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Publisher’s Note


The translation used in this edition was done by Lionel Giles (1875–1958) in the year 1910.


His was the second translation of the book – and the first definitive one. His Introduction, excerpted in this edition, includes a biography of Sun Tzu and the history of the text of The Art of War.


He also used the introduction and the accompanying critical notes to the text to provide a commentary on the events of his day, particularly the Napoleonic wars.


This edition – containing an illuminating foreword by bestselling author Dr Radhakrishnan Pillai that contrasts Sun Tzu’s text with Chanakya’s Arthashastra – is a must-read for all those who want to gain a deeper understanding of strategic decision-making.




Foreword


Human behaviour is strange. Even though we have all the wisdom of the past available to us, we still have to go through the process of learning through our own experiences.


Having evolved from being hunters to farmers, from the struggles of the industrial era to the benefits of the information and knowledge era, our scientific developments have given us tremendous advantages over previous generations. Hopefully, the beginning of the wisdom era is right around the corner, ushering in a truly enlightened age for us as a species.


But for this to happen, a study of the past is essential.


It is often said that history is always written by the winners, but history is also about wise men and women who took monumental steps in their respective cultures and societies to change the course of events. In fact, as we progress, we realize that wisdom is not the right of any particular country or civilization – it becomes a part of the world’s philosophy.


A crucial example of this is The Art of War, written years ago in China by military strategist Sun Tzu. History will always remember it as one of the greatest contributions from China to the field of war, tactics, strategy and human psychology, but its importance is truly highlighted by the fact that this ancient Chinese wisdom is still incredibly relevant across the world in any field of work.


For several years now, I have read and studied another such ancient text from our part of the world, one that is also considered a classic work in the art of strategy and leadership – Kautilya Arthashastra, written by Chanakya. Twenty years ago, a certain jingoistic pride in me wanted to prove that what I believed was our text – the Arthashastra – was better than its Chinese counterpart, The Art of War. As both come from two different cultures and I belonged to one of them, I decided to do a comparative study of the two (and, naturally, I wanted Arthashastra to emerge as the ‘winner’).


But that was nearly two decades ago.


A few months ago, when I was asked by Hachette to write a foreword comparing the Arthashastra to this text, I harked back to those days of my study. I first thought that this would be easy – after all, I had already studied The Art of War many years ago, and had spent my life studying the Arthashastra.


However, when I began writing, I remembered what my father always told me: ‘Study world philosophy and only then will you understand your own philosophy.’


This compelled me to dig deeper, and I decided to stop pitting the Arthashastra (which comes naturally to me) against Sun Tzu’s text, and began with an open mind.


That made all the difference.


This classic text opened up in front of me like never before and I soon became a dedicated student. Packed with profound wisdom, it is vast and yet simple in its presentation. It also imparts philosophy (which is generally considered abstract) that has universal practical applications.


Divided into thirteen chapters – namely ‘Laying Plans’, ‘Waging War’, ‘Attack by Stratagem’, ‘Tactical Dispositions’, ‘Energy’, ‘Weak Points and Strong’, ‘Manoeuvring’, ‘Variation of Tactics’, ‘The Army on the March’, ‘Terrain’, ‘The Nine Situations’, ‘The Attack by Fire’ and ‘The Use of Spies’ – it is written in short sentences, and understanding the ideas behind it could take a lifetime.


The names of the chapters themselves can be misleading – it sounds like they may simply be about war strategy, but the reality is far from that.


It begins with a profound thought: ‘The art of war is of vital importance to the state. It is a matter of life and death, a road either to safety or to ruin. Hence it is a subject of enquiry which can on no account be neglected.’ So, even though it is the advice of a military general, it holds true for leaders of the state as well. After all, the general could be an expert in warfare and military tactics, and the king may not be, but understanding of war is essential for the ruler.


To enquire is the first duty of a king, and Sun Tzu trains leaders in the right way of ‘enquiry’. Therefore, in the very beginning, he calls his book a ‘subject of enquiry’. Surprisingly, the Arthashastra also begins with the same teaching of how to ‘enquire’ – namely, aanvikshiki or the art of right thinking. Good leaders listen to their advisors carefully and after due deliberations take the ‘right’ decisions that are apt for the current situation and also for long-term benefits.


