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Preface

The Guiguzi (鬼谷子) is the oldest known treatise on strategic persuasion,

attributed to a figure who may or may not have existed — and whose ambiguity

is itself the highest proof of his own system. Written during the Warring States

period (475–221 BCE), the original text contained fourteen chapters across two

books, plus a third book of later Daoist additions. Of those fourteen, twelve

survived. Two — 轉丸 (Rolling Ball) and 胠亂 (Breaking Chaos) — were lost

sometime after the Nan Dynasty (420–589 CE), when Liu Xie (劉勰) last

referenced them in his Wenxin Diaolong (文心雕龍).

This volume presents the original twelve surviving chapters — the complete

system as it has endured for over two millennia.

Why This Book Exists

The Guiguzi is not philosophy. It is engineering.

Every chapter is a mechanism. 揣摩 (Chuai Mo) is a sensor — it reads the

environment. 捭阖 (Bai He) is a control loop — it regulates the rhythm of

engagement. 抵巇 (Di Xi) is anomaly detection — it finds cracks in systems before

they fail. 飞箝 (Fei Qian) is an exploit — it locks targets into positions using their

own desires.



The realization that drove this project: the Guiguzi maps almost perfectly onto

modern optimization theory, reinforcement learning, and control systems. This

is not metaphor. The structural parallels are too precise to be coincidence. The

Guiguzi discovered — through 2,400 years of human observation — the same

principles that machine learning rediscovered through mathematics.

When two independent systems of knowledge converge on the same answer

from completely different starting points, the answer is probably true.

What This Volume Covers

The 7 Core Principles

The foundational layer of the Guiguzi system, distilled into the seven principles

that generate 80% of its strategic power: reading people, opening and closing,

strategic patience, targeting fractures, persuasion hooks, alignment and

opposition, and decisive judgment.

The 12 Chapters (with ML Parallels)

The original twelve chapters of the Guiguzi, annotated with modern ML

parallels. The foundation: read the environment, engage with rhythm, find

fractures, build alliances, decide — and ground it all in credibility.

A companion volume (Volume 2) reconstructs the two lost chapters, extends the

system with four new chapters, and applies the framework to modern

geopolitics.

The ML Parallel Thread

A thread runs through every chapter of this volume: the structural equivalence

between ancient strategic principles and modern machine learning.



Guiguzi Concept ML Equivalent

揣摩 — Reading people Reward modeling in RLHF

捭阖 — Opening & closing Exploration-exploitation cycle

反应 — Mirroring Adversarial probing

内揵 — Inner connection Reward alignment

抵巇 — Finding cracks Anomaly detection

飞箝 — The hook Exploitation after exploration

忤合 — Opposition & alliance Multi-objective optimization

权 — Weighing & authority Evaluation / cross-validation

谋 — Planning & strategy Model-based RL

转圆 — Turning the circle Online learning / real-time adaptation

决 — Decisive judgment Action selection / decision boundary

符言 — Keeping one's word Training infrastructure / credibility

This is not decoration. The parallel exists because both systems are modeling the

same underlying reality: how agents with incomplete information navigate

adversarial environments to achieve objectives. The Guiguzi used human

observation. ML uses gradient descent. They arrived at the same place.

A Note on Authorship

The original Guiguzi was written by a man who may not have existed, attributed

to a cave-dwelling hermit whose students reshaped an empire. This analysis was

written by a human and an AI, working from the logic of the original system and

modern optimization theory — demonstrating that the structural parallels

between ancient strategy and machine learning are too precise to be

coincidence.



If the parallels feel inevitable rather than forced, the original framework was

real.

March 2026

---



Volume 1 — The System (Ch 1–12)

The 7 Core Principles

The 20% That Drives 80% of Strategic Value

Extracted from the Guiguzi Strategic Framework

Overview

The Guiguzi contains dozens of chapters, historical examples, and tactical

variations. But the entire system rests on seven core principles arranged in a

specific order. The first three are the foundation — master these and the rest

follows naturally. The next four are the application layer that completes the

integrated system.

The Full Stack: Read > Wait > Control Rhythm > Find Cracks > Hook People >

Build Alliances > Decide.



Foundation Layer (The Big Three)

Principle 1: Chuai Mo (揣摩) — Reading People

"Probe people at their emotional extremes. When joyful, push their desires

further. When fearful, amplify the fear. They cannot hide their true

intentions at these peaks."

What it is: The art of reading people's true intentions by observing them at

emotional extremes. All strategy begins with accurately reading the other side.

