubled
times, and loving the people was his inevitable choice towards peace. Peace is a peace that concerns
humanity, and the spirit of loving the people in military strategy coincides with the purpose of yearning
for peace. Loving the people is perfectly achieved in peace, and pursuing peace is also an inevitable
choice for loving the people.

Keywords: The Art of War; love the people; peace; Spring and Autumn Annals; legitimacy; war
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