The philosophy of war is a subject that leaders and generals should study well. Battles are not fought on the battlefields, but in the minds of the generals. Usually when not governed by philosophy, wars become about the egos of the leaders themselves which results in the destruction of societies. Hence, the ‘purpose’ of war has to be understood first.


Sun Tzu says, ‘The greatest victory is that which requires no battle. The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting.’ The purpose of war is peace, not victory by itself. During war prepare for peace, and during peace prepare for war.


All countries have defence systems so that in the eventual unavoidable circumstances of war, they are prepared for defending themselves against their attackers. The more you prepare for war during peace times, the less you bleed during war times, goes a very profound military thought.


Another example of the philosophy of war as suggested in The Art of War is: ‘The consummate leader cultivates the moral law, and strictly adheres to method and discipline; thus it is his power to control senses.’


It is quite interesting to note that the control of the senses (known as indriyajaya in Sanskrit), the cultivation of moral law (dharma), and method and discipline, have been emphasized by Sun Tzu in his treatise.


The weapon by itself does not kill people, but the use of the weapon does. So it’s important to train the person in philosophy before handing over the weapon to him/her.


Having method and discipline is equally important for the soldier. Thus, training in philosophy is as important in a war as is training in the use of the weapons of war, thus making the leader a ‘philosopher king’ or ‘Raja-Rishi’.


However, as I had mentioned earlier, the ideas in the book go beyond the strategies of war. This book has been widely discussed in other fields too – be it in the corporate world, in government administration, academics or even among families.


It is quite natural that when a philosophy or a book becomes popular among the masses, various versions and interpretations of that work emerge. This is true for The Art of War as well. But with the right interpretation of Sun Tzu’s ideas, this seminal text, with its distinct flavour, can fit into any space and benefit people in almost every sphere of their lives.


It is good to engage in some comparison and discussions about the book, but try and delve into the very source of the text and its original ideas. Only then will you understand the real crux of Sun Tzu’s teachings.


Try to study these original ideas without bias and keep an open mind. While studying them, do not take a stand. Sometimes not taking a stand is in reality also a stand.


And, most of all, try to apply some of these profound ideas in your life wherever possible. For instance, ‘Method and Discipline’ have to go hand-in-hand. There are many who make great plans, but do not possess the discipline to put those plans into action.


Plan out your work, and work out your plan.


The Art of War, said to have been written in the fifth century bce, is gaining even more importance with the progress of time. It was written in one corner of the world but, with time, its influence has spread far beyond the Chinese borders. The sea shift happened in 1905, when the book was translated into English for the first time by the British officer Everard Ferguson Calthrop, followed by another translation by Lionel Giles five years later. Through them, it has reached various nations and thought leaders.


Now that you have this book in your hands, study it and benefit from the depth it offers in enquiry and critical thinking. And, remember, the art of war is truly about the art of peace.


Today, the world is moving from competition to collaboration. From ‘mine’ to ‘ours’. From ‘You versus Me’ to ‘You and Me’. From energy to synergy. It is important that you take the best of both worlds. Study the teachings of Sun Tzu along with another similar book – one from your own culture. In the end, they all lead to the common principles that last beyond time and were relevant yesterday, are relevant today and will be just as relevant tomorrow. Hopefully, you will be able to find a synergy of ideas between the ancient texts – from the wisdom of the past and the hard work of the present will emerge a glorious future.


I am glad I got the opportunity to study The Art of War once again with a different mindset. I can now see the Arthashastra from the standpoint of this book, and vice versa. I now realize that they are not different but ‘one’. The words could be different – but the vision is the same.


Once a zen master asked his students, ‘Who loves you the most?’


The students answered in union, ‘My mother.’


The master paused and said with a smile, ‘Now start seeing the motherhood in your mother and the mother of others. Mothers can be different, but a mother’s love is the same.’


