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Preface

Like Socrates, Jesus, the Buddha, and Muhammad, Confucius is among the few individuals who have exerted the most profound and enduring influences on human civilization. His philosophy is instrumental in shaping the traditional culture of China and its neighboring countries, including Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. For a while overshadowed by the Enlightenment ideas of the modern West, it is now reviving and increasingly recognized as a valuable resource for cross-cultural dialogue, for inspiration about human life, and for envisioning the future of the world.

As the New Testament is to Christianity and the Qur’an to Islam, the Lunyu, known in the West as the Analects, has served as a principal canon of the Confucian tradition. Despite controversies about the authenticity of some specific chapters or passages, it is the single most respected record of Confucius’ teachings. In traditional China, this is a book that schoolchildren would learn to recite by heart before they could even understand the words, and emperors would receive remonstrations if they behaved contrary to its teachings. In the recent wake of the spiritual quest after the full-scale economic reform that has transformed China, the revival of Confucianism has been indicated by the renewed popularity of the Analects. A book that draws practical moral insights from the Analects sold four million copies in the country within one year!

However, the Analects is also a very difficult book to read. Encountering it for the first time, readers may feel like they are reading random “fortune cookie” slips. Each passage is typically a short aphorism recorded with no context (presumably because the context was too obvious to the authors). The text is often so vague to modern readers that it makes little sense to them, or it allows multiple and sometimes contradictory interpretations. Furthermore, there are often controversies surrounding the authenticity of the text—doubts about whether certain passages are original or later interpolations. For those who do not read Chinese, there is an extra layer of difficulty due to having to rely on a translation. Not only can translations give people a misleading impression as if words in one language have exact matches in another, but in trying to make the text read well, translators often insert words that are not present in the original, consequently eliminating possible alternative interpretations. In other words, readability and comprehensibility are often obtained through obscuring the original text!

Indeed, this new translation and annotation started from the reading notes taken for the sake of my own understanding and teaching of the text, particularly on the parts and dimensions where the existing English versions fall short of being satisfactory. I found that in order to understand the Analects better, I had to paradoxically hold back the temptation to make it clear too quickly. In other words, I had to preserve the vagueness and ambiguity of the original text as much as possible in my translation. Only then can I retain the possibility of alternative interpretations that have emerged from history and consequently understand how the Chinese philosophical tradition has developed in part through continuous commentaries to classics such as the Analects. The various interpretations of the Analects are no less about the commentators’ ideas than about the classics that they commented upon.

To accommodate the paradoxical need to retain the original vagueness in order to understand the text better, I chose to translate the text with minimal interpretation, on the one hand, and placed annotations below each passage of the Analects, on the other hand, in which major alternative readings are noted. The annotations are therefore simultaneously elaborations of the original text and a continuation of the tradition of treating it as a living text by offering and inviting further reflections. To put it alternatively, the annotations serve to help the reader access the richness of the original, and through this, engage in the practice of dialoging with the text through which the text continues to be alive and relevant today.

With this approach, the current version aspires to be both more faithful to the text and more informative about the historical and up-to-date scholarship of the text. More concretely, this aspiration is carried out through the following three choices. First of all, as we shall see in more detail in the introduction, the formation of the Analects took a very long time, and the version we use here—the so-called “received version” with twenty “books” in it—had gone through the editing hands of generations of people. Although the enigmatic historical origin of the text is important to explore, and sometimes we have to speculate about it when apparent inconsistencies or other signs of oddity are found in the text, the received version has been read as a unified whole since it took shape in Han dynasty (roughly two thousand years ago). The “Confucius” represented in this version is the one who has exerted unparalleled influence on Chinese culture for two millennia. This Confucius has had such a powerful presence in history that, in comparison, the “real Confucius” who might not have actually said the sayings in this book becomes less important (although this does not mean that the “real Confucius” would not be interesting to historians). If the result of tracing the original Analects would lead to a total annihilation of the text and the Confucius known to us through this text, we might as well say that that is not the Analects and Confucius that the current version is about.

Second, in translating the text, I try to strike a balance between readability and faithfulness to the original text. When it is impossible to have both, I give priority to faithfulness. I hope that, through the Chinese “accent” of my translation and the ambiguity and vagueness that I deliberately retain from the received text, readers can get a closer feel for how the text looks to most Chinese, modern or ancient. Although it is impossible to entirely separate translation from interpretation, I resist the temptation to add words that are absent in the original. Due to the vagaries of the English language, sometimes I have to add words in the translation that would favor one interpretation over others, or else the English sentence would simply not make sense. In those cases, the annotation provides explanation and justification, if any, for the choice.

Third, given the fact that even ninety-nine percent of the Chinese, today or in the past two thousand years, would have to read the text with the aid of annotations and commentaries, it would be like giving English readers the mere skeleton if a translation of the text were not accompanied by adequate supporting materials. Informed by the traditional commentaries and contemporary scholarship, the annotations in the current English version provide context, suggest alternative interpretations, link passages to related passages within or beyond the Analects, and offer reflective comments. This arrangement leaves much of the power of choosing and evaluating different interpretations of the text with the reader. More for helping contemporary readers to understand the ideas of the text than for providing a source book of traditional scholarship, the annotations contain only a small amount of selected quotes from the huge library of over three thousand commentaries of the Analects accumulated throughout the past two thousand years. My principle for selecting what to include in the annotations is to highlight alternative readings or particular thought-provoking points in traditional commentaries to facilitate better understanding of the thoughts of Confucius and to inspire further philosophical reflections, especially when they are relevant to our present-day life. For this purpose, I have regrettably left out huge amounts of materials that historians and philologists may find interesting.

To be honest, one additional function of including the annotations is to slow down the reading. At a time when everything happens quickly and information “explodes” through all kinds of media, one wants the answer and wants it now. Western readers often search for exotic and esoteric “Eastern wisdom,” expecting its riddle-like wit to jump out right before their eyes. Reading the Analects with such a mindset is bound to disappoint. Aphorisms in the Analects are like compressed computer files: they need to be unzipped to appreciate their rich content and implications. The annotations are not intended to do all the explanatory and reflective work for the reader. They offer pausing moments and guideposts for inviting the readers’ own reflections into a conversation with the text. Of course, readers who want to have uninterrupted reading of the original text can still easily skip the annotations, as they are printed in a smaller font.

In addition to the annotations, the translation of the text is accompanied by the Chinese original and embedded between an extensive introduction and glossary of key terms at the beginning, indexes at the end, and cross-references throughout the book.

The inclusion of the Chinese text offers a connection to the original against which readers can conveniently get a corrective influence. Even for those who do not read Chinese, it serves as a reminder that, as Ludwig Wittgenstein says, the limit of one’s language is the limit of one’s world, and translations should always be taken with a grain of salt.

The introduction provides a background upon which the Analects (Lunyu in Chinese) has unfolded as a classic associated with the teachings of Confucius and his close disciples followed by a long commentary tradition rich enough to warrant the term “Lunyuology,” which strove to articulate and apply those teachings. It also contains a brief review of previous English translations of the Analects to illustrate how the book has found expressions in Indo-European languages, which will in turn offer a glimpse of the intricacies related to translating the text.

Next comes a set of twenty-seven short essays on key terms that highlights the core values of Confucius’ teaching. This section serves multiple functions: as a handy reference tool for the most essential concepts in the Analects; as explanation of their various translations and clarification of their basic meanings, with warnings about subtle differences between the Chinese concepts and their popular English translations; and, more importantly, as a summary of the most basic tenets of Confucius’ philosophy, it weaves together the basic ideas of the Analects, articulates their mutual connections, and shows how the ideas were developed.

The glossary of the twenty-seven key terms, however, has to be taken as such. It is not meant to be a full articulation and discussion of these concepts, much less replacement for reading the text of the Analects itself. Although the lack of any apparent logical order in the Analects can be disturbing and puzzling for its modern readers, to impose a logical order to the text lays too heavy a hand on the received text.1 It not only takes away the reader’s right to see the text as it has been handed down but also risks imposing the translator’s own categorization onto the text. Actually, Confucius’ thought does not submit to the linear, logical order we often find in Western philosophical texts. It is more like a crystal, with each side reflecting all the other sides. It does not really matter which side one begins with. Sometimes one saying in the Analects reveals as much about the Master’s views on spirituality as it does about his views on politics or education, and his approach to education reflects his philosophy as much as it reveals his personality. Deep understanding of Confucius is dependent on seeing the connections among the multiple dimensions.

This does not mean we leave it to the reader to do all the connecting work. Beside the assistance from the section on key terms and the cross-references throughout the book, readers are encouraged to take advantage of the indexes at the end of the book to navigate and see the connections between the ideas and the passages. I have also added references to additional reading materials on relevant matters in case interested readers want to explore further. As the primary audience of this book is English readers, the references are also mainly selected from English sources.

The most important help a reader needs, however, may be a reminder: What you get from the Analects is heavily dependent on yourself. Different readers may pick up the book for different reasons and with different mindsets. These play a key role in what one perceives in the book. Entering a warehouse, a retailer may be disappointed to find no supplies for his business, a criminologist may find evidence of a crime, and a movie director may find an ideal space for shooting an episode. Similarly, although one may be disappointed if one looks for philosophy in the Analects according to the mainstream Western conceptual framework, China studies scholars find in it important genetic roots of Chinese culture and the country’s modern fate. Now as more people are turning their eyes to the Analects for resources for addressing current problems in human life and society or for expanding their horizon of philosophy, they find in it an almost inexhaustible source of inspiration, no less philosophical than it is practical.

My personal journey of studying the Analects had an important turning point when I came to see that the distinctive value of Confucius’ teaching is in his gongfu (aka kung fu) orientation, rather than in how much it resembles the intellectualist- and moralist-orientated philosophies in the West. When I discerned this gongfu orientation—an orientation toward cultivation and transformation rather than only conceptualization—and used it as a general approach to understand Confucius’ teachings, it was like a strong beam of light cast through a shining crystal; everything in it suddenly makes better sense. What is even more exhilarating is that the light projected from the crystal makes things around it also look clearer and more distinct.

If there is anything that can be claimed as my contribution to the continuous living tradition of interpreting the Analects, it would be this gongfu approach. You can find a sketch of the approach at the end of the introduction. Using a Zen Buddhist expression, this is a “finger” that points toward “the moon.” It seems to me that interpreting the Analects merely from the intellectual and moral perspective is like looking at a reflection of the moon in a pond and mistaking it for the moon itself. While the “finger” provided here is mine, I think it is pointing to the real moon that is missed in many other readings. Of course, what you will find, whether following my finger or not, is the moon that you see. China’s great poet LI Bai (aka LI Bo 李白, 701–762) once wrote,

People today have no access to seeing the ancient moon,

The moon today used to cast light on ancient people.

If this is a lament that we can never truly see the “original Analects,” a slight variation of LI Bai’s line turns it around:

Ancient people had no access to seeing the moon today,

The moon today used to cast light on ancient people.2

Although the Analects has existed for over two millennia, its unfolding modern significance that we will see is what the ancient people could not have anticipated.

It would be presumptuous if I were to say that my translation of the Analects is better than previous translations, much less that it will be the final “right” translation. Yet, it would be ironic if I did not hope so. Given the advantage of studying previous translations, I have learned from their merits and tried to avoid their shortcomings. I have tried my best to provide what I think is the most appropriate reading of the Analects. As Confucius says, “It is humans who can broaden the Way, not the Way that can broaden humans” (15.29). Readers are advised to take my reading of the Analects as a continuation of the long tradition of reading and rereading the work, the practice of an art of life originated from an ancient time that has kept evolving in the context of changing historical conditions, allowing “the moon today” to keep unfolding its new significance, and as an invitation to you, the reader, to join the practice with me to interact with the text and broaden the Way for each one of us.


Conventions

Chinese names, unfamiliar as they are to the Western reader, are difficult to keep straight. The problem is exacerbated because while the Analects mentions many people whose characters are relevant to understanding the text, the same person may be referred to by different names. In order to avoid confusion, most English versions of the Analects simply unify the names (i.e., use just one of the names for a person). This makes it easier to keep track of who is who, but it violates the traditional rituals associated with addressing people, which contain cultural and historic information. From the way a person is addressed, we can get important clues about the context and the history.1 For the sake of retaining that information, I will keep the names as they are in the original but add in brackets a unified name of each person to compensate for the difficulty.

The Chinese traditionally put their family name first. Consequently, many students and occasionally even scholars would, for instance, mistakenly address ZHU Xi as “Xi,” which is no different from calling David Hume “David,” or calling Kant “Immanuel.” To avoid this confusion, I will use small capital letters for the Chinese family names when the traditional order is preserved. For instance, “ZHU Xi” means that “Zhu” is the family name and “Xi” is the given name. Otherwise I will still use the Western convention of given name followed by family name.

One more note about names in order here is that ancient Chinese names often come with “Zi.” It could be an honorary way of addressing the person as a “Master” (e.g., Lao Zi, Xun Zi, Mo Zi), or as part of a person’s name (e.g., Zigong, Zilu, JI Kangzi). Since practically no Chinese have “Zi” as a family name and no one uses zi alone as a personal name or style name, it is safe to assume that, when it stands alone, it means “Master,” as Xun Zi means “Master Xun.”

Throughout the book I use simplified Chinese characters and the Pinyin system for their romanization. The choice between using simplified or traditional characters is a difficult one because the issue is very complicated and, unfortunately, politicized.2 There are strong reasons for staying with the traditional, especially because we are dealing with a traditional text that has been passed down in the traditional form. The straw that tipped the scale toward using simplified characters is purely a pragmatic consideration: to make the inclusion of the Chinese text more useful for the maximum amount of readers. Specialists in the field today should be able to read both simplified and traditional characters, whereas today’s nonspecialists who learn the Chinese language typically and increasingly start with the simplified. After all, it is not difficult for interested readers to find a copy of the book in traditional Chinese characters.3 As for the Pinyin system, it is now the international standard, and although not perfect, it is overall better than the Wade-Giles system that it replaced. In order to reduce inconsistency, I have converted the Wade-Giles in the works I quote into Pinyin, except for names widely known in Wade-Giles or titles of books and articles. In special cases I also use tone marks to help mark the difference (as in differentiating Zhou 周 and Zhòu 纣).4

Since the book makes frequent references to the Analects, citations or references to it are given simply in parentheses with their relevant book numbers and section numbers. For example, “(2.1)” means book 2, section 1 from the Analects.

Translations of Chinese texts other than the Analects are either my own or based on their English versions listed in the bibliography at the end of the volume, sometimes with modifications.

Finally, I want to explain that my choice of using gender-neutral ways to handle third-person pronouns is not an attempt to cover up gender bias for Confucius. Living in a male-dominated time, he may very well have had gender bias. However, third-person pronouns (such as ren 人, qi 其) in the Chinese language are themselves gender-neutral. Thus there is no reason for us to impose gender bias on the language simply because the society was dominated by males.
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Introduction

Historical Background

Confucius (551–479 BCE) was born during the late period of the Zhou dynasty known as the Spring and Autumn 春秋 (770–476 BCE), when China had already had a developed civilization for over two thousand years. Knowledge about China’s remote antiquity was passed down in legends and songs, which contained rich moral and cultural messages. Confucius and many others quoted stories about ancient sage-kings, Yao 尧, Shun 舜, and Yu 禹, as if there were no question about their reliability. The sage-kings were believed to be morally exemplary and to have produced a harmonious society. Both Yao and Shun selected their successors according to moral integrity and wisdom. Succession of power by kinship (direct descendants) began after Yu passed away and his son Qi 启 took the throne, which marked the beginning of the Xia 夏 dynasty (ca. twenty-first to seventeenth century BCE). While the existence of Xia is still questionable, the history of the succeeding Shang 商 dynasty (ca. seventeenth to eleventh century BCE, also known as Yin) has been confirmed by abundant archeological evidence. Written records show that during the Shang, China had a sophisticated written language, ritual customs, along with techniques of agriculture and pottery, bronze, and silk production.

The Shang dynasty lasted for six hundred years until it was overthrown by the revolt of the Zhou 周 people in the Wei River valley in today’s Shaanxi Province. In contrast to the last king of the Shang, who was notoriously cruel, the founders of the Zhou dynasty (founded in 1122 BCE), King Wen 文王 and his son known as the Duke of Zhou 周公, laid the foundation of a humanistic government. In emulation of the ancient sage-kings, they refined the traditional ritual system and justified their overturning of the Shang as a revolution to liberate the people from their wicked oppressors. This revolution, so they claimed, was carried out under the tianming 天命, mandate of heaven, and was therefore not only legitimate but also sacred. The victory of the Zhou reinforced the claim that the new rulers had a special tie with heaven, and this religious dimension played an important role in allowing subsequent rulers to control their vassals across the vast territory of central China for centuries. It added a sacred aura to their conferring limited sovereignty over portions of the land to members of the royal lineage, which made the tie between the central power and the vassals both religious and familial.

Moreover, the Zhou maintained traditional ritual services to natural and ancestral spirits and developed new forms of rituals to honor heaven and to regulate human life. The music and dances performed in ceremonies started to gain a special significance for maintaining social order, so much so that gradually the spirits themselves often became secondary in importance. The rituals themselves became exemplifications of the order of heaven. Together with the belief that heaven’s mandate is reflected in proper political and moral conduct rather than in lavish offerings to deities, the emphasis on rituals began to be associated more with moral undertakings of the people than with extra-human deities. From this tradition, Confucius developed his own account of human well-being and ritual propriety, which heavily influenced Chinese culture for over two millennia.

If this profound change was still hardly perceptible during the early Zhou, by the Spring and Autumn period it became increasingly obvious.1 During the Spring and Autumn, the sociopolitical order of the Zhou was crumbling. Since the possession of the mandate of heaven is supposed to be displayed through manifestation of virtues, it would not automatically belong to a single dynasty forever. The edicts of the kings during this period were less and less effective as they were decreasingly concerned for the good of their people. The feudal lords became increasingly disobedient to their kings and hostile to each other, swallowing up territories of weaker neighbors and thus making boundaries of states shift constantly. The kings eventually became little more than puppets manipulated by powerful vassals.

Similarly, some clans of principal ministers inside the vassal states grew stronger and in turn threatened the power of the state rulers. Confucius’ home state of Lu, for instance, was largely controlled by “The Three Houses,” Meng 孟, Shu 叔, and Ji 季—the descendants of three sons of Duke Huan of Lu 鲁桓公 (r. 711–697 BCE). They were involved in murdering two heirs of the ducal throne and setting up one of their own favor in 609 BCE, and in 562 BCE, they divided the state, leaving the Duke of Lu only a fraction of the revenues.

At a time when might equaled right, the lives of the people were often extremely unstable and miserable. The “law” was little more than the whim of the mighty. Subordinates risked their lives in remonstrating their superiors, friends and relatives became enemies, assassination was a flourishing profession, and rulers of states were frequently detained by other states. In 593 BCE, the capital of the state of Song was under siege for so long that the residents had no choice but to “exchange their children to eat,” since they could not bear to eat their own (see Zuo Zhuan, Duke Xuan, Year 15).

Even though there were sporadic stories of fidelity, loyalty, courage, and respect for dignity, questions arose as to how these virtues could be justified and prevail. People began to question whether in such a society these were virtues or mere stupidity. Questions about the right way of life and the search for solutions to profound social problems occupied the most reflective minds of the time.

It was during these difficult times that China started to enter its most glorious era in philosophy. In the following few hundred years, the rich cultural soil mixed with chaotic and harsh social reality stimulated many great thinkers, giving birth to a golden age of Chinese thought known as the period of the “hundred schools of thought.” Confucianism, Daoism, Moism, Legalism, and many other schools of thought emerged and competed with each other. This era remarkably coincides with the golden age of ancient Greek philosophy, the rise of Buddhism and the development of the Upanishads in India, and the work of the prophets in the Middle East. It is comparable to all of them, both in terms of their importance to their respective civilizations and in terms of their philosophical and spiritual profundity.

