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Prefatory NotesPrefatory NotesPrefatory Notes
Sunzi’s ( ) ancient Chinese text on the Art of War ( ) is indeed a remarkable text
and perhaps the oldest one on military affairs in the world. It provides deeper food
for thought on all the aspects involved, from technical aspects relating to coping with
the enemy on the battlefield to winning over the enemy without a single shot fired.
Sunzi (around 544 B. C. - 496 B.C.) was an army general, military strategist and philos-
opher; there are hardly any reliable details concerning his life that have come down to
us.1

It is anticipated that this book may be of interest to two basic kinds of readers: those
with a focus on military history, strategy and tactics, and those with a more cultural,
historical or even philological orientation. While the latter group may require a text
edition with an extensive introduction, philological and text-critical notes while those
who primarily are interested in the military aspects of this classic’s content may re-
quire only some basic information on the contexts of the text’s cultural and historical
settings within which this text was written, and perhaps Latin transcription annota-
tions in Hanyu Pinyin and Chinese-English glossaries to delve deeper into the original
text instead of relying on mere English translations of the text, however accurate or
not, alone. Due to limitations in size and scope of this edition, we have refrained from
including thorough philological and text-critical notes on the main text and confined
ourselves to preparing an edition with study aids added to cope with the classical Chi-
nese original text. Readers with a stronger focus on the philological and text-critical
aspects of such a text are referred to the LIONEL GILE’s English translation of the text
(1910) with an introductory study on the text and critical notes added to the main
body of the text.2

Following these prefatory notes, there is a brief introduction to the historical person of
Sunzi and his work and some practical hints on how to work with the material put to-
gether in this book.  The major part of the book begins with a presentation of the Chi-
nese original text that is traditionally divided into 13 chapters, all of which treat of a s-
called strategem (pp. 1-14). This is followed by a section with the Chinese original text
and its annotation in Latin transcription according to the Hanyu Pinyin transcription
system (pp. 15-26). The transcribed text may aid readers in referencing certain words,
phrases or portions of text in monolingual Chinese or bilingual Chinese-English refer-
ence works that today often order their lexical entries according to the Hanyu Pinyin
transcription system. Text analytical data on this text follow next (pp. 27-76) and in-
clude character entries of all Chinese character used in the entire text, both in its sim-
plified and traditional character form, its n-th frequency of occurrence in the text, and
quotations from those parts of the text where the character entry in question actually
occurs. Character entries are listed in the order of their respective number of strokes
they consist of, with those character with a lower number of strokes given first to be
followed by character entries with a higher number of strokes. The Chinese-English
Character glossary that follows the section Text Analysis section (pp. 77 -113) provides

1Some details on him and his place in Chinese history may be found in the Historical Annals ( , Shiji)
by Sima Qian ( ). For further details, see LIONEL GILE’s introductory study, pp. XI ff. For full refer-
ence, cf. following footnote below.
2GILES, LIONEL: “Sun Tzu On The Art Of War. The Oldest Military Treatise In The World. Translated
from the Chinese with Introduction and Critical Notes.” Luzac & Co., London 1910. Free e-Book used
available at: https://ia802304.us.archive.org/25/items/artofwaroldestmi00suntuoft/
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a thorough Chinese-English glossary list for all the Chinese characters used in the text.
Chinese character entries are listed according to the order of their respective stroke
number they consist of so as to enable readers with some basic knowledge of Chinese
to look up and reference characters unknown in pronunciation and meaning. English
meaning definitions given for each character entry may include shades of meaning
common to usage in modern Chinese only and such that are also or only used in the
works of classical Chinese used some thousands years ago. As a rule, the more basic
meanings listed also pertain to their usage in classical Chinese. However, the real
meaning can only be decided upon according to its usage in the context of this classi-
cal Chinese text. Hence, the English meaning definitions given can only provide help-
ful hints, and some entries may require further lexical research in other well-known
monolingual or bilingual reference works.3 The major part of the book ends with a
Chinese character index with character entries ordered according to their numbers of
strokes and with their respective Latin Pinyin transcription given for each (pp. 115-
125). This character index may be welcome by readers trying to locate a certain charac-
ter in the text or in the glossaries.