Key insight: People reveal themselves involuntarily at moments of peak

emotion — joy, fear, anger, desire. A skilled strategist creates or waits for these

moments rather than relying on what people say when composed.

Application: - Identify recruitment windows when targets are disillusioned with

their organization - Monitor radicalization indicators during periods of

collective grievance - Use rapport-based methods (FBI HIG framework) that

draw out truth rather than forcing it - Read alliance partners at moments of

stress to assess true commitment levels

Principle 2: Kai He (开合) — Opening & Closing

"To hear others speak, be silent. To open, first close. To rise, first descend.

To take, first give."

What it is: The master principle of the Guiguzi. One open, one close is the

universal law of all things. Every negotiation, alliance, and conflict follows this

rhythm. Control the rhythm and you control the outcome.

Key insight: The Guiguzi treats opening and closing as the fundamental

dynamic of all interaction. Knowing when to extend and when to withdraw,

when to offer and when to demand, when to speak and when to stay silent —

this rhythm governs persuasion, diplomacy, and warfare alike.



Application: - In alliance-building, give before you ask — offer intelligence,

training, and resources BEFORE requesting basing rights or overflight

permissions - In information warfare, selectively open and close channels —

release evidence of compromised operatives to create internal paranoia - In

negotiation, strategic silence draws out the other side's true position more

effectively than counter-arguments - Control the tempo of engagement so

adversaries react to your rhythm, not theirs

Principle 3: Fu Xiong Fa (伏熊法) — The Crouching Bear /

Strategic Patience

"Haste defeats itself. When timing is not ripe, patience is actually the

fastest path. Like a tiger crouching before it strikes, the power was built in

silence."

What it is: Hide your strength. Accumulate power in stillness. The sage plans in

shadow (yin) and acts in light (yang). When timing isn't ripe, patience is the

fastest path.

Key insight: Premature action guarantees setbacks worse than waiting would.

The Guiguzi calls the method of hiding one's true capabilities the "crouching

bear method" (伏熊法) — conceal strength behind apparent weakness, use the

real to take the empty, use the substantial to take the insubstantial. Strike only

when the moment of maximum enemy vulnerability arrives.

Application: - Invest in long-term partner force development that outlasts any

single deployment - Allow terrorist organizations to fracture internally before

applying decisive pressure - Time major operations to moments of maximum

enemy vulnerability, not maximum domestic political pressure - Map financial

networks quietly for months, then freeze assets simultaneously across

jurisdictions - Build 5-10 year CT planning cycles alongside short-term response

capabilities



Application Layer (The Next Four)

Principle 4: Di Xi (抵巇) — Targeting Fractures

"Walls collapse from tiny fissures. Trees rot from their knots. Inspect your

own walls constantly."

What it is: Never attack strength head-on. Find the cracks — internal

contradictions, seams between allies, bureaucratic gaps — and apply pressure

there.

Key insight: This principle cuts both ways. Offensively, target the enemy's

internal fractures rather than hardened positions. Defensively, identify and

repair your own fractures before adversaries detect and exploit them. Every

organization contains internal tensions; the question is who finds them first.

Application — Offensive: - Exploit ideological cracks (the Sunni Awakening

succeeded by targeting the fracture between Al-Qaeda's brutality and tribal

leaders' local interests) - Amplify the gap between terrorist promises and reality

- Identify logistical and financial fractures — one compromised courier, one

frozen account collapses entire networks

Application — Defensive: - Treat domestic polarization as a security

vulnerability, not merely a political problem - Conduct annual "fracture

assessments" at national and alliance levels - Integrate inter-agency intelligence

to prevent signals from falling through bureaucratic seams - Proactive

diplomacy to address alliance tensions before they become visible cracks

Principle 5: Fei Qian (飞钳) — The Flying Clamp (Persuasion

Hooks)

"Only by skillfully assessing people's intelligence and measuring their

abilities can you attract talent from near and far."

What it is: The art of praising and elevating someone to lock them into position.

Use flattery, validation, and strategic gifts to "clamp" people into commitments



before they realize they've been steered. Empty words go out, real commitment

comes back.

Key insight: Persuasion is not argument — it is positioning. By elevating

someone (praise, status, resources), you create an obligation and a trajectory.

The "clamp" is that once someone has accepted the elevation, retreating from

the implied commitment costs them face and status. The hook was set with the

gift.