So, if you are a student of Chanakya’s Arthashastra, study Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. If you are already a student of The Art of War, do study the Arthashastra. They are the same, but with different perspectives – and they give the same results: Success, peace and happiness.


Dr Radhakrishnan Pillai


New Delhi, December 2017




Introduction


Ssu-ma Ch`ien gives the following biography of Sun Tzu:


Sun Tzu Wu was a native of the Ch`i State. His The Art of War brought him to the notice of Ho Lu, King of Wu. Ho Lu said to him: ‘I have carefully perused your 13 Chapters. May I submit your theory of managing soldiers to a slight test?’


Sun Tzu replied: ‘You may.’


Ho Lu asked: ‘May the test be applied to women?’


The answer was again in the affirmative, so arrangements were made to bring 180 ladies out of the palace. Sun Tzu divided them into two companies, and placed one of the King’s favourite concubines at the head of each. He then bade them all take spears in their hands, and addressed them thus: ‘I presume you know the difference between front and back, right hand and left hand?’


The girls replied: ‘Yes.’


Sun Tzu went on: ‘When I say ‘Eyes front,’ you must look straight ahead. When I say ‘Left turn,’ you must face towards your left hand. When I say ‘Right turn,’ you must face towards your right hand. When I say ‘About turn,’ you must face right round towards your back.’


Again the girls assented. The words of command having been thus explained, he set up the halberds and battle-axes in order to begin the drill. Then, to the sound of drums, he gave the order ‘Right turn.’ But the girls only burst out laughing. Sun Tzu said: ‘If words of command are not clear and distinct, if orders are not thoroughly understood, then the general is to blame.’


So he started drilling them again, and this time gave the order ‘Left turn,’ whereupon the girls once more burst into fits of laughter. Sun Tzu: ‘If words of command are not clear and distinct, if orders are not thoroughly understood, the general is to blame. But if his orders are clear, and the soldiers nevertheless disobey, then it is the fault of their officers.’


So saying, he ordered the leaders of the two companies to be beheaded. Now the king of Wu was watching the scene from the top of a raised pavilion; and when he saw that his favourite concubines were about to be executed, he was greatly alarmed and hurriedly sent down the following message: ‘We are now quite satisfied as to our general’s ability to handle troops. If We are bereft of these two concubines, our meat and drink will lose their savor. It is our wish that they shall not be beheaded.’


Sun Tzu replied: ‘Having once received His Majesty’s commission to be the general of his forces, there are certain commands of His Majesty which, acting in that capacity, I am unable to accept.’


Accordingly, he had the two leaders beheaded, and straightway installed the pair next in order as leaders in their place. When this had been done, the drum was sounded for the drill once more; and the girls went through all the evolutions, turning to the right or to the left, marching ahead or wheeling back, kneeling or standing, with perfect accuracy and precision, not venturing to utter a sound. Then Sun Tzu sent a messenger to the King saying: ‘Your soldiers, Sire, are now properly drilled and disciplined, and ready for your majesty’s inspection. They can be put to any use that their sovereign may desire; bid them go through fire and water, and they will not disobey.’


But the King replied: ‘Let our general cease drilling and return to camp. As for us, We have no wish to come down and inspect the troops.’


Thereupon Sun Tzu said: ‘The King is only fond of words, and cannot translate them into deeds.’


After that, Ho Lu saw that Sun Tzu was one who knew how to handle an army, and finally appointed him general. In the west, he defeated the Ch`u State and forced his way into Ying, the capital; to the north he put fear into the States of Ch`i and Chin, and spread his fame abroad amongst the feudal princes. And Sun Tzu shared in the might of the King.


About Sun Tzu himself this is all that Ssu-ma Ch`ien has to tell us in this chapter. But he proceeds to give a biography of his descendant, Sun Pin, born about a hundred years after his famous ancestor’s death, and also the outstanding military genius of his time. The historian speaks of him too as Sun Tzu, and in his preface we read: ‘Sun Tzu had his feet cut off and yet continued to discuss the art of war.’ It seems likely, then, that ‘Pin’ was a nickname bestowed on him after his mutilation, unless the story was invented in order to account for the name. The crowning incident of his career, the crushing defeat of his treacherous rival P`ang Chuan, will be found briefly related in Chapter V. SS. 19, note.