The appendix part at the end of the book (pp. 127-256) includes a complete English
translation of the Chinese original text by LIONEL GILES taken from the 1910 edition of
his work (pp. 127-146)4 without the introductory study and critical notes on the text.
Readers of this book may use this solid English translation to compare it against their
own English translations of the Chinese text passages. Appendix 2 provides the entire
Chinese text again, divided according to their original chapters with Chinese-English
word definitions added for each paragraph within the thirteen chapters of this text
(pp. 147-256).  It will hopefully aid readers to study certain portions and its sub-sec-
tions of the Chinese original text they may be particularly interested in.

This book is now sent out to press in the hope that it will serve a useful purpose and
that readers may gain some new insights from it and come to the conclusion that it is
always better to make peace instead of war and that warfare cannot rely on techno-
crats alone.

October 2017

THE COMPILER

3Such are for example:
1. Ci Yuan, Hongkong 2015, ISBN: 9789620704093
2. , Ci Hai, Hongkong 2005, ISBN: 9622310052
3. Mathews, R. H.: Chinese-English Dictionary (A Chinese-English Dictionary Compiled for the China In-
land Mission), Revised Edition, Harvard University Asia Center;1943, ISBN: 978-0674123502 or ISBN:
0674123506
4For full reference of Lionel’s work, cf. footnote on p. 127 of this book.
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How To Use The BookHow To Use The BookHow To Use The Book
Notes on how to use this book and how its material is structured mainly come by way
of sample extracts from the text with brief explanations. The sample extracts below are
largely self-explanatory.

1. The Main Part of the Book (pp. 1 - 125)

1.1 Chinese Text (pp. 1 - 14)

1.2  Chinese Text with Latin Hanyu Pinyin Transcription (pp. 15 - 26)

The text arrangement here is by chapters as in the preceding section of the book (pp.
1-14). But within individual chapters, the text is broken down into paragraphs so as to
enable Latin Hanyu Pinyin transcription to run parallel to the respective Chinese char-
acter text. Again, the details are largely self-explanatory as in the sample extract that
follows below (cf. next page):
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1.3 Text Analysis with Data (pp. 27 - 76)

1.4 Chinese-English Character Glossary (pp. 77 - 113)
In this glossary, Chinese character entries are sorted according to their number of
strokes. For further details, see the sample extract on the following page:
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1.5 Chinese Character Index, sorted by Stroke Number (pp. 115 - 125)
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2. Appendices (pp. 127 - 256)
There are two appendices at the end of this book.

2.1  English Translation of the Text by LIONEL GILES (pp. 127 - 146)

2.2 Chinese Text and Paragraph Chinese-English Word Glossary (pp. 147 - 256)
The sample extract for this section is shown on the following page.

The Chinese text is repeated here and broken down into its original chapter divisions
and within the chapters into sub-sections (paragraphs) to enable the insertion of Eng-
lish meaning definitions on the corresponding paragraphs of the Chinese text.

Please note that the English meaning definitions included here are based on the text
parsing as units of “words” rather than single characters. The definition of character,
syllable and word in Chinese is a tricky and somewhat complicated one and has been
for long a matter of debate among Chinese linguists. Generally, a Chinese character
carrying meaning corresponds to a single syllable in spoken Chinese. In classical Chi-
nese texts, characters with meaning and corresponding to a single syllable in pronun-
ciation, often, but not always, correspond to what we would consider as words. In the
modern Chinese vernacular, especially at the level of spoken language, a “word” usu-
ally, but not always, corresponds to a sequence of two or more Chinese characters (on
their part, again corresponding to two or more corresponding syllables).

Normally, it may suffice to annotate the meaning of (single) Chinese characters in a
classical text of Chinese. We haven’t followed this principle here as we wanted to pro-



xv

vide a deeper insight into the (classical) Chinese text with the sequence of characters
treated as words. You may compare the Chinese “word entries” here with their char-
acter counterparts in the Chinese-English Character glossary (pp. 77- 113) and see
whether there are any differences.

Now take a closer look at the sample extract for this section:
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In this section, we will present some basic information on the author of this ancient Chinese
text,  Sunzi.  We  will  also  provide  some  information on the text itself in this book. These
will help us to understand some of the background, the cultural and historical settings current
at the time when this interesting text was written.