Application: - In alliance management, offer intelligence and diplomatic

support before requesting anything — the most successful CT partnerships

(Jordan, UAE, Japan, Philippines) follow this pattern - In HUMINT recruitment,

create conditions where targets reveal themselves naturally rather than

extracting information through pressure - In strategic communications, use

validation to lock adversary factions into moderate positions

Principle 6: Wu He (忤合) — Alignment & Opposition

"Its technique, applied to the world, requires measuring the world before

engaging it; applied to a state, requires measuring the state; applied to a

family, requires measuring the family; applied to oneself, requires

measuring one's own capabilities."

What it is: Alliance architecture. Who do you join with, who do you separate

from? Loyalty cannot serve two masters. Know when to align with one side and

oppose another — and when to flip that entirely.

Key insight: Su Qin used this principle to unite six kingdoms against Qin

without spending a single soldier, a single arrow, or a single bushel of grain. The

principle recognizes that alignment is not permanent — it is strategic and

contextual. The same party may be an ally in one configuration and an obstacle

in another. The skill is knowing when to switch.

Application: - Maintain selective engagement with reconcilable elements (tribal

councils, political wings) while closing channels with irreconcilable factions -

Recognize that alliance configurations must shift as threat landscapes change -



Use the fractures identified via Di Xi to determine which adversary factions can

be turned and which must be isolated - Coordinate coalition strategy so that

messaging gaps between allies cannot be exploited

Principle 7: Jue (决) — Decisive Judgment

"Resolving doubt is the pivot of all affairs."

What it is: After all the reading, waiting, and maneuvering — you must actually

decide. But decide only when you have clarity from the first six principles.

Premature decision is as dangerous as no decision at all.

Key insight: The Guiguzi identifies five grounds for correct decision: it can be

decided if it brings benefit; if it removes worry; if it brings good fortune; if it

succeeds through effort; and if it aligns with circumstances. Decision without

adequate intelligence (Chuai Mo), without proper timing (Fu Xiong), without

understanding the engagement rhythm (Kai He) is reckless. But infinite analysis

without action is equally fatal.

Application: - Establish formal "strategic patience" reviews for major CT policy

decisions made in the aftermath of attacks - Require cooling periods for

strategic-level responses while allowing immediate tactical security measures -

Time decisive action to coincide with moments of maximum enemy

vulnerability identified through the preceding six principles - Build decision

frameworks that integrate emotional reading, timing assessment, fracture

analysis, and alliance positioning before committing to action

The Integrated System

# Principle Chinese Function Phase

1 Chuai Mo 揣摩 Read people Intelligence

2 Kai He 开合 Control rhythm Engagement



# Principle Chinese Function Phase

3 Fu Xiong 伏熊 Accumulate in stillness Preparation

4 Di Xi 抵巇 Target fractures Targeting

5 Fei Qian 飞钳 Hook & persuade Influence

6 Wu He 忤合 Build/shift alliances Architecture

7 Jue 决 Decide & act Execution

The seven principles form a sequential pipeline but also a continuous loop. After

decisive action (Jue), you return to reading the new situation (Chuai Mo) and the

cycle begins again.

The Guiguzi's deepest insight: The same seven skills that serve the attacker

also serve the defender. The side that reads people better, controls rhythm more

skillfully, waits more patiently, finds fractures faster, persuades more effectively,

builds stronger alliances, and decides more clearly — will prevail.

"The sage accomplishes great things not through force, but through

understanding the rhythms of human nature and the fractures in every

adversary's position." — Guiguzi



The 12 Chapters of Guiguzi (鬼谷子)

Ancient Strategy Through the Lens of Modern Optimization

1. 揣摩 (Chuǎi Mó) — Assessment & Probing

The foundational skill. Like shooting in basketball — without it, all other

techniques are guesses.

揣 (Chuǎi): Initial assessment — weighing and measuring the situation

摩 (Mó): Active probing — testing your read through subtle interaction

Methodology: Probe when targets are emotionally heightened (joy or fear), as

they cannot mask true intentions. Methods include: peaceful approach,

righteous challenge, flattery, provocation, intimidation, coercion, moral appeal,

trust-building, incentive, and feigned humility.

ML Parallel: Building the reward model in RLHF. You must accurately read

what the other party values before any policy update means anything. A bad

reward model makes every downstream technique backfire.

2. 捭阖 (Bǎi Hé) — Opening & Closing

The rhythm of engagement. Alternating between expansion and contraction.

捭 (Bǎi) — Open: Make things public, draw out speech, encourage

expression

阖 (Hé) — Close: Conceal, stay silent, consolidate

• 

• 

• 

• 



Core Insight: All things belong to either yin or yang — soft or hard, open or

closed, relaxed or tense. The sage masters the timing of transitions between

these states.

