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The cover illustration shows Sun Wu (kneeling with pointer) meeting with his patron, King Helü of Wu, on the eve of the great battle of Boju, the decisive battle of the war fought in 506 BC between Wu and Chu. Sun Wu, later known as Sunzi in China and Sun Tzu in the West, is showing the king a map of the area, with arrows indicating movement of troops. The insurgent Wu army was victorious even though it was outnumbered nearly ten-to-one by the defending Chu. Almost the entire Chu army of 200,000 to 300,000 soldiers was captured or killed.

The map on the cover is based on a more detailed map in Wikipedia, shown here​[1]​.

[image: A map of the chinese continent]

Did the battle of Boju really happen as described in this book? Probably not. The Zuozhuan (左传, meaning “The Zuo Tradition”) is an Chinese history of the Spring and Autumn period which is the primary source of information about the battle. It does not mention Sun Wu at all.

Sun Wu’s life was the stuff of legend, and in fact it’s not known for certain if he even existed as a historical figure. And as for The Art of War, it might have been written by Sun Wu, or it might be a compilation of wisdom of other anonymous authors. No one knows.
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Introduction
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More than two thousand years ago, during a time known as the Warring States period, China was not one country but many. Powerful kingdoms fought endless wars for territory, influence, and survival. It was an era of shifting alliances, betrayals, and sudden attacks. In the midst of this chaos, a thinker named Sun Wu—now known in the West as Sun Tzu, and in China as Sunzi, meaning Master Sun—quietly wrote a book that would outlast every warlord and every kingdom of his age.

Today, The Art of War is the most famous military text in the world. But it is not a book about swords and chariots. It is a book about the human mind. Sun Tzu believed that understanding your opponent was more important than overpowering him. He taught that the best victory is the one that does not require fighting at all. His words, though written long ago, feel surprisingly modern: “To win a hundred battles is not the highest excellence. To subdue the enemy without fighting is the highest excellence.”

Sun Tzu’s life remains mysterious. Some scholars say he served as a general in the state of Wu, where he helped defeat stronger enemies with clever strategy. Others argue that The Art of War was not written by one man, but is a collection of wisdom from several thinkers. Either way, the ideas in the book are clear and consistent, built on the belief that preparation, discipline, and flexibility are the keys to victory.

The Art of War is not only a historical artifact. It is a living document, studied and used by people in every field. In ancient Japan, Sun Tzu’s ideas shaped the training of samurai warriors. In Renaissance Europe, generals and kings quoted his rules. In modern times, his teachings have reached military academies, government offices, sports teams, and business schools across the globe. Even tech entrepreneurs and professional gamers use his advice.

Why has The Art of War lasted so long? Partly because it is short, clear, and practical. But more importantly, because it speaks to something universal: the fear of conflict, the desire to overcome, and the challenge of making good decisions in difficult situations. Sun Tzu does not promise easy success. Instead, he offers something deeper: an approach to conflict that begins with the mind, not the sword.

He teaches that battles are won long before the fighting begins. A wise leader, he says, observes the land, understands the enemy, and waits for the right moment to act. Good strategy is invisible. Good leadership is calm. Victory is not about pride or cruelty, but about understanding how the world works and using that understanding to shape events.

This book presents Sun Tzu’s ideas through story and dialogue. It is not a word-for-word translation of the original text, but a retelling that helps modern readers—especially those learning Chinese—grasp the main points. Through scenes of discussion, instruction, and reflection, we meet a version of Sun Tzu who speaks directly to students, soldiers, and leaders alike.

(If you are interested in reading the complete text in English, with a step-by-step translation from the original Chinese and helpful explanatory notes, we highly recommend The Art of War: A Step-by-Step Translation by Jeff Pepper and Xiao Hui Wang.)

For language learners, this book also offers a clear, approachable path into classical Chinese thought. It uses mostly HSK3 vocabulary, with some HSK4. The pinyin and English translation support comprehension while encouraging deeper engagement with the original Chinese.