1. On the Author
Sunzi ( ) or “Master Sun” must have lived around 534-453 B.C. and was born as a son of
an aristocratic family in the empire of Qi in Lè'ān ( ) that corresponds to the present-day
District of Huimin in Shandong province (North Eastern China). Other sources claim that he
was born in the State of Wu. “Master” ( , zi) is a honorific title assigned to him much later.
His real full name was Sūn Wŭ ( ).1 One of his descendants was Sun Bin ( ) who was a
military strategist in the period of the Warring States (481-403 B.C., [  Zhànguó
shídài]) and who is known for his treatise Sun Bin bingfa ( ) or “Sun Bing’s Art of
War”.2

Sunzi’s life time was in a period of Chinese history known as the Spring and Autumn Period
(771-476 B.C., [  Chūnqiū Shídài]) that was characterized by a decline of the central
Zhou government’s power over various feudal states leading to war among themselves. It was
a period of political and social instability that was regarded later by the Confucianists as a
state of disorder to be avoided under all circumstances in the interest of a stable nation,
government rule and the fate of its citizens. Confucius (  Kǒngzi “Master Kong”, 551 B.C. –
479 B. C.) and his followers were vehemently opposed to the decline of the central govern-
ment system in a feudal state and society as this was likely to lead to chaos and instability.
Instead, a well-knit network of social relationships with rites and mutual obligations, based on
social inequality, for all parties involved would guarantee political and social stability.

Later, when ancient China was ruled by Emperors under various dynasties, and when
Confucianists assumed a leading role as (Mandarin officials) at the imperial courts, armies,
soldiers and their generals were looked at in social disgrace because they were considered
“uneducated” while the Confucianist officials would consider themselves as scholars and
view themselves in their leading role as officials by merits of their scholarly (Confucianist)
education and their studies in that subject area and their successful passing of the various
state examinations for these position of officials. To primarily rely on maintaining order by
armed forces was not a real option according to Confucian social philosophy; it was primarily
following a set of moral values (“virtue”(  , Dé)) like obedience to superiors and filial piety, a set
of mutual social obligations defined, the rites and social etiquette taught by Confucius that
were only capable of maintaining social peace, political and social stability.3

Evidently, Sunzi and his work are of pre-Confucianist origin and date back to an era of several
thousand years of Chinese history long before the followers of Confucius assumed power as a
leading elite in rule of Imperial China.

Exact historical data on Sunzi’s life are scarce, even according to Chinese sources that have
come down to us. One of the very few available are the Historical Annals or Records of the

1In Chinese, the family name commonly precedes the first name. “Sun” ( ) is his family name here,
“Wu” (  ) then must be his first name.  besides being a name also means: “military” (in connection
with boxing skills, sword play, etc. ), “valiant”, “fierce”.
2Also known as Qi Sun Zi ( ).
3Neither was legalism or something like the rule of law a real option to later Confucianists, which they
would historically reflect back to events and developments of a period between 480 - 221 B.C. where
Legalist Philosophy (  Fajia) was en vogue and determining politics and the state rule in particular.
Confucianists focused on moral instead to maintain public peace and social order.
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Historian (  Shǐjì)4 by SIMA QIAN ( , 145 or 135-86 B.C.). He has the following to say
on Sun Zi:5

Sun Tzu 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 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 favorite 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 favorite 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.”6

4Also known as Tàishǐ Gōng Shu or “The Records of the Grand Historian”.
5Quoted from Lionel Gile’s preface to the English translation of Sunzi’s text, p. xi-xii; for full reference,
see footnote on p. 127 of this book.
6Quoted from Shiji ( ), chapter 65.-Latin Transcription of Chinese terms quoted in the text are given
here according to the WADE-GILES transcription system that is considered outdated today and is no
longer in common use. For their proper transcription in today’s Hanyu Pinyin system, see the hints in
footnote 2 on p. 127 of this book.
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2. The Author’s Work on The Art of War( ) 
The text is traditionally divided into 13 chapters, and here is a brief chapter content summary
for each of the chapters:7

Chapter 1: Detail Assessment and Planning (Chinese: ) explores the five fundamental factors (the
Way, seasons, terrain, leadership, and management) and seven elements that determine the outcomes
of military engagements. By thinking, assessing and comparing these points, a commander can
calculate his chances of victory. Habitual deviation from these calculations will ensure failure via
improper action. The text stresses that war is a very grave matter for the state and must not be
commenced without due consideration.

Chapter 2: Waging  War  (Chinese:   ) explains how to understand the economy of warfare and
how success requires winning decisive engagements quickly. This section advises that successful
military campaigns require limiting the cost of competition and conflict.