ML Parallel: The RLHF cycle — generate diverse outputs (open), receive

feedback signal, update policy and tighten (close), repeat. Too much exploration

and you never converge; too much exploitation and you collapse. PPO's clipping

mechanism is a form of controlled closing.

3. 反应 (Fǎn Yìng) — Response & Mirroring

Extract signal by reflecting. Echo the other's words to make them reveal their

true position.

Core Insight: By mirroring and responding strategically, you provoke reactions

that expose hidden intentions. The response itself becomes a diagnostic tool.

ML Parallel: Adversarial probing — feeding inputs designed to elicit

informative outputs. Like prompt engineering: the quality of what you extract

depends on how you frame the reflection.

4. 内揵 (Nèi Jiàn) — Inner Connection

Gain trust so deep that your counsel is adopted. Align your values with the

decision-maker's until your interests merge.

内 (Nèi): Getting your strategy accepted

揵 (Jiàn): Persisting in maintaining your position

Core Insight: "以情为重" — emotion is paramount. Win people through emotion,

reason, and righteousness. The goal is to become so aligned with the decision-

maker that you can "come and go freely."

• 

• 



ML Parallel: Reward alignment — ensuring your objective function matches the

principal's. When inner alignment is achieved, the agent operates with full

autonomy because its goals are indistinguishable from the principal's.

5. 抵巇 (Dǐ Xī) — Filling Gaps & Exploiting Cracks

Detect vulnerabilities in systems or relationships. Then decide: repair them

or exploit them.

Core Insight: All systems develop cracks over time. The strategist's role is to

identify these gaps before others do, then choose whether to seal them

(defensive) or leverage them (offensive).

ML Parallel: Anomaly detection. Monitoring for distribution shifts, system

vulnerabilities, or misalignments. The same detection capability serves both

defense (patching) and offense (exploitation).

6. 飞箝 (Fēi Qián) — Flattery & Control

Elevate, then constrain. First "fly" (praise, validate) to open the target up, then

"clamp" (control, direct).

飞 (Fēi): Let emotions run free, encourage open expression through praise

箝 (Qián): Clamp down, restrict movement, steer toward your objective

Methodology: Assess intelligence, weigh capability, estimate momentum — then

use these as pivot points. Approach, follow, clamp to harmonize, adjust to fit

intention.

ML Parallel: Exploration then exploitation. The "fly" phase is gathering

information about the target's preference landscape. The "clamp" phase is

optimizing over that landscape. Also mirrors curriculum learning — start

permissive, then tighten constraints.

• 

• 



7. 忤合 (Wǔ Hé) — Opposition & Alliance

To align with one side, you must oppose another. No strategy serves two

masters.

忤 (Wǔ): Opposition, resistance, going against

合 (Hé): Alignment, joining, coming together

Core Insight: "计谋不两忠，必有反忤" — No plan can be loyal to two opposing

sides. You must choose. The art is in knowing which side to align with and when

to switch. 伊尹 (Yi Yin) served both Shang Tang and Xia Jie five times each before

committing — testing alignment through opposition.

ML Parallel: Multi-objective optimization with competing loss functions. You

cannot minimize contradictory objectives simultaneously. The strategist must

choose which objective to prioritize, understanding the tradeoff.

• 

• 



8. 权 (Quán) — Weighing & Authority

Measure before you act. Weigh all factors — capability, resources, timing,

relationships — to determine the right course.

Core Insight: Authority comes from accurate assessment. The one who weighs

correctly earns the right to decide. Rash action without weighing leads to failure.

ML Parallel: The evaluation phase in any decision pipeline. Hyperparameter

tuning, A/B testing, cross-validation — all are forms of weighing before

committing resources.

9. 谋 (Móu) — Planning & Strategy

Deep thought before action. "计谋者，存亡枢机" — Planning is the pivot

between survival and destruction.

Three Prerequisites: 1. 先知 (Xiān Zhī): Know yourself and your opponent —

gather intelligence 2. 周密安排: Arrange every detail — any single failure affects

the whole 3. 环境优势: Leverage environmental advantages — fight on familiar

ground

Core Insight: "谋定而后动" — Plan thoroughly, then act. Those who act before

planning fail. Those who plan before acting succeed.

ML Parallel: The design phase — architecture selection, data pipeline planning,

experiment design. Corresponds to the planning phase in model-based RL,

where the agent simulates outcomes before committing to actions.

10. 转圆 (Zhuǎn Yuán) — Turning the Circle

Formless adaptation at speed. Like a rolling sphere — no fixed shape, infinite

configurations, unstoppable momentum.