Reading The Art of War is not about learning to fight battles. It is about learning how to think clearly, act wisely, and respond to difficulty with patience and insight. It is about learning when to move and when to wait, when to speak and when to remain silent, and when to stand firm and when to let go.

In a time when conflict—whether personal, political, or global—feels ever-present, Sun Tzu’s calm and steady voice still offers hope. He reminds us that strength does not mean force, and that the greatest leaders are often the ones who avoid war, rather than win it.
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孙子战略家
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Sūnzǐ Zhànlüèjiā 
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第一章：
贵族少年的决定
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Dì Yī Zhāng: 

Guìzú Shàonián de Juédìng

兵者，

国之大事，

死生之地，

存亡之道，

不可不察也。

《孙子兵法》第一章

Bīng zhě, 

Guó zhī dàshì,

Sǐshēng zhī dì, 

Cúnwáng zhī dào,

Bùkě bù chá yě. 

“Sūnzǐ Bīngfǎ” Dì Yī Zhāng

孙武​[2]​出生在齐国的一个贵族家中。他的爷爷和爸爸都是重要官员，都带过兵。他爸爸每天在家教孙武看地图、写字，还讲带兵的故事。他妈妈做饭、洗衣，照顾他们一家人。

Sūn Wǔ chūshēng zài Qíguó de yí gè guìzú jiāzhōng. Tā de yéye hé bàba dōu shì zhòngyào guānyuán, dōu dàiguò bīng. Tā bàba měitiān zài jiā jiāo Sūn Wǔ kàn dìtú, xiězì, hái jiǎng dàibīng de gùshi. Tā māma zuòfàn, xǐyī, zhàogù tāmen yìjiārén.

孙武从小聪明。他不喜欢出去玩，而更喜欢安静。他喜欢一个人坐在屋里看书。他最爱看的是讲过去的兵书。他还爱看地图，他常常自己心里想，要怎么带兵才会赢？

Sūn Wǔ cóngxiǎo cōngming. Tā bù xǐhuan chūqù wán, ér gèng xǐhuan ānjìng. Tā xǐhuan yí gè rén zuò zài wū lǐ kànshū. Tā zuì ài kàn de shì jiǎng guòqù de bīngshū. Tā hái ài kàn dìtú, tā chángcháng zìjǐ xīnli xiǎng, yào zěnme dàibīng cái huì yíng? 

有一天，他爸爸带他去看士兵训练。士兵们整齐地站成一排，有人喊话，有人举刀，有人跑步。孙武站了很久。他问爸爸，“一个士兵做错了事，会怎么样？”

Yǒu yì tiān, tā bàba dài tā qù kàn shìbīng xùnliàn. Shìbīngmen zhěngqí de zhàn chéng yì pái, yǒu rén hǎnhuà, yǒu rén jǔ dāo, yǒu rén pǎobù. Sūn Wǔ zhàn le hěn jiǔ. Tā wèn bàba, “Yí gè shìbīng zuòcuò le shì, huì zěnmeyàng?” 

他爸爸说，“军人要听命令。如果不听命令，就会出大问题。”

Tā bàba shuō, “Jūnrén yào tīng mìnglìng. Rúguǒ bù tīng mìnglìng, jiù huì chū dà wèntí.” 

没过多久，国王让一位很有名的将军带兵。这位将军很守规矩，不管对方是谁，只要做错了，就要处理。有一天，国王的一位亲戚来晚了。将军让人把他带走，说要按军法处理。

Méiguò duōjiǔ, guówáng ràng yí wèi hěn yǒumíng de jiāngjūn dàibīng. Zhè wèi jiāngjūn hěn shǒu guīju, bùguǎn duìfāng shì shuí, zhǐyào zuòcuò le, jiù yào chǔlǐ. Yǒu yì tiān, guówáng de yí wèi qīnqi lái wǎn le. Jiāngjūn ràng rén bǎ tā dàizǒu, shuō yào àn jūnfǎ chǔlǐ. 