Among the “hundred schools” that appeared during the time, Confucianism and Daoism became the most influential. While Daoism remained an undercurrent of Chinese culture, Confucianism turned out to be mainstream for roughly two thousand years. It dominated the scene of Chinese politics, religious orientation, education, art, and life in general from the early Han dynasty until the early twentieth century. To a large degree the name of Confucius became synonymous with traditional Chinese culture, although his role in the culture should never be understood in isolation from the diverse strands of thought that he interacted with.

Life of Confucius

“Confucius” is a Latinized term for “Kong fuzi 孔夫子,” which was made popular by the early European Jesuit missionaries in China to refer to the ancient Chinese sage. In his homeland, he is more commonly known as Kong Zi 孔子, although both terms mean “Master Kong.”2 Kong is his family name. His given name is Qiu 丘, and in addition, he has a style name, Zhongni 仲尼.3

In comparison to other early Chinese philosophers such as the legendary Lao Zi, we have much more information about Confucius’ life. Yet much of this information has to be taken with a grain of salt. The first biography of Confucius was written by the Han dynasty historian SIMA Qian 司马迁 (145–86? BCE). Naturally, it would not be easy to collect biographic information about someone who lived more than three hundred years ago. There are sporadic anecdotes about Confucius scattered in other texts such as the Zuo Zhuan 左传, a narrative history book dated around the fourth century BCE, and the Mencius, a book attributed to Mencius (372–289 BCE), but they are not to be trusted entirely either. It is worth remembering that the ancient Chinese had little curiosity about the reliability of ancient legends; in fact, they often freely made up new legends if it would serve a good purpose. With these warnings in mind, let us construct the Confucius of legend and reality (conceding the impossibility of separating legend from reality).

Confucius’ birthplace, Qufu (in today’s Shandong Province), belonged to the state of Lu, which was known for its preservation of early Zhou rituals and music. According to the Zuo Zhuan, Confucius was a descendant of a noble family from the state of Song, which, fearing political persecution, fled to Lu. It is said that his family line could be traced all the way back to the royal family of the Shang dynasty. Scholars have disputed whether the story is grounded on historical facts or on the assumption that a great man like Confucius must have had a noble ancestry. According to SIMA Qian, Confucius’ father was a low-ranking military officer named Shuliang-He 叔梁纥 (Shuliang is his style name, and He is his given name) or KONG He 孔纥. Since he had nine daughters but no son with his first wife, he obtained a concubine, who subsequently bore him a crippled son, Mengpi 孟皮. Wishing to have a healthy son, he married, again in his sixties, the youngest of the three daughters of the Yan family, YAN Zhengzai 颜徵在. After they went to Mount Ni 尼山 to pray for a son, Yan became pregnant, resulting in the birth of a boy with a forehead like a small hill. This is how Confucius received the given name Qiu and his style name Zhongni: as qiu 丘 means hill, zhong 仲 entails that he was the second son, and ni 尼 for Mount Ni. Confucius’ father died when Confucius was only three. He was brought up by his mother, who died when he was about seventeen. Presumably, again because a sage must have noble ancestry, his mother was also said to be a descendant of the Zhou royal family, all the way to the Duke of Zhou!

Confucius, however, never mentioned his “noble” ancestry. “I was poor when I was young, and that is why I acquired many humble skills” (9.6), says the Master. The Mencius tells us that “Confucius was once a minor keeper of stores, and he said, ‘All I have to do is to keep correct records.’ He also served as a minor official in charge of sheep and cattle, during which, he said, ‘All I had to do was to see to it that the sheep and cattle grew up to be strong and healthy’ ” (Mencius, 5B:5). Confucius’ family ancestors may have been some sort of low-level aristocrats, because even though his family was poor, he was able to get some education and learn arts such as archery and music.

At the age of fifteen, Confucius set his heart on learning (2.4), and at around thirty, he had already attracted a group of young people to study with him. His disciples looked at him as a sage beyond comparison and followed him with loyalty and devotion. The record shows that when he was thirty-four, a senior official of Lu and a member of the powerful “Three Houses,” MENG Xizi 孟僖子, on his deathbed told his two sons to study with Confucius (Zuo Zhuan, Duke Zhao, Year 7). Confucius is alleged to be the first in the history of China to set up a school and offer education in an institutional way, but the word “first” is best taken to mean “foremost,” for according to the Mencius, there were schools long before Confucius’ time (Mencius, 3A:3). First or not, the Master has been revered as China’s foremost teacher.

According to a likely exaggerated account, Confucius had over three thousand students throughout his life, and seventy-two of them became conversant with the “Six Arts” that he taught—ritual, music, writing, arithmetic, archery, and charioting. He taught them how to be junzi 君子, “exemplary persons.” Some of his disciples played significant roles in politics. Among the twenty-two disciples mentioned in the Analects, at least nine became officials of some importance; three of them served successively as stewards to the Ji House, which was in control of Lu. This was the highest position in the state that could be attained without relying on inheritance.

Like Socrates, Confucius himself never seemed to have written any books. His major teachings were passed on in written form by his students, forming the basis of the Analects. Confucius considered himself a transmitter of a tradition rather than a creator of a new form of thought (7.1). He claimed that the wisdom he taught was already contained in the ancient traditional rituals, history, music, poetry, and the limited written works that were, though decimated through the turmoil of the ages, available at his time. Nonetheless, he is broadly recognized as an innovative thinker who creatively reconstructed and reinterpreted his tradition. He rationalized the humanitarian spirit of the early Zhou culture and its ritual tradition, brought them to a new level of significance, and succeeded in passing them on to his followers.

The Confucian tradition has long held that Confucius edited some of the most basic Chinese classics, including the Book of Rites, the Book of Documents, the Book of Songs, the Book of Music, the Spring and Autumn Annals, and the Book of Changes. According to SIMA Qian, Confucius selected 305 songs from the 3,000 known at that time and organized them into the Book of Songs (Shi Jing 诗经). The extent to which Confucius edited this or the other books is questionable, but the Analects itself claims him to have worked on editing the Songs (see 9.15). From the way that Confucius quoted and interpreted the Songs, as the Analects informs us, we can see that he sees the book to be full of moral implications.

Similarly, though the Spring and Autumn Annals apparently contains nothing but brief records of individual events, it is believed that Confucius artistically embedded praises and condemnations in the book through his use of words, arrangement of sentences, and selection of details to subtly convey moral messages. The book is therefore more of an ethics primer than a book of history. The Mencius tells us that “Confucius completed the Spring and Autumn Annals and rebellious subjects and undutiful sons were struck in fear” (Mencius, 3B:9). Whether it was written by Confucius as a covert ethics primer, or whether it is a poorly composed historical record, the very oddity and the poor quality of it as an apparent history book served as evidence that it was not primarily a history book!

Even though Confucius was temperamentally more suited to be a scholar and teacher, he took political reform as his lifelong pursuit. With a strong sense of mission and ambition to bring the world into harmonious order, the Master spent a considerable amount of his time trying to implement his visions in the political sphere.

It was said Confucius was once appointed as the Magistrate of Zhongdu, and that he managed to bring the area to peace within one year. Subsequently, he was promoted to be Minister of Justice at Lu, during which he successfully defeated Duke Jing of Qi’s attempt to coerce Duke Ding of Lu with an armed force in a summit meeting. Scholars have questioned the reliability of these records since the Analects is entirely silent regarding these events.

Analects 18.4 implies that he did hold an office, but he despised the Three Houses for their usurping power from the Duke. When the state of Qi sent as a present a group of female entertainers to Lu, the head of the Ji House accepted, and for three days no state court was held. Confucius left Lu. For Confucius, “When the Way is in the state, one receives a stipend of grain. But when the Way is lost in the state and one still receives a stipend of grain, this is shameful” (14.1).

At the age of fifty-five, Confucius decided to leave Lu to embark on travels from one state to another, seeking a place that would allow him to implement his humanitarian ideas. His disciple, Zigong, once asked him, “Here is a beautiful gem—Should it be wrapped up and stored in a cabinet? Or should one seek for a good price and sell it?” The Master said, “Sell it! Sell it! I am one waiting for the right offer!” (9.13). He visited many states, including Qi, Wei, Song, Chen, and Cai, and met with numerous rulers and their ministers. However, none of the rulers made him “the right offer.”

Traveling during that time was neither easy nor safe. More than once he and his accompanying disciples were straitened in life-threatening situations (cf. 7.23, 9.5, 11.23, 15.2). After fourteen years of persistent pursuit with no avail, Confucius returned to Lu at the age of sixty-eight. During his remaining years, his son KONG Li 孔鲤 (also known by his style name Boyu 伯鱼) and his favorite disciple YAN Hui 颜回 died, one shortly after the other. Upon YAN Hui’s death, the Master cried, “Alas! Heaven ruins me! Heaven ruins me!” (11.9) The Master himself died in 479 BCE at the age of seventy-three with no anticipation of the later fortunes and misfortunes of his teachings.

Confucius was neither the flawless sage that he was subsequently venerated as, nor was he an impractical conservative, though his critics derided him as such. He was a man of his time with rich sentiments, human desires, and a good sense of humor. He enjoyed good company, music, fine food, and, if certain analects are authentic, he had some eccentric life habits (see book 10 of the Analects). He was frank in saying, “If wealth can be pursued, I don’t mind doing it even if it means that I should serve as a man who holds a whip,” but then he added, “If it cannot be pursued, I will follow my own preferences” (7.12). Although he would not be resentful if he were unrecognized (1.1), he could be frustrated when he could not get a chance to implement his ideals (e.g., 17.7). He loved his disciple YAN Hui so much that when YAN Hui died, he cried heartbreakingly (11.10), and he could get very upset when his disciples made him ashamed (11.17). He was not afraid of admitting his mistakes and correcting himself (17.4, 7.31). When he was suspected to have had an inappropriate interview with a notorious woman, he swore like a child (6.28), but most times when he was unfairly criticized, he responded in good humor (9.2, 5.22).

Confucianism before and after Confucius

Since Confucius did not invent his teachings out of the blue but rather to a significant degree synthesized the ancient wisdom and practice passed down to him, Confucianism curiously predates Confucius.4 In fact, the term “Confucianism” is a Western invention. In China, it is known as rujia 儒家, the school of ru, where ru, a term originally meaning “soft” or “gentle,” refers not to Confucius but to the tradition Confucius aligned himself with and transmitted. This is the tradition that was first associated with a social class that performed various kinds of ritual ceremonies, and then to those who taught the relevant arts including rites, music, and writing, which naturally extends to those learned scholars familiar with the classics that existed prior to but were later edited by Confucius. If in the study of Greek philosophy people have difficulty separating Socrates’ ideas from Plato’s because they were presented by Plato, we have a comparable situation here: It is sometimes hard to say whether Confucius’ teachings were inherited from the ruist practices and texts or that the ruist practices and texts known to us were recreated by Confucius. Indeed, it is difficult to decide whether we should continue to use the somewhat misleading term “Confucianism” or rather to switch to rujia, “Ruism.” My choice of staying with the former is simply because it has been the accepted convention for long at a global scale, and using the old term with a warning note about its limitations would probably cause less confusion than switching to a totally new one.

After the death of the Master, his teachings were both carried on and developed by the persistent effort of his followers. During the Warring States 战国 period (403–221 BCE), Confucius was already widely influential. The Spring and Autumn Annals of Lü Buwei 吕氏春秋, a book composed during the late Warring State period, quoted Confucius over fifty times, more than any other thinker quoted in the book. The book of Zhuang Zi 庄子, a Daoist work also composed during the Warring State period, used Confucius’ name frequently to convey the author’s own Daoist ideas, sometimes with sarcasm against Confucius, and other times simply as a mouthpiece for the author’s own ideas. The founder of another contending school of thought, Mo Zi 墨子 (Master Mo, ca. 470–391 BCE) included a whole chapter “Against Confucians” in his major work, the book of Mo Zi.

At the same time, his teachings also started to be interpreted in different ways. The Historical Records states that the school of ru had developed into eight branches. One of them was carried on from Confucius’ disciple Zeng Zi 曾子 (Master Zeng), who is said to have taught Confucius’ grandson Zisi 子思, and through Zisi, reached its peak with Mencius (Latinized name for Meng Zi 孟子, Master Meng, 372–289 BCE), who was later called “the Second Sage” (second only to Confucius in the Confucian tradition). Under the shadow of the Si-Meng (Zisi and Mencius) influence, other branches gradually faded away and most of them left no trace.

During Mencius’ time, the teachings of Mo Zi were well known and influential. His most distinctive view is called “love without discrimination.” This view was attractive, but in opposition to the Confucian idea of graded love, which basically claims that love should start with and find its most profound expression in one’s immediate family and then expand outward. At the other extreme was, according to the Mencius, the egoistic philosophy of Yang Zi 杨子, who allegedly claimed to be unwilling to lose a single hair in order to benefit the whole world.5 Mencius vehemently defended Confucius against these rivals and, in doing so, contributed significantly to the development of Confucianism. His best-known contribution is his idealistic account of human nature, which holds that humans are all born with incipient good tendencies: the heart of compassion, of shame, of courtesy and modesty, and of right and wrong. These four tendencies are the roots of human-heartedness, appropriateness, ritual propriety, and wisdom (Mencius, 2A:6). A person full of moral integrity will have a strong qi 气 or “vital energy” that can fill the space between the earth and heaven. He also contrasted the sage-king who unifies people by moral influence with the militant lord who reigns through physical force and terror. He argued that the former is not only morally superior but also serves his own best interest. Mencius is the first in the Confucian tradition to state that people are justified to stage a revolution if the ruler is morally corrupt. Killing a bad ruler is not a crime of regicide, because by failing the people, the ruler has disqualified himself and became a “mere fellow.” His famous claim that “the people are the most important, the spirits of the land and the grain are secondary, and the sovereign is the least” (Mencius, 7B:14) is now often quoted as a source from which Confucianism might develop its account of democracy.

Another influential Confucian during the formative epoch of Confucianism is Xun Zi 荀子 (ca. 312–238 BCE). He emphasized publicly observable rituals in contrast to Mencius’ emphasis on the internal moral heart-mind. Contra Mencius, Xun Zi argued that humans are by nature bad, although through learning everyone can become a sage. Because humans are naturally inclined toward being bad, the ancient sage-kings created ritual propriety and offered moral teachings to regulate people’s behaviors and let them reform themselves.

Ironically, Xun Zi’s two most famous students, HAN Fei 韩非 and LI Si 李斯, turned into Legalists, whose ideas served as the intellectual foundation for the most totalitarian regime in Chinese history: the Qin 秦. The state of Qin was located in the far west of ancient China, where a harsh environment was fertile ground for militarism. Constant wars with neighboring states made the Qin people both more disciplined and submissive to authorities. Xun Zi’s theory that humans are by nature evil fitted the need for the justification of using external force. His Legalist disciple HAN Fei argued that only an unchallenged supreme authority could bring the world back into order.

The founder of the Qin dynasty (later known as Qin Shihuang 秦始皇, “the First Emperor of the Qin Dynasty”) embraced Legalist ideas. He consolidated his power over the people by setting up strict laws, breaking up unities of powerful clans, offering rewards to informers, and recruiting talent everywhere. The state of Qin quickly became a military giant and conquered all the other states through bloody wars. By 221 BCE, the Qin succeeded in bringing all seven rival states under its control and “unified China.” The Qin emperor applied Legalist ideas to everything: laws and regulations were made uniform, and measures of weights, sizes, written characters, and even the space between cartwheels were all standardized. Following the advice of his Legalist minister, LI Si, he also tried to unify his people’s minds by force so that no one would threaten his claim to power. He ordered Confucian scholars to be buried alive and all books in the hands of the people burned, except those on medicine, divination, and agriculture.

Largely due to the overuse of force, the Qin lasted for only fourteen years and was brought down quickly by uprisings. Rulers of the subsequent Han dynasty learned many lessons from the short-lived Qin. During the reign of Han emperor Wu 汉武帝 (r. 141–87 BCE), the imperial court established boshi 博士 (Scholar of Broad Learning) positions for each of the Five Confucian Classics6 and provided funding for fifty disciples to study with each of the scholars. Later, the court established an Imperial Academy, Taixue 太学, from which government officials would be selected.

One of the boshi, DONG Zhongshu 董仲舒 (179–104 BCE), played a key role in turning Confucianism into China’s official state ideology. He advised Emperor Wu to “Denounce all other schools and uphold Confucianism only.” Through combining Confucianism with the “yin-yang and five-agents theory,” he created a cosmology in which individual human beings and the cosmos are seen as similar in structure and capable of mutually affecting each other. Natural forces such as yin and yang were attributed moral significance, on the basis of which norms of human relationships were justified, and natural calamities would be interpreted as warnings sent by heaven to show its displeasure with the ruler.

The early Han was both a great triumph and the beginning of a series of misfortunes for Confucianism. Along with the official endorsement of Confucianism, being a Confucian became a way to gain position and wealth. Differing views were denounced as heresies, and Confucius was deified, though not to the degree of making him literally a god. His teachings increasingly became doctrines to be accepted without question and followed rigidly.

Alongside Confucianism, which as we’ve noted is not a single, unified view, many strands of thought influenced China, and they have encountered and interpenetrated each other so much that sometimes the labels of “-ism” seem somewhat arbitrary. Among them, the two most prevalent strands of thought or religion in traditional China were Daoism and Buddhism. Daoism emerged at roughly the same time as Confucianism. The legendary author of the Dao De Jing 道德经 (the Book of the Way and Its Power), called Lao Zi, is commonly acknowledged as its founder. Daoists have typically been seen as hermits living invisibly in remote mountains and forests, enjoying a simple, natural, and spontaneous lifestyle, and reluctant to come forward to public service (although in reality not all Daoists were hermits). Daoist-like hermits are found in the Analects a number of times (e.g., 14.38–39, 18.5–7). Around the fourth century BCE emerged another great Daoist known as Zhuang Zi, to whom the landmark book, the Zhuang Zi, is attributed. Though Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi differed from each other in many subtle ways, they together shaped the philosophical Daoism that paralleled Confucianism in its influence in China.

Buddhism was introduced into China from South Asia during the first century CE, after Confucianism had already become China’s state ideology. It offered sophisticated metaphysical theories about the self, the world, and causation, as well as elaborate ideas about reincarnation and afterlife, which the Chinese intellectual tradition fell short of in comparison.7

The rapid spread of Buddhism and the renewed interest in Daoism during the Wei-Jin period drastically weakened the dominant position of Confucianism. Facing these challenges, the need for reappropriating the spirit of classic Confucianism on a new level of philosophical sophistication began to rise. After centuries of encounters with its rivals, Confucian scholars initiated another upsurge of Confucianism during the Song (960–1279) and Ming (1368–1644) dynasties.

While it is impossible to capture the richness of this “second epoch” of Confucianism in broad strokes, it is fair to say that its most influential figures were the Cheng brothers, CHENG Hao 程颢 (1032–1085) and CHENG Yi 程颐 (1033–1107), and ZHU Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200). Their creative interpretation of Confucianism is known as Lixue 理学, commonly translated as “the School of Principle.” Two other well-known figures were LU Xiangshan 陆象山 (1139–1193) and WANG Yangming 王阳明 (1472–1529), whose names are associated with Xinxue 心学, “the School of Heart-mind.”8 Both schools left an enormous amount of literature and sophisticated theories.

