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Abstract

This paper examines Samuel B. Griffith’s 1963 English translation of The Art of
War, focusing on his rendering of the central concept Dao and the translational
strategies shaped by his dual identity as a career military officer and scholar. Unlike
traditional Sinologists, Griffith combined firsthand battlefield experience with rig-
orous academic training, enabling him to translate Sun Tzu’s thought into terms
that are both conceptually faithful and practically applicable within Western mili-
tary discourse. The study categorizes Griffith’s treatment of Dao into four func-
tional types: as concrete operational paths, as systematic principles of warfare, as
political and moral influence in leadership, and as a philosophical meta-principle.
By adapting Dao according to context, Griffith operationalized abstract Eastern
concepts, transforming them into actionable strategic guidance and leadership prin-

ciples comprehensible to Western audiences. His military experiences, from ob-
serving Chinese forces in the 1930s to commanding troops in the Pacific Theater
during World War 11, profoundly informed his understanding of strategy, morale,
and civil-military relations, enabling him to integrate philosophical and practical
dimensions in translation. Griffith’s work enhanced the practical utility of The Art
of War in military education and strategic planning and established a bridge for
cross-cultural intellectual exchange by presenting Chinese strategic thought in a
form accessible to Western scholarship. This study demonstrates that Griffith’s
translation exemplifies identity-driven, culturally informed, and pragmatically ori-
ented scholarship, showing how a translator’s life experience can shape the recep-
tion, adaptation, and global dissemination of classical texts.
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1. Introduction

As the pinnacle of classical Chinese military thought, The Art of War began to spread to Europe and America in the
18th century. Its emergence into the Western mainstream, however, was largely facilitated by a series of distinguished
English translations in the 20th century. Among these, Samuel B. Griffith’s English translation occupies a particularly
prominent position. Published by Oxford University Press in 1963, it was included by UNESCO in the collection of
representative works of China and appeared in numerous editions with remarkable sales records (Ji & Zhou, 2023),
making it one of the most influential English renditions of The Art of War in the Western world. Unlike his prede-
cessor, the sinologist Lionel Giles, Griffith was a career military officer. He served as a commander in the U.S.
Marine Corps during World War |1, participating firsthand in battles such as Guadalcanal and earning distinguished
military honors. After retiring, he pursued a doctorate in Chinese military history and philosophy at the University of

DOI: 10.26855/tfll.2025.09.012 217 Translation and Foreign Language Learning


https://www.hillpublisher.com/Journals/tfll/

Ziyun Yue

Oxford, combining scholarly training with practical military experience. This unique dual identity endowed his trans-
lation with both linguistic and cultural depth, as well as a clear orientation toward military practice.

Among the central concepts in The Art of War, Dao is one of the most pivotal. Due to the lack of a fully equivalent
term in English, Griffith faced the challenge of cultural and conceptual transposition in his translation. This paper
aims to analyze Griffith’s rendering of Dao, exploring his cross-cultural translation strategies and their relation to his
personal identity. It seeks to answer three questions: (1) How did Griffith classify and translate Dao? (2) How do his
translation strategies reflect his military experience and scholarly perspective? (3) What significance and impact does
his treatment of Dao hold within Western military discourse? By addressing these questions, this study attempt to
reveal how The Art of War achieved influence in Western military circles through a militarized approach to translation.

2. Griffith’s Classification and Transcoding of Dao

The conceptual system of The Art of War is built upon a series of interrelated core notions, among which Dao occupies
a central position. There are three main reasons for selecting Dao as the focus of this study. First, in the opening
chapter 774 (“Estimates”), Dao is listed as the foremost of the five fundamental factors, originally stated as: “By
moral influence | mean that which causes the people to be in harmony with their leaders, so that they will accompany
them in life and unto death without fear of mortal peril (%[5 LREW, WeLLlE2 8, w524, mAR
f&)” (Griffith, 1963). This emphasizes Dao’s status as the highest principle in governing the state and commanding
the military. Its prominence permeates strategic formulation, tactical execution, and even the assessment of victory
or defeat, demonstrating its pivotal role throughout the entire military and political framework.