Chapter 3:  Strategic  Attack  (Chinese:   ) defines the source of strength as unity, not size, and
discusses the five factors thatare needed to succeed in any war. In order of  importance,   these   critical
factors   are: Attack, Strategy, Alliances, Army and Cities.

Chapter 4: Disposition of the Army (Chinese: ) explains the importance of defending existing
positions until a commander is capable of advancing from those positions in safety. It teaches
commanders the importance of recognizing strategic opportunities, and teaches not to create
opportunities for the enemy.

Chapter 5:  Forces (Chinese: ) explainsthe use of creativity and timing in building an army's
momentum.

Chapter 6: Weaknesses and Strengths (Chinese:  )  explains  how  an  army's opportunities come
from the openings in the environment caused by the relative weakness of the enemy and how to
respond to  changes  in  the  fluid  battlefield  over  a given area.

Chapter 7:  Military  Maneuvers  (Chinese: ) explains the dangers of direct conflict and how to
win those confrontations when they are forced upon the commander.

Chapter 8: Variations and Adaptability (Chinese:  )  focuses  on  the  need  for flexibility in an
army's responses. It explains how to respond to shifting circumstances successfully.

Chapter 9: Movement  and  Development of  Troops  (Chinese:  )  describes  the different
situations in which an army finds itself as it moves through new enemy territories, and how to respond
to these situations. Much of this section focuses on evaluating the intentions of others.

Chapter 10: Terrain (Chinese: ) looks at the    three    general    areas    of    resistance (distance,
dangers and barriers) and the six types  of  ground  positions  that  arise  from them. Each of these six
field positions offers certain advantages and disadvantages.

Chapter 11: The Nine Battlegrounds (Chinese: ) describes the nine common situations (or stages)
in a campaign, from scattering to deadly, and the specific focus that a commander will need in order to
successfully navigate them.

Chapter 12: Attacking  with  Fire  (Chinese: ) explains the general use of weapons and the specific
use of the environment as a weapon.   This   section   examines   the   five targets    for    attack,    the
five    types    of environmental  attack  and  the  appropriate responses to such attacks.

Chapter 13: Intelligence and Espionage (Chinese: ) focuses on the importance of developing good
information sources, and specifies the five types of intelligence sources and how to best manage each of
them.

7The text of this summary was taken from the following sources and adjusted a bit by the compiler of
this book: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Art_of_War.
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Sunzi’s text begins with the following statement:8

“ ”
Sūnzi yuē: bīng zhě, guó zhī dà shì, sǐ shēng zhī dì, cúnwáng zhī dào, bùkěbù chá yě.

LIONEL GILES translates this passage as follows:9

“Sun Tzu said: 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 inquiry which can on no account be
neglected”.

My own translation of this short passage would be this:

“Sunzi says: As far as warfare is concerned, it is a nation’s primary concern. For (its) position,
it could mean either death or life, a way to either existence or destruction. It is a topic that in
no way can be ignored”.

The next passage outlines the perspective from which, according to the author, one is to look
at this question of life or death for a nation:10

Gù jīng zhī yǐ wǔ shì, xiào zhī yǐ jì, ér suǒ qí qíng: yī yuē dào, èr yuē tiān, sān yuē dì, sì yuē
jiāng, wǔ yuē fǎ.

GILES tranlates this second passage as follows:11

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

Again, my own translation of this passage would be this:

“Therefore, there are five principles that determine the guiding lines for an army officer to
take into account (or to consider) when analysing the situation (on the battlefield): First, there
is the principle of moral; second, there is Heaven; third, there is Earth; fourth, there is the
leadership of troops12; fifth, there is method13”.

Hence, the overall “spirit” of the work, if one wants to assign such to it, is more holistic in ap-

8Sunzi, Chapter 1.
9Cf. Gile’s English translation, p. 1. Gile’s work contains the Chinese text with sentences numbered fol-
lowed by his English translation also with the translated sentences numbered.
10Sunzi, Chapter 1.
11Giles, pp. 1-2.
12 jiang here clearly refers to leadership of troops; hence, this word may be translated either as an act
of leading or commanding troops or as a person in the position of leading troops, thus military lea-
der/commander.
13 Fǎ translated as method here would be most likely be the most appropriate term to be used here.
However, this term also translates as way, style or model after.., pattern after...  Fǎ also translates as
law in a judicial sense mainly in modern Chinese. Here, according to context, it cannot be law in a judi-
cial sense that is being referred to in the text. Rather, it is here the implied sense of method or style of
leadership in which the troops are led by the commander.
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proach and does not rely on “technocratic” aspects of warfare alone. It is what may be consid-
ered to be the “philosophical” part contained in this remarkable text. Its exact date and loca-
tion of authorship is unknown; the only thing certain is that it must date back to some point of
time in the Spring and Autumn period during Sunzi’s lifetime. Many centuries later, it was
seen as the text with potentials of practical application in life inside and outside military.