很多贵族不高兴，说将军不给国王面子。国王听说后也生气，说，“这样的人，不用。”这位将军被命令回家，不再带兵。回家后，他又生气，又伤心，又害怕，天天睡不好，后来生了病，过了几天就死了。

Hěn duō guìzú bù gāoxìng, shuō jiāngjūn bù gěi guówáng miànzi. Guówáng tīngshuō hòu yě shēngqì, shuō, “Zhèyàng de rén, búyòng.” Zhè wèi jiāngjūn bèi mìnglìng huíjiā, bú zài dàibīng. Huíjiā hòu, tā yòu shēngqì, yòu shāngxīn, yòu hàipà, tiāntiān shuì bù hǎo, hòulái shēng le bìng, guò le jǐ tiān jiù sǐ le. 

孙武听了这件事，很吃惊。他没想到，一个守规矩、做对事的人，却不能留住自己的工作。

Sūn Wǔ tīng le zhè jiàn shì, hěn chījīng. Tā méi xiǎngdào, yí gè shǒu guīju, zuò duì shì de rén, què bù néng liúzhù zìjǐ de gōngzuò. 

几天后，他的爸爸也出了事。他在和别人说话时，说了一些反对国王的话，被人记下了，齐王听说后很不高兴。从那以后，他爸爸就再也不能去工作了。家里的人都变得很小心，他妈妈也天天叹气。

Jǐ tiān hòu, tā de bàba yě chū le shì. Tā zài hé biérén shuōhuà shí, shuō le yìxiē fǎnduì guówáng de huà, bèi rén jìxià le, Qíwáng tīngshuō hòu hěn bù gāoxìng. Cóng nà yǐhòu, tā bàba jiù zài yě bù néng qù gōngzuò le. Jiālǐ de rén dōu biànde hěn xiǎoxīn, tā māma yě tiāntiān tànqì. 

那天晚上，孙武一个人坐在院子里，看着天。他问自己，“一个国家如果不听真话，不让懂打仗的人留下来，怎么能打胜仗？”

Nà tiān wǎnshang, Sūn Wǔ yí gè rén zuò zài yuànzi lǐ, kànzhe tiān. Tā wèn zìjǐ, “Yí gè guójiā rúguǒ bù tīng zhēnhuà, bú ràng dǒng dǎzhàng de rén liú xiàlái, zěnme néng dǎ shèngzhàng?” 

第二天早上，他问爸爸，“那位将军做错了什么？”

Dì'èr tiān zǎoshang, tā wèn bàba, “Nà wèi jiāngjūn zuò cuò le shénme?” 

他爸爸说，“他没错，他只是讲了真话。”

Tā bàba shuō, “Tā méi cuò, tā zhǐshì jiǎng le zhēnhuà.” 

孙武听了，更想离开了。他心里想,“我不能一生只看别人在打仗，我要去试一试。”

Sūn Wǔ tīng le, gèng xiǎng líkāi le. Tā xīnli xiǎng, “Wǒ bù néng yìshēng zhǐ kàn biérén zài dǎzhàng, wǒ yào qù shì yi shì.” 

吃晚饭时，他对妈妈说，“我要去南方很远的吴国。”

Chī wǎnfàn shí, tā duì māma shuō, “Wǒ yào qù nánfāng hěn yuǎn de Wúguó.” 

他妈妈一听，马上问，“你一个人？那太远了。”

Tā māma yì tīng, mǎshàng wèn, “Nǐ yí gè rén? Nà tài yuǎn le.” 

孙武点点头，说，“我听说南方有个国王在找能带兵的人。”

Sūn Wǔ diǎndian tóu, shuō, “Wǒ tīngshuō nánfāng yǒu gè guówáng zài zhǎo néng dàibīng de rén.” 
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