Second, Dao manifests rich, multi-layered meanings throughout the text. It encompasses both metaphysical and
philosophical reflections, such as “those skilled in war cultivate the Tao and preserve the laws and are therefore able
to formulate victorious policies (3% F f3%, &1E M £R7%)” (Griffith, 1963) and concrete practical guidance, such as
“}RiE> (liang dao, supply routes) and “ifii&” (gui dao, deception). These concrete instances intertwine with abstract
principles, collectively forming the conceptual hub of The Art of War. By analyzing Griffith’s translation of Dao, one
can gain insight into how the translator comprehended, reconstructed, and presented the text’s conceptual system.

Third, as a uniquely Chinese philosophical concept, Dao carries profound cultural connotations that lack a direct
equivalent in English. This makes it a critical test of the translator’s ability to perform cultural transcoding and cross-
cultural expression. When translating Dao, the translator must consider not only semantic accuracy but also the con-
veyance of its philosophical implications and strategic significance, offering a unique perspective for analyzing Grif-
fith’s translation.

Dao in Chinese is an exceptionally complex and polysemous concept. As Chen Guying (1984) notes, Dao is both
“the origin of heaven, earth, and all things” and “the law governing the operation of all things”, as well as “the
principle that human affairs should follow”. Within the military context of The Art of War, this complexity is further
accentuated. Dao represents both abstract military philosophy and concrete operational methods. It denotes both in-
ternal political ethics and external objective laws. While Xu Yuanchong (2017) proposed the “Three Beauties” prin-
ciple in poetry translation, one must strive to achieve a dynamic balance among “the beauty of meaning”, “the beauty
of form”, and “the beauty of utility” when it comes to translating core concepts in classical texts. Therefore, Griffith’s
challenge lay in finding an equilibrium within this complexity.

This paper examines and categorizes Griffith’s renderings of Dao in his English translation, dividing them into
four types. The criteria for this classification do not derive from any pre-established theoretical framework but are
instead inductively drawn from Griffith’s actual translational practice. This inductive methodology ensures analytical
validity by grounding the classification in empirical translational evidence rather than in a priori theoretical constructs.
The core parameters are functional context and conceptual hierarchy. Griffith selected different English equivalents
for Dao according to the specific function it assumes in various contexts, thereby achieving functional equivalence
between the source and target cultures. This classification precisely reflects Griffith’s logic of transcoding as a mili-
tary translator, one fundamentally oriented toward practical application.

2.1 Dao as Route: Concrete Paths and Action Courses

At the operational and tactical levels, Dao is transcoded into concrete courses of action and lines of maneuver. Griffith
renders “f£T- 2 1&” as “the road to survival or ruin”, “/ANE 2 & as “unexpected routes”, and “ARi&” as “supply
routes” (Griffith, 1963).
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This treatment reflects Griffith’s conceptual recoding from abstract concept to concrete operation. The translator
first analyzes the function that Dao serves in specific tactical and strategic contexts and then converts it into execut-
able routes and action plans. Such an approach foregrounds the operationalization of strategy and the translator’s
pragmatic orientation: any strategic intent must be realizable as practicable routes, logistical arrangements, and chan-
nels for surprise. These renderings not only preserve the original’s emphasis on life and death and operational plan-
ning but also render those ideas visible through concrete terminology. The notion of “Dao” as route is divested of its
metaphysical implications and reconceptualized within a pragmatic military framework, manifested in cartographic
trajectories, temporal schemata, and logistical protocols that delineate the material routes and operational lifelines to
be systematically planned, regulated, and secured in the pursuit of victory. In this way, Griffith enables readers to
apprehend strategic intent from the standpoint of practical operation.

2.2 Dao as Principle: Systematic Rules, Methods, and Frameworks

This category represents the essence of Griffith’s transcoding, referring to the objective laws, systematic methods,
and general principles governing warfare. He aimed to elevate Sun Tzu’s thought into a modern military science that
is teachable and replicable. Griffith consistently employs core terms such as principle and method. For example, he
renders “Hh 2 1E” as “the principles relating to six different types of ground”, “%1ft 2 i&” as “the way to victory is
known”, and “%. %1 H:i&s Dao as their “method of operation” (Griffith, 1963). Such translations accomplish a crit-
ical conceptual leap: they transform Sun Tzu’s wisdom from intuitive “reasoning” into objective military principles
and systematic methods that can be clearly articulated, systematically studied, and actively applied.

