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Introduction:
Translating The Art of War

Supposedly, among the books of ancient China, only Lao Tzu’s Dao De Jing exists in more translations than The Art of War. Sun Tzu has been explained, quoted and rearranged by scholars and soldiers for centuries. In English alone, there are countless editions, each as much a product of its own era as Sun Tzu’s.

The Art of War even has to be ‘translated’ into modern Chinese. Even though the Chinese pride themselves on speaking a 3,000-year-old language, The Art of War is difficult for a modern Chinese reader to access directly. There have been radical changes in written grammar over the intervening centuries, particularly amid the modernizing turmoil of the last hundred years, and while the character for ‘war’ still means ‘war’, many other ancient symbols have gained new meanings and associations.

To a modern Chinese reader, the original text of Sun Tzu chimes with occasional familiar terms, surrounded by an odd noise of strange symbols and false friends. Just as an English reader faced with Latin might guess that sol is something to do with the sun, and a mons is a mountain, Chinese readers see recognizable words in ancient texts, although they are often left unsure of their pronunciation or precise meaning. As a result, most modern Chinese editions of Sun Tzu are parallel texts, including the latest agreed ‘original’ alongside a far wordier gloss in modern Mandarin that fills in the blanks and elucidates particular points.

You need only look at the cover of this book to see the difficulties of translating Chinese from 2,500 years in the past. The author’s name was not Sun Tzu. The book’s title was not The Art of War. And yet those are the terms most recognizable to modern readers, the most popular interpretation of the book called Bingfa, credited to the ancient authority whose title would be written in today’s Pinyin romanization as Sun Zi.

A modern Chinese reader will intuitively know that a book with the title Bingfa is Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. But a modern Chinese dictionary generally gives the definition of the component characters as:

Bing: weapons; arms; soldier; rank-and-file soldier; private; army; troops; military; pawn; one of the pieces in Chinese chess.

Fa: law; method; way; follow; model after; standard; model; Legalists; the Legalist School; Buddhist doctrine; the dharma; magic; France.

Neither ‘art’ nor ‘war’ is paramount among the possible translations of the component characters. A far more exacting translation of the title might be Military Models or Army Methods. At no point does Sun Tzu even attempt to suggest that war is an art. Far from it: Sun Tzu regards war as a very distinctive craft, a series of vital rules and considerations. It would seem that calling it The Art of War is a foreign interpolation, likely an attempt to associate it in the mind of strategists with the sixteenth-century Dell’arte della Guerra of Machiavelli.

Variations of the Text

Classical Chinese is a notoriously terse language, and translators often over-compensate by inserting qualifications and elucidations that either do not really belong, or are appropriate only for certain readerships. As an example, here is the second line of the first chapter of The Art of War, summarizing the topics to be later discussed.
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Here are just six of the many rival English translations of the same piece of text:

Lionel Giles (1910)

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.

Samuel Griffith (1963)

Therefore appraise it in terms of the five fundamental factors and make comparison of the seven elements later named. So you may assess its essentials. The first of these factors is moral influence; the second, weather; the third, terrain; the fourth, command; and the fifth, doctrine.

Thomas Cleary (1988)

Therefore measure in terms of five things, use these assessments to make comparisons, and thus find out what the conditions are. The five things are the way, the weather, the terrain, leadership and discipline.

Ralph Sawyer (1993)

Therefore structure it according to the following five factors, evaluate it comparatively through estimations and seek out its true nature. The first is termed the Tao, the second Heaven, the third Earth, the fourth generals, the fifth the laws for military organization and discipline.

Andrew Zieger (2010)

Classically, there are five things to consider when evaluating and searching out a situation. First is approach, second is heaven, third is earth, fourth is the general, fifth is method.