The Cheng-Zhu School of Principle developed a metaphysical theory according to which li 理, the inherent principle, pattern, or as some scholars put it, “coherence,” “creativity,” is the heavenly endowed nature reflected in everything as the moon is reflected in all the waters.9 By cultivating and manifesting one’s nature, humans can achieve unity with heaven and become co-creators of the universe. It was mainly due to ZHU Xi’s effort that the Analects, the Mencius, Da Xue 大学 (the Great learning), and the Zhongyong 中庸 (Hitting the mark constantly) established their authority as the canonical “Four Books” of the Confucian tradition, replacing the supreme position held by “the Five Classics” (the Book of Songs, the Book of Documents, the Book of Rites, the Book of Changes, and the Spring and Autumn Annals)10 for centuries. Both the Da Xue and Zhongyong were chapters from the Book of Rites, believed to be authored by Confucius’ grandson Zisi. The former talks about the connection between personal cultivation and bringing order to the public realm, while the latter considers the metaphysical ground upon which the Confucian project unfolds. Through a careful reinterpretation of these texts around the doctrine of li, Zhu completed a philosophical system with enough metaphysical sophistication to rival Buddhism and Daoism.

The Lu-Wang School of Heart-mind significantly differed from the Cheng-Zhu School of Principle. Pointing out the danger of making principle (li) an abstract metaphysical entity external to human subjectivity, Lu and Wang emphasized the point that li is nothing but the concrete human heart-mind itself. Their emphasis on the primacy of immediate experience was in turn accused of being Buddhism and Daoism in disguise.

The centuries-long dialogue internally between these different interpretations of Confucianism and externally with Buddhism and Daoism brought Confucianism fresh energy. With renewed sociopolitical prominence, Confucian influence during the time stretched over the entire East and Southeast Asia.

When Western missionaries came to China during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and introduced the “Eastern wise man” (Confucius) to Europe, Enlightenment thinkers such as G. W. Leibniz, Christian Wolff, and Voltaire were fascinated with the humanitarian ideals of the Master, which they used as weapons in their attack on the European hereditary aristocracy.11 Ironically, in its homeland, dogmatization of Confucianism developed to its extremity during the late Ming and the Qing, when the emperors adopted the Cheng-Zhu School of Principle as their state ideology. Formalized rituals became not only mere pedantry but also a hindrance to creativity and anything new. The idea that the Middle Kingdom (Zhongguo 中国—what the Chinese call China) is the only civilized world made the imperial court unable to realize the revolutionary changes taking place in Europe. Even though “enlightenment-minded” Confucians such as WANG Fuzhi 王夫之 (1619–1692) and HUANG Zongxi 黄宗羲 (1610–1695) tried to break the overly rigid accretions and bring Confucianism back to its human-friendly core, which was a spectacular new climax of thought comparable in many ways to the European Enlightenment movement, their efforts remained largely inconsequential in affecting social reality.12

It was not until the continuous military assaults from foreign powers during the nineteenth century that the Chinese began to feel the impact of the West and to consider the West a rival to their Confucian tradition. Seeing the impractical nature of the conservatives’ position, a group of Confucian officials launched a “self-strengthening” movement to retain the Chinese tradition as ti 体, “substance,” with Western culture as yong 用, “function or utility.” This slogan was little more than a face-saving self-deception, as the separation of substance and function seemed to be a fallacy to begin with.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Chinese intellectuals of the “New Culture Movement” launched the largest anti-Confucianism movement since the time of the First Emperor of Qin. Confucianism was criticized as the root of all the problems in China, such as political corruption and repression, the suppression of women, suffocation of new ideas and innovations, and rigid social hierarchy. “Down with the ‘Kong family store’!” “Welcome ‘Mr. De’ (democracy) and ‘Mr. Sai’ (science)!” were famous slogans of the movement.

Among the new Western ideas and theories introduced into China during the movement, Marxism was the most consequential. In 1949, the Communists took over mainland China and Marxism became the official ideology of the country. During the “Cultural Revolution” (1966–1976), Chinese Communist Party leader MAO Zedong 毛泽东 (1893–1976) launched waves of campaigns against Confucianism, which he used to remove many of his rivals, including LIU Shaoqi 刘少奇 (1898–1969), the chairman of the People’s Republic of China from 1959 to 1968, who authored a small but influential book that portrayed a very Confucian style of being a communist.

The Cultural Revolution ended in 1976 shortly after Mao’s death. Having experienced the turmoil of the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese people began to reevaluate Mao’s ideas and to modernize the country. Outside of mainland China, a new trend of reappropriating Confucianism developed, called by its leading scholars MOU Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909–1995) and others “third epoch Confucianism,” and it had gained some momentum long before even the communists took over China. In contrast to the success of the four “small dragons” in Asia where Confucianism retained its stronghold—Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan—the ever-deepening problems of the modernized Western world triggered critical reflection on Western intellectual traditions.13 Interest in Confucianism revived, as many contemporary Confucian scholars became increasingly convinced that Confucianism provided valuable philosophical resources for addressing issues in the postmodern world. Fearing a “moral vacuum” after the Mao era and a total acceptance of the “Trojan horse” of Western ideas, the Chinese government also started to reevaluate and appreciate the distinctly Chinese philosophy of Confucianism.14

A strong revival of Confucianism is on the rise. How “third epoch” Confucianism is going to unfold, that is, how it can contribute to the dialogues of civilizations and avoid being co-opted by repressive political forces, as happened during the Han and Song-Ming periods, will depend on how people read and reread the Confucian texts, among which the Analects is primary.

The Formation of the Analects

The book known as the Analects is called Lunyu 论语 in Chinese. Early in the Han dynasty, however, the book was often referred to as Kong Zi 孔 子 (Master Kong, or Confucius), like the books of Zhuang Zi, Meng Zi (the Mencius), Xun Zi, Lie Zi, and so on. It contains Confucius’ sayings, short descriptions of his encounters and his personality, conversations between him and his disciples, and the sayings of these disciples.

As John Makeham (1996) and Brooks and Brooks (1998) remind us, the Analects is not a unitary book written by a single author. It took shape through the hands of many people, over a long period that may stretch as far as about three hundred years.15 Among those who have likely contributed to the recording and editing of the Analects include Confucius’ disciples ZENG Shen,16 YOU Ruo, Zhonggong,17 Ziyou, Zixia, YUAN Xian, Zizhang, Zigong, and the followers of these disciples, such as CHEN Kang. Section 15.6 of the Analects describes how Zizhang, one of Confucius’ major disciples, wrote down the Master’s teaching on his sash right after he heard it. There are many unnamed sources that likely wished their views attributed to and attached to the work of the Master.

By the time of Confucius’ death, he was already a well-known “Master.” It is alleged that the head of the state, Duke Ai of Lu, personally attended the funeral and read his eulogy, saying, “The compassionate heaven grants me no comfort, not willing to leave me the aged man, and leaving the Lonely Me, on my seat, with long-lasting sorrow. Alas! Oh, Ni Fu (Confucius)! No one can be a rule for me now!”18 It is said that after the Master passed away, many of his disciples mourned him for three years, a ritual that was typically reserved for one’s parents. One of them, Zigong 子贡, spent six years of his life mourning the Master by living in a hut next to the Master’s grave! It is likely that, with such respect for the death of the Master, the disciples gathered together to share their notes about the Master’s teachings, which started the formation of the Analects.

During the early Han dynasty, there were two main versions of the book—the “Qi Analects” 齐论 and the “Lu Analects” 鲁论. Around 154 BCE, another version known as the “Old Analects” 古论 was discovered, along with some other texts, in a wall of the home of a descendant of Confucius’ family. They were believed to be hidden there by Kong Fu 孔鲋, a ninth-generation descendant of Confucius, to escape the notorious “book burning” of the First Emperor of Qin (213 BCE). These three versions vary in number of chapters (or “books,” as they are typically called) and slightly in content. Scholars generally agree that the commonly received version that we have today emerged mainly through the editing hands of Zhang Yu 张禹 (?–5 BCE), and to a lesser degree Zheng Xuan 郑玄 (127–200), and finally synthesized by He Yan 何晏 (190–249). It has since become the authoritative version, so authoritative that even when scholars found errors in it they would point them out in their commentaries but refrained from correcting the text. Indeed, since the received version exercised such great influence over Chinese history, its value is no longer simply a representation of the “original” Analects. Without discounting the importance of historical research about the compilation of the Analects, this translation treats the received version as a relatively stabilized unity as it has been handed down for the past two millennia.

Despite its subsequent elevation to canonical status, the Analects was not initially conceived as the most canonical Confucian text. When Emperor Wu of Han (r. 141–87 BCE) promoted Confucian studies, only the “Five Classics” were considered canonical. While Confucius was assumed to have edited or partially written the Five Classics, which lent to them the authority of the Master, his own words were initially treated more as supplementary to the Classics than worthy of being classic in their own right. After ZHANG Yu served as the tutor of the Han prince (who later became Emperor Cheng, r. 33–7 BCE) responsible solely for teaching him the Analects, the importance of the book began to rise. It became one of the Seven Classics (the Five Classics plus the Analects and the Xiao Jing 孝经, the Book of Filial Piety) during the later Han, but it did not become the most principal text of Confucianism until the Song dynasty, when ZHU Xi placed it as one of the most primary “Four Books” of Confucian thought.

With the rise in status of the Analects, interpreting and commenting on the work became a widespread scholarly practice. During the late Han to the subsequent Wei-Jin Period (third to sixth century), there were already more than eighty commentaries of the Analects. Among them, HE Yan’s Collected Explications of the Analects (Lunyu Jijie 论语集解) and HUANG Kan 皇侃 (488–545)’s Subcommentaries to the Meaning of the Analects (Lunyu Yishu 论语义疏) were the most influential. The ten-volume combination of these two works was treated as the standard text until the Song dynasty, when ZHU Xi’s Collected Commentaries of the Analects (Lunyu Jizhu 论语集注) replaced it as the authoritative interpretation.

Through this commentarial tradition the Analects is constantly being reinterpreted. As CHENG Shude 程树德 (1877–1944) says,

Han Confucian scholars and Song Confucian scholars differ in their ways of studying the Analects. Han scholars’ focus was on textual examination of names and the things they refer to and the similarities and differences of the words used. Song scholars are different. They focused on revealing dayi weiyan 大意微言—the profound meanings behind the apparently trivial words. (CHENG Shude, 5)

Zhu’s influential commentaries, however, sometimes reveal more about his own ideas than what is contained in or entailed by the Analects, though his ideas are valuable in their own right. For this reason, his Jizhu became an important source for studying Song-Ming Li Xue 理学, the School of Principle, of which Zhu was a major leader.

Up to modern times, thousands of commentaries of the Analects have been composed. A rough estimate shows that the total number exceeds three thousand. ZHU Xi alone contributed six. Among the others, LIU Baonan 刘宝楠 (1791–1855) and his son LIU Gongmian 刘恭冕 (1821–1880)’s Rectification of Meaning of the Analects (Lunyu Zhengyi 论语正义) was a landmark classic. It collected the best interpretations and corrected mistakes found in previous commentaries. A more recent landmark work is CHENG Shude’s Collective Commentaries of the Analects (Lunyu Jishi 论语集释) originally published in 1943. Quoting from 680 commentaries, it offers a handy reference to a rich variety of interpretations of the Confucian classic from the Han dynasty to his time.19

The study of the Analects has long been of interest to scholars in other East Asian countries such as Korea and Japan as well, and they have contributed many valuable commentaries. In Korea alone, there have been more than 130 commentaries on the Analects. Japanese scholar ITO Jinsai 伊藤仁斋 (1627–1705)’s Ancient Meaning of the “Analects” (Lunyu Guyi 论语古义) and Korean scholar JEONG Yakyong 丁若镛 (1762–1836)’s Ancient and Modern Commentaries of the “Analects” (Lunyu Gujin Zhu 论语古今注), for instance, are notable ones. They contain many insightful observations, some of which inform the annotations of the current English translation.

Although the Analects has long been considered a principal text of the Confucian tradition, controversies regarding the proper order and the authenticity of various passages within the book have never stopped. Alongside the Analects, there are sayings and anecdotal records of Confucius’ life scattered throughout various other books, such as the Zuo Zhuan (the Zuo Commentary to the Spring and Autumn Annals), the Mencius, the Xun Zi, Shuoyuan, Li Ji (the Book of Rites), the Zhongyong, and the Kong Zi Jiayu (Confucius’ Family Discourse), among others. They are generally considered less reliable, and indeed, though their reliability is usually judged according to how consistent they are with the sayings in the Analects,20 they nonetheless provide valuable references. The study of the Analects often leads to these texts, and in turn, informs the study of them. In addition, important archeological discoveries in the last few decades have shed new light on our understanding of the Analects. Among them, the silk script dated around 150 BCE discovered in Mawangdui 马王堆 (in Changsha, Hunan Province, China) in 1972, the bamboo scripts of some Confucian texts dated around the third to fourth centuries BCE found in Guodian 郭店 (in Jingmen, Hubei Province, China) in 1993, and two fragmented versions of the Analects written on bamboo strips dated around 50 BCE, known as the Dingzhou 定州 Analects (discovered in Dingzhou, Hebei Province, China, in 1973) and Pyongyang Analects (discovered near Pyongyang, North Korea, in 1992) have led to new waves of interest in reexamining the formation and interpretation of the Analects. All these are but parts of what the study of the Analects has to consider. Indeed, the whole study of the Analects is broad and complicated enough to warrant the term “Lunyuology,” an interdisciplinary academic field of study of Lunyu that deals not only with a fixed, received text as its subject but also with a living tradition of interpretation.

English Translations of the Analects

Lunyuology today can no longer confine itself to the study of the Analects in the Chinese language. While Lunyuologists, Chinese or otherwise, are expected to read the original text, non-Chinese readers, including scholars who are not specialists in this field, depend on translations of the text for understanding Confucius. For them, the reliability of a translation is a basic expectation. Yet translation is by its very nature a double-layered filter—it is interpretation of a text through a culturally specific person who is bound to be affected by his or her background, including education, life experience, religious orientation, and personal taste. Furthermore, one translates into a language that has different vocabularies and syntax; this inevitably brings in different connotations and assumptions. The translator has to struggle with this dilemma: The purpose of a translation is to make the text accessible to the modern, the foreign, the unfamiliar reader, yet at the same time it has to stay as close as possible to the ancient, the native, the strange, and the original text. In addition, there are different groups of readers—specialists in the field, students who are interested in the subject matter, and the general public. The approach a translator takes is often dependent upon which group is targeted. Different ways of dealing with all of these difficulties make each translation a re-creation of the Analects.

Since the first translation of the Analects into Latin by Matteo Ricci appeared in 1594, the book has been translated into many different Indo-European languages, and in the case of English, there have been about forty complete versions; among them about a dozen or so have had significant influence. If we add translations of selected passages of the Analects, the total number would be around fifty, and more are emerging as time goes on. Despite the fact that each translation inevitably risked misrepresentation of the text, they all contributed to the dissemination of the book to a worldwide readership.

The earliest translators of the Analects were mostly learned missionary scholars from Europe.21 The missionaries admired Confucius because the Master seemed to approximate Christian saints, and his teachings resembled Christian ethics. Their Eurocentric appropriation did not prevent the translators from treating the Confucian text with due respect. Among them, James Legge’s22 version (1861), as Ames and Rosemont put it, “remains, in many respects, the benchmark for all translation work to this day” (Ames and Rosemont 1998, 17). It is philologically rigorous and commendably accurate, although Legge’s religious agenda affected his choice of words, such as using “God” for di 帝, making his version more Christian than it should be,23 and his overreliance on ZHU Xi’s commentary also limited the scope of his understanding.

From the end of the nineteenth century to the 1970s the dominant view in Chinese studies was that traditional Chinese culture was outdated; hence, scholars were more interested in the connections between China’s cultural heritage and its modern reality and less in the content of the culture itself. In the minds of most scholars, as Joseph Levenson puts it, Confucianism belongs to history (Levenson, x). Translations of the Analects, however, sought to counter this impression. Chinese scholar KU Hung-ming 辜鸿铭 (1857–1928)’s translation of the Analects (1898), for instance, was part of his effort to help Westerners to appreciate the inherent value and modern relevance of Confucius’ teachings. In trying to make the text as readable to Westerners as possible, however, his version was tainted by the framework of Western vocabulary and taste as well as additional wordings that were not in the original, or obstructions of things that he thought to be unimportant for Westerners’ appreciation of Confucius’ thought.24

For decades, Arthur Waley (1889–1966)’s translation, which was first published in 1938, stood next to Legge’s as the most popular English version of the Analects. Less scholarly but more readable, Waley’s had a wider circulation than Legge’s. His literary talent presented the content in an elegant style. In trying to make it more readable, however, he was also overly liberal in inserting words into the translation that were not in the original text, which sometimes only made the translation wordier than the original but at other times was misleading.25

If Ku’s and Waley’s occasional insertion of their own ideas into the translation was for increased readability, Ezra Pound’s “creative” translation (1951) did this deliberately to forward his own ideas. Faced with the crisis of Western industrialized societies, Pound offered Confucianism as the medicine for the ills of European civilization. For him, translation is not philology, because philology cannot provide the translation with the life that the original text had in its social environment; translation is the creation of “a new poem.” For his new poem, he freely “appropriated” the text according to his own preferences.26

During the 1960s and 1970s, when events such as the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal triggered critical reflection about Western civilization, scholars in Chinese studies more consciously considered alternative cultural resources for inspiration. Some advocated an “internal approach” and “empathy method” to reveal the content of the subject matter from the inside of the Chinese texts, as opposed to the external approach that retrospectively interpreted the texts according to the social reality of modern China (see Cohen, 22). Upon such a background, we find scholars in Confucian studies such as William Theodore de Bary, Thomas Metzger, Herbert Fingarette, to name just a few, who offered careful readings of Confucian classics for understanding China and “discovering Confucius’ teaching by taking him at his word” (Fingarette, x).

From that time to the present day, a significant number of relatively high-quality new English translations of the Analects emerged, with diverse ways of handling the basic dilemmas mentioned earlier. Based on solid scholarship, D. C. Lau 刘殿爵’s translation of the Analects has become a classic since its publication in 1979, replacing the position held by Waley’s. Using an Anglo-Saxon-style English, Lau retains the color of antiquity. Though Lau adds explanatory words, which sometimes makes the text look wordy, he stayed amazingly close to the original text. Its 1992 edition included the original Chinese text, which added a corrective influence for scholars.

Lau’s version, though, has little annotation, which hinders the reader’s ability to see alternative ways of reading the text. In comparison, Raymond Dawson’s version (1993) retains the vagueness of the original but is otherwise clear enough for the general public. It leaves room for readers to come up with their own interpretations. However, it would be better to handle the difficulty like Chi-Chung Huang 黄继忠’s version (1997), which retains much of the vagueness of the original but aids the readers with alternative readings in brief annotations.

Edward Slingerland’s version (2003) is exemplary in this regard. Drawing from the rich resource of the long commentarial tradition of the Analects in China collected in CHENG Shude’s Collective Commentaries of the “Analects,” Slingerland added extensive notes under each passage of the Analects to an extent unprecedented in any other English version. For the first time English readers are able to read the Analects like every Chinese reader did in the past two millennia, that is, to read it together with a fair amount of traditional commentary, without which even well-educated Chinese literati would find the text hard to comprehend. Although he could be more thoughtful in his translation of some key terms27 and in balancing traditional commentaries with contemporary scholarship, his version is still a landmark contribution to the English translations of the classic.