First, Griffith extracts the universal laws implied in the text, analyzing how this type of Dao functions in strategic
formulation, tactical execution, and judgment of victory or defeat, rather than remaining at the level of surface de-
scription. Second, he systematizes these laws, creating a teachable and replicable framework, thereby elevating Dao
from intuitive wisdom to actionable military methodology. Third, through conceptual operationalization, he converts
abstract ideas into principles comprehensible and applicable within a Western military context, emphasizing practical
usability. Simultaneously, he attends to cross-cultural intelligibility, ensuring that ancient Chinese strategic insights
can be accurately understood in different cultural contexts.

Overall, Griffith’s treatment of Dao as principle reflects a multidimensional logic of law extraction, systematic
presentation, conceptual operationalization, and cultural recontextualization. This approach preserves the strategic
core of Dao while rendering it both comprehensible and practically instructive, demonstrating a highly structured and
scholarly translation strategy.

2.3 Dao as Politics: Moral Influence and Leadership Principles

This category highlights the political cohesion articulated in the five fundamental factors through the principle of “4>
5 R, While “Dao as Principle” refers to universal laws of warfare, “Dao as Politics” specifically addresses
the moral and psychological dimensions of leadership. Drawing on his experience as a U.S. Marine Corps commander,
Griffith translates this concept into the central notion of Western military leadership theory, namely moral influence,
and elucidates it with the paraphrase “that which causes the people to be in harmony with their leaders” (Griffith,
1963).

By analyzing the relationship between leaders and soldiers, Griffith transforms an originally abstract political-
philosophical concept into comprehensible and actionable principles of military leadership. The underlying logic
follows a “psychology-to-practice” trajectory: the character, fairness, and shared hardships of a commander generate
trust and cohesion within the group. This intangible influence exerts a direct effect within military organizations.

The sophistication of this translation lies in Griffith’s precise capture of the psychological mechanisms underlying
harmonization between ruler and people. For Griffith, this is not abstract political philosophy but a concrete opera-
tional principle: commanders cultivate trust and loyalty through personal integrity, just leadership, and shared adver-
sity, creating a non-material weapon and a source of organizational cohesion that motivates soldiers to willingly risk
their lives. Griffith’s strategy renders the originally abstract political wisdom into a concrete tool for command prac-
tice, achieving both functional and operational translation of the idea.

2.4 The Philosophical Dao: Meta-Principle and Ultimate Strategic Concept

This category refers to the highest strategic idea that transcends all specific military principles, serving as the meta-
principle governing all rules. In this regard, Griffith made a bold and meticulously considered scholarly choice: he
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retained the transliteration “Tao”. He translates “/Z 1 1M f7%” as “cultivate the Tao and preserve the laws” (Griffith,
1963).

Against the broader backdrop of systematically recoding “Dao” into practical military terminology throughout his
work, he alone resists the temptation to simplify it in this instance. This treatment keenly captures the status of “Dao”
as a higher-order meta-principle that oversees all specific regulations, forming the ultimate foundation of the art of
strategy. The transliteration “Tao” maximally preserves the concept’s fundamental, holistic, and philosophical sig-
nificance, avoiding the diminution of meaning that could result from excessive concretization. At the same time,
Griffith does not drift into metaphysical abstraction. In order to maintain both philosophical integrity and cultural
depth while keeping the concept operational, he pairs it with the highly practical verb “cultivate”, precisely conveying
that “f21&” entails a lifelong, proactive practice for a commander that requires sustained effort and deliberate imple-
mentation.

3. Identity as Strategy: The Translational Philosophy of the Soldier Griffith

Griffith’s distinctive recoding of “Dao” in The Art of War is by no means a product of armchair speculation; rather,
it is the inevitable scholarly expression of his more than twenty-year, eventful military career, particularly his unique
experiences before and during World War 11. Every detail of Griffith’s translation strategy bears the imprint of his
lived experience as a soldier, commander, observer, and scholar.