Jonathan Clements (2012)

War is governed by five crucial factors, which you must consider and implement:

•   Politics

•   Weather

•   Terrain

•   Leadership

•   Training

None of these translations is necessarily ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. Each reflects its author’s era and background, and their assumptions about their implied readers. Lionel Giles, out of copyright and hence often the most readily available, is a work of impressive scholarship, but written in a florid Edwardian manner that is often impenetrably obtuse. It is the easiest The Art of War to find online, but written in an English that is already outmoded and cluttered. It has been seized upon by certain publishers in search of a free ‘classic’ to add to their list, and can be found clogging the internet in numerous ebook editions. It is free. You get what you pay for.

The standard version used in military academies is the Oxford University Press edition from 1963, translated by Brigadier General Samuel Griffith (1906–83) as part of his doctoral thesis. This has been recently reprinted in a hardback, partially illustrated version and remains highly regarded. Partly, this is because Griffith was himself a military man, but also a translator who included many commentaries and asides from later Chinese thinkers. For an idea of how The Art of War was regarded over the last 1,500 years or so, Griffith offers a valuable inclusion of these commentaries, unsurpassed in English.

As Ralph Sawyer archly (and entirely justifiably) observes, many other translations on the market amount to little more than uncredited reworkings of Giles or Griffith, regardless of the name on the cover. Sawyer’s own 1993 version is most useful for its sense of context – The Seven Military Classics of Ancient China, includes Sun Tzu as just one thinker among many, demonstrating how other theorists applied his work or contended with it. Following traditional models in Chinese thought, Sawyer places The Art of War as one in a continuum of manuals, although many later authors still regarded Sun Tzu as the first and the best. While Sun Tzu’s is probably the oldest, Sawyer’s line of manuscripts finishes 1,000 years later with Questions and Replies Between Tang Taizong and Li Weigong (c. AD 630).

The list goes on, with academically exacting versions from Thomas Cleary and John Minford, also widely available and respected. Roger Ames’ Art of Warfare (1994) not only contains a good translation of Sun Tzu’s thirteen chapters, but a wealth of ancillary detail and useful footnotes for other translators. For the reader in search of greater detail, not the least of the controversial ‘lost’ chapters, Ames is recommended among the confusing whirl of available alternatives. Ames includes not only fragments from recent archeological discoveries, but also snippets attributed to Sun Tzu in numerous other books from later centuries. This actually opens a whole new can of worms, as the books quoted seem to be entirely different Sun Tzu works, now lost, such as The Secret Essentials of the Art of War (Bingfa Miyao), or the Prognostications of Sun Tzu (Sunzi Zhan).

We should also mention two other Chinese authors whose fates have become entwined with those of Sun Tzu. The infamous Book of Lord Shang (c. 330 BC), a book more concerned with Machiavellian politics than war, but which nevertheless applies military ruthlessness to management, is occasionally paired with Sun Tzu in English editions. There is also the work of Sun Bin, supposedly a descendant of Sun Tzu, whose writings are sometimes published in tandem with his, both because of this relationship, but also because he, too, has been augmented by recent archeological discoveries, particularly those in Yinqueshan, discussed in ‘The Life and Times of The Art of War’.

Some authors, most notably Victor Mair in Sun Zi’s Art of War: Military Methods (2007), have even suggested that Sun Tzu and Sun Bin are the same person, and that if we are looking for the ‘complete’ Sun Tzu, we should be looking for it by incorporating the works of this ‘other’ author. Nor is this a wild fancy; even if Sun Tzu and Sun Bin are not the same person, it is certainly possible that several chapters currently ascribed to Sun Bin may actually have been part of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, and were unlucky enough to be in the wrong pile in a certain grave when archeologists unearthed them. This debate over precise authorship continues, politely and carefully, among scholars. Rather than pre-empt a later ruling one way or the other, I have kept to the traditional thirteen chapters of The Art of War in my translation.

