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“Are you a leader or a follower?” One of the most common questions we are asked in our 

adolescence. Although simple, this question is also one of the most important. The obvious 

answer is “I am a leader.” However, what defines a leader? The word “leader” has different 

meanings to different people and no one definition is correct. My definition of a leader is 

someone who inspires people to complete a task while overcoming fear, adversity, and 

opposition. According to Peter G. Northouse’s novel, Leadership: Theory and Practice, 

leadership is defined as  “a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to 

achieve a common goal.”  This definition is saying that a leader is someone who directs/ 1

persuades a group of people into completing a job. However, how does someone become a 

leader? People develop their leadership skills through experience, observation of others, and the 

ability to trust their instincts. Also, one of the most important qualities a leader must have is the 

ability to influence others. A leader must make themselves desirable to follow. Throughout 

history, there have been countless great and influential leaders. These people have led 

movements, wars, countries, and empires. One of the most famous and influential leaders in 

human history was Sun Tzu. What made Sun Tzu so influential was his take on the three skills 

approach.  

1 Northouse, Peter Guy. Leadership: Theory and Practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 
Publications, Inc., 2019. 



Sun Tzu was a Chinese military general and philosopher who serviced Emperor Ho-Lu of 

Wu (Ancient Chinese State).  He is regarded as one of the greatest military minds of all time due 2

to his teachings and strategies of war. Tzu was the creator of one of the most utilized guides in 

human history, The Art of War. Its methods and lessons have been used in countless battles 

throughout time and are still used to this day. This treatise carried the legacy of Tzu’s influence 

and introduced the world to his skills approach. 

Sun Tzu’s take on the skills approach made others want to be like him, for they believed 

they could be just as successful as he was. Sun Tzu was a creative genius when dealing with 

technical skills. Northouse describes technical skills as, “knowledge about and proficiency in a 

specific type of work or activity.”  In Tzu’s case the type of work was war. He knew everything 3

there was to know about war strategy and won almost every single battle. This made other 

military leaders want to be like him because he held the information they wanted to know and 

had the track record they strived for. This influenced others to copy his way of thinking, 

strategizing, and fighting. The second part of the skills approach that made Tzu influential was 

his human skills. Northouse describes this as, “knowledge about and ability to work with 

people.”  One of Sun Tzu’s most important lessons was knowing the enemy as well as yourself. 4

He pointed out the strengths and weaknesses of both his men and his enemies. This influenced 

other military leaders to want to develop more knowledge about their opponents and help their 

men find the flaws within themselves as well as their army. In addition to the knowledge of 

people, Tzu showed that he had the ability to work with anyone. An example is when he trained 

2 History.com Editors. “Sun Tzu.” History.com. A&E Television Networks, November 12, 2009. 
https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-china/sun-tzu. 
3 Northouse 
4 Ibid 



the Emperors’ concubines to perform military drills properly. He got hundreds of house trained 

women to perform like soldiers because he cut off the heads of the two leading women when 

they and the others burst out into laughter. After the beheadings the women became focused and 

oriented.  This made Sun Tzu influential for he showed the importance of order and discipline. 5

This influenced other leaders in war to show their men some tough love. Leaders knew they had 

to be strict when it came to handling an army. The last part of the skills approach that made Tzu 

influential was his conceptual skills. Northouse explains this skill as, “the ability to work with 

ideas and concepts.” Tzu was always coming up with new ways to fight and beat his enemy. His 

ideas of deception, spies, etc made him very versatile on the battle fight. He was good at 

improvising and creating something the enemy had never seen before. This influenced elite 

officials to only selected those who could improvise in the worst of situations. Leaders who 

wouldn’t panic or run. Sun Tzu’s approach to the three skills inspired kings, presidents, and 

government officials to select military leaders who showed the same potential that he had. Tzu 

was the model military general everyone wanted to take after. That’s why he was so influential. 

Sun Tzu was one of the first documented great leaders of the world. He turned the small 

kingdom of Wu into a powerhouse because he was so effective when it came to war. He gave the 

world his guide and left it for those who would use it the best. He showed what it meant to be the 

ideal leader in a military. His three skills approach, along with his teachings, is still used to this 

day. For someone who lived thousands of years ago that shows the true power of influence.  

 

5 Pham, Duc. “Sun Tzu and the Lesson of the Concubines.” CMM Magazine, September 24, 
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