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Preface to the Bilingual Edition

Roger T. Ames, University of Hawai’ i

Let me first say that it is an unparalleled honor for me to have my
English translation of the Sunzi included in a bilingual edition to-
gether with the modern Chinese rendering by Professor Li Ling, per-
haps the foremost Sunzi scholar of our time.

We know from early court bibliographies that the Sunz literature
circulated broadly during the formative period leading up to Chi-
nese empire. And from an aggregating commentarial tradition in
which Sunzi retained its canonical status across the centuries of im-
perial China we can appreciate the importance of this classical text
for the evolving Chinese identity. In the modern history of the sinit-
ic Asia of China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam, the Sunzi has been ap-
pealed to as a reference point for shaping a prosecuting effective
strategies on the many battlefields of modern life, from familiar mili-

tary applications to the more innovative arenas of Olympic sports,
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international political negotiations, and business management. And
today Sunzi has taken its place as a vital resource in anticipating
the enrichment of traditional Western philosophy and culture in its
evolving relationship with Asian cultural practices.

What has given Sunzi this perennial value as a heuristic for orga-
nizing the human experience broadly is not simply its wisdom on
how to make the best out of a bad situation. Consistent with the per-
sistent cosmology that is summarized in the Great Commentary of
the Book of Changes, Sunzi provides us with counsel on how to coor-
dinate human culture within its cosmic context to optimize the cre-
ative possibilities available in any situation in such a way as to
make the most of the opportunity to live a human life.

Over the past generation, scholars have come to a new awareness
of how the life~and-death intensity of warfare had a dramatic affect
on the patterns of thinking and living that emerged in the formative
years of the Chinese cultural narrative. During the centuries lead-
ing up to the state of Qin’ s consolidation of power on the central
plains of present—day China, the ferocity and horror of internecine
warfare rose exponentially. Indeed, death itself had become a way
of life, and warfare had become a defining human activity in the ar-

ticulation of the distinctive correlative worldview of ancient China.
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There is a key to understanding Sunzi that is made available by
reflecting on one of its central terms. Central to both military philos-
ophy and life generally is the perception that any particular event is
sponsored by a fluid calculus of factors captured in the idea—shi %
—a term that defies translation into the linear causality freighted in-
to the English language. Shi describes the continuing dynamic of
all of the factors that are at play in any particular situation: circum-
stances, configuration, momentum, authority, propensity, timing,
force, leverage, weight, velocity, precision, a triggering device, and
so on, that can be coordinated and calibrated to achieve relational
advantage. Importantly, this notion of shi was initially a key military
vocabulary connoting the strategic advantage or “purchase” that is
achieved relative to the enemy through exploiting differentials in in-
formation, terrain, morale, training, numbers, supplies, weaponry,
and so on.

In the military texts shi has been captured with different images:
the power of the crossbow bolt controlled from a tiny trigger but
able to pierce an enemy from a distance that itself serves as protec-
tion, the unstoppable force of round logs and boulders thundering
down a steep ravine, a bird of prey swooping down and striking an-

other animal out of the sky.
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Shi, a fundamentally aesthetic notion, is “compositional” in at
least two senses: self and other are coterminous and mutually entail-
ing, thus making available the possibility of “com—positioning” and
thus reconfiguring the situation to one’ s advantage. We are able to
redefine ourselves and our situation by coordinating shared rela-
tions and replacing the present configuration of relations to precipi-
tate an advantage on one side at the expense of the other. Strategi-
cally we can seek inspiration in the reconfiguring dyadic pairs such
as far and near (jinyuan j JL %), strong and weak (giangruo & 55),
large and small (daxiao K/]5), regular and irregular attacks (zhengqi
1E &), vital and tangential assets (gingzhong %% &), arrogance and
humility (jiaobei Bt B), concentrated and dispersed (zhuansan &
7)), offensive and defensive postures (gongshou I 5F), wisdom and
stupidity (zhiyu % f8), taking and giving (B ), victory and defeat
(shengbai BEJK), and so on.

This correlative strategy for understanding and influencing a situ-
ation is fundamentally aesthetic, requiring as a first step the full
consideration of all of the details that produce the totality of the
present, actual effect. This holism means that the Sunzi is not sim-
ply a text that teaches its reader success in finite games—that is,

the strategies and tactics that enable one side in a dialectical en-
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gagement to manipulate the propensity of circumstances to take the
victory. More importantly, the Sunzi is ultimately about infinite
games that do not end with one side winning and the other side los-
ing. Infinite games—the inclusive games that we play in family and
community—are played to strengthen the relationships that obtain
in any situation, enabling us thereby to not only restore harmony in
the world, but also to reset the conditions in such a way as to pro-

vide an opportunity for shared human flourishing.
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