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Foreword


Sun Tzŭ wrote this extraordinary book in China two and a half thousand years ago. It begins:


The art of war is of vital importance to the state. It is a matter of life and death. A road to either safety or to ruin. Hence it is a subject of enquiry which can on no account be neglected.’ It ends: ‘Hence it is only the enlightened ruler and the wise general who will use the highest intelligence of the army for purposes of spying, and thereby they achieve great results. Spies are a most important element in war because upon them depends an army’s ability to move.





I truly believe that if our military and political leaders in recent times had studied this work of genius, Vietnam could not have happened as it happened; we would not have lost the war in Korea (we lost because we did not achieve victory); the Bay of Pigs could not have occurred; the hostage fiasco in Iran would not have come to pass; the British Empire would not have been dismembered; and, in all probability, World Wars I and II would have been avoided – certainly they would not have been waged as they were waged, and the millions of youths obliterated unnecessarily and stupidly by monsters calling themselves generals would have lived out their lives according to their own Karma.


‘The supreme act of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting …’





I find it astounding that Sun Tzŭ wrote so many truths twenty-five centuries ago that are so applicable today. I think this little book shows so clearly what is still being done wrong, and why our present opponent is so successful in some areas (Sun Tzŭ is obligatory reading in the Soviet political-military hierarchy and has been available in Russian for centuries. It is the source of all Mao Tse-tung’s strategic and tactical doctrine).


Even more importantly, I believe the Art of War shows quite clearly how to take the initiative and combat the enemy – any enemy.


‘Know your enemy, know yourself and you can fight a hundred battles without disaster …’





The first time I ever personally heard about Sun Tzŭ was at the races in Happy Valley in Hong Kong in 1977. A friend, P. G. Williams, a Steward of the Jockey Club, asked me if I had ever read the book. When I said no, he told me that he would be happy to send me a copy the next day. When the book arrived, I left it unread. Then one day, weeks later, I picked it up. I was totally shocked that, in all of my reading about Asia, about Japan and China particularly, I had not come across this book before. Since that time it has been a constant companion for me, so much so that during the course of the writing of Noble House many of the characters in it refer to Sun Tzŭ in all his glory.


Unfortunately little is known of the man himself. He wrote the thirteen chapters in approximately 490 BC in the Kingdom of Wu. About 100 BC one of his chroniclers, Su-ma Ch’ien, gives this biography:


Sun Tzŭ whose personal name was Wu was a native of the Ch’i State. His Art of War brought him to the notice of Ho Lu, King of Wu. Ho Lu said to him, ‘I have carefully perused your thirteen chapters. May I submit your theory of managing soldiers to a slight test.’


Sun Tzŭ replied, ‘You may.’


The King 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 Tzŭ divided them into two companies and placed one of the King’s favourite concubines at the head of each. He then made 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 Tzŭ 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 around towards the 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 Tzŭ said patiently, If words of command are not clear and distinct, if orders are not thoroughly understood, then the general is to blame.’ He started drilling them again and this time gave the order left turn’, whereupon the girls once more burst into fits of laughter.


Then he said, 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 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 savour. It is our wish that they shall not be beheaded.’


Sun Tzŭ replied even more patiently: ‘Having once received His Majesty’s commission to be general of his forces, there are certain commands of His Majesty which, acting in that capacity, I am unable to accept.’ Accordingly, and immediately, he had the two leaders beheaded and straight away 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. The girls went through all the evolutions, turning to the right or to the left, marching ahead or wheeling about, kneeling or standing, with perfect accuracy and precision, not venturing to utter a sound.


Then Sun Tzŭ 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 now 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 Tzŭ said calmly: The King is only fond of words and cannot translate them into deeds.’ After that the King of Wu saw that Sun Tzŭ was one who knew how to handle an army, and appointed him general. In the West Sun Tzŭ 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 Tzŭ shared in the might of the Kingdom.





Sun Tzŭ became a general for the King of Wu in 512 BC. For almost two decades the armies of Wu were victorious over their hereditary enemies, the Kingdom of Yueh and Ch’u. Some time within this period Sun Tzŭ died. His patron, Ho Lu, King of Wu, was killed in a battle in 496 BC. For a few years his descendants followed the precepts of Sun Tzŭ and continued to be victorious. And then they forgot. In 473 BC the armies of Wu were defeated and the Kingdom made extinct.





In 1782 The Art of War was first translated into French by a Jesuit, Father Amiot. There is a legend that this little book was Napoleon’s key to success and his secret weapon. Certainly his battles depended upon mobility, and mobility is one of the things that Sun Tzŭ stresses. Certainly Napoleon used all of Sun Tzŭ to his own advantage to conquer most of Europe. It was only when he failed to follow Sun Tzŭ’s rules that he was defeated.



The Art of War was not translated into English until 1905. The first English translation was by P. F. Calthrop. The second, the one that you will read here, is by Lionel Giles, originally published in Shanghai and London in 1910. I have edited it here and there to make it a little more simple, but I have left his translation intact and also his notes – the notes inserted according to the Chinese method, immediately after the passages to which they refer.