Unlike traditional Sinologists, Griffith was first and foremost a professional military officer, and his linguistic and
academic pursuits were grounded in a long and complex military career. From his entry into the U.S. Marine Corps
in 1929 until his retirement in 1956, he witnessed nearly all major American military operations in the first half of
the twentieth century: counterinsurgency operations in Nicaragua, military observation missions in Beiping, China,
brutal combat in the Pacific Theater during World War 1, and postwar contributions to military education and stra-
tegic research. These experiences shaped his worldview and profoundly influenced his understanding of The Art of
War.

For Griffith, The Art of War was not merely an ancient text but a strategic resource capable of dialoguing with his
personal experience. As a commander, he had firsthand exposure to both guerrilla and conventional warfare, under-
stood the impact of civil-military relations on operational outcomes, and experienced the psychological states of
soldiers in extreme circumstances. When confronting the concept of “Dao”, he did not confine himself to abstract
philosophical or moral considerations, but interpreted it as a principle with tangible battlefield applications, encom-
passing both strategic guidance and moral force.

Griffith’s experiences in Nicaragua made him realize that warfare is not merely a contest of firepower but also a
struggle over space, supply, and maneuverability. Although this campaign was limited in scale compared to World
War |1, it provided him with a foundational practical sense: victory in war depends on a series of actionable paths
and methods rather than on abstract slogans. This insight is reflected in his translation of The Art of War. He tended
to interpret “Dao” as a principle, method, or course of action guiding practice, rather than as a metaphysical “Heav-
enly Way” or “Great Way”. This orientation led Griffith to emphasize practicality in his translations, highlighting
how “Dao” functions within real military contexts. In other words, his translational strategy was inherently linked to
practical experience rather than relying solely on textual tradition. This inclination aligns closely with his identity as
a soldier: for military personnel, theory is meaningful only insofar as it can guide action.

During his posting in China from 1935 to 1938, Griffith not only studied Chinese but also served as a military
observer, witnessing firsthand the combat methods employed by Chinese and Japanese forces in the early stages of
the Second Sino-Japanese War. This experience provided him with his first in-depth understanding of Eastern mili-
tary traditions and cultural contexts.® He observed that the combat effectiveness of forces derived not only from
equipment and tactics but was also closely tied to political mobilization, civil-military relations, and morale. He
perceived that the emphasis placed on civil-military relations, political mobilization, and fighting spirit, embodied in
the principle of “4 X5 LA &, shared a conceptual affinity with the “Gung Ho” spirit advocated by Commander
Carlson (Moe, 1967).

Against this backdrop, Griffith’s understanding of “Dao” gradually extended beyond purely military or tactical
considerations to encompass political and psychological dimensions. In his translation, he rendered “Dao” as the
“harmony and moral influence” between leaders, the populace, and the military, conveying it as “Moral Influence”.

1 https://samuelbgriffithfoundation.org
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This choice was not merely a linguistic operation but an extension of his practical observations in China. He recog-
nized that in classical Chinese thought, “Dao” was often closely associated with social order, political legitimacy,
and troop morale, and that these connections would lose their vitality and depth if rendered merely as “law” or “way”
for a Western audience. By selecting a more dynamic expression, Griffith highlighted the operational mechanisms of
the political dimension of “Dao”.

Griffith’s experiences on the Pacific battlefield represented the pinnacle of his military career. The intense battles
at Guadalcanal and New Georgia not only earned him military decorations but also exposed him firsthand to the
brutality and extremities of warfare. As the commendation described the scene: Officers fell, vastly outnumbered,
severely wounded yet refusing to withdraw, persisting in command (Ban, 2012). This vividly exemplifies the realm
of Dao as politics in The Art of War manifested in a modern officer. Such experiences transformed his understanding
of “harmony between ruler and people”, morale, and leadership from abstract theory into visceral survival knowledge,
undoubtedly reinforcing his determination to render Dao as moral influence.

