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  Preface from the Editor


  The Art of War has been in continuous circulation for roughly twenty-five centuries. It has been translated into dozens of languages, cited by military commanders, corporate strategists, athletes, and diplomats, and referenced in contexts that Sun Tzu himself could not have imagined. That kind of longevity does not happen by accident. It happens when a text keeps solving real problems for real people across radically different circumstances.


  The problem it solves is this: how do you win a contest you did not choose, against an opponent you may not fully understand, with resources that are always less than you would like?


  That problem has not aged. The specific contests have changed — armies into markets, siege warfare into platform competition, supply lines into supply chains — but the underlying logic of conflict, resource constraint, and intelligent decision-making under uncertainty remains constant. Sun Tzu understood that logic at a level that most people still have not fully absorbed, which is why the text keeps finding new readers every generation.


  This edition exists because the standard reading experience for a text like The Art of War is, frankly, insufficient for the reader who wants to use it rather than just appreciate it. A plain translation, however faithful, drops you into an ancient military treatise with no apparatus for converting its instructions into decisions you can actually make today. The text is compressed, its vocabulary is military, and its underlying framework — five factors, seven comparisons, thirteen principles — requires sustained unpacking to become operational.


  The Monteiro Publishing Premium Edition is built around a different premise: that the reader comes to The Art of War not for contemplation, but for application. That premise shapes every editorial decision in this book.


  Each of the thirteen chapters follows a five-layer structure. The original Lionel Giles translation — still the most precise and complete English rendering of the text — is reproduced in full, uncut, with its original passage numbering preserved. Nothing is summarized away, nothing is reordered, nothing is softened. What you read in the Source Text sections is exactly what Sun Tzu wrote and what Giles translated. The editorial apparatus that surrounds it — the Chapter Opening, the Strategic Decoding, the Contemporary Case, and the Decision Framework — is designed to do one thing: make Sun Tzu’s argument visible and usable in the situations you actually face.


  A word on the contemporary cases. Each chapter includes a single real-world example drawn from business, technology, or organizational competition. These cases are chosen for structural fit, not rhetorical convenience — meaning the example is there because the decision logic actually mirrors what Sun Tzu is describing, not because it makes for a satisfying story. Where the fit is imperfect, the analysis says so. Anonymous composites are never used. If a case cannot be verified, it is not included.


  A word on what this edition is not. It is not an attempt to argue that Sun Tzu was infallible, or that ancient military strategy maps perfectly onto every modern situation. Some passages in the original are products of their era and do not translate cleanly into contemporary application. The editorial apparatus acknowledges this wherever it is relevant, and it does not pretend otherwise. The text is a tool. Like any tool, it has a range of conditions in which it performs well and conditions in which it does not.


  Lionel Giles completed his translation in 1910 after years of scholarly work that included extensive cross-referencing of Chinese military commentaries on Sun Tzu’s text. His translation remains the standard for English readers who want precision over paraphrase. We have reproduced it here with the respect it deserves, crediting Giles explicitly throughout and making no changes to his rendering of the original. This is Sun Tzu in the translation that has stood the test of time.


  The thirteen chapters that follow are not a motivational program. They are not a set of rules that, if followed correctly, guarantee success. They are a framework for thinking about conflict, competition, and decision-making at a level of rigor that most people do not bring to these problems. That rigor is what makes the text worth reading. It is also what makes it demanding.


  Read slowly. The chapters are short. The ideas inside them are not.
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  How to Read This Book


  Each of the thirteen chapters in this edition is organized around five layers. The layers are color-coded and visually distinct. Here is what each one does and how to use it.


  Chapter Opening


  A brief editorial note — roughly two to three paragraphs — that situates the chapter within the arc of Sun Tzu’s treatise. It tells you what the chapter is about, why it matters in relation to the chapters before and after it, and what posture to bring to the text that follows. Read it first. It is short, and it will save you work.


  Sun Tzu’s Original Text


  The complete Lionel Giles translation of the chapter, reproduced in full with the original passage numbering. Nothing is cut. Nothing is paraphrased. This is the actual text.


  Some readers skip straight to the Source Text and come back to the Chapter Opening afterward. That works too. What matters is that you read the original text in its entirety, not just the passages quoted in the apparatus. The apparatus comments on the text. It does not replace it.


  Strategic Decoding


  This layer converts Sun Tzu’s argument from military vocabulary into the language of modern organizational decision-making. It does not soften the argument or make it more palatable. It translates it. Where the translation is imperfect — where Sun Tzu’s principle does not map cleanly onto contemporary situations — the Decoding says so explicitly.