While adding notes under each passage, one might just as well, as many traditional commentators of the Analects did, go beyond textual explanation and offer one’s reflections about the ideas and implications of the text. In this regard, Simon Leys’ is distinctive among English translations. Leys was motivated, like Pound, by concerns for alarming problems in contemporary life and society in the West. Unlike Pound, Leys balanced his concern for modern relevance with higher respect for the original text. His translation is clear, elegant, and stylish, with less creative distortion than Pound’s and less wordiness than Waley’s and Lau’s. Meanwhile, in the added notes, he draws parallels between Confucius and Western thinkers, from ancient to modern, and brings obscure passages to life with fresh contemporary comments, putting Confucius to work addressing the problems of our own age. In a most recent new edition (Norton Critical Editions 2014), Michael Nylan added to the translation a series of scholarly essays on Confucius, making it more comprehensive as an introduction to Confucius.

Every reader needs to be aware of the subtle ways that even the best translators impose their Western conceptual framework on Confucianism. For example, Leys’ rendering of yi 义 as “justice” and zhì 志 as “free will” introduces concepts that one simply cannot find in the Analects. Roger Ames and Henry Rosemont, therefore, argue that in translating a text, one has to look not only at each sentence and every word but also at the entire philosophical underpinning on which the statements are made, that is, the more or less systematic ways the authors use their terms and the overall philosophical orientation displayed through them. A language is not a neutral tool; it is laden with culturally specific nuances that may or may not be shared by a different language or in a different culture. Whether one agrees with Ames and Rosemont’s processional (vs. substantialist), relational (vs. essentialist), and pragmatic (vs. truth-seeking) translation of the Analects or not, after the publication of their translation, no serious translator (or rather, reader in general) of the Analects, or any classical Chinese philosophical work for that matter, can take their caution lightly.

While Ames and Rosemont warned us to be sensitive about importing a philosophical framework from the West, Bruce Brooks and A. Taeko Brooks (1998) tried to remove layers of late additions added in the history to reveal “the original Analects.” With their painstaking attention to subtle differences of language use between different parts of the Analects, to the political and cultural history of the Warring States period, and to many other texts of the time, they remind us that the book as a whole is compiled over a significantly long period of time by a host of unknown authors, editors, and compilers. Historically speaking, one should not assume the Analects to be a coherent entity with unified ideas. Even though many of Brooks and Brooks’ conclusions about what the original Analects looked like are circumstantial, the book poses a challenging question about how to retain a historical perspective without totally deconstructing the work.

Of course different English versions also emerge in part as responses to the varying needs of readers. Those who like to explore the historical origin of the book will find Brooks and Brooks’ valuable, but those who read the book for philosophical inspirations relevant to contemporary life will find Ku’s, Pound’s, Leys’, and Ames and Rosemont’s more rewarding. Readers who are keen on faithful presentation of the original text may prefer Dawson’s and Huang’s, and those who look for help from historical commentaries and other explanatory materials will find Slingerland’s and the more recently published Penguin Classics version by Annping Chin (2014) appealing. For the general public to whom readability is a primary concern, perhaps Waley’s, Lau’s, David Hinton’s (1998), and Burton Watson’s will be more attractive. While the version I am providing here tries to strike a balance of the most desirable features, I would still recommend reading it together with some other versions, if possible, so that one can maximally benefit from the work done by different translators.

The Gongfu Orientation

The brief survey of the existing English renditions of the Analects in the previous section is by no means comprehensive. It is intended to illustrate complexities involved in translation and suggest that, instead of expecting one single, perfect English version of the Analects, one might want to take each one as an episode of the unfolding of the text in the contemporary context, a process through which the text manifests its life. It is in the spirit of continuing the living tradition of constant reinterpretation of the Analects that the present volume has taken its shape.

One might say that a translator should simply present a text to the reader and let the reader come up with his or her own interpretation. Unfortunately, such an idea is too simplistic and idealistic. The brief review of previous English translations of the Analects shows that translation is itself a very complicated process of interpretation, not to mention that the original text taken out of its context is like a screenshot taken out of a movie, which would inevitably leave much of the story untold. For this reason, I have presented the reader with introductory information, which I hope will have at least provided a broad background for understanding the Analects.

One factor that is often neglected but plays a crucial role in our reading of the Analects is the readers ourselves. For those who have a reasonable concern that, when facing a foreign text, readers’ own intellectual framework (cultural values and linguistic scheme) may do them a disservice—a concern that, because of this framework, they may inadvertently impose their views onto the text or miss something important in the text—some words of caution and a “finger” that points to “the moon” may prove useful. Let us consider some examples.

Sometimes passages in the Analects seem to contradict one another. For example, we find Confucius praising his favorite disciple YAN Hui, saying that he only saw him advance and never saw him stop (9.21), that YAN Hui never repeated the same mistake (6.3), and that his heart-mind (xin 心) didn’t deviate from human-heartedness (ren 仁) for as long as three months (6.7). Yet we also find the Master saying, “I have never seen a person who loved human-heartedness, or one who loathes the contrary to it.… Is anyone able, for a single day, to make efforts at human-heartedness? I have never seen a person whose strength would be insufficient. There might be such people; only I have yet to see any” (4.6). The Master also lamented, “Is it all over?! I have never seen anyone who, on seeing his faults, is ready to accuse himself inwardly” (5.27).

Before attributing a facile contradiction to the text, ask yourself: “Am I reading the text without presupposition?” You may be treating 4.6 and 5.27 as descriptions, while in all likelihood the Master was using deliberate exaggerations, like Chinese parents would typically do to their children, to challenge his students to prove him wrong by living a life of human-heartedness.

Similarly, when we read 7.23 where the Master said, “Heaven has embedded virtue (de 德) in me. What can Huantui do to me?” and 9.5, where the Master said, “With King Wen being gone, is civilization not lodged here? If heaven were to let the civilization perish, we latecomers would not have gotten such a relation to that civilization. If heaven does not let the civilization perish, what can the people of Kuang do to me?” we get an impression that the Master believes that, because he embodies the mandate of heaven (tianming 天命), no one can do any harm to him. But then we read in the Mencius that he traveled in disguise on his way to escaping the state of Song (see Mencius, 5A:8), where the man named Huantui attempted to kill him! If he truly believed that no one could harm him, why would he bother to escape Song in disguise? Why would he escape at all?

Again, if you think the Master is self-contradictory, you are reading his statements descriptively. But notice that the Master never presumed himself as the “chosen one” in normal situations. When Confucius made these remarks, he and his disciples were in life-threatening danger. Given the context, his statements were more likely what British philosopher J. L. Austin calls “speech acts,” intended to declare his willingness and determination to be the carrier of the mandate of heaven, and to encourage his disciples not to be afraid. In other words, the Master was using his words to do things such as to affect his disciples or mobilize their energies. Such a reading would not only resolve the apparent contradiction between his words and action, demystifying the Master’s bragging about being the chosen one that is so uncharacteristic of him, but also make these passages more consistent with his partially skeptical and partially pragmatic attitude toward anything transcendental. It shows that the religiosity of Confucius is more a spirituality derived from within the human heart-mind than a system of faith that can be reduced to a set of beliefs about any mystical reality.

We need to be cautious about our tendencies to read the text in one way or another prior to our reading. This is where our own philosophical underpinning needs to be brought to light for scrutiny. Too often we assume that we are “transparent” and can see things objectively with our own eyes, whereas in fact our eyes are tinted, and unless we are vigilant, everything we see will automatically be tinged without our realizing it. Virtually all scholars of the Analects acknowledge that, unlike his Western counterparts who are strongly preoccupied with the search for objective knowledge,28 Confucius’ primary concern is always how to live a better life and how to become a better person. Reading the Analects, it is hard to miss the point that Confucius’ teachings are mostly instructions about how rather than descriptions about what (although this does not mean Confucius would deny the need to have objective knowledge, for this would be contrary to his practical orientation also).

Borrowing a term that has become quite popular through action movies, this orientation aims at achieving gongfu (kung fu): the embodiment and manifestation of excellent abilities. In fact, gongfu is a term often applied broadly to mean the art of doing everything, and it was frequently used by Song-Ming neo-Confucians in their articulation of Confucianism. Yet even with this general realization, the habit of treating every text descriptively may still be hard to resist, just as a smoker who realizes that smoking is harmful may still have trouble resisting the temptation.

A few more examples are in order. Philosophers have argued about whether human beings are ultimately autonomous choice-makers or relational beings inseparable from their roles within particular communities. As many scholars have pointed out, Confucians characteristically emphasize the importance of relations and roles. However, one can also find acknowledgments of individual subjectivity in Confucian classics (e.g., 9.26 and 15.36 of the Analects). From the intellectualistic way of thinking, we tend to presuppose the dichotomy of either/or and will feel it somewhat difficult to reconcile these two dimensions of Confucius’ thinking. Given Confucius’ overall gongfu orientation, however, the key issue is not whether Confucius truly believed that we are relational or autonomous; it is rather what practical results each of these views will lead to. Henry Rosemont is one of the most outspoken advocates of the view that Confucius holds a relational concept of human being and that his ethics should be characterized as role ethics, but he also acknowledges,

Whether we are ultimately autonomous individuals or co-members of the human community is of course not an empirical question, and I know of no conclusive rational argument for one or the other, a priori or otherwise. Worse, these differing views are in many ways self-prophetic; the more we believe ourselves to be essentially autonomous individuals, the more easily we become such. (Rosemont 2001, 91)

The insistence on getting a conclusive, rational argument for a metaphysical view is itself a philosophical orientation foreign to the Confucius of the Analects.

This does not mean that Confucius holds no position about which metaphysical view is better in any given circumstance or that metaphysics is useless to our practical life. Confucius seems reluctant to discuss metaphysical views in any detail (or at all, in most cases) or to advocate one over the other; when he does, he may well be simply making a recommendation, or giving instructions about how to live. Our metaphysical outlooks about the world play important roles in shaping our modes of behavior and are hence of fundamental importance to our practical life. But careful evaluation of the practical implications of metaphysical views is an important area that has yet to be adequately treated in Western philosophy. While descriptions and discourses of propositional knowledge should be evaluated as convincing or unconvincing, or true or false, instructions are evaluated as good or bad, effective or ineffective. Propositional views about reality are typically presented with recourse to reasoning; instructional statements, on the other hand, are typically presented authoritatively, as their convincing power ultimately lies not in persuading people to accept conclusions with reason but in the practical experience and efficacious results they generate.

Take still another example, the example of Confucius’ statements of the “Golden Rule”—that one should “not impose on others what you would not wish for yourself” (12.2), and “establish others if you want to establish yourself, and unblock others if you want to unblock yourself” (6.30). We notice that while asserting these, Confucius also says, “Exemplary persons … are not for or against anything invariably” (4.10) and that one should ultimately aim at mastering the art of using quan 权, discretion (see 9.30).

If again you find an inconsistency here, it seems that, whether you are aware or not, you have a presupposition. This time you are presupposing that the Confucian statement of “the Golden Rule” is a moral principle. Taken as a universal and inviolable moral principle, the Golden Rule would lead to difficulties—for instance, for a person who likes to be bribed, the Golden Rule would not only permit him to bribe others, but it would obligate him to do so; for a judge who does not like to be put in jail, the Golden Rule would allow the criminal to dispute the punishment. Confucius never indicated that his statements in 12.2 and 15.24 are “rules,” much less “golden.” Given his statements about flexibility and his overall orientation, these statements should more plausibly be read as gongfu instructions than as inviolable moral principles. As instructions about a concrete method of cultivation, they help people become sensitive to the interests of others but provide no guarantee that following them mechanically would lead a person to the appropriate action every single time. Confucius’ “Golden Rule” is more like driving instructions. It is meant to help people to obtain embodied skills rather than to be a restriction one has to obey in all circumstances. Once a driver embodies the skills, she will know when not to follow them!

The gongfu orientation suggests that a common conception of Confucianism as a system of morality might be misleading. People have obligations to follow moral norms, but not gongfu instructions. Moral norms are imposed (whether by an external authority or, as in the case of Kantian ethics, by the self) to constrain a person, but gongfu instructions are recommended for enabling a person to live better. Moral norms allow no exception, but gongfu instructions are more like protocols, which can allow flexibility. No doubt Confucius is concerned about morality, but our common conception of morality today is too narrow to capture the Master’s aim, which obviously goes far beyond obligations into the realm of mastering the art of living. It does not take much reflection for a philosopher today to realize that this perspective forces us to rethink many fundamental issues in ethics, including the grounding of morality, the relationship between ethics of conduct and virtue ethics, and the line between what is moral and what is amoral.

Finally, if you find some passages in the Analects somewhat irrelevant, enigmatic, and unsystematic, ask yourself whether you have presupposed a framework of “relevance,” “intelligible,” and “systematic” that would exclude things meaningful and significant otherwise. A common assumption today is that everything there is to understand is understandable through the use of reason alone. Much of the book 10 of the Analects, for example, is a very detailed record about Confucius’ daily conduct—the way he eats, sits, stands, walks, and so forth. The relevance of these to ethics is now easier to appreciate due to the revived interest in virtue ethics, according to which ethics is not merely a matter of using the intellect to decide what is right, but more primarily a matter of cultivating embodied character traits, for which modeling after an exemplar would be the primary method of learning. This not only resembles the process of learning an art, it is a process of learning an art (the art of living). Reading the Analects this way would enable us to see a lot of significant details that would be eclipsed by an intellectualist framework.29

Once we include the practical dimension30 into our consideration, we realize, as Henry Rosemont succinctly points out in his A Reader’s Companion to the Confucian Analects (2013), that the aim of Confucius is not to provide an “ism” or a set of doctrines but rather to teach his students to become masters of their own lives. Because his students were not alike and the specific situations in which he gave instructions vary, his instruction could not be uniform and “systematic” in the way that a theory is. But this does not mean that his teaching has no “system” or “logic” of its own. While a theory starts typically from laying out premises and, through reasoning, gradually reaches the conclusion, a gongfu system starts from the existing condition of the practitioner and, through step-by-step guidance and practice, gradually reaches higher levels of artistic abilities. Different constituents within a theoretical discourse are linked together through their logical connections, and hence their connection could only be linear, but different constituents of a gongfu system are linked together through their practical implications, which is much more dynamic.

We also come to the realization of how often people ignore the fact that there are things that can only be understood through practice. Perhaps what you find enigmatic would be different if you enter into the existential condition of a practitioner. For example, those who have never pursued learning will have trouble understanding what makes Confucius and his disciple YAN Hui happy in their fiscally impoverished life (6.11, 7.16). Those who have pursued learning but have done it only intellectually as theoretical discourse will have trouble understanding what makes YAN Hui so fascinated that he was unable to stop his pursuit even if he wanted to (9.11). This explains why traditionally the Analects used to be memorized and followed first before people tried to apprehend it. It takes practical experience and repeated rehearsal to develop the virtuosity required for deeper understanding and appreciation. As Song dynasty Confucian CHENG Yi says: “Nowadays people no longer know how to read. When they read the Analects, for instance, they are the same kind of people before they read the book and after they read the book. This is no different from not having read the book” (ZHU Xi 1992, 4). In a short article about how to read the Analects and Mencius, ZHU Xi says:

In reading the Analects and the Mencius one should not merely aim at understanding the theory and the meanings of the texts. One should make careful reflection and put the teachings into practice.… If a reader can relate the sages’ sayings to his own person and examine them through his own embodied practice, his effort will surely not be spent in vain. Every day will bring him the result (gong 功) of the day. If one only takes the books as collections of sayings, it would be merely the learning of the mouth and the ears. (ZHU Xi, “On Methods of Reading the Analects and Mencius,” 3)

Cheng and Zhu have both pointed out the difference between two approaches to reading—one is intellectual and the other the gongfu approach. The former only requires intellectual understanding while the latter requires self-reflection of what is learned and application of it into practice. The former leads only to bookish knowledge and the latter to embodied understanding and moral growth. Given the difference in orientation between the propositional and the instructional, it might not be too farfetched to say that using the intellectualist approach to read Confucius is like eating the menu instead of the food.

So this is the caution and the “finger” I am offering—a caution not to impose our own familiar frameworks on the text too quickly, and a “finger” that points to the gongfu orientation of the Master’s teachings. The caution is intended to avoid making Confucius who he is not, and the “finger” is meant to call people’s attention so that they do not miss something valuable and characteristic of him because of our bias. About two hundred years ago, Hegel made a famous sarcastic remark after reading the Analects. He said that for the sake of protecting Confucius’ reputation, “it would have been better if Confucius were not translated” (Hegel, 216). Today, I suppose, no one would be so arrogant, at least not openly. A revealing fact is that most prestigious universities in the West still place the study of Confucianism only in Asian studies or religious studies departments and not in philosophy departments. On the other hand, unfortunate misreadings of the Analects have not only been reflected in failures of appreciating its philosophical values but also in the immediate delights that, upon a quick browsing through one’s tinted glass, one finds colors familiar to oneself, which could be no less distorted than a picture with unfamiliar colors sympathetically ignored.

Both the cautions and the “finger” I provide here are meant to be suggestions. They are neither all-inclusive nor conclusive. There are implausible readings of the Analects, such as the ones I mentioned, but I do not suppose, as I have already noted, that there is one single right way. After all, no one can look at the “moon” from nowhere, nor can one say that my way of looking at the moon is the only way.31


Key Terms

When a monk came to the Sixth Patriarch of Zen Buddhism Hui-neng 惠能 (638–713), asking him why, after reciting the Lotus Sutra continuously for seven years, his mind was still deluded and he did not know where the true Dharma lay, Hui-neng made a thought-provoking contrast between “turning the Lotus” and “being turned by the Lotus” (Yampolsky, 167–168). “Turning the Lotus” means being able to grasp it, make use of it, and respond to it. “Being turned by the Lotus” means being lost in it, having no idea of how to make use of it or how to respond to it. In order to “turn the Analects” and not be “turned by the Analects,” we have to pay special attention to its key terms. Like the leading cords of a net, or guiding posts of a maze, grasping them is crucial for understanding the Analects.

The key terms in the Analects are, however, not so easy to grasp. In a review of recent translations of the Analects, Alice Cheang says, “Examining another culture from the vantage point of one’s own worldview is likened to looking through a window; sometimes our vision is so obfuscated by our conditioned perceptions that the window turns into a mirror, reflecting back only what is already familiar to us” (Cheang, 569). To avoid Westernizing Confucius, many scholars have taken caution in translating key Confucian terms. Roger T. Ames and Henry Rosemont Jr. went so far even to suggest that we leave some terms untranslated. But obviously, for people who need a translation to read the Analects, leaving numerous key terms untranslated has a deterring effect. Perhaps for this reason, they rarely used this strategy in their own translation. What they did in most cases was adding Chinese words in parenthesis next to their English translation and, in addition, providing a glossary.

Following this practice, this glossary tries to piece together important ways in which some key terms are used in the Analects and other Confucian classics. Readers will notice that when asked about these key terms, such as ren, xiao, and li, Confucius never offered precise definitions; instead, he always responded by describing how they manifest in a person or in his or her conduct. This fact itself is informative—it would be considered a weakness if Confucianism were primarily a theory aimed at intellectual understanding. Given Confucius’ practical gongfu orientation, however, it indicates that the terms have to be understood in their contexts and with the way they function in human life. Like guide posts, their significance is in their practical use and not in the essences that definitions are meant to capture. This means that, although this glossary lists the terms separately under their respective headings, they are not meant to be read like dictionary entries. The meaning of each and every post has to be understood in relation to the other posts so much so that, in isolation, none of them can be considered even minimally adequate. It also means that, just like the menu is not the food, reading the glossary will not be the same as reading the text itself. There is so much in the text that cannot be captured by mere explanation of terms. As Amy Olberding points out, “the Analects is also a biography of sorts. It is not merely about what Confucius claimed, but also what he did and who he was” (Olberding 2012, 19).
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The term ren is central to Confucius’ philosophy. It appears 109 times in the Analects, and, of the 499 sections in the book, 58 are devoted to the subject. Ironically, it is also the most controversial term with regard to how to translate it. Translators have variously rendered it as “nobility” (Graham), “benevolence” (Lau and Legge), “virtue” (Legge), “goodness” (Waley and Slingerland), “humanity” (Chan and Huang), “humaneness” (Dawson), “co-humanity” (Peter A. Boodberg), “authoritative person/conduct” (Ames and Rosemont, in their translation of the Analects), “consummatory conduct” (Ames and Rosemont, in their more recent translation of the Xiao Jing, the Book of Filial Piety, or as they put it, the Classic of Family Reverence), and so on. Although the diversity looks formidable to most readers, it has generated stimulating discussions on which my choice of translation is based.