In more recent times, Andrew Zieger’s ‘image-for-image’ translation (2010) is perhaps the most thought-provoking. It adheres, sometimes brutally, to the original Chinese. It sets the Chinese and English in parallel, and tries, as far as possible, to neither add to nor subtract from the original. It is a fascinating exercise in raw translation, but sometimes wilfully clings to readings known to be incorrect, while on other occasions happily substituting variant characters agreed by other translators to be more likely to be accurate. However, because Zieger’s translation is more statistically informed than many others, his notes are able to offer interesting arguments, along the lines of certain problematic characters that have meant one thing in half a dozen other parts of the text, and hence may be presumed to mean the same thing in a place where their meaning is otherwise unclear.

With so many versions of The Art of War to choose from already, the reader is sure to ask why the world needs another one. As the sample translation given above should hopefully demonstrate, this version is a gateway text for the contemporary reader, prepared with the newcomer in mind, presenting the bare bones of the famous thirteen chapters in the clearest translation possible. Deeper issues in authorship, reception and translation are saved until after Sun Tzu himself has had the chance to speak – literally.

‘Master Sun says . . .’

In approaching a text in Classical Chinese, we must consider the immense differences between books and reading in our time and in that of The Art of War. There was, in ancient China, no such thing as our ‘book’. Classical Chinese was usually carved onto bamboo strips bound together with leather or string. Their physical appearance was closer to that of a modern rolling window blind than a book. One of the problems faced by modern archeologists is the reconstruction of books from scattered fragments of bamboo – when the leather straps or connecting string decays, ancient Chinese books collapse into hundreds of scattered strips of unpaginated bamboo.

Many translators have overlooked the performance required from Classical Chinese texts. Classical Chinese is a literary language that often summarizes the vernacular rather than directly quoting it. The meaning of Classical Chinese has to be unpacked and interpreted. We might consider the written The Art of War less as Sun Tzu’s book than as his notes for a speech or for further discussion.

The first words of the text, repeated at the head of each chapter, are ‘Master Sun says’. Everything that follows is implied speech, delivered to an implied listener: a local king perhaps, or a group of officer cadets. This is surely the origin of many of the text’s apparent repetitions: not the meanderings of a forgetful author, but moments of call and response by a commanding orator. ‘This is how war is waged,’ says Sun Tzu at various points, an antiphon to wake up the students at the back, just as he makes an important point. The reader is encouraged to read it out loud; it is often a text better heard than read.

While handmade copies certainly might circulate of the better-known texts, the best way for a ruler to ‘read’ Sun Tzu was to have Sun Tzu’s words spoken, in person, by Sun Tzu himself. It is such interactive performances, in which a monarch might question a philosopher during and after a reading of the philosopher’s work, that have generated the many conversations and interrogations that can often be found interpolating classical Chinese texts. There is the original, and then there are the conversations and responses inspired by the original, and then sometimes there is the revised manuscript incorporating such conversations, followed in later centuries by the annotations of others. In such a way, ancient Chinese books often bear a closer resemblance to academic working papers, and are less ‘published’ than they are placed on a continuum of revisions and facsimiles.

‘Everybody else says . . .’

The text of Sun Tzu is not fixed, either. The sparse, blunt, original text is rarely printed unadorned. Instead, over the centuries it has accreted commentary upon commentary by other military men or copyists with points of their own to add. It is not unusual in translations of Sun Tzu to see a single sentence of the original on a page, accompanied by several much longer comments and elucidations by various notables from the dozen or so dynasties that followed the time of Sun Tzu, sometimes even forgetting about him altogether and arguing among themselves.

That is all very well, but it is surely Sun Tzu’s original that we want to read, not the marginal annotations of Li Chuan, who has found a quote in another book that is almost the same, or Du You, who thinks he has found an exception to one of the rules. It is possible for a modern edition of Sun Tzu to come so barnacled with commentary that the original is all but lost amid a torrent of qualifications and asides. Jia Lin and Wang Xi, Zhang Yu and Cao Cao, a veritable legion of later generals and experts have had their own comments appended, tagging the brisk, original text with top-heavy explanations, such that in the space of a few centuries, the average size of a copy of The Art of War ballooned from the original thirteen chapters to over eighty. Many of these commentators earnestly attempt to update the original text for modern times, when ‘modern times’ might now be over a millennium in our own past.

