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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.
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