  The Strategic Decoding also includes a synthesis quotation from the chapter — a passage chosen because it concentrates the chapter’s core argument into a form worth returning to. Each chapter also opens with a separate epigraph, selected for its impact as an entry point rather than as a summary of the argument.


  Contemporary Case


  One real organizational situation, drawn from business, technology, or competitive sport, in which the chapter’s strategic logic was operative. The case is not chosen because it makes the principle look good. It is chosen because the structural parallel is genuine: the decision logic in the case mirrors what Sun Tzu is describing, which is what makes the case useful rather than merely illustrative.


  Every case names real organizations and real leaders. No composite examples, no hypotheticals, no anonymous companies.


  Decision Framework


  Three to five questions derived directly from the chapter’s argument, followed by a single red flag. The questions are designed to be applied to a real decision you are currently facing — not to an abstract scenario, and not to a retrospective analysis of something that already happened.


  The red flag identifies the specific way in which the chapter’s principle is most commonly violated in practice. It is the thing to watch for in yourself, not just in others.


  How to Use This Book


  The thirteen chapters can be read in order, which is how Sun Tzu structured them. The first two chapters establish the framework for everything that follows — they are worth reading carefully before moving into the tactical chapters in the middle. The final chapter, on the use of intelligence, functions as a kind of closing argument for the entire treatise and is worth reading last.


  The book can also be used as a reference. If you are facing a specific kind of decision — a competitive move, a resource constraint, a negotiation, a personnel decision — the Decision Framework at the end of each chapter is designed to be consulted directly. The Appendix at the back of this edition includes a one-page summary of all thirteen chapters organized by decision type, which makes it easier to find the relevant chapter for a specific situation.


  However you read it: slow down at the Source Text. Sun Tzu is compressed. The passage that seems obvious on first reading usually has a second layer that only becomes visible if you stop and ask why he said it that way, in that order, with those specific qualifications. The apparatus is designed to help with that. But the work of reading the original carefully is not something that can be done for you.
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  Chapter XIII

  The Use of Spies


  
    “What enables the wise sovereign and the good general to strike and conquer, and achieve things beyond the reach of ordinary men, is foreknowledge.”

    — Sun Tzu, The Art of War

  


  
  
    Chapter Opening

    Sun Tzu ends his treatise where most strategists are afraid to begin: with the frank acknowledgment that victory depends on knowing what your opponent will not tell you. The final chapter is not a tactical appendix. It is the logical conclusion of everything that came before.

    The entire architecture of the preceding twelve chapters rests on the assumption that you can see the field clearly — terrain, conditions, enemy dispositions. This chapter asks how, precisely, that clarity is obtained. The answer is uncomfortable in its directness: you pay for it, you cultivate it through human relationships, and you protect it with the same discipline you apply to anything else that determines whether you survive.

    For the modern reader, the chapter poses a question that applies well beyond military affairs. Every consequential decision — competitive, organizational, commercial — is made with incomplete information. The question is not whether you have gaps in your intelligence. You always do. The question is whether you have a deliberate system for closing them, or whether you are simply hoping that what you do not know will not matter.

    Sun Tzu’s answer to that hope is the final word of the book: spies are the most important element in warfare, because on them depends the army’s ability to move.

  


  
  
    Sun Tzu — Chapter XIII — The Use of Spies

    1. Sun Tzu said: Raising a host of a hundred thousand men and marching them great distances entails heavy loss on the people and a drain on the resources of the State. The daily expenditure will amount to a thousand ounces of silver. There will be commotion at home and abroad, and men will drop down exhausted on the highways. As many as seven hundred thousand families will be impeded in their labor.

    2. Hostile armies may face each other for years, striving for the victory which is decided in a single day. This being so, to remain in ignorance of the enemy’s condition simply because one grudges the outlay of a hundred ounces of silver in honors and emoluments, is the height of inhumanity.

    3. One who acts thus is no leader of men, no present help to his sovereign, no master of victory.

    4. Thus, what enables the wise sovereign and the good general to strike and conquer, and achieve things beyond the reach of ordinary men, is foreknowledge.

    5. Now this foreknowledge cannot be elicited from spirits; it cannot be obtained inductively from experience, nor by any deductive calculation.