We can start our examination of the term from looking at a peculiar way in which the term is used. In Confucian texts, ren is sometimes used interchangeably with its homophone, ren 人, which means “human” or “person” (see, e.g., Mencius, 1B:15, Zhongyong, 20, and, according to one plausible reading, 4.7 and 6.26 of the Analects). An obvious explanation for this is that the term signifies some qualities that make a person more fully human. Originally, ren (whether written as 人 or 仁) was used by aristocrats to differentiate themselves from the common people (the term for common people in classic Chinese is min 民), and that differentiating quality is their being civilized and kind.1 Confucius inherited the word and transformed it into a quality applicable to all human beings, regardless of their social status.

From this it seems reasonable to translate the term as “humanity” or “humaneness.” However, as many scholars (such as FUNG Yu-lan 冯友兰, 1895–1990) have noted, the word ren has been used in Confucian texts in two senses, one general and the other particular. In the general sense, it stands for all human virtues, including courage, wisdom, filial piety, wholehearted devotion, trustworthiness, and uprightness (e.g., 17.6). In the particular sense, it stands for a caring and loving disposition, or compassionate sensitivity distinct from the other virtues (e.g., 14.28, 17.8). Indeed, it is in the narrow sense that the classic lexicon Shuowen defines ren: “Ren means affections.” CHEN Hao also alluded to an ancient Chinese medical text that described the paralysis of limbs as buren, literally, “not ren.”2 If “humanity” or “humaneness” is an appropriate translation for the general sense of the term, “benevolence” certainly looks closer to the particular sense.3 If the translator’s job is to convey meaning rather than interpreting for the reader, the ideal translation of the term should preserve the ambiguity of the original term and let the reader decide the sense in which it is used in each specific context. For the lack of a better alternative, “human-heartedness” seems close enough for the role, because it captures the root connection with being human (thus differentiates ren from shan 善, a word that is more suitably translated as “good” or “goodness”), and meanwhile, with an indication of the heart, it is able to better preserve its connection with the particular senses of ren than words like “humanity” or “humaneness.”

In addition to how the term is used by the Analects and other early Confucian texts, the composition of the characters for ren also contain valuable clues. The most common character for ren consists of two parts: “human 人” and the number “two 二,” suggesting that being a human is inseparable from being in relation with others (see Tu 1985, 84). Indeed, many descriptions of ren in the Analects are about interpersonal relations. Ren is to “love people” (12.22), says the Master, and the method to be ren is shu 恕—reciprocity, or comparing one’s own heart with other hearts with compassion (6.30).

Recently discovered bamboo scripts from the early Han reveal that ren was also written in a different way. This less commonly known character for ren 忎 consists of two parts, a cursive way of writing body (shen 身) on the top and the heart-mind (xin 心) below. In classic Chinese, the word for body also serves the function of indicating “self.” The combination of body and heart-mind suggests that ren is not just a subjective feeling; it has to be saturated in the body to become a bodily disposition, which allows the compassionate self to manifest through loving and caring human conduct in the external world and, at the same time, make the external world part of the self.

This is an implicit yet important metaphysical basis from which later Confucians such as ZHANG Zai 张载 (1020–1077), CHENG Yi, and WANG Yangming developed the thesis about ren that can make the million things one and the same body (wanwu yiti 万物一体).4 The subjectivity, self, and psychological tendency entailed by ren or human-heartedness is therefore not dualistically in opposition to objectivity, otherness, and human conduct. To use contemporary European philosopher Jacques Derrida’s term différance, a word that plays on the fact that the French word différer means both “to defer” and “to differ,” the Confucian understanding of a person is that one is different from others, and yet one’s own well-being is dependent on and defers to one’s way of relating to others. In manifesting the subjective psychological self through the conduct of the corporeal body in the objective world, one is also unifying the two sides, or, as later Confucians would like to put it, unifying the human with heaven.

Such a metaphysical outlook underlies concrete instructional teachings in the Analects. Extending beyond personal interest and into interpersonal caring, love is a characteristic of ren, or the function of ren. This is why one of the four things that the Master abstains from is self-absorption (9.4). Whether in daily life or in official business, a ren person is always considerate and has others’ interests in mind. In running a government, the ren ruler “is frugal in expenditure, loves the people, and puts the populace to work at the proper seasons” (1.5). In daily life, exemplary persons “love the multitude broadly” (1.6). They “do not exploit others’ fondness of them, nor do they exhaust others’ devotion to them” (Li Ji, chap. 1). They “do not intimidate others by showing off their own talents, nor belittle others by revealing their shortcomings” (Li Ji, chap. 32). Yet this Confucian love should not be equated with altruism, because this love is exactly the Confucian way of caring for and consummating oneself (cf. 14.24). Ultimately there is no separation between self-interest and the interest of others.5
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Being xiao or filial means basically to love and respect one’s parents. It is described as the root from which human-heartedness (ren) can grow (1.2)—the starting point of becoming ren and of social harmony.

Even though ren is explained as “to love people” (12.22), it is characteristic to the Confucian view of love to nurture it in gradation according to one’s relationships and circumstances, beginning with the immediate family and the neediest, and then extending outwardly to the broader community, eventually to be all inclusive, embracing the entire cosmos. For Confucius it is insinuating to put forth one’s love without distinction (2.24). Because we owe our parents for life and for their loving care when we were young, we should be grateful to them and pay them with due respect and care prior to loving and caring for others. This point is brought forth most clearly in the debate between Mencius and the Moists who advocated the principle of universal and undifferentiated love (see Mencius, 3B:9).

But the Confucian filial piety is not merely about honoring a moral principle for its own sake; it is also about practical implications of the practice: When parents are loved no more than any stranger, the very basis of family relationship collapses. Consequently, the order that is vital to social harmony will cease to exist. Compared to other human relationships, the family relationship has a deep-rooted primacy, and there is arguably no better soil for developing moral compassion and spiritual meaning for life than starting from familial love. It is a common human experience that children at a very early period would have already developed their sense of identity in part through their relationship with their parents, and the mere fact of having children will make parents find meaning for their lives. Through this bond, both parents and children will find their existence extended into the lives of others. This is the basis from which the Confucian relational and this-worldly ideas of identity, immortality, and meaning of life developed. It not only gave birth to the Chinese tradition of ancestor veneration and the tradition of expecting children to bring honor to the family, but it also found expression in more advanced forms known as san buxiu 三不朽, the “three immortalities”—by establishing virtue for other people to emulate, achievements for other people to benefit from, and words for other people to follow, one can continue to “exist” infinitely without limit (see Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Xiang, Year 24;” Chan 1963, 13). Although Confucius did not explicitly make these points, this is the background against which sayings in the Analects such as “exemplary persons dislike not having their names established properly at the end of their lives” (15.20, cf. 16.12) should be read.

There is, however, an asymmetry between parents’ love toward their children (ci 慈) and children’s love toward their parents (xiao). Usually there is no need to preach parental love toward their children, but the seed of filial piety exhibited in little children’s affection toward their parents can wither away if it is not encouraged and nurtured through education. To counterbalance this, Confucius’ emphasis is always on the importance of xiao, and seldom does he mention ci.

Sometimes Confucius gives the impression that for him, to be filial to the parents is to obey them, and that one should stick to whatever the late father did (1.11, 2.5). This view contributed significantly to the conservative tendency of traditional Chinese culture. When a controversy arises within the Confucian tradition, each side of the debate typically refers to the past and accuses their opponents of deviating from it. The mere fact that “it has been the way of our forefathers” was often taken as an adequate justification for its continuation. However, to have a more complete understanding of Confucius’ position, one needs to take account of the points in 4.18, 11.4, 13.15, 13.23, and 14.22, where he either stated explicitly or hinted that being truly filial, a son or daughter has the responsibility to remonstrate, just as a good subject will feel the responsibility to correct the ruler or a good student will help a teacher. Failing to do so is no other than letting the parents err. Meanwhile, he reminds people that there should be a proper way of expressing such disagreements.6
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In early times de was used to denote a kind of charismatic power or virtuosity bestowed on a person by heaven or spirits, but for Confucians as well as for Daoists, the power may be cultivated by oneself. In the context of Confucian classics, the word further acquired association with morality; hence, “virtue” often seems its appropriate translation. Apparently because virtue/virtuosity can benefit people, the word was additionally used to mean beneficence and gratitude. Furthermore, it was also associated with its homophone de 得 to mean “acquire,” implying that de is not necessarily possessed by everyone. It must either be endowed by heaven or acquired through cultivation. In very rare cases, the word was used to mean “intention.”

Although uses of de in the last two senses (“acquire” and “intention”) are not found in the Analects, the complexity of the term practically makes it impossible to find a single English term to cover the rest of the meanings without being too broad and too vague. I shall therefore use virtue or virtuosity or both (virtue/virtuosity) in most cases, as they befit the context, and in one case when de means the opposite of hostility (14.34), I shall use “kindness.”

Some explanations are necessary with regard to using the word “virtue.” Confucianism is now widely taken as a version of virtue ethics, comparable to Greek philosopher Aristotle’s ethics (see Jiyuan Yu 1998, 2007, and May Sim 2007). Indeed, both Confucius and Aristotle focus on building the virtuous moral agent rather than on formulating rules of conduct, and the virtuous person’s ability to discern appropriate responses in particular situations cannot be reduced to any abstract principles. Both Aristotle’s areté (virtue) and the Confucian de are dispositions or abilities required for living an excellent life, which need to be embodied through constant practice so that they become one’s second nature. However, there are important differences between the two. While the Aristotelian virtue is based on a teleological metaphysics, and is therefore a matter of moral obligation for people to develop for the sake of fulfilling the preestablished telos (aim) of a human being, the Confucian de does not seem to be bundled with a teleological presupposition that can be demonstrated through logic or empirical observation. In addition to serving as a moral term, de contains the sense of virtuosity that enables people to develop their human potential creatively as authors of their own lives. Using “virtuosity” to supplement “virtue” in some contexts can serve as a reminder that the Confucian de is a set of embodied character traits and skills, the value of which is in reference to the excellence they are able to create, ultimately justified by concrete human experiences.

Another important difference between Aristotle and Confucius is that, due to his teleological metaphysics, Aristotle places intellectual virtue at the center of his theory, making rationality a defining feature of a human being and, thus, contemplation the most distinctive human activity. The Confucian de, on the other hand, centers on the affective aspect of caring and loving, which renders cultivation and manifestation of proper emotions and attitudes more important.

Of course “virtue ethics” is a broad term that goes far beyond its Aristotelian version, and comparison between these versions, including Aristotle’s, and Confucianism can be a fruitful philosophical practice.7
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If ren is a virtue (de) that has to be developed and fully embodied before a biological Homo sapiens can become a full human being, then for Confucius, to be human is more an achievement than simply a gift of nature. “By nature (xing), humans are similar; through practice, they diverge widely,” says Confucius (17.2).

The Master clearly indicates that humans are refinable (cf. 1.15), though he did not say what is similar about the nature of different humans to begin with. From Zigong, we learn that the Master may have deliberately withheld from talking about human nature and the Way of heaven (5.13). Commentators have speculated why the master was silent on these topics and they came up with many different speculations (see notes under 5.13). The most reasonable explanation is probably quite simple: They are open possibilities! Human nature is similar in that we all possess the capacity to become genuinely human, and the Way of heaven is to be actualized in the unfolding of that capacity. Seen from this perspective, human nature and the Way of heaven are not objects of intellectual knowledge (knowledge of what is there), but indefinite potentials to be developed and lived.

The more difficult part is to explain how this can be reconciled with the fact that later Confucians, such as Mencius, Xun Zi, and the Zhongyong developed elaborate theories about human nature. Mencius claimed that human nature is good. He argues that everyone is born with four incipient tendencies: the heart of compassion (which is the root of ren), the heart of shame (which is the root of yi, appropriateness), the heart of courtesy and modesty (which is the root of li 礼, ritual propriety), and the heart of right and wrong (which is the root of zhi 智, wisdom). These incipient tendencies are what make a human a human. This view is often taken as evidence that Mencius provided a metaphysical theory about human nature comparable to Aristotle’s teleological theory to serve as a ground of Confucian virtue ethics. However, looking more closely we find that it is more a recommendation about how we should conceive ourselves than a pure description of human nature. Like a mother who praises her child, “You’re a good child,” the real intention behind Mencius’ view is to give encouragement! He gives a clear clue about this real intention by telling us,

It is due to nature (xing 性) that our mouths desire sweet taste, that our eyes desire beautiful colors, that our ears desire pleasant sounds, .… But there is also destiny (ming 命) [whether these desires are satisfied or not]. The exemplary person does not say they are human nature [and insist on satisfying them]. The virtue of human-heartedness in the relationship between father and son, the virtue of rightness in the relationship between ruler and minister, …—these are [endowed in people in various degrees] according to destiny. But there is also human nature. The exemplary person does not [refrain from practicing them and] say they are matters of destiny. (Mencius, 7B:24)8

This passage reveals that in saying that the four hearts are human nature, Mencius is not using the words descriptively, for if he were, he would have no reason to choose the four hearts over our natural desires as our human nature. He is actually using the words to guide people, to mobilize people’s energy, or put in another way, to do things (cf. Ni 2009).

In this regard, Mencius’ theory may be seen as not necessarily in conflict with Xun Zi’s view that humans are by nature bad, because they are different methods for achieving the same goal. By warning people about their inherent tendencies toward evil, Xun Zi is reminding everyone of the necessity to overcome oneself, because the process of actualizing the potentiality of becoming fully human also has to be a process of self-transformation. The aims of both Mencius and Xun Zi are the same: to help people become better humans.

For Confucius, “It is humans who can broaden the Way (dao 道), not the Way that can broaden humans” (15.29). In making one’s own way great in a particular manner, one is making the Way great. Without presupposing a descriptive metaphysical account of human nature, Confucius would approach human dignity more as an achievement than a natural quality given by nature or by God. For Confucius, one earns reverence from others by being respectful in oneself. “If one is respectful, one will not suffer insult” (17.6, 1.13). Confucius says, “Exemplary persons do not say more than what they can accomplish and do not cross the line of proper conduct, people revere them without being forced to” (Li Ji, chap. 27). The respect one deserves is therefore in proportion to one’s level of cultivation. This view reminds everyone to cultivate oneself and not to disrespect others, including those who are not well cultivated. Repeatedly Confucius reminds his students to set strict standards for themselves and be lenient to others (see 15.15, 4.14, 14.30, 15.19, and 15.21). From this perspective, one’s respect for others is more a requirement for achieving one’s own humanity than a moral act based on judging whether others possess certain attributes or not. This does not mean that no one will insult or hurt a well-cultivated person, but rather that the insult will only display the offender’s own lack of humanity (cf. 19.24).

While recognizing that humans are refinable, Confucius did not overstate the case. He realizes that the older one gets, the less malleable one is. As Confucius says, “Young people should be esteemed seriously. How do we know that they will not be as good as we are today? If one remains unheard of at the age of forty or fifty, that person might as well not be worthy of awe” (9.23). “When a person at forty still provokes dislikes, it is hopeless” (17.26).
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The word “Confucianism” is unknown to most Chinese, because in China it is referred to as ru jia 儒家—the school of ru, where ru refers not to Confucius, but originally and roughly to a class of people who performed rituals, taught the arts necessary for rulers, and were familiar with the ancient classics. The term later became associated with the practices and the way of life most distinctively represented by Confucius.9 There is neither dependence on deity worship nor priesthood in Confucianism, and Confucius himself is deemed as a model human being rather than a god.

Confucius’ own attitude toward issues regarding deities and life after death is partly skeptical and partly pragmatic. He says, “Say you know when you know, and say you do not know when you don’t know. That is knowledge” (2.17). “The Master would not speak about mysterious phenomena, … and spirits” (7.21). His advice is to keep a distance from supernatural beings while showing them due reverence (6.22). “Without being able to serve people, how can you serve supernatural beings?” “Without understanding life, how can you understand death?” (11.12). He refrained from conjecturing about things that he had no knowledge about. At the same time, he remained open to the possibility that there might be deities. When Confucius offered sacrifice to his ancestors or to other spirits, he did it as if the spirits were actually present. He said, “If I did not fully participate in a sacrifice, it is no different from not having done the sacrifice” (3.12).

Confucian spirituality is more reflected in the notion of tian, which is usually translated as “heaven.” It is reasonable to question the appropriateness of translating tian as “heaven,” with or without a capitalized H, because the English term heaven is heavily loaded with Western religious connotations. However, “heaven” is not a patent exclusively registered to Judeo-Christian religions. Just as we use “philosophy” to characterize Chinese thought in order to remind people that philosophy does not have to be in its mainstream Western form, translating tian as “heaven” can serve as a reminder that there are different spiritualities. As long as we are aware of the unique features of tian, translating it as “heaven” can break the Western monopoly of the term, expanding its meanings and rectifying the biases associated with it.

Scholars have varying interpretations of the Confucian notion of tian with regard to whether it is personal or impersonal, transcendent or immanent. While some have gone so far as to claim that it resembles the Christian notion of a personal and transcendental God, others claim that it is entirely impersonal and immanent, no other than the natural order of the universe displayed through the change of the seasons and dynasties and the like. Still others are somewhere in between, maintaining that the Confucian tian is “immanently transcendent.”10

To clarify the ambiguity in Confucius’ notion of tian, it is important to look at the notion’s historical emergence. Tian is a notion that Confucius’ early Zhou predecessors used to replace and to depersonalize the Shang dynasty notion of Shang Di 上帝, “Lord-on-High.” There are important differences between the Judeo-Christian notion of God and the Shang notion of Shang Di. While God is the creator of the universe, Shang Di is not. God is a transcendental deity, but Shang Di is an anthropomorphic extension of ancestral veneration, which should be more appropriately rendered as “supreme ancestral emperor.” Tian is even further away from the Judeo-Christian notion of transcendental God. Even though the notion of tian found in Zhou literatures (such as the Book of Documents and the Analects) still carries with it the sense of a reality that governs worldly affairs, it already shows itself in the realm of this world. In the Analects, Confucius is quoted saying: “Does heaven say anything? Yet the four seasons rotate, and hundreds of things grow. Does heaven say anything?” (17.19) In this passage, heaven seems to be the regular pattern according to which natural events take place. Even though the Chinese word tian is often used in contrast to the Earth, just like the Judeo-Christian notion of Heaven is in contrast to the earthly life, the word tian in this passage is taken to be identical with the immanent world, including the Earth! Indeed, Daoist literatures composed during the same period show the same way of using the word. For example, the Zhuang Zi says, “Horses and oxen have four feet—this is what I mean by ‘heavenly’ ” (Zhuang Zi, 590).

Not only did the founders of the Zhou culture open the door for seeing heaven as immanent in this world, they began to see humans as a key part of heaven. The will of heaven was no longer considered the will of an anthropomorphic deity that issues orders and gives blessings and sanctions from above; it immanently exhibited itself in popular consensus, and it could be affected by the moral undertakings of the people. The Book of Documents records that when the Zhou founders were rising against the Shang, they had these slogans: “Heaven sees through the eyes of the people, heaven listens through the ears of the people” (Shu Jing, 292). “Heaven’s good vision and good hearing is derived from our people’s good vision and good hearing; heaven’s way of showing its dignity is displayed in our people’s showing their power” (Shu Jing, 74). What appears to be anthropomorphic here is more like anthropogenic—a projection of the will of the people as the will of heaven!