I sincerely hope you enjoy reading this book. Certainly I would like to make it obligatory study for all our serving officers and men, all politicians and all people in government and universities in the free world. If I was a commander-in-chief or President or Prime Minister I would go further: I would have written into law that all officers, particularly all generals, take a yearly oral and written examination on these 13 chapters, the pass mark being 95 per cent – any general failing to achieve a pass to be automatically and summarily fired without appeal, and all other officers to have automatic demotion.


I believe, very much, Sun Tzŭ’s knowledge is vital to our survival. It can give us the protection we need to watch our children grow in peace, and thrive peacefully …  ‘The purpose of war is peace.’


‘In peace prepare for war, in war prepare for peace. 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 ruin. Hence it is a subject of enquiry which can on no account be neglected …’





JAMES CLAVELL



Lookout Mountain, California.


May, 1981




I Laying Plans


1. Sun Tzŭ said: The art of war is of vital importance to the State.


2. It is a matter of life and death, a road either to safety or to ruin. Hence it is a subject of inquiry which can on no account be neglected.


3. The art of war, then, is governed by five constant factors, to be taken into account in one’s deliberations, when seeking to determine the conditions obtaining in the field.


4. These are: (1) The Moral Law; (2) Heaven; (3) Earth; (4) The Commander; (5) Method and discipline.


5, 6. The Moral Law causes the people to be in complete accord with their ruler, so that they will follow him regardless of their lives, undismayed by any danger.


7. Heaven signifies night and day, cold and heat, times and seasons.


8. Earth comprises distances, great and small; danger and security; open ground and narrow passes; the chances of life and death.


9. The Commander stands for the virtues of wisdom, sincerity, benevolence, courage and strictness.


The five cardinal virtues of the Chinese are (1) humanity or benevolence; (2) uprightness of mind; (3) self-respect, self-control, or ‘proper feeling’; (4) wisdom; (5) sincerity or good faith.





10. By Method and discipline are to be understood the marshalling of the army in its proper subdivisions, the gradations of rank among the officers, the maintenance of roads by which supplies may reach the army, and the control of military expenditure.





11. These five heads should be familiar to every general: he who knows them will be victorious; he who knows them not will fail.


12. Therefore, in your deliberations, when seeking to determine the military conditions, let them be made the basis of a comparison, in this wise.


13. (1) Which of the two sovereigns is imbued with the Moral law?


(2) Which of the two generals has most ability?


(3) With whom lie the advantages derived from Heaven and Earth?


(4) On which side is discipline most rigorously enforced?


Tu Mu alludes to the remarkable story of Ts’ao Ts’ao (A.D. 155-220), who was such a strict disciplinarian that once, in accordance with his own severe regulations against injury to standing crops, he condemned himself to death for having allowed his horse to shy into a field of corn! However, in lieu of losing his head, he was persuaded to satisfy his sense of justice by cutting off his hair. ‘When you lay down a law, see that it is not disobeyed; if it is disobeyed, the offender must be put to death.’





(5) Which army is the stronger?


(6) On which side are officers and men more highly trained?


‘Without constant practice, the officers will be nervous and undecided when mustering for battle; without constant practice, the general will be wavering and irresolute when the crisis is at hand.’





(7) In which army is there the greater constancy both in reward and punishment?


That is, on which side is there the most absolute certainty that merit will be properly rewarded and misdeeds summarily punished?





14. By means of these seven considerations I can forecast victory or defeat.


15. The general that hearkens to my counsel and acts upon it, will conquer – let such a one be retained in command! The general that hearkens not to my counsel nor acts upon it, will suffer defeat – let such a one be dismissed!


16. While heeding the profit of my counsel, avail yourself also of any helpful circumstances over and beyond the ordinary rules.


17. According as circumstances are favourable, one should modify one’s plans.


Sun Tzŭ, as a practical soldier, cautions us here not to pin our faith to abstract principles; ‘for,’ as Chang Yü puts it, ‘while the main laws of strategy can be stated clearly enough for the benefit of all and sundry, you must be guided by the actions of the enemy in attempting to secure a favourable position in actual warfare.’ On the eve of the battle of Waterloo, Lord Uxbridge, commanding the cavalry, went to the Duke of Wellington in order to learn what his plans and calculations were for the morrow, because, as he explained, he might suddenly find himself Commander-in-chief and would be unable to frame new plans in a critical moment. The Duke listened quietly and then said: ‘Who will attack the first tomorrow – I or Bonaparte?’ ‘Bonaparte,’ replied Lord Uxbridge. ‘Well,’ continued the Duke, ‘Bonaparte has not given me any idea of his projects; and as my plans will depend upon his, how can you expect me to tell you what mine are?’





18. All warfare is based on deception.


The truth of this pithy and profound saying will be admitted by every soldier. Wellington, great in so many military qualities, was especially distinguished by ‘the extraordinary skill with which he concealed his movements and deceived both friend and foe.’
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