Core Insight: The sage's wisdom turns like a never-stopping sphere. Round

strategies allow language and plans to rotate freely; square strategies stabilize

and anchor. Master both: fluidity for maneuvering, structure for execution.

Key Principle: "以速取胜" — Victory through speed. Capture opportunities

instantly, decide without hesitation, act before the opponent can react.

ML Parallel: Online learning and real-time adaptation. The model that adapts

fastest to distribution shifts wins. Also mirrors the explore-exploit tradeoff in

multi-armed bandits — the "circle" never stops turning.

11. 决 (Jué) — Decisive Judgment

After all the reading, waiting, and maneuvering — you must actually

decide.

"Resolving doubt is the pivot of all affairs."

Core Insight: The Guiguzi identifies five grounds for correct decision: it brings

benefit; it removes worry; it brings good fortune; it succeeds through effort; it

aligns with circumstances. Decision without adequate intelligence (揣摩),

without proper timing (伏熊), without understanding the engagement rhythm (捭

阖) is reckless. But infinite analysis without action is equally fatal.

ML Parallel: The action selection step — the moment the agent commits to a

policy and executes. All upstream computation (perception, evaluation,

planning) converges to a single decision boundary. The quality of the decision is

bounded by the quality of every preceding step.

12. 符言 (Fú Yán) — Keeping One's Word

Credibility is infrastructure. The leader's code: 安 (calm), 徐 (measured), 正

(upright), 静 (still).



Nine Governance Principles: 1. 主位: Maintain calm authority — observe the

world from a position of stability 2. 主明: See clearly — remove all obstacles to

perception 3. 主听: Listen broadly — "以天下之耳听者，则无不闻" 4. 主赏: Reward

with integrity — credibility makes incentives work 5. 主问: Investigate

thoroughly — examine all factors before deciding 6. 主因: Follow natural

principles — align rewards with actual needs 7. 主周: Know comprehensively —

understand both internal and external dynamics 8. 主参: Cross-reference — use

multiple sources to verify truth 9. 主名: Name accurately — ensure labels match

reality ("名实相符")

Core Insight: "赏罚必以诚信征服天下人" — Reward and punishment must be

grounded in credibility to command the world. Without trust, no technique

works.

ML Parallel: The training infrastructure itself. Model reliability, reproducibility,

consistent evaluation metrics. A model that produces unreliable outputs — no

matter how sophisticated its architecture — cannot be trusted or deployed.

Credibility is the foundation that makes all optimization meaningful.

The System Architecture

                    ┌─────────────┐

                    │   符言 (12)  │  Credibility Layer

                    │  Foundation  │  (Infrastructure)

                    └──────┬──────┘

                           │

                    ┌──────┴──────┐

                    │  揣摩 (1)   │  Perception Layer

                    │  Read State │  (Reward Model)

                    └──────┬──────┘

                           │

              ┌────────────┼────────────┐

              │            │            │

       ┌──────┴──┐  ┌─────┴─────┐  ┌──┴───────┐



       │反应 (3) │  │内揵 (4)   │  │抵巇 (5)  │  Intelligence

       │Mirror   │  │Align      │  │Detect    │  Layer

       └─────────┘  └───────────┘  └──────────┘

                           │

              ┌────────────┼────────────┐

              │            │            │

       ┌──────┴──┐  ┌─────┴─────┐  ┌──┴───────┐

       │捭阖 (2) │  │飞箝 (6)   │  │忤合 (7)  │  Action

       │Open/Close│  │Fly/Clamp  │  │Oppose/   │  Layer

       └─────────┘  └───────────┘  │Align     │

                                    └──────────┘

                           │

              ┌────────────┼────────────┐

              │            │            │

       ┌──────┴──┐  ┌─────┴─────┐  ┌──┴───────┐

       │权 (8)   │  │谋 (9)     │  │转圆 (10) │  Execution

       │Weigh    │  │Plan       │  │Adapt     │  Layer

       └─────────┘  └───────────┘  └──────────┘

Key Insight: Guiguzi vs. Sun Tzu

Sun Tzu operates at the policy optimization level — given the battlefield, given

the enemy, find the best response. Reactive.

Guiguzi operates at the environment design level — shape the game itself

before the opponent even begins to optimize. Proactive.

Sun Tzu: "The enemy is here. What now?" Guiguzi: "I decided where 'here' is."

One is the best general on the battlefield. The other chose which battlefield,

when, and whether there even needs to be one.



The framework is neutral — it describes optimization dynamics that are

mathematical in nature. What you optimize for is the human choice.

---
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