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i

Sun Tzu was a Chinese general, military strategist and philosopher who lived during the Eastern Zhou period (771–256 BCE). His seminal work, The Art of War, is widely regarded as the most influential book on strategy ever written. Covering principles of preparation, adaptability and understanding of both oneself and one’s opponents, Sun Tzu’s timeless insights have transcended their military origins to inspire leaders in business, politics and personal development worldwide.


Gill Hasson has 20 years’ experience teaching and writing on a range of issues to do with personal and professional development, mental health and wellbeing. She is the author of more than 22 books: the bestselling Mindfulness, Mindfulness Pocketbook, Emotional Intelligence, Positive Thinking, the Sunday Times bestseller How to Deal with Difficult People, plus other books on the subjects of resilience, communication skills and assertiveness.ii
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ixPreface


The Art of War by Sun Tzu was written over two thousand years ago during a particularly disordered time in Chinese history known as the Warring States period (476–221 bce) when, in what is now eastern China, more than 20 rival states fought for dominance.


Each state was ruled by its own sovereign, each intent on reunifying China under their rule, as emperor. The success of each ruler was dependent on a warlord – a commanding general. One such commanding general was Sun Tzu, whose military success informed his treatise The Art of War. Over time, other experts – military leaders and writers on military affairs – added their commentaries and explanations to Sun Tzu’s directives.


The title of The Art of War emphasizes the creative approach and skill required for a military leader in terms of preparation, strategy and tactics. Although the treatise was written so long ago, the principles and methodology of The Art of War have, over the centuries, remained relevant because of its focus on strategy and tactics.


War as last resort


The premise of The Art of War is that a war is best won without any fighting at all. It is only if all other means have xfailed that a full-on confrontation should be turned to; war must be a last resort.


War, says Sun Tzu, is an expensive business and so a long-drawn-out campaign should be avoided. He asserts that, when war is prolonged, no one benefits. We can see how, today, this advice applies to legal battles, too. A protracted divorce, for example, is costly both financially and emotionally. In this example, mediation is often recommended as a more positive alternative.


However, if war cannot be avoided, it should be fought, on both strategical and psychological levels, to keep damage and destruction to a minimum.


Sun Tzu’s approach is a combination of peaceful actions and aggressive warfare, an approach that reflects the Taoist principles of yin and yang – forces that are both opposing and complementary.


As well as stressing the importance of avoiding prolonged conflict, Sun Tzu stresses the need for preparation. He explains how meticulous preparation allows a leader to strike fast when an opportunity presents itself.


Further advice covers a wide range of issues, including the use of deception: for example, to appear strong when you are weak and appear weak when you are strong. There is also an emphasis on the need to consider environmental conditions: to be able to react quickly to changes in the weather, for example, and to adapt tactics to specific situations.


Sun Tzu explains that a group is only as strong as its leader and emphasizes the importance of acting with integrity, leading by example, being kind yet strict, and treating captured troops and defeated soldiers with respect.



xiRelevance of The Art of War today


The Art of War is one of the most influential leadership books of all time. Its advice on how to use strategy and skill, cunning, tactics and discipline has become a source of inspiration across many spheres such as business, law, espionage, politics, competitive sports, and video and board games.


In fact, what The Art of War teaches can be applied in just about any situation in which there is the potential for conflict or competition and a need to outwit an opponent.


About this book


The Art of War is traditionally divided into 13 chapters, each one devoted to a different set of skills related to leadership, military strategy and tactics. Each chapter is comprised of numbered sentences.


The first annotated English translation, under the title The Book of War, was completed and published by Everard Ferguson Calthrop (1876–1914) – a lieutenant-colonel in the British Army and distinguished linguist who served in the Far East – in 1908.


In this book – The Art of War: Timeless Wisdom Distilled – each chapter starts with a brief summary of its contents. Then, on each left-hand page, you will read a short passage from Calthrop’s original translation, together with his useful annotations and, on occasion, other notes. A small number xiiof passages have been omitted where they add very little. On each facing page there is an explanation of Calthrop’s translation of Sun Tzu’s original text.


Together, all 13 chapters come together to teach today’s reader how to be a successful leader, how to avoid an outright confrontation, and how to outwit the opposition.





1Chapter One


______


PRELIMINARY RECKONING


Sun Tzu begins his treatise by stating that there are five principles to be taken into account when planning and preparing for war, along with seven elements to be considered.


He points out that a leader should also be aware of any further circumstances that could be of benefit and provide an advantage; that whatever their plans (which “must not be made known beforehand”), a leader must remain flexible in order to respond advantageously to changes in circumstance or conditions that occur.


