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The problem of the order of the last two chapters in The Art of War
ZHANG Nie
(Department of Chinese Language and Literature ,
Zhejiang University of Science and Technology, Hangzhou 310023, China)

Abstract: In the currently available edition of The Art of War, the order of its last two chapters is
Fire Attack followed by Espionage, which differs from the order of the bamboo slips version of Han
Dynasty unearthed from the Yinque Mountain. This discrepancy is presumably the result of adjustments made
by Cao Cao. The Art of War aims to guide military activities, and naturally, it places those that are relatively
more frequently used at the forefront. During the Spring and Autumn period, “espionage” was more
prevalent and systematically planned than “fire attacks”. Thus, placing Espionage before Fire Attack is logical.
In addition, the latter part of Fire Attack contains texts unrelated to “fire attacks”, focusing on the philosophy
of “benefit”, which possesses the nature of a theoretical summary. It can therefore be inferred that the original
order of the last two chapters was Espionage followed by Fire Attack. Cao Cao’s adjustment shifted Fire Attack
into the tactical category alongside the chapters like Military Combat , while elevating Espionage to a strategic
level to echo the opening chapter Initial Estimations, thereby enhancing the importance of military
intelligence information and reinforcing the integrity of the content structure. This adjustment reveals
that the text finalization of The Art of War occurred as late as in the end of the Han Dynasty. However,
the traces of earlier editions remain due to these modifications, reflecting the text’s inherent evolutionary
nature in ideological content.

Keywords: The Art of War; the order of the last two chapters; Cao Cao; Han bamboo slips version;
evolutionary nature
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