The reception of this work outside China was one to last for many centuries, both in Far East
of Asia and in the West. In the Far East, it was a classic text to be studied at military academies
for military examinations in several nations; in the 16th century A.D. , for example, Japanese
rulers like Takeda Shingen ( 1521-1573) was known for winning battles by studying and
relying on Sunzi’s Art of War. Mao Zedong was inspired by the same text in his treatises on
Guerilla warfare, and also the Vietcong army leaders in their resistance struggle to French rule
in Vietnam and later in the Vietnam War with the USA involved relied heavily on the strate-
gems discussed in Sunzi’s Art of War. In the Western part of the World, generals like
Mannerheim during the Finnish war (January 27 - May 15, 1918) were inspired by this text.
Military libraries in the USA keep this text available for their special reading audience, and
even the KGB in the Soviet era is said to have closely studied “the strategy of deception”
introduced in Sunzi’s text.14

Outside the military realm, the Art of War has also received some attention as much of the
warfare “psychology” introduced in Sunzi’s text is also applicable in civil life with its
manifold conflicts and potentials for the same even without any official state of warfare at
national or international level. Strategies and tactics of how to deal with opponents, for
example in political or business life, marketing strategies and in dealing with competitors,
business management and even in sports all present a strategical challenge and therefore are
only some of the examples of such application outside the military realm.15

Some of the ideas and expressions of this ancient text have also found their way into modern
languages like today’s Chinese or even to some extent also into English. Here is an example:16

At the end of chapter 3 in Sunzi’s work, the text originally reads:

.17

Gù yuē: zhībǐzhījǐ, bǎizhànbùdài; bù zhī bǐ ér zhījǐ, yī shèng yī fù; bù zhī bǐ, bù zhī jǐ, měi zhàn
bì dài.

English translation of this passage:18

So it is said that if you know your enemies and know yourself, you will not be put at risk
even in a hundred battles.
If you only know yourself, but not your opponent, you may win or may lose.
If you know neither yourself nor your enemy, you will always endanger yourself.

My own translation of this passage is as follows:

14Summary of details taken from: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Art_of_War.
15Ibd.
16Ibd. - The linguistic analysis of these quotations cited is my own.
17From the end of Chapter 3 of Sunzi’s text.
18Used in the Wikipedia text without reference to the source.
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Therefore it is said: Knowing the other side and yourself, hundred(s of) battles can be
fought without the risk of being defeated.
Not knowing the other side and only yourself,you may either win or fail (lose the battle, be
defeated).
Not knowing the other side nor yourself, every battle will essentially be a of a high risk.

A proverb in contemporary Chinese based on the previous passage cited from Sunzi’s original
text is:

Zhī jǐ zhī bǐ, bǎi zhàn bù dài

English translation of this passage:19

If you know both yourself and your enemy, you can win numerous (literally, "a hundred")
battles without jeopardy.

My own translation of this passage is:

Knowing yourself and (knowing)20 the other side (means)21 hundred(s of) battles (can be
fought)22 without any risk whatsoever.

It easily follows from the content of this strategem that any practical application of this
principle is not only confined to military activities and actual situations of warfare but may
well be applied in certain situations of contemporary business, political or other situations of
life where you have to cope with opponents or competitors.

These are only a few examples with quotations from Sunzi’s original text to indicate that its
content, regardless of its antiquity, is still meaningful to a multi-faceted reading audience of
our time, not only for the purposes of actual warfare but also in the smaller and more trivial
battles of daily life. This text, in its essence, would not be what it is and would not mean what
it actually means if it had not that “philosophical” or “psychological” spirit reaching far
beyond the mechanisms of technocratic warfare alone. It helps people survive and stand the
test of challenge in almost all critical situations of their lives.

19Found in the Wikipedia text; for full reference , see the link given in footnote 14.
20This is repeated in the original text but has been given in brackets as in good English you may as well
omit it instead of repeating it.
21Only implied, therefore this expression appears in brackets.
22Also only implied, therefore this part appears in brackets as well.
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