In the final part of the chapter, Sun Tzu explains his assertion that “War is a thing of pretence” (often stated as “All warfare is deception”) and concludes with advice on the need to change tactics according to the enemy’s condition.






2

‟ Now, in war, besides stratagem and the situation, there are five indispensable matters. The first is called The Way;* the second, Heaven; the third, Earth; the fourth, the Leader; the fifth, Law.


The Way or the proper conduct of man. If the ruling authority be upright, the people are united: fearless of danger, their lives are at the service of their Lord.


Heaven. Yin and Yang;† heat and cold; time and season.


Earth. Distance; nature; extent; strategic position.


The Leader. Intelligence; truth; benevolence; courage and strictness.


Law. Partition and ordering of troops.


These things must be known by the leader: to know them is to conquer; to know them not is to be defeated. „





______





3Sun Tzu outlines five principles that govern warfare and must be fully understood by any leader seeking victory.




	The Way refers to unity and shared purpose between the leader and the people. When the people are in agreement with the leader’s vision, they are more likely to support him, even in the face of danger.


	Heaven is concerned with environmental factors: the weather, seasons and time, all of which can significantly influence the outcome of military engagements. Knowledge of seasonal variations can influence the planning of campaigns, while weather conditions can affect troop movements and morale.


	Earth involves the physical terrain. A thorough knowledge of the landscape allows leaders to manoeuvre effectively, choose advantageous positions and anticipate the enemy’s movements.


	The personal qualities of the leader are essential for effective leadership, inspiring confidence among troops and making wise strategic decisions.


	The fifth principle – Law – refers to the organization of troops: the structuring of ranks and enforcement of discipline. A well-disciplined and orderly force is more likely to carry out complex manoeuvres and adapt to changing circumstances.





These five principles serve as a strategic framework for assessing both one’s own position and that of the enemy. “To know them is to conquer; to know them not is to be defeated.”






4

‟ Further, with regard to these and the following seven matters, the condition of the enemy must be compared with our own.


The seven matters are:—The virtue of the prince; the ability of the general; natural advantages; the discipline of the armies; the strength of the soldiers; training of the soldiers; justice both in reward and punishment.


Knowing these things, I can foretell the victor. „





______





5Sun Tzu outlines a further seven key factors that a leader must consider in both their own and the enemy’s forces in order to predict the outcome of a conflict. These considerations serve as a strategic framework for evaluating relative strengths and weaknesses:




	The virtue of the prince concerns the moral integrity and leadership qualities of the sovereign. A ruler who embodies righteousness and commands respect fosters unity and commitment among his people.


	The ability of the general refers to the competence, wisdom and strategic acumen of the leader.


	Natural advantages refer to the geography and terrain. Understanding and making good use of natural features can provide a tactical edge in warfare.


	The discipline of the armies can determine the reliability and effectiveness of the forces.


	The strength of the soldiers concerns the physical abilities, morale and resilience of the troops.


	Training of the soldiers requires regular and rigorous training to ensure that soldiers are prepared for combat.


	Justice in reward and punishment refers to a fair and consistent system of discipline, incentives and rewards in order that soldiers are motivated and perform their duties diligently.





By using these seven principles to compare one’s own forces and those of the adversary a leader can predict the likely victor in a confrontation.






6

‟ If a general under me fight according to my plans, he always conquers, and I continue to employ him; if he differ from my plans, he will be defeated and dismissed from my service.


Wherefore, with regard to the foregoing, considering that with us lies the advantage, and the generals agreeing, we create a situation which promises victory; but as the moment and method cannot be fixed beforehand, the plan must be modified according to circumstances. „





______





7In this passage, Sun Tzu asserts that a leader who adheres to the planned strategy is likely to achieve victory and retain command. Conversely, a leader who deviates from the established plan will be both defeated and dismissed.


However, Sun Tzu also acknowledges that the specifics of warfare cannot always be predicted and so plans must be adapted according to changing circumstances. The challenge for a leader is therefore to ensure that their actions remain aligned with the key aims while also responding effectively to real-time developments on the battlefield.


This balance is essential for achieving sustained success in military operations.






8

‟ War is a thing of pretence: therefore, when capable of action, we pretend disability; when near to the enemy, we pretend to be far; when far away, we pretend to be near.


Allure the enemy by giving him a small advantage. Confuse and capture him. If there be defects, give an appearance of perfection, and awe the enemy. Pretend to be strong, and so cause the enemy to avoid you. Make him angry, and confuse his plans. Pretend to be inferior, and cause him to despise you. If he have superabundance of strength, tire him out; if united, make divisions in his camp. Attack weak points, and appear in unexpected places.
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