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An Interpretation of the Argumentation in the Three
Strategic Chapters of The Art of War from the Perspective

of Generalized Argumentation

Han Mei

Abstract

The Art of War was written by Sun Tzu, a military thinker in the Spring and Autumn
Period. Among its chapters, Laying Plans, Waging War and Attack by Stratagem mainly
elaborate on strategic thinking. In response to the transformation of the forms of warfare
in the Spring and Autumn Period and to fulfill King Helii of Wu’s ambition of expand-
ing territories, Sun Tzu expounded his strategic thoughts to the king. An analysis of the
three strategic chapters of The Art of War from the perspective of the theoretical method
of generalized argumentation reveals the rich contextual and pragmatic factors in Sun
Tzu’s communication with King Helii—where Sun Tzu was in a subordinate position
and the king in a superior one. It also allows us to summarize the core of his argu-
mentation: securing victory through preparedness, that is, maximizing the possibility of
winning a war by making thorough preparations for it. In this regard, Sun Tzu elabo-
rates his ideas from three aspects: strategic preparation, military command in warfare,
and strategic awareness, forming ten L1-level discourses numbered L101 to L110, four
L2-level discourses numbered L201 to L204, as well as one L3-level discourse (L301)
and one L4-level discourse (L401). A discourse analysis of the three strategic chapters
shows that each discourse has its specific function and purpose, with a rigorous and well-
developed system of strategic reasoning embodied behind them.
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