The significance of this remarkable change from Shang Di to tian can hardly be overstated. Not only did it justify the Zhou revolution in overthrowing the Shang, it also laid the foundation for the Chinese spiritual tradition, which differs drastically from its major Western counterparts. When the Western world showed a general trend of moving from pantheism to monotheism, from worshiping naturalistic spirits to a transcendental Creator and Ruler, the Chinese seem to have gone to the opposite direction. The change from Lord-on-High to heaven is a process of depersonification of the ultimate reality and fusion of the secular and the sacred, of this world and other worlds, and of the immanent and the transcendent. The transition is one through which both the sacred became secular and the secular became sacred.
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Through the transition from Lord-on-High to heaven, rulers began to be considered sacred only so long as they are able to continue to be entrusted with the mandate of heaven (tianming), which is both sacred, like a divine command, and secular, as it is displayed through the will of the people and the order of the natural world. The founding King of the Zhou is said to have declared, “Great heaven has no affections; it helps only the virtuous” (Shu Jing, 490).

This kind of spirituality naturally goes along with a strong sense of anxiety and responsibility, which comes from realizing the close connection between one’s own conduct and its consequences, whether pertaining to one’s own life or to the lives of others. Since our power to affect the world around us varies from person to person, the more power one has, the more one is accountable. As contemporary Confucian scholar XU Fuguan 徐复观 (1903–1982) says, in other religions, piety “is a state of the mind when one dissolves one’s own subjectivity and throws oneself entirely in front of God,” yet in the Confucian spirituality, human subjectivity becomes highly concentrated as the embodiment of heaven and piety becomes sincerity to one’s own responsibility (Xu 1984, 22). The Analects expresses this sense of responsibility through these statements:

Yao [an ancient sage-king] said [to his successor Shun], “Oh, you Shun! Heaven’s order of succession now rests in your person. Hold fast devotedly to the center of it. If all within the four seas suffer hardship and poverty, heaven’s blessings shall come to a perpetual end.”

Shun also used the same language in issuing the decree to [his successor] Yu.

[King Tang, the founder of the Shang dynasty] said [in a sacrificial ceremony], “… If I do wrong, let not the people of the ten-thousand regions be implicated; if the people of the ten-thousand regions do wrong, the blame is on me.” (20.1)

Since possession of the mandate of heaven is not automatically granted but has to be maintained by continuous manifestation of virtues, a ruler could lose it, as was the case for the last King of Shang, a notorious tyrant who was overthrown by the Zhou.

Confucius says: “At the age of fifty, I knew the mandate of heaven” (2.4). He did not explain specifically how he came to know it. Some passages in the Analects indicate that Confucius personally embodied the mandate of heaven. One of the earliest of such indications is passage 3.24, where a border warden said, “Long has all under heaven (tianxia 天下) been without the Way. Heaven is going to use your Master [Confucius] as a bell with a wooden tongue”—a bell used to announce government messages about cultural affairs. In two other cases, where the Master and his disciples were under life-threatening danger, he made remarks as if no one could harm him because he embodied the mandate of heaven (7.23 and 9.5). As mentioned earlier in the introduction to this volume, these remarks should be more appropriately read as his encouragement of his disciples than as literal descriptions of facts. They show his courage and determination to take up the mission of reviving civilization despite the dangers.

There is a subtle but important factor to be kept in mind when we read those remarks. Theoretically speaking, anyone can embody the mandate of heaven as long as the person possesses virtues and virtuosities and is willing to manifest them in his or her conduct. At a time when the Way is not prevailing, Confucius’ effort to represent the mandate of heaven at his own personal risk and hardship is nothing but a great act of utter devotion. Yet on the other hand, embodiment of the mandate of heaven also entails the political legitimacy in being a ruler. Given that the word de (virtue/virtuosity) originally meant power or virtuosity bestowed by heaven, it carries the sense of being the chosen one and the entitlement of doing what a ruler is supposed to do. The political implication of considering himself as embodying the mandate of heaven would be that Confucius was either violating the ritual prerogative of the time or outright challenging the legitimacy of the existing rulers. The difficulty is reflected in Mencius’ comment about Confucius’ act of editing the Spring and Autumn Annals. By embedding praise and condemnation in descriptions of historical events, he virtually set the standards for rulers: “When the world declined and the way fell into obscurity, heresies and violence again arose. There were instances of regicides and parricides. Confucius was apprehensive and composed the Spring and Autumn Annals. Strictly speaking, this is the prerogative of the Son of Heaven (the King).” Since one is not supposed to exercise the powers that do not belong to one’s own office (see 8.14, 14.26), Mencius adds, “That is why Confucius said, ‘Those who understand me will do so through the Spring and Autumn Annals; those who condemn me will also do so because of the Spring and Autumn Annals’ ” (Mencius, 3B:9).

We see from here that, while the concept of tianming originally contains a strong political connotation of the right to be a ruler, it already entailed the sense of being a vocation, derived from the general sense of being endowed with a quality that would entitle a person to certain privilege as well as responsibility. This latter sense is developed in the book often attributed to Confucius’ grandson Zisi, the book of Zhongyong. It begins with these remarks: “Tianming is called the nature [of human beings and things] (xing 性), drawing out the nature is called the Way (dao 道), cultivating this Way is called education” (chap. 1).
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In fact, all Confucians consider themselves as embodying the mandate of heaven, or else the person cannot be considered a good Confucian. Their mission is to make dao, “the Way,” prevail. Dao is a common notion used by all schools of Chinese thought. While it is relatively uncontroversial to translate it as “the Way,” it is important to keep in mind that the word contains a strong sense of being a trajectory, a mode of acting or road building, or a trend of social reality. It has a close affinity with its cognate dao 导, which means “to lead” or “to guide.” It should therefore be carefully differentiated from metaphysical substances that supposedly exist beneath empirically observable phenomena.

The word dao can be either used in a descriptive sense, simply meaning the way things are or the way people behave, or in an evaluative sense, meaning the right way. Both of these can be found in the Analects.11 Readers should be able to tell the difference by the context in which the word is used.

The Way that Confucius wants to prevail is, as Master You puts it, “the Way of the former kings” (1.12), which is specified by Zigong to be particularly referring to the way of the founders of the Zhou dynasty, King Wen and King Wu (19.22). But in fact Confucius admires King Wu’s brother Duke Zhou more than he does King Wu (cf. 3.25, 7.5). Duke Zhou played a key role in consolidating the new kingdom and establishing the humanistic culture of the early Zhou. From the simple fact that Confucius did not blindly endorse whatever is in the past we can see that he was not, as he is often accused, a stubborn conservative who would simply want society to turn back to the old days. There is an obvious evaluative process for him to choose the Zhou culture as the right Way.

His endorsement of the Zhou culture is, so to speak, his “Way-making.” Even though heaven often appeared to be at odds with him, the Master believed that humans can broaden the Way, and not the other way around (15.29). In this Way-making, humans do not passively receive mandates from above and without; heaven shows up from within! This sense of subjectivity is well displayed in the famous passage by the Song dynasty Confucian ZHANG Zai:

To establish heart-mind for heaven and earth,

To shape destiny (ming) for the common people;

To revive the lost scholarship for ancient sages,

To generate peace for ten-thousand generations to come.

In this statement, the human subject stands resolutely not only together with heaven and earth as a co-creator of the universe but also as the meaning-maker for heaven and earth! Heaven gives humans our xing (natural nature) and de (virtue). It is reliant on humans to make the most of them through human relationships, to participate with heaven and earth in the transformation of the universe as a creative force in this triad (Zhongyong, 22). Because this is to develop fully or to consummate our heaven-given human potential, it is therefore also the mandate of heaven. The highest aim of both Confucianism and Daoism is often characterized by the expression tianren heyi 天人合一, “the unity between heaven and human.” For the Daoists, the unity means being in harmony with nature, blending in with the environment while retaining one’s natural tendencies and individuality. For Confucians, the unity means that there is no conflict between what you want to do and what you should do, and by playing an active role in creating and ordering the world, achieving a harmony in the universe. It comes with a strong sense of mission, a sense of enormous responsibility, and a vision that is, as TU Weiming puts it, “anthropocosmic” rather than anthropocentric. While being anthropocentric is to put humans in a position of dominance over all other beings, being anthropocosmic is to place humans at the center of responsibility toward the entire cosmos.
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Realistically though, everyone’s ability is limited. To be a successful Way-maker depends not only on one’s own determination but also on one’s lot within the natural and social environment—ming. In most cases, when the Way is not prevailing in the state, one has no other choice but to sacrifice for it or to hide, or run, in order to preserve oneself.

The word ming, a term usually translated as “destiny” or “fate,” appears many times in the Analects. Since the word also means “to give order” (e.g., in 10.20, 13.20, 14.12, 20.1), it is easy to confuse it with tianming, “mandate of heaven.” Mandate of heaven is more a moral call, while (used in the sense of destiny) ming refers to something beyond a person’s control. For instance, when Confucius’ disciple Boniu fell ill, the Master sighed, “Is it due to ming?” (6.10). Similarly, whether the Way eventually prevails or not, in spite of all the human efforts involved, is determined by ming (14.36). Thus ming is closer to the meaning of tian 天 than tianming. When tian and ming are used separately, they usually mean destiny or the way things happen beyond human control (e.g., 3.13, 11.9, and 12.5 for cases in which tian is used in this sense, and 6.10, 12.5, and 14.36 for ming used in this sense), except when they are used as abbreviations for tianming (e.g., 3.24, 9.6, 20.1, and in the Mencius, 3A:3, 5A:5).

Confucius’ view about ming is different from fatalism, which believes that everything is predetermined and cannot be affected by human agency, and no matter what you do, it would not make any difference. Confucius recognizes the fact that, even though humans do not have full control of everything, we can affect our lives and the world. The Master said, “I do not complain about heaven. I do not blame other people. I study what is below in order to reach upwards” (14.35). This spirit of self-reliance is consistently reflected in his repeated remarks about setting higher expectations for oneself and demanding little from others (15.15; cf. 4.14, 4.17, 12.21, 13.25, 14.29, 14.30, 15.19, 15.21). As Mencius puts it, “When a thing is done, though by no one, then it is the work of heaven; when an event comes, though no one brings it about, then it is destiny” (Mencius, 5A:6). “One who understands ming does not stand under a collapsing wall” (Mencius, 7A:2). It is ming that the wall is going to collapse, but it is in our power not to stand underneath the wall or to repair it (cf. 7.11 and 5.7, 5.21, 8.13, 15.7).12 One can actively change one’s ming by avoiding potential dangers, by altering situations, or even by changing one’s own attitude toward life. A good example of this is that when a disciple of Confucius lamented that he had no brother, another disciple told him that by becoming an exemplary person, with a broadened notion of “brother,” all within the “four seas” will be his brothers (12.5). Through such a change of perspective, people can gain control of their own ming, or ming (order) their ming (destiny)—an inspiring way of seeing the connection between the two meanings of ming.13
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According to the book of Zhongyong, “yi means what is appropriate” (Zhongyong, 20). Though being appropriate can either be taken in the sense of being morally right or in the non-moral sense of being fit (e.g., it is appropriate to drink more water during the hot season), the word is used most frequently in a moral sense, which is a bit stronger than simply being “appropriate.” In these contexts, it should be translated as “right.”

Confucius believes that morally exemplary persons “are not for or against anything invariably. They stand on the side of yi” (4.10). Mencius has a statement about the relationship between ren and yi. He says, “Ren is people’s peaceful abode. Yi is people’s proper path” (Mencius, 4A:10). From this, D. C. Lau says that while ren “is basically a character of agents,” yi “is basically a character of acts and its application to agents is derivative” (Lau 1979, 27). When applied to a person, it means a sense of self-regard that would not allow oneself to be subjected to disgrace, and one would feel obligated to go out of one’s way to do what is right or to stop wrongdoings. This is why some have translated it as “integrity.”

D. C. Lau says in the introduction to his translation of the Mencius, “Although both ren and yi are of the first importance to Confucius’ teaching, ren is more basic. It was conceived of as the totality of moral virtues and in this sense we can say that yi is rooted in ren” (Lau 1970, 12). However, Lau says in the introduction to his translation of the Analects that “in Confucius’ moral system, although benevolence [ren] occupies the more central position, yi is, nevertheless, more basic,” because “yi is the standard by which all acts must be judged while there is no further standard by which yi itself can be judged” (Lau 1979, 27). This apparent inconsistency can be explained by differentiating two senses of being “basic,” one about causal relation and the other about end purpose. Speaking about causal relation, ren is where appropriate actions are rooted and is therefore more basic, but speaking about end purpose, the value of ren is primarily in its ability to lead to an appropriate way of life, so yi is more basic.

Being yi is often put as the opposite of pursuing wealth. Confucius says, “Exemplary persons are persuaded by what is right (yi); petty persons are persuaded by what is profitable” (4.16). “Wealth and prestige acquired in inappropriate (not-yi) ways are no more than floating clouds to me” (7.16). However, there is nothing in Confucius teaching that is against wealth itself. “If wealth can be pursued, I don’t mind doing it even if it means that I should serve as a man who holds a whip. If it cannot be pursued, I will follow my own preferences,” says the Master (7.12). In fact, he thinks that for a person of normal ability, it would be a shame to remain poor when the Way prevails, and to be wealthy when the way does not prevail (8.13), because when the way prevails, to remain poor must be due to one’s own laziness, and when the way does not prevail, wealth can only be gained through improper means. For Confucius, it is important for the government to make the people prosperous in their material lives, since only then can the government be strong. So the contrast is not really between yi and profit but between yi and inappropriate ways of gaining profit.

Mencius makes an important additional point on this. When King Hui of Liang asked him for a way to gain profit for his state, Mencius replied, “What is the point of mentioning the word ‘profit’? All that matters is that there should be ren and yi” (1A:1). It looks as if Mencius was holding up ren and yi and denouncing profit, but he went on to explain how seeking profit is self-defeating, like “looking for fish by climbing a tree,” or even worse. “If you look for fish by climbing a tree, though you will not find it, there is no danger resulting from this.” But if one looks for profit by actions against ren and yi, such as waging wars against others, “one is certain to reap disaster in the end.” On the other hand, if one does not talk about profit, but instead just focuses on ren and yi, it will result in true benefit. “When the aged wear silk and eat meat and the masses are neither cold nor hungry, it is impossible for their prince not to be a true king” (1A:7).

From this, we may say that the ultimate justification for yi is that actions of yi contribute to true prosperity or flourishing of human life, though in order to achieve that, we need to be motivated by ren and yi rather than by the consequences (hence the view that yi is basic and needs no further justification!). From here we see a suggestion about how the conflict between utilitarian ethics, the ethics of duty, and virtue ethics may be reconciled.
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Since yi itself means right or appropriate, it does not tell us how to determine what is right and what is appropriate. Confucians often resort to li, ritual propriety, for guidance.

The word li originally meant holy ritual or sacrificial ceremony, and it is used by Confucius more broadly to mean behavioral patterns established and accepted as appropriate by a community as its tradition, including what we call manners, etiquette, ceremonies, customs, rules of propriety, and so on. I follow Ames and Rosemont’s translation of the word li as “ritual propriety,” for it captures the original metaphorical implications and the Confucian ramification of the original concept, mainly the process of making the tradition behind existing behavior patterns one’s own, and the supposed quality of its being proper (see Ames and Rosemont 1998, 51–52). When the word is used in a context that does not entail its “being proper,” I shall just use “ritual” instead.

The place of li in the Confucian tradition is so prominent that Confucianism is sometimes described as li-jiao 礼教, a religion of li. In the Confucian tradition, li is what separates the civilized from barbarians.

The value of li, first of all, is that as a repository of ancient wisdom and insight about what is appropriate, it provides behavior patterns for expressing ren and yi. If to be ren is to be a loving and caring person, then learning ritual propriety is to learn how to behave in a loving and caring way. “Without the guidance of ritual propriety, in being respectful, one will be arduous; in being careful, one will be timid; in being brave, one will be unruly; in being straightforward, one will be rude” (8.2). The metaphor of holy ritual serves as a reminder that most ordinary etiquette, manners, and so on can also be ritualistic or ceremonial, and hence sacred, setting human activities apart from animal activities. As Herbert Fingarette says, in explaining Confucius’ comparison of a disciple as a ritual vessel (5.4), the vessel’s sacredness does not reside in the preciousness of its beauty; it is sacred “because it is a constitutive element in the ceremony.… By analogy, Confucius may be taken to imply that the individual human being, too, has ultimate dignity, sacred dignity by virtue of his role in rite, in ceremony, in li” (Fingarette, 75). Outside of ritual setting, a vessel would not be sacred, no matter how beautiful or expensive it is.

Ritual propriety is also an effective means of education and cultivation. Confucius believes that humans are like raw material. They need to be “carved, filed, grounded, and polished” (1.15). Learning ritual propriety is such a process. Before people make ethical decisions, their upbringings will have already shaped their overall orientation. No one makes choices as a pure rational being without any previously instilled sense of what is a real live option (i.e., an option that, as William James puts it, has some emotive appeal to the chooser) and what is unthinkable. Most people learn basic moral lessons at a young age through performing rituals rather than through studying abstract moral theories. By repeatedly practicing rituals like saying “thank you” or “I am sorry,” a person not only learns about what is expressive of humanity, one also becomes a better person. Persons who are refined by rituals become more artistic as well as more ethical. They have grace that profoundly enhances the natural beauty of their body. Lacking proper manner, the natural beauty of a person will diminish dramatically, and in extreme cases, will become nothing but what is of the flesh. Unsightly behavior is always opposed to ritual propriety, and conduct in accord with ritual propriety is always elegant and aesthetically pleasing.

Furthermore, li is also the fabric of social order. Only by following the tacit rules of a dance can one dance without stepping on people’s toes. No society can function exclusively on the basis of legal or administrative rules. Where legal and administrative rules cannot reach, it is usually ritual propriety that functions as the guidance for people’s relationships, not to mention that quite often legal and administrative rules are themselves about rituals, a fact that was particularly true during Confucius’ time. The order of a society is dependent on clarifying expectations about how people in different social roles should behave and how they should be treated in return. Ritual proprieties pertaining to the roles give people specific guidance about how to carry out these expectations and reciprocal responsibilities.14
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Given that ritual propriety is dependent on clarification of roles, Confucius takes zhengming, ordering or rectifying names, seriously. Here “name” stands for wording or choice of words in general, not just nouns.

Once Zilu asked the Master, “If the Lord of Wei 卫 were to let you administer his government, what would be your priority?” Confucius replied, “It must be to rectify names.… If names are incorrect, speech cannot be smooth. If speech is not smooth, affairs cannot be accomplished” (13.3). In politics, the name of an office is symbolic of its power. A social position associated with a particular title is like an acupuncture point in the body of the society, which links to other parts of the network and mobilizes energies. If the right of using names is infringed, the credibility associated with names will be damaged. Confusion about a title bewilders the authority and responsibility associated with it. Rectification of names is therefore a political action affecting society.

Similarly, as in the cases of the differences between “interview” and “interrogation,” “detainee” and “hostage,” or “requesting” and “demanding,” how one describes something is also important in life.