    6. Knowledge of the enemy’s dispositions can only be obtained from other men.

    7. Hence the use of spies, of whom there are five classes: (1) Local spies; (2) inward spies; (3) converted spies; (4) doomed spies; (5) surviving spies.

    8. When these five kinds of spy are all at work, none can discover the secret system. This is called “divine manipulation of the threads.” It is the sovereign’s most precious faculty.

    9. Having local spies means employing the services of the inhabitants of a district.

    10. Having inward spies, making use of officials of the enemy.

    11. Having converted spies, getting hold of the enemy’s spies and using them for our own purposes.

    12. Having doomed spies, doing certain things openly for purposes of deception, and allowing our spies to know of them and report them to the enemy.

    13. Surviving spies, finally, are those who bring back news from the enemy’s camp.

    14. Hence it is that which none in the whole army are more intimate relations to be maintained than with spies. None should be more liberally rewarded. In no other business should greater secrecy be preserved.

    15. Spies cannot be usefully employed without a certain intuitive sagacity.

    16. They cannot be properly managed without benevolence and straightforwardness.

    17. Without subtle ingenuity of mind, one cannot make certain of the truth of their reports.

    18. Be subtle! be subtle! and use your spies for every kind of business.

    19. If a secret piece of news is divulged by a spy before the time is ripe, he must be put to death together with the man to whom the secret was told.

    20. Whether the object be to crush an army, to storm a city, or to assassinate an individual, it is always necessary to begin by finding out the names of the attendants, the aides-de-camp, and door-keepers and sentries of the general in command. Our spies must be commissioned to ascertain these.

    21. The enemy’s spies who have come to spy on us must be sought out, tempted with bribes, led away and comfortably housed. Thus they will become converted spies and available for our service.

    22. It is through the information brought by the converted spy that we are able to acquire and employ local and inward spies.

    23. It is owing to his information, again, that we can cause the doomed spy to carry false tidings to the enemy.

    24. Lastly, it is by his information that the surviving spy can be used on appointed occasions.

    25. The end and aim of spying in all its five varieties is knowledge of the enemy; and this knowledge can only be derived, in the first instance, from the converted spy. Hence it is essential that the converted spy be treated with the utmost liberality.

    26. Of old, the rise of the Yin dynasty was due to I Chih who had served under the Hsia. Likewise, the rise of the Chou dynasty was due to Lu Ya who had served under the Yin.

    27. Hence it is only the enlightened ruler and the wise general who will use the highest intelligence of the army for purposes of spying and thereby they achieve great results. Spies are a most important element in water, because on them depends an army’s ability to move.

  


  
  
    Strategic Decoding

    The chapter opens with an accounting argument, and it is worth pausing on that choice. Sun Tzu does not open with the morality of espionage or a meditation on loyalty and betrayal. He opens with cost. A hundred thousand men, marching over distance, costs a thousand ounces of silver per day. Seven hundred thousand families disrupted. Years of preparation for a victory decided in a single engagement. Against that scale of investment, what is the cost of the intelligence that determines whether the campaign succeeds at all? A hundred ounces. The commander who begrudges that outlay, Sun Tzu says, is not merely imprudent. He is inhumane — because he is gambling with his soldiers’ lives rather than paying for the knowledge that might preserve them.

    This is the first move the chapter makes: it reframes intelligence spending from a luxury into a moral obligation. The general who refuses to invest in foreknowledge is not being frugal. He is being reckless with other people’s lives.

    The five classes of spy that follow are not arbitrary categories. They represent a complete system — a network in which each type serves a distinct function and, crucially, where the converted spy sits at the center:

    Local spies provide ground-level texture — what is actually happening in the territory, as opposed to what the official reports say.

    Inward spies give access to the opponent’s internal decision-making — the officials who know what is being planned before it is executed.

    Converted spies are the pivot of the whole system. The enemy’s own agents, turned to your purposes, provide two things simultaneously: genuine intelligence and a channel through which disinformation can be fed back.

    Doomed spies are the most operationally austere category — agents sent with false information, knowing the information will likely get them killed when the enemy investigates. They are the instrument of deception, not of truth-gathering.

    Surviving spies are the field operatives who return with direct observation — the most basic and most reliable form of intelligence.

    The chapter’s most important claim is in passage 5: foreknowledge cannot be obtained from spirits, from experience alone, or from calculation alone. It requires people. This is a direct refutation of two tempting substitutes for intelligence work — superstition on one side and pure analysis on the other. Models and frameworks are valuable. They cannot replace someone who was in the room.