After the war, Griffith played a significant role in military education, endeavoring to translate frontline experience
into institutionalized training systems. According to the Samuel B. Griffith Foundation, his proposal for the fire team
organization exemplifies this approach. He distilled combat experience into universal tactical principles and pro-
moted them army-wide. This principle-driven mindset is also reflected in his translation work. He tended to render
Dao as strategic principles that could be summarized, taught, and directly understood by Western military readers.
This approach aligned not only with his identity as an educator but also with his academic trajectory. Following his
retirement, he pursued a doctorate at the University of Oxford, ultimately presenting his English translation of The
Art of War as his doctoral dissertation (Lorge, 2023). This scholarly treatment further advanced his principled trans-
lation of Dao, transforming it from a product of Eastern cultural thought into universal principles that could be inte-
grated within Western strategic frameworks.

4. The Value and Influence of Griffith’s Translation

Griffith’s militarized transcoding of Dao in The Art of War carries significance far beyond the linguistic level. It not
only reshaped Western understanding of Dao but also facilitated the reception and reconstruction of The Art of War
in cross-cultural dissemination.

4.1 Practical Value

A defining feature of Griffith’s translation lies in its pronounced pragmatic orientation. He aimed to transform Sun
Tzu’s abstract wisdom into clear and executable military principles. By grounding translation in battlefield
applicability, the edition greatly enhanced its immediate utility within military education and operational command
contexts.

Scholars have observed that American military academies’ theoretical texts, as well as strategic works by notable
figures such as Nixon and Brzezinski, frequently cite Griffith’s translation (Pan & Liu, 1991). This phenomenon
indicates that Griffith’s work not only provided academically accurate interpretations but, more importantly, precisely
met the pressing need for operational and practical relevance in military training and strategic planning.

Crucially, Griffith himself was a U.S. Marine Brigadier General with extensive combat and staff experience. This
substantial military background endowed his translation with unique authority. Compared with purely academic
sinologist translations, his identity as a career officer naturally bridged the gap with professional military readers,
fostering trust and framing the text as a practical guide filtered and validated through military expertise. Consequently,
under Griffith’s pen, The Art of War ceased to be merely a repository of Eastern classical wisdom for Western
audiences; it became a living tactical manual that officers could keep on their desks for immediate reference and
application. This practice-oriented character of the translation was a key factor in enabling Sun Tzu’s military thought
to achieve broad acceptance and genuine strategic application within Western strategic circles.

4.2 Academic Value

The academic significance of Griffith’s translation lies in its successful elevation of The Art of War from a classical
Eastern military treatise to a strategic theory of universal relevance, deeply integrated into Western scholarly
discourse. Griffith’s translation has become an indispensable reference for Western scholars investigating Chinese
military strategy (Wang, 2022). His work is not a mere linguistic conversion but a pioneering academic practice that
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interprets and reconstructs Chinese strategic wisdom within a modern strategic context.

Griffith’s translation is widely regarded as a critical bridge for the exchange of military thought between East and
West. By systematizing and transcoding The Art of War, he transformed Sun Tzu’s wisdom from an esoteric,
intuition-based body of Eastern philosophy into an analyzable, teachable, and applicable body of objective knowledge.
As Liddell Hart, in his preface to Griffith’s translation, highly praised, Griffith’s remarkable work came at exactly
the right time, fulfilling the scholarly demand for a novel and more comprehensive interpretation of The Art of War,
thereby establishing it as a classic for Western scholarship to study Sun Tzu and, more broadly, Chinese military
strategy (Griffith, 1963).

More importantly, Griffith’s scholarly work provided a solid foundation for subsequent Sinological, strategic, and
comparative studies. His translation, with its wide readership and dissemination, offered an authoritative model and
a basis for cross-cultural dialogue, facilitating Western understanding of Chinese strategic culture. Notably, when
Henry Kissinger discusses Chinese strategic behavior in On China, he cites Griffith’s work as a primary reference
(Kissinger, 2011). This demonstrates that Griffith’s translation not only provided the text itself but also established
an academic framework, inspiring sustained exploration and discussion of Chinese traditional strategic thought in
Western scholarship and significantly advancing the global and in-depth study of The Art of War.

4.3 Cross-Cultural Value

As one of the most influential English translations of The Art of War in the Western world during the twentieth
century, Griffith’s work played a pivotal role in Sino-Western cultural exchange and the globalization of strategic
thought.