Xun Zi summarized this insight well when he says,

Now, since the sage-kings are no more, the preservation of names is neglected, strange propositions have sprung up, names and their realities have become confused, and the boundary between right and wrong has become unclear.… Should a true king appear, he would certainly retain some old names, but he would also have to invent new names. That being so, it is indispensable that he investigate the purpose for having names together with what is the basis for distinguishing the similar from the different and the crucial considerations for instituting names. (Xun Zi, 22.2a)

Indeed, Chinese have from the very beginning looked at naming as a way of illuminating rather than referring to something, thereby positioning linguistic activities in the context of practical life. Shuowen Jiezi 说文解字, a dictionary dated in the Han dynasty by XU Shen 许慎, says, “To name is to announce oneself. The word ‘naming 名’ has as its components the characters for mouth 口 and evening 夕. Evening implies darkness. In darkness people do not see each other, and hence they use the mouth to announce oneself” (XU Shen, 56). As Chad Hansen says, the Chinese use language not to try to get to the truth understood in the sense of correspondence to reality, or to invoke proof, knowledge, or beliefs. Rather, they try to assure the acceptability of names, and they use names to shape people’s inclinations and feelings that direct behavior (Hansen 1985, 495).15 Their way of using language “represents a way of responding rather than a propositional content” (Hansen 1985, 501). In other words, unlike its Western counterpart that is preoccupied with referential use of words to represent reality, the Chinese culture reflects a keen awareness about how language can be used to perform actions.

Confucius’ own application of rectifying names is reflected in his creative transformation of some key terms in his philosophy, including ren, li, junzi, and xiaoren. He is also believed to have embedded moral judgments through editing an apparently simple record of history, the Spring and Autumn Annals, by placing different words in different places. For instance, while sha 杀 is a neutral, general term for “killing,” shi 弑 means “wrongful killing of one’s lord or parents,” and zhu 诛 means “rightful killing (as a punishment).” The words for battles are also differentiated into qin 侵 and fan 犯 for “unjustified invasion and attack,” fa 伐 for “punitive expedition,” and zhan 战 for “battle” in a general sense. Mencius even used rectification of names to justify overthrowing of corrupted rulers. When asked about whether King Tang’s banishment of Jie and King Wu’s march against Zhòu 纣 were actions of regicide,16 he says, “A man who mutilates benevolence is a mutilator, while one who cripples rightness is a crippler. He who is both a mutilator and a crippler is an ‘outcast.’ I have indeed heard of the punishment of the ‘outcast Zhòu,’ but I have not heard of any regicide” (Mencius, 1B:8). Through replacing “ruler” with “outcast,” Mencius justified revolution against bad rulers.

The previously mentioned story about changing one’s ming through redefining “brother” is also an example of using rectification of names. When SIMA Niu lamented, “Everyone else has brothers. I alone have none.” Zixia said to him, “Exemplary persons are reverent and not careless, and they treat others with respect and observe ritual propriety, all within the four seas will be their brothers. Why does an exemplary person have to worry about having no brothers?” (12.5) Taken referentially, SIMA Niu’s lament was simply false, because he did have two brothers and both were alive (see Zuo Zhuan, Duke Ai, Year 14). However, when seen from the perspective of rectification of names, his brothers’ behaviors had apparently disappointed him so much that he refused to acknowledge them as his brothers.17 While SIMA Niu’s rectification of names excluded his brothers as true brothers, Zixia’s remark, which is also an act of rectifying a name, stretched “brother” beyond its narrow meaning of male sibling and reshaped SIMA Niu’s feelings toward a more inclusive loving attitude toward the multitude. This kind of deliberate stretch of a term as a strategy is common in human life. In many cultures, people would use words like “brother,” “uncle,” among others, very broadly to bring interpersonal relations close. On the other hand, it is interesting to notice that the Chinese also developed an elaborate system of naming to differentiate younger brothers and elder brothers, younger sisters and elder sisters, uncles from the father’s side but older than the father and uncles from the father’s side but younger than the father, and so on. Proper application of these terms implies knowing proper rituals and reciprocal responsibilities associated with them.18
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The notion of wuwei is frequently used by Daoists to express their idea of living a simple, natural, and spontaneous life. In Confucianism, it has different implications. Literally, the term means “non-action.” In Daoism, this means taking less purposeful action or having less interference with the natural course of events. In Confucianism, it means the remarkable power of ritual positions and virtues in transforming human relations and people’s behaviors. The Master says, “Is not Shun the one who governed effectively by non-action (wuwei 无为)? For what did he do? He seated himself reverently, facing due south. That is all” (15.5).19 In fact all ritual positions, when taken with the appropriate gesture in an appropriate setting, will have this kind of effect (e.g., a student can acquire authority and respect from her peers by standing behind the podium). Setting up virtuous examples has this remarkable effect also. “The virtue of those in high stations (junzi 君子) is like the wind, and the virtue of the common people (xiaoren 小人) is like the grass. The grass will surely bend when the wind blows across it” (12.19). Setting oneself upright or properly is therefore considered by Confucius a prerequisite for effective governing of others (12.17, 13.13).

A derivative (though no less important) meaning of wuwei is actions done effortlessly, almost spontaneous like natural events that simply happen, without coercion. It refers to skills acquired through constant practice so perfect that there is no separation between the agent and the act (as in “the dancer is the dance”). In this sense, a person can be wuwei even when being very active. In Confucianism, its usual connotation is the full embodiment of virtue/virtuosity that one does not act for the sake of being virtuous. A well-cultivated person is virtuous. When there is no separation between the person and virtues/virtuosities, one is able to hit the proper target effortlessly (cf. our explanation of the term zhongyong at the end of this list). Whether in the first sense or in the second sense, wuwei entails the best result achieved with little or no arbitrary effort.

Confucius explicitly takes the use of administrative orders to be inferior to the way of ritual propriety and virtue. One obvious reason is that ritual propriety was already there as a tradition, actualized in custom at the bottom of society, whereas administrative laws during that particular historical era could only be arbitrary and power-driven orders sanctioned from above. More importantly, as Confucius says, compulsion and punishment can only ensure outward conformity at best. People will avoid causing trouble not because they are ashamed of doing wrong, but because they fear punishment (2.3). At places where legal enforcement cannot reach or no one is around to see, they may still do wrong. If the social order is secured by virtue and ritual propriety, an internal supervision will develop, which is much more effective as it transforms the people. In public affairs, if those who are in superior positions are fond of ritual propriety, the common people will be easy to command (14.41), so easy that they will follow without even being commanded to do so (13.6).20
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Harmony is one of the most cherished values of Confucianism. In contrast to emphasizing values like individual distinction, victory, and dominance, Confucianism seeks for harmonious coexistence of the whole, whether the whole be one’s own person (e.g., body and mind), family, society, or the cosmos.

Harmony is different from conformity or sameness (tong 同) (13.23). This is clearly indicated by the two earlier forms of the word, 盉 and 龢. The former is associated with the meaning of mixing different flavors in a utensil, and the latter the meaning of corresponsiveness of sounds.21 Both are states of coexistence and interaction of distinct ingredients or participants. In other words, difference is a prerequisite for harmony. The different parts of a harmonious whole interact with each other, blend in with each other, and enhance each other without sacrificing their uniqueness. When parts are forced into conformity, they are made in agreement with each other at the cost of losing their uniqueness. The parts of a harmonious whole participate in the dynamic construction of the whole, whereas the parts of a unity gained through forced conformity are merely constituents of it.

When Confucius said, “In hearing litigation, I am just like anyone else. What is really important is to let there be no litigations” (12.13), he was not simply being idealistic and optimistic. Litigation and the use of military force are often needed, especially when things are not going well, but they tend to inflict ill feeling and animosity, a side effect hard to avoid even in the fairest court rulings and just wars. It is worth noting that in 1948, when P. C. Chang 张彭春, the Chinese delegate to the UN and a distinguished Confucian scholar, recommended adding to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights the Confucian clause that all men “should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood,”22 he could not have expected to merely set a law that would guarantee all the “brothers” the basic rights to speak, to be fed, and so on. The spirit of brotherhood requires a sense of caring, love, and respect, beyond the mere protection of legal rights. When a person acts toward his brother in a legal but otherwise unkindly manner, there is nothing a legal authority can do. It has to be inculcated by a moral force, which serves as moral authority that demands deference rather than passive submission.

The Analects contains a saying by Master You, a distinguished disciple of Confucius, “Of the practical functions of ritual propriety, bringing harmony (he) is the most valuable” (1.12). It is expected that social relationships regulated by ritual propriety will be harmonious. When engaging in ritual propriety, humans interact with each other artistically like performers in an orchestra, in which the artistic performance of each is dependent on and enhanced by one’s cooperation and coordination with others. Here harmony contains another meaning, which is later articulated in the book of Zhongyong: “When the emotions arise and always hit the proper beat, this is called he” (chap. 1).

Once rituals become a cultural heritage in the form of social habit, saturated in a given society, they would generate a cohesiveness that no administrative measure is able to achieve. This cohesiveness reaches the very bottom of the society and makes the society more stable than if it were merely ruled by administrative force. This is probably one reason traditional Confucian society was able to last for thousands of years despite dynastic changes.

As the harmony of a broth is not only dependent on having multiple ingredients but also on the condition that the ingredients are not sharply at odds with each other, “Those who pursue different ways (dao 道) cannot consult each other” (15.40). But the commonality of the way is the togetherness of the overall direction, an open-ended path toward human flourishing; it is not conformity in propositional beliefs. If we call the search for universal agreement on abstract principles “universalism” and its opposite, the insistence on retaining difference and particularity, “particularism,” Confucius’ position is actually a third alternative, which we can call “holism.” The main problem with universalism is that it tends to lead to absolutism and exclusion of plurality, like having everyone put on the same uniform. The problem with particularism is that it leads to relativism and disintegration of unity. At its best, it will make different parties like animals in a zoo, preserved and protected but having no mutual encounter, depending on the zookeeper for survival. Holism, on the other hand, is the togetherness that retains plurality, like an ecosystem in which different species both compete with and depend on each other.23




	[image: icon]	Yue or le 乐—Music/joy




It is interesting to observe that one of the ancient ways of writing the word he (harmony) in Chinese constitutes the picture of two mouths above a row of bamboo flutes, indicating a close connection between harmony and music.

The Chinese word 乐 has two basic meanings. When pronounced as yue, it stands for music, dance, songs,24 and when pronounced as le (or its ancient standard luo), it means joy or happiness.

Confucius often mentions ritual propriety together with music (see 11.1, 16.2, 16.5, and 17.11). This can be understood in two mutually nonexclusive ways. First, rituals are often constitutive of music, dance, and songs. They reinforce the ethical and social meanings of rituals by giving them an aura of sacredness. In this sense music is an intrinsic part of ritual propriety. On the other hand, it can stand parallel to ritual propriety as another vital cultural force for transforming humans and society. If ritual propriety sets standards for external human behavior and disciplines the body, good music promotes harmony within and between human beings (see Li Ji, chap. 19).

Although the Analects contains only sketchy notes about Confucius’ music activities and remarks, they sufficiently inform us that he took music very seriously and was a talented and diligent musician himself. It tells us that his performance of music was deep enough to reveal his spiritual aspirations (14.39). When he heard a really good performance of music, he would be so moved that for three months he could not notice the taste of meat (7.14). During his journey to different states, he was collecting and editing songs and conducted conversations with musicians (9.15, 3.23). What strikes us the most is the great power he attributed to music. In one case he even jokingly compared using music to transform the culture of a small town as killing a chicken with an ox knife (17.4). In more than one passage we find his denunciation of “the sound of Zheng,” because it is licentious and confounds classical music (15.11, 17.18). In contrast, he highly praised the Shao and the Wu, not only for their superb beauty but also as his recommendation for a viable state (3.25, 15.11). A quote from the Book of Rites may serve as an explanation: “The music of a well-governed society is peaceful and pleasant, with it the state is harmonious; the music of a chaotic society is resentful and angry, with it the state is troublesome; the music of a declining society is gloomy and yearning, with it the people are frustrated. The way of music is connected to the way of government” (Li Ji, chap. 19, see Legge 1967, II: 93–94). From these we can see why music was conceived to be so important that “corrupting the classical sounds” was reportedly even listed as one of the reasons for justifying King Wu’s expedition against the last tyrant of the Shang dynasty, and why the Analects would cite the departure of chief court musicians as a significant indication of the decline of culture (18.9). All these must be in his mind when he exhaled, “When we say ‘rituals, rituals,’ are we merely speaking about jade and silk? When we say ‘music, music,’ are we merely speaking about bells and drums?” (17.11)

Music has a natural connection with joy, but joy is not simply a dispensable by-product of music. Confucius’ own life orientation suggests that, for him, life is not simply a long and hard journey, and pursuing a good life does not mean one has to be a stern moralist. Aesthetic enjoyment is actually the culmination of Confucian learning. Reading passage 7.6 of the Analects as relaying the process of cultivation, we see that Confucius puts “wandering (you 游) in the arts” as the highest ideal, the ultimate aim of setting the will on the Way (dao), holding firm on virtue (de 德), and leaning upon human-heartedness (ren 仁). Similarly, in passage 8.8, Confucius says, “Take inspiration from the Songs, stand on the ground of ritual propriety, and achieve perfection with music.” The order of the three sentences indicates that an aesthetic way of life is the result and the final consummation of a person’s self-cultivation. If we say that today’s conventional notion of art associates artworks with studios, galleries, and articles displayed for decoration and for entertainment, the Confucian sense of art refers to the artistic way of life itself. While the conventional artist dissolves the opposition between the mind and the “hands,” the Confucian sage achieves unity with heaven and is able to participate with heaven in creation.25




	[image: icon]	Wen 文 and zhi 质—Refined form and substance




Just as any craft or art needs both zhi, the material or substance from which it is made, and wen, refined form, shape, or pattern, a good human activity consists of a well-balanced admixture of both.

The reason that I translate zhi as “substance” rather than its usual translation “native substance” is that zhi also subjects to transformation. This pair of concepts is important because, in the general sense, it resembles Aristotle’s “form” and “matter,” and when used within a Confucian context, it reveals more about the relationship between ren, yi, and li. Confucius says, “Exemplary persons take appropriateness (yi 义) to be their substance (zhi 质) and put it into practice through [the wen of] ritual propriety” (15.18). “When there is a preponderance of substance (zhi) over refinement of form (wen), the result is rusticity; when there is a preponderance of refinement of form over substance, the result is pedantry. Only when the refinement of form and the substance are well balanced can one become an exemplary person” (6.18). However, some passages in the Analects seem to suggest that when proper balance cannot be achieved, Confucius would prefer having more substance than the other way around (3.4, 4.24, 7.36, 11.1, 13.27), and that worse than both extremes is the lack of both substance and refined form (13.21).

Confucius’ disciple Zigong has a thought-provoking remark that apparently conflicts with the Master’s statement in 6.18. When someone asked, “For exemplary persons, all that is required is the substance. What do they need refined form for?” Zigong said, “Refined form is the substance, and the substance is refined form. The skin of a tiger or a leopard, stripped of its fur, is no different from the skin of a dog or a goat stripped of its hair” (12.8). It looks as if Zigong were saying that wen and zhi necessarily match each other. Appropriate conduct must have a refined form, otherwise it would not be appropriate, and a form cannot be considered refined unless it is appropriate. While this can probably lead to extensive philosophical discussions, one must notice that the emphasis of Confucius and Zigong is the same: Both are talking about the importance of having the proper match between wen and zhi, as a preponderance of one over the other results in hurting both.

The issue is directly related to how traditional rituals should be taken. Not all rituals are appropriate. Some rituals fit for earlier times may become outdated as society changes. In other instances, a good ritual may not be applied correctly to a specific situation. In the past, along with the recognition of Confucianism as a state-sanctioned ideology, traditional rituals were increasingly taken to be rules of conduct and less as an effective means of a human-hearted way of life. The Master’s teachings about ritual propriety were dogmatized into a rigid system that limited people’s freedom. While Confucius rejected abstract equality but recognized differentiated reciprocal responsibilities, his later followers placed emphasis on the asymmetry and absolutized the power of ruler over the subject, father over the son, and men over women. Reading the Analects, we will notice that Confucius’ attitude toward ritual propriety is much less rigid than he is often perceived. For Confucius, ritual proprieties are meant to be ways of enabling people to be effective fathers, sons, and so on, and not as externally imposed rules to limit freedom and creativity. Though he values traditional ritual proprieties, nowhere did he say they must be inflexible. To the contrary, we find an instance in which the Master specifically supported a ritual reform (see 9.3). The principle behind this is exactly that wen should serve the purpose of zhi, the humanistic spirit (see 3.4 and 11.1), and the right rituals to adhere to should be the ones that will promote social harmony (see 1.12).




	[image: icon]	Quan 权—Discretion




Even though one of the chief functions of ritual propriety is that it can guide people to act appropriately, there is no guarantee that ritual actions are always appropriate. Discerning what is appropriate and inappropriate is ultimately a matter of quan, discretion. The word quan originally means “scale” and thus the action of “weighing” or “discerning” as well. According to the Gongyang version of the Spring and Autumn Annals 公羊传 dated probably in the Warring States period (ca. 475–221 BCE), “quan means goodness resulting from transgressing well-established canons” (Duke Huan, Year 11, Shisan Jing Zhushu, 2220).

Indeed, one characteristic of Confucius’ philosophy is that he rejects inflexibility and rigidity (4.10, 9.4, 15.37, 18.8). Confucius was characterized as a sage who acted according to circumstances rather than rigid rules (Mencius, 5B:1). He deems the art of flexibility so high that he says,

There are some with whom we may pursue learning, but not go along in pursuing the Way (dao 道). There are some with whom we may go along in pursuing the Way, but not take a stand (li 立) together. There are some with whom we can take a stand together, but not jointly exercise discretion (quan). (9.30)

This in turn informs us that for Confucius, there is no absolute formality or principle universally applicable to everything, and all his teachings should be taken more as instructions that will enable people to develop gongfu or the art of discerning what is appropriate. At the beginning, a person will have to rely on concrete instructions. But once a person masters the art, most of the time the person will simply know the appropriate response to a given situation.




	[image: icon]	Zheng 政—Governing




For Confucius, zheng (governing) does not merely apply to public administration. When someone asked, “Why is the Master not engaged in government?” The Master said, “The Book of Documents says: ‘Filial, simply in being filial, and befriending your brothers, the influence will extend to government.’ This is also engaging in governing. Why must there be any extra ‘engagement in government’?” (2.21). In other words, regulating a family is also governing. For Confucius, there is no sharp line between what is known in the West as the public and the private. Public administration is a natural extension of regulating a family.

Not only are virtues what justify one’s superior position in a family, community, and the larger society, they are effective means of governing. When the de facto ruler of his home state, JI Kangzi (?–468 BCE), asked about the way of governing, Confucius replied with its homophonous etymological root, zheng 正, which means “being proper,” “straight,” “orderly,” or, when used as a verb, “to correct” or “to make straight.” “If you lead with correctness, who would dare not to be correct?” (12.17) “The virtue of those in high stations is like the wind, and the virtue of the common people is like the grass. The grass will surely bend when the wind blows across it” (12.19, cf. 13.13).

This is known as dezhi 德治, meritocracy, a tradition started from the time of legendary ancient sage-kings Yao and Shun, who selected their successors according to moral integrity and ability rather than according to blood connections. Shun in particular is said to have ruled the kingdom effectively by non-action (15.5)—being in a proper ritual position and setting an exemplary model for others to follow.

At a time when inherited aristocracy was the norm, Confucius’ meritocratic idea about government was almost revolutionary. Confucius’ saying that his disciple Yong, who had no royal family background, “could as ruler take his place facing south” (6.1) virtually declares that everyone is equal and the ruler should be chosen according to one’s merits rather than one’s family lineage.