    Passages 15 through 17 describe the qualities required of the commander who manages spies: sagacity, to recruit and read them correctly; benevolence and straightforwardness, to maintain their loyalty; and subtle ingenuity, to distinguish reliable intelligence from disinformation. The implication is clear: managing an intelligence function is not a technical task. It is a leadership task, requiring exactly the qualities Sun Tzu has attributed to the effective commander throughout the book.

    The closing historical examples — I Chih and Lu Ya, ministers who crossed from one dynasty to another and enabled regime change — underscore the scale of what is at stake. The converted insider is not a minor asset. He is, in Sun Tzu’s account, the variable that can determine whether an entire order rises or falls.

  


  
  
    Contemporary Case

    When Satya Nadella took over as CEO of Microsoft, the company’s competitive position in cloud computing was deteriorating relative to Amazon Web Services. The gap was not primarily a product gap — Microsoft had capable infrastructure. It was an intelligence gap. The sales organization did not have reliable visibility into how enterprise customers were actually deploying cloud services, what competitors were offering in the field, or where the switching costs and loyalties genuinely lay.

    Nadella’s response was to restructure how the company gathered and used competitive intelligence — not through a dedicated espionage function, but through a systematic redesign of customer and partner relationships. The company invested heavily in expanding its network of local spies in Sun Tzu’s sense: engineers embedded in customer environments, partners with direct visibility into multi-vendor deployments, and field sales teams trained to report market intelligence systematically rather than anecdotally.

    The converted-spy dynamic appeared in a different form: Microsoft aggressively recruited engineers and architects from competitor organizations, not primarily for their technical skills but for their knowledge of how rival products were positioned, priced, and adopted. This is legally and ethically distinct from corporate espionage — people carry their professional knowledge with them when they change employers — but the strategic logic is identical to Sun Tzu’s. The competitor’s own people, brought into your organization and treated with genuine generosity, become the most reliable source of information about what you are actually competing against.

    The result was a competitive strategy grounded in accurate intelligence about where Microsoft was genuinely winning, where it was losing and why, and what the actual decision criteria of enterprise buyers looked like in practice rather than in survey responses. The Azure business grew substantially as a result — not because the product was suddenly transformed, but because the intelligence function that informed pricing, packaging, and go-to-market decisions was finally operating at the level the competitive environment demanded.

    The lesson from this case is not that you need a formal intelligence unit. It is that the function Sun Tzu describes — systematic, liberally funded, managed by senior leadership, built around human relationships — is what separates organizations that actually understand their competitive environment from those that are, as Sun Tzu would put it, guessing from ignorance and calling it strategy.

  


  
  
    Decision Framework

    Before making a major competitive, organizational, or strategic move, audit the quality of your intelligence by running these questions against the decision in front of you:

    
      	What do you actually know, and where does it come from? Map the sources behind your current picture of the competitive situation. How many of them are people with direct access, versus reports, presentations, and secondhand accounts? A picture built entirely on aggregated analysis is a picture with systematic blind spots.

      	What are you paying for foreknowledge, relative to what you are risking without it? Sun Tzu’s arithmetic is simple. If the decision you are about to make involves significant resources or organizational commitment, what are you spending to ensure your assumptions about the competitive landscape are correct? If the answer is close to zero, you are taking a much larger risk than you have named.

      	Do you have a channel to what your competitors know about you? The converted-spy dynamic works in reverse as well. Your competitors are watching you. Understanding what they can see — and what they cannot — shapes how you reveal or conceal your own moves. Are you managing your information exposure deliberately, or by default?

      	Who in your network has genuine proximity to the situation? For every major decision, identify the two or three people with direct firsthand access to the terrain you are entering — customers, partners, former insiders. If you cannot name them, you do not have an intelligence function. You have opinions.

      	Is your intelligence managed with the seriousness it deserves? Sun Tzu specifies that no relationships in the army should be more intimate than those with spies, and none more liberally rewarded. The people who bring you accurate information about the competitive environment should be among the most valued in the organization. Are they?

    


    
      Red Flag

      You are violating this principle when you treat intelligence-gathering as a preparation activity rather than a continuous function. The organization that commissions research before a major decision and stops investing in market visibility once that decision is made has not built a foreknowledge capability — it has bought a snapshot. The five categories of spy Sun Tzu describes are ongoing relationships, not one-time hires. If your picture of the field goes stale the moment the strategy memo is signed, you are not operating with foreknowledge. You are operating on memory.
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