Nor are they always notes of wisdom. Some, particularly those of Cao Cao, might be the asides of smart military thinkers. Others seem more like the unwelcome marginalia of whoever had the book last. In particular, one Tang dynasty authority merrily offers earnest theories on what Sun Tzu may have meant, sometimes the exact opposite of what is on the page, even if Sun Tzu himself clarifies it a couple of sentences later. In such cases, less is truly more. In the interests of revealing the original, I have stripped most of these interpolations right back – interested readers can find them in Griffith (1963). I have added footnotes of my own, but only to those places where Sun Tzu’s meaning is not apparent, or where I have made a translation decision liable to raise eyebrows if left unqualified.
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From 1936 to 1939, the eyes of the world were fixed on the devastating Spanish
conflict that drew both professional war correspondents and great writers. Ernest
Hemingway, John Dos Passos, Josephine Herbst, Martha Gellhorn, W. H.
Auden, Stephen Spender, Kim Philby, George Orwell, Arthur Koestler, Cyril
Connolly, André Malrau, Antoine de Saint Exupéry and others wrote eloguently
about the horrors they saw at first hand.

Together with many great and now largely forgotren journalists, they put
their lives on the line, discarding a professionally dispassionate approach and
keenly espousing the cause of the partisans. Facing censorship, they fought to
expose the complacency with which the decision-makers of the West were
sppeasing Hitler and Mussolini. Many campaigned for the lifting of
non-intervention, revealing the extent to which the Spanish Republic had been
betrayed. Peter Preston’s exhilarating account illuminates the moment when war
correspondence came of age

Visit www constablerobinson com for more information.
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Empire of the Summer Moon spans two astonishing stories. The first traces
the rise and fall of the Comanches, the most powerful Indian tribe in
American history. The second is the epic saga of the pioneer woman

Cynthia Ann Parker and her mixed-blood son Quanah, who became the
last and greatest chief of the Comanches.

Although readers may be more familiar with the tribal names Apache and Sious, it was in fact
the legendary fighting ability of the Comanches that derermined just how and when the
American West opened up. Comanche boys became adept bareback riders by age six; full
Comanche braves were considered the best horsemen who ever rode. They were so masterful
st war and so skillful with their arrows and lances that they stopped the northern drive of
colonial Spain from Mexico and halted the French expansion westward from Louisiana.
White settlers arriving in Texas from the eastern United States were surprised to find the
frontier being rolled backward by Comanches incensed by the invasion of their tribal lands.

Against this backdrop, Gwynne presents the compelling drama of Cynthia Ann Parker, a
nine-year-old girl who was kidnapped by Comanches in 1836. She grew to love her capors
and became infamous as the ‘White Squaw’ who refused to return, unil her tragic capture by
Texas Rangers in 1860. More famous still was her son Quanah, a warrior who was never
defeated and whose guerrilla wass in the Texas Panhandle made him  legend.

$. C. Gwynnes account of these events is meticulously researched,
intellectually provocative, and, above all, thrillingly told
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Christopher Lee
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‘What is Britishness? What allowed one small island group to rule a
quarter of the world and, even today, to have the most spoken
language after Chinese? What makes Americans admire the guts,
traditions and loyalties of these island Anglo-Saxon and Celtic
peoples? What is it that makes cynical Europeans and
once-dominated Asians look to the British for opinion, literature,
social norms and justice? The answers lie within the creation of
British institutions, both commoner and aristocracy, during
the past 2000 years.

Following the thought-provokingstyle of the original This Sceptred Isle, this new
volume brings to life the character and frustrations so carcfully studied by allies
and enemics for twenty-one centuries — from Romans to al-Qacda. Here Lee
makes all the connections with insticutions and changing industrial and social
characteristics that even show us that Britishness is not exclusively British.

At a time when a major section of the British, the English, appear to be less and
less sure who they are and who they are meant to be, This Sceptred Isle confirms
who it is we really are.

Visit www.constablerobinson.com for more information.
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