The idea of meritocracy did not find an institutionalized way of implementation until the later Sui 隋 and the early Tang 唐 dynasties (about the seventh century), when keju 科举, an imperial examination system through which able and virtuous men were selected and appointed, was established. As is well known, the keju system had its limits (it did not apply to the selection of the emperor), and serious flaws (such as being purely based on one’s literacy of the classics and allowing little room for originality and creativity); it was nevertheless better than most other previous systems, such as inheritance, nepotism, bribery, and so on, and it even served as a source of inspiration for modern democracy.26

Though a government for the people is not necessarily a government of the people and by the people, Confucian authority is not the authority of a particular ruling class, but the authority of a humanistic spirit. This is well illustrated in Mencius’ teaching that “the common people are of supreme importance; the altars to the gods of earth and grain come next; last comes the ruler” (Mencius, 7B:14). Furthermore, the Confucian notion of the embodied, relational, duty-bearing person may serve as a corrective to the “excessive individualism, competitiveness, and vicious litigiousness” in modern democracy that “is not only endangering the well-being of others but also detrimental to our own wholesomeness” (Tu 1998, 305). By emphasizing the importance of mutual dependence and a sense of caring, Confucianism points to a reconstructed notion of democracy in which everyone’s input is considered, but not with everyone’s opinions always counted with equal weight. Deference to de (virtue), reverence for elders (who have gained more rights by having had more life experience and by having contributed more to the family and the society), and respect for reason will all play their roles in negotiating the final outcome.27




	[image: icon]	Shi 士—Educated person




Somewhat akin to the old European knights and the Japanese Samurais, shi originally referred to the ancient warrior caste, but it gradually evolved into a term referring to those who had noble family backgrounds with good education but fell to the middle or lower social status due to the unstable social climate. They had a higher sense of integrity, were ambitious, discontent with the status quo, and often had their own ideas about how to make their life and society better. Shi was used to refer to them as a social class that is distinct from farmers, craftsmen, and business people. It would not be quite appropriate to translate shi as “men of service,” because they could be either employed or without employment, as in the case of yin-shi 隐士 (recluse or hermit) or you-shi 游士 (wandering shi); neither would it be accurate to call them “scholar-apprentices,” because this gentry could be warriors and not just scholars.

One thing that makes shi different from mere commoners at the time was that they all had some level of education. Indeed, looking at the way Confucius used the term, we find that he deployed it to mean something close to “educated persons.” To him, shi should exemplify some basic form of civility, set their purpose on pursuing the Way (dao), and not indulge in material comforts (4.9, 8.7, 14.2). Good shi should conduct themselves with a sense of shame, able to carry out a mission without disgracing their lord. Their families and fellow villagers would praise them for their filial conduct and for being deferential to their elders (13.20). They are critical and demanding, yet amicable (13.28). Most revealing, above all, is that when Zigong asked about whether “those engaged in government today” were qualified to be called shi, the Master said, “Ah! They are only containers intended to measure their incomes, not even worth being counted” as the lowest kind of shi (13.20). From these statements, it is evident that Confucius has made a subtle transformation of the term from the name of a social class to a moral category.




	[image: icon]	Junzi 君子—Exemplary person




Confucius also rectified the terms junzi and xiaoren 小人. Originally meaning son of a ruler or those in high station, junzi was often used in contrast with xiaoren 小人, small people or “person of low social status.” While the words are still occasionally used in the Analects to mean social status (as in 8.2, 8.4, 12.19, 18.10), most of the time they are used as moral terms, referring to “exemplary persons” and “petty-minded persons,” respectively.

In places where it is hard to tell (e.g., 3.24), I use “superior person” for junzi, because the vagueness allows it to be read in either the moral sense or in the sense of high social status. I did not choose to use this throughout the translation because doing so would not capture the sense in which Confucius used the term most distinctively as a moral category, a “rectification of names” that implies a radical shift of conception: If an ordinary person is morally exemplary, this person is as noble as a prince, and, if petty-minded, a prince can be a xiaoren!

The reminiscent connection with the old sense of social status is not merely the result of incompleteness of the transformation of the terms. Even in referring to social status, the Analects always speaks about how a junzi (person of high station) should behave: they are supposed to be junzi (exemplary). In these cases, addressing people of high station as junzi becomes an action of affecting them, reminding them how they should conduct themselves. It demands the reality (the persons) match the name, not that the name should be kept by whoever happens to bear it.

My choice of using a gender-neutral term “exemplary person” for translating junzi is not only because, as a moral category, junzi is not limited to males; it may come as a surprise to modern Western readers that in ancient Chinese, the term zi was actually gender-neutral, although most of the time it refers to males.28 In other words, when people translate zi as “man” regardless of context, they are inadvertently imposing a gender bias onto the ancient Chinese.

Compared to being a shi (educated person), becoming a junzi means achieving a higher stage of cultivation. The most important quality of a junzi is certainly ren, human-heartedness. The Master says, “If exemplary persons abandon human-heartedness, how can they deserve that name? Exemplary persons do not, even for the space of a single meal, go against human-heartedness” (4.5). In contrast to a xiaoren, who is motivated by what is profitable, a junzi is motivated by what is appropriate (4.16). When junzi make mistakes, they are not afraid of admitting and correcting themselves (1.8, 19.21). When others do not acknowledge them, they would not harbor frustration (1.1). They focus on doing what deserves to be acknowledged and on giving proper acknowledgment to others (4.14, 1.16). In dealing with others, they seek harmony but not conformity (13.23). They are conscious of their own value but not contentious, and they get along with others but do not form cliques (15.22). Always making high demands on themselves but being lenient on others, exemplary persons never demand all-around perfection in others (15.15, 15.21, 18.10). They “do not promote people simply because of what they say, nor do they discard what is said because of the person” (15.23). Junzi refine themselves through ritual propriety (6.18). “In showing their deportment and manner, they keep away from rudeness and impertinence; in regulating their countenance, they keep close to trustworthiness; and in using their words and tones, they stay far from vulgarity and impropriety” (8.4). With these basic qualities, exemplary persons will be calm and unperturbed, but not arrogant (7.37; 13.26). When looking inside, they will find nothing to be ashamed of (12.4).




	[image: icon]	Sheng 圣—Sage




The highest perfection of Confucian learning is to become a sage. Confucius himself humbly said that he dared not rank himself as a sage (7.34), and he lamented that he had never seen one (7.26). The Master seems to have viewed “sage” as a stage of perfection that only very few have ever reached: Yao, Shun, Yu, King Wen, King Wu, and Duke Zhou, for example. They were the founders of the culture that Confucius inherited and determined to manifest. It was Mencius and other later Confucians who honored Confucius as the Supreme Sage who encompassed all the virtues of the ancient sages.

Like other terms, the meaning of sage also evolved throughout the history, and there are controversies among Confucian scholars on various issues related to sagehood. What is clear, however, is that while the term was associated with being highly perceptive, skillful, wise, creative, and so on, the most prevalent feature of a sage is that such a person not only embodies supreme virtues/virtuosities but is also able to manifest them effectively. As Mencius puts it, a sage is “great and transformative” (Mencius, 7B:25). Indeed, all the ancients who are praised by Confucius as sages are those who exerted great transformative influence on other individuals and on society as a whole. Judged according to this, to be a sage also requires attainment of important social positions so that one is able to exert one’s influences effectively. In addition, a sage is one “who can complete the journey from the beginning to the end” (19.12). This characterization entails the determination, strength, and wisdom of knowing how to carry a mission to its end. Still another characteristic of being a sage is that, due to the full embodiment of virtues, sages can accomplish their effective transformation at ease and in accord with circumstances (2.4, 7.38; Mencius, 5B:1). The ability to be appropriate yet at ease all the time in dealing with everything, from the most mundane routines to matters of vital importance, is zhongyong, to which we shall turn later.29




	[image: icon]	Zhong 忠—Wholehearted devotion




Having zhong (wholehearted devotion) is a necessary condition for implementing ren (though it is not sufficient for being ren; see 5.19). One of the most distinguished disciples of Confucius, ZENG Shen, even takes it as part of the “single thread” that summarizes the Way through which the Master’s teachings are to be implemented: “The Way of the Master consists in wholehearted devotion and reciprocity (shu 恕). That is all” (4.15).

While xiao (filial piety) applies to the way of dealing with one’s parents (superiors in the family), zhong applies to the way of dealing with superiors outside the family, especially one’s lord (see 3.19). Zhong is hierarchical in nature in that one can never be zhong to a subordinate, although it is a natural stretch to include being zhong to one’s mission or to the Way (see Ivanhoe 1990, 24). Indeed, this is the channel through which late Confucians such as ZHU Xi and CHENG Yi interpreted zhong to make it central to Confucianism: To be zhong is to fully devote oneself, to fully devote oneself is similar to “heaven and earth’s uttermost sincerity (cheng 诚) without rest,” and “heaven and earth’s uttermost sincerity without rest” is “the substance of the Way” (Zhu 1992, 34–35).

It is important to keep in mind that while zhong means personal commitment and wholehearted devotion, and hence can be translated as loyalty, it does not mean unconditional obedience to an authority.30 If what the ruler says is not good and no one opposes it, it could ruin a country (13.15). In fact, in cases like this, wholehearted devotion to the ruler would require one to stand up against him. The Master says, “Can you love someone without urging the person to work? Can you be devoted to someone wholeheartedly without offering instructions to the person?” (14.7) When Zilu asked how to serve a ruler, the Master said, “Do not beguile him, but you may confront him” (14.22).

On the other hand, the ruler should not expect his subjects to have unconditional devotion merely on the basis of his superior position. Having others’ wholehearted devotion should be an indication of one’s own virtue, and it is more a requirement one should set for oneself in treating others than an expectation from others. One should also be conscientious not to exhaust others’ devotion to oneself (Li Ji, chap. 1), because doing so is inconsiderate.




	[image: icon]	Shu 恕—Reciprocity




In answering his disciple Zigong’s question about whether there is a single word that may serve as guidance for practice during one’s entire life, Confucius says, “Is not reciprocity (shu 恕) such a word? Do not impose on others what you would not wish for yourself” (15.24). The fact that the character for shu consists of two parts, ru 如, meaning “to follow,” “compare,” or “being similar,” and xin 心, “heart-mind,” seems indicative of its meaning. Shu is defined by Tang dynasty scholar KONG Yingda 孔颖达 (574–648) in his commentary of the book of Zhongyong as “being considerate” (see Shisan Jing Zhushu, 1625), or even defined by XU Shen directly as ren, human-heartedness. This is confirmed by passage 6.30, where Confucius says, “Human-hearted persons establish others if they want to establish themselves, and unblock others if they want to unblock themselves. To be able to draw analogy nearby is the method of becoming human-hearted.” Shu is exactly this method to “draw analogy nearby,” or comparing one’s own heart with other hearts with compassion.

Shu is related to what has been known as the Golden Rule—a process of thinking “If I were X, would I want Y?” Various expressions of this Golden Rule have been found in all the world’s major religions. It is important to keep in mind that in Confucianism, it is never stated as a rule. It is instead stated as “a method of becoming human-hearted.” A method is different from a rule in that a method is recommended to enable a person to live better, whereas a rule is imposed on a person to limit what one can do. Given Confucius’ overall orientation, his shu and the Golden Rule statements should be read as gongfu instructions rather than as inviolable principles (see the discussion on the Golden Rule in the section “The Gongfu Orientation” in the introduction to this volume). As a concrete method of cultivation, shu helps people become sensitive to the interests of others and become human-hearted. However, because what one wants may be moral or immoral, using “What would I want if I were X?” as a mechanical rule for determining “What I should do to X” may fail to generate appropriate action. Like an artist who follows good instruction to gain artistic skills, shu is a good method of becoming a human-hearted person. Once a person becomes a master artist, he or she would be able to use discretion and respond appropriately even when the situation demands deviation from well-established protocols (cf. 9.30).

Some have translated shu as “altruism.” This is quite misleading because Confucianism is not an altruistic theory in the sense of sacrificing self-interest for the sake of others. Confucian learning is a “learning for oneself” (14.24). For Confucius, there is not only no rigid dichotomy between genuine self-interest and the interest of one’s parents, friends, and the community, in fact the two sides are so inseparable that to serve oneself one has to serve others, and in serving others, one consummates oneself.

We have quoted in the entry of key terms for zhong—wholehearted devotion—that according to ZENG Shen, “The Way of the Master consists in wholehearted devotion and reciprocity (shu 恕). That is all” (4.15). Readers may want to read the annotations under 4.15 for a discussion about the relationship as well as the fine distinctions between zhong and shu.




	[image: icon]	Xin 信—Trustworthiness




The written character xin consists of a “human” radical with “word” next to it, signifying “stand by one’s word.” It includes keeping promises, being truthful in one’s statements, and seeing one’s actions through to the end. As an extension, it can also be used to mean to trust someone or have confidence in someone.

Confucius often mentions xin and zhong (wholehearted devotion) together. He said, exemplary persons “hold firm on wholehearted devotion and trustworthiness” (1.8, repeated in 9.25; see also 12.10, 15.6). A man not trustworthy in words is like a cart without a pin in the yoke-bar (2.22). His close disciples, ZENG Shen and Zixia, also repeated his teaching of xin (see 1.4, 1.7, 19.10). Xin is later even taken as one of the five major Confucian virtues, together with ren (human-heartedness), yi (appropriateness), li (ritual propriety), and zhi (wisdom).

There is, however, an apparent inconsistency in Confucius’ teaching, for he also says that a man who insists on keeping his word and seeing his actions through to the end is petty-minded (13.20). Following Confucius, Mencius says, “a great man needs not necessarily keep his word nor does he necessarily see his action through to the end. He aims only at what is right” (Mencius, 4B:11). A clue for resolving this conflict is in 17.8, where Confucius is quoted saying, “the latent flaw of being fond of trustworthiness without being fond of learning is that it leads to harm’s way.” Being trustworthy is an overall consistency between words and action, not a rigid imperative taken at face value.

The point may become clearer when we look at our words as actions and not merely statements about facts. When a man named Rubei sought to meet with Confucius, Confucius declined to see him, feigning illness. Just as the envoy conveying the message had stepped out of the door, Confucius took his lute and sang, making sure that the messenger heard it (17.20). Seen as a statement of fact, Confucius’ feigning illness was a lie, but seeing his words as an action in the specific context, it becomes an indirect gentle refusal made very clearly to the messenger. As French sinologist François Jullien says, when the Chinese use words, they are more concerned about how to deal with practical issues than merely trying to describe the truth. They use words to mobilize energies, to adjust relationships, or put in general, to do things (see Jullien, chap. 1). The complexities of real life require people to have a higher level of truthfulness, which later Confucians called cheng 诚, “sincerity/genuine.”31 It is different from the simplistic adherence to xin regardless of true virtue. The latter is actually an “enemy of virtue” (17.13).
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Zhi is an important concept in Confucius’ vocabulary that has caught more attention recently. It literally means “uprightness” or “straightforwardness,” and, when taken as a verb, “to straighten,” “to correct,” or “to help grow.”

Unlike Hammurabi’s “eye for an eye and tooth for a tooth,” or Jesus Christ’s exhortation to turn the other cheek, Confucius repays hostility with zhi, uprightness. If you repay hostility with kindness, says the Master, “then how will you repay kindness?” (14.34). In responding to Duke Ai of Lu’s question about how to gain allegiance of the people, Confucius said, “Advance the upright and set them against the crooked, then the people will obey. Advance the crooked and set them against the upright, then the people will disobey” (2.19). The proactive attitude of helping the wrongdoer to correct the wrong provides a thought-provoking alternative to retribution at one extreme and “love your enemy” at the other extreme.

Though the Confucian concept of uprightness is close to the notion of “being just,” it cannot be directly translated as such. In fact, the way in which Confucius interprets zhi has triggered criticisms that he lacks a sense of justice. In a conversation with Confucius, the Duke of She said, “Among my community there is someone called ‘upright body.’ When his father stole a sheep, he bore witness against him.” Confucius said, “Those who are upright among my community are different from this. Fathers cover up for their sons, and sons cover up for their fathers. Uprightness is to be found in this” (13.18). The story shows, critics say, that Confucius holds consanguineous affection as the supreme principle, higher than anything else, including social justice.

An important point to keep in mind is that the mutual concealment between father and son is for protecting filial piety, which is considered the root of ren (see 1.2), and since society is an extension of family, filial piety is the source of social justice rather than its rival principle. Indeed, exploring homophones with the word zhi we find characters that carry the meanings of “sowing” seed (zhi 稙), “clay” (zhi 埴), “growing” or “cultivating” (zhi 殖), “planting” (zhi 植), “placing” or “setting up” (zhi 置), and so forth. This family of words has an intimate relationship with establishing foundations, rooting, growth, and even potency. This observation provides another indication that, in offering his statement of mutual concealment, Confucius is taking filial piety as a way of rooting, laying a foundation, and developing the potency to grow.32 Seen from this light, the mutual concealment shows the practical wisdom of keeping the “root” of humanity at the cost of some “branches.” The two sides of the dilemma are not conflicting universal moral principles, but practical methods in achieving ideal results.

This art of using discretion to cope with complicated interpersonal relationships is illustrated in many other passages in Confucian texts (cf. 4.26, 7.15, 13.28) and reflected in the laws of imperial China since the Han dynasty. For instance, the Tang dynasty Yong Hui Code 永徽律 stipulates that those who report crimes of their own parents or grandparents to the government will be hanged, but it added that reporting the crime of treason or conspiracy against the empire should be taken as an exception (see Cao, 793). Obviously, it would be unwise to keep every bit of the root intact at the cost of endangering the entire tree. Another complication is that when one is related to others in multiple roles, the specific role from which one reacts must be taken into consideration (see notes for 13.18).
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Self-cultivation starts from xue. The word xue is usually translated as “learning” or “studying.” While these translations capture the basic meaning of xue, some caution is necessary for accurate understanding of it. First of all, “learning” is an achievement verb that usually entails that something is learned, in the same way that “seeing” entails that something is seen (vs. “looking”) and “hearing” entails that something is heard (vs. “listening”). Xue, on the other hand, is not an achievement verb. One may engage in xue without having xue’ed anything. For this reason, some prefer to translate it as “studying.” However, xue entails a stronger sense of affecting the person as a person, whether by improving one’s sensitivity, understanding, or ability. The process of xue is the process of appropriating what is learned, the process of becoming and transforming. In this regard, the word “studying” is obviously too academic or intellectualistic for xue.

While the aim of Confucian learning is practice-oriented, it is different from technical or vocational training (13.4). Confucius’ idea of learning is closer to today’s “liberal education,” which seeks to make the person well rounded, exemplary, able to lead a good life and contribute to the bettering of society. While acquiring practical knowledge and skills of material production has its own value, learning to become a better person is far more fundamental.

Since the aim of Confucian learning is to transform the person, the teaching style involves offering instructions, like road signs or directives that guide people’s lives and their actions, enabling them to lead a good life. This explains why the Analects contains mostly conversations rather than scholarly discourses. It also explains why Confucius gave different, and sometimes even opposite, instructions to different students (see 11.22, and compare 11.4 with 14.29).

Learning must be accompanied by si 思, thinking or reflection. “Learning without thinking leads to confusion.” With diverse and conflicting beliefs and ways of life in the world, without reflective thinking the more one learns the more one will get confused. On the other hand, “thinking without learning leads to trouble” (2.15). Too much confidence in one’s own independent thinking is dangerous. The Confucian si includes, but is not limited to, intellectual reasoning. It is more oriented toward reflecting on one’s own conduct and seeing how one may integrate what is learned into one’s own life. As Donald Munro and TU Weiming point out, the Confucians understand learning to be inseparable from the engagement of the body.33 It is no coincidence that the Chinese language contains lexicons that are illustrative of the bodily characteristic of the Confucian way of thinking and knowing, such as ti-yan 体验 (to experience with the body), ti-hui 体会 (to understand with the body), ti-cha 体察 (to examine with the