Griffith’s translation represents a profound act of creative transcoding rather than a mere linguistic equivalence.
Drawing on his dual military and academic background, he successfully rendered core concepts such as Dao into
forms comprehensible within Western strategic discourse, for instance as Moral Influence. This approach did not
diminish the cultural specificity of the original; rather, through effective interpretation and cultural recontextualiza-
tion, it enabled the deepest insights of one culture to be perceived and accepted within another. Griffith (1963)
interprets the spirit of The Art of War in terms of the relative importance of moral, intellectual, and environmental
factors over material considerations, emphasizing that war is not merely slaughter and destruction, and that the proper
goal of strategy is to preserve integrity and minimize loss wherever possible. Through this lens, Sun Tzu’s core ideas
of peace were disseminated and recognized in the West, allowing a broader audience to appreciate China’s historical
emphasis on peace and the long-standing path of harmonious development. Ultimately, Griffith’s work established a
model for cross-cultural dialogue. His translation was widely adopted by Western political, military, and academic
circles, and more profoundly, it stimulated and sustained global interest in Chinese strategic culture. Through
Griffith’s efforts, The Art of War ceased to be a unique Eastern heritage and became a shared intellectual resource
for contemplating war, peace, and strategy. This significantly promoted the global dissemination and acceptance of
China’s outstanding traditional culture, demonstrating the extraordinary cross-cultural value of his translation.

5. Conclusion

Griffith’s treatment of Dao in his English translation of The Art of War goes far beyond a mere linguistic conversion.
It constitutes a culturally and militarily informed act of transcoding, marked by his personal imprint. This study,
through a systematic examination of the diverse renderings of Dao in Griffith’s translation, reveals how the translator
drew upon his unique combination of military experience and scholarly training to integrate this core concept, rich
in Chinese philosophical connotations, into the modern Western military discourse. The analysis demonstrates that
Griffith did not rigidly adhere to a single English equivalent, but flexibly rendered Dao according to context, catego-
rizing it into four functional types: concrete paths, principles of warfare, political cohesion, and philosophical meta-
principles. This clear, functionally differentiated transcoding strategy not only accurately captured the strategic es-
sence of the original text but also revitalized ancient Eastern wisdom for contemporary military education and prac-
tice, achieving genuine cultural adaptation.

Griffith’s translation philosophy is inextricably linked to the trajectory of his life. As a career military officer who
had firsthand battlefield experience, closely observed China’s resistance during the war, and later devoted himself to
academic research, he consistently regarded The Art of War as a living intellectual resource to be applied, rather than
as a dusty classical text. It was precisely this multiplicity of identity that gave his translation a pronounced practical
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orientation and systematic approach. He transformed abstract philosophical concepts into teachable and actionable
principles, interpreted ambiguous political alignment as constructive leadership resources, and even when addressing
metaphysical aspects of Dao, employed th verb “cultivate” to retain the practical connotation of commander devel-
opment. This identity-driven strategy endowed his translation with a level of authenticity and persuasive power rarely
achieved by purely scholarly renditions, establishing it as a solid bridge for the exchange of Eastern and Western
military thought.

The contributions of Griffith’s translation manifest on multiple levels. Practically, it facilitated the incorporation
of The Art of War into Western military curricula, becoming a reference for officer training and strategic decision-
making. Academically, it systematically introduced Sun Tzu’s thought to Western strategic theory for the first time,
stimulating deeper comparative and interdisciplinary research. In terms of cultural exchange, it exemplified a creative
approach to transcoding, respecting the core spirit of the original text while aligning with the cognitive patterns of
the target audience, thereby opening a pathway for the global dissemination of Chinese strategic wisdom.

Reflecting on Griffith’s translation practice, it is evident that outstanding translation is never merely a matter of
matching words. It is the deep integration of the translator’s knowledge, lived experience, and intellectual vision. The
enduring readership and citation of Griffith’s work stem precisely from his profound understanding of both Eastern
and Western military traditions and his insights derived from firsthand operational experience. This offers a
significant lesson for subsequent translations and studies of classical texts: the diversity of a translator’s identity and
the life experiences that extend beyond the text are irreplaceable resources in the process of understanding and
conveying a classic.
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