To return to the elder Sun Tzu. He is mentioned in two other passages of the Shih Chi:


In the third year of his reign [512 BCE] Ho Lu, King of Wu, took the field with Tzu-hsu [i.e. Wu Yuan] and Po P`ei, and attacked Ch`u. He captured the town of Shu and slew the two prince’s sons who had formerly been generals of Wu. He was then meditating a descent on Ying [the capital]; but the general Sun Wu said: ‘The army is exhausted. It is not yet possible. We must wait’… [After further successful fighting,] ‘in the ninth year [506 BCE], King Ho Lu addressed Wu Tzu-hsu and Sun Wu, saying: ‘Formerly, you declared that it was not yet possible for us to enter Ying. Is the time ripe now?’ The two men replied: ‘Ch`u’s general Tzu-ch`ang, is grasping and covetous, and the princes of T`ang and Ts`ai both have a grudge against him. If Your Majesty has resolved to make a grand attack, you must win over T`ang and Ts`ai, and then you may succeed.’ Ho Lu followed this advice, and beat Ch`u in five pitched battles and marched into Ying.


This is the latest date at which anything is recorded of Sun Wu. He does not appear to have survived his patron, who died from the effects of a wound in 496 BCE.


In another chapter there occurs this passage:


From this time onward, a number of famous soldiers arose, one after the other: Kao-fan, who was employed by the Chin State; Wang-tzu, in the service of Ch`i; and Sun Wu, in the service of Wu. These men developed and threw light upon the principles of war.


It is obvious enough that Ssu-ma Ch`ien at least had no doubt about the reality of Sun Wu as an historical personage; and with one exception, to be noticed presently, he is by far the most important authority on the period in question. It will not be necessary, therefore, to say much of such a work as the Wu Yueh Ch`un Ch`iu, which is supposed to have been written by Chao Yeh of the 1st century CE. The attribution is somewhat doubtful; but even if it were otherwise, his account would be of little value, based as it is on the Shih Chi and expanded with romantic details. The story of Sun Tzu will be found, for what it is worth, in chapter 2. The only new points in it worth noting are: (1) Sun Tzu was first recommended to Ho Lu by Wu Tzu-hsu. (2) He is called a native of Wu. (3) He had previously lived a retired life, and his contemporaries were unaware of his ability.


The following passage occurs in the Huai-nan Tzu: ‘When sovereign and ministers show perversity of mind, it is impossible even for a Sun Tzu to encounter the foe.’ Assuming that this work is genuine (and hitherto no doubt has been cast upon it), we have here the earliest direct reference for Sun Tzu, for Huai-nan Tzu died in 122 BCE, many years before the Shih Chi was given to the world.


Liu Hsiang (80–9 BCE) says: ‘The reason why Sun Tzu at the head of 30,000 men beat Ch`u with 200,000 is that the latter were undisciplined.’


Teng Ming-shih informs us that the surname ‘Sun’ was bestowed on Sun Wu’s grandfather by Duke Ching of Ch`i [547–490 BCE]. Sun Wu’s father Sun P`ing, rose to be a Minister of State in Ch`i, and Sun Wu himself, whose style was Ch`ang-Ch`ing, fled to Wu on account of the rebellion which was being fomented by the kindred of T`ien Pao. He had three sons, of whom the second, named Ming, was the father of Sun Pin. According to this account then, Pin was the grandson of Wu, which, considering that Sun Pin’s victory over Wei was gained in 341 BCE, may be dismissed as chronological impossible. Whence these data were obtained by Teng Ming-shih I do not know, but of course no reliance whatever can be placed in them.


An interesting document which has survived from the close of the Han period is the short preface written by the Great Ts`ao Ts`ao, or Wei Wu Ti, for his edition of Sun Tzu. I shall give it in full:


I have heard that the ancients used bows and arrows to their advantage. The Shu Chu mentions ‘the army’ among the ‘eight objects of government.’ The I Ching says: ‘army’ indicates firmness and justice; the experienced leader will have good fortune.’ The Shih Ching says: ‘The King rose majestic in his wrath, and he marshaled his troops.’ The Yellow Emperor, T`ang the Completer and Wu Wang all used spears and battle-axes in order to succor their generation. The Ssu-Ma Fa says: ‘If one man slay another of set purpose, he himself may rightfully be slain.’ He who relies solely on warlike measures shall be exterminated; he who relies solely on peaceful measures shall perish. Instances of this are Fu Ch`ai on the one hand and Yen Wang on the other. In military matters, the Sage’s rule is normally to keep the peace, and to move his forces only when occasion requires. He will not use armed force unless driven to it by necessity.


Many books have I read on the subject of war and fighting; but the work composed by Sun Wu is the profoundest of them all. [Sun Tzu was a native of the Ch`i state, his personal name was Wu. He wrote The Art of War in 13 Chapters for Ho Lu, King of Wu. Its principles were tested on women, and he was subsequently made a general. He led an army westwards, crushed the Ch`u state and entered Ying the capital. In the north, he kept Ch`i and Chin in awe. A hundred years and more after his time, Sun Pin lived. He was a descendant of Wu.] In his treatment of deliberation and planning, the importance of rapidity in taking the field, clearness of conception, and depth of design, Sun Tzu stands beyond the reach of carping criticism. My contemporaries, however, have failed to grasp the full meaning of his instructions, and while putting into practice the smaller details in which his work abounds, they have overlooked its essential purport. That is the motive which has led me to outline a rough explanation of the whole.


One thing to be noticed in the above is the explicit statement that the 13 Chapters were specially composed for King Ho Lu. This is supported by the internal evidence of Ch. I. SS. 15, in which it seems clear that some ruler is addressed.


In the bibliographic section of the Han Shu, there is an entry which has given rise to much discussion: ‘The works of Sun Tzu of Wu in 82 P`ien (or chapters), with diagrams in 9 Chuan.’ It is evident that this cannot be merely the 13 Chapters known to Ssu-ma Ch`ien, or those we possess today. Chang Shou-chieh refers to an edition of Sun Tzu’s Art of War of which the ‘13 Chapters’ formed the first Chuan, adding that there were two other Chuan besides. This has brought forth a theory, that the bulk of these 82 chapters consisted of other writings of Sun Tzu – we should call them apocryphal – similar to the Wn Ta, of which a specimen dealing with the Nine Situations is preserved in the T`ung Tien, and another in Ho Shin’s commentary. It is suggested that before his interview with Ho Lu, Sun Tzu had only written the 13 Chapters, but afterwards composed a sort of exegesis in the form of questions and answers between himself and the King. Pi I-hsun, the author of the Sun Tzu Hsu Lu, backs this up with a quotation from the Wu Yueh Ch’un Ch’iu: ‘The King of Wu summoned Sun Tzu, and asked him questions about the art of war. Each time he set forth a chapter of his work, the King could not find words enough to praise him.’ As he points out, if the whole work was expounded on the same scale as in the above-mentioned fragments, the total number of chapters could not fail to be considerable. Then the numerous other treatises attributed to Sun Tzu might be included. The fact that the Han Chih mentions no work of Sun Tzu except the 82 P`ien, whereas the Sui and T`ang bibliographies give the titles of others in addition to the ‘13 Chapters,’ is good proof, Pi I-hsun thinks, that all of these were contained in the 82 P`ien. Without pinning our faith to the accuracy of details supplied by the Wu Yueh Ch’un Ch’iu, or admitting the genuineness of any of the treatises cited by Pi I-hsun, we may see in this theory a probable solution of the mystery. Between Ssu-ma Ch`ien and Pan Ku there was plenty of time for a luxuriant crop of forgeries to have grown up under the magic name of Sun Tzu, and the 82 P`ien may very well represent a collected edition of these lumped together with the original work. It is also possible, though less likely, that some of them existed in the time of the earlier historian and were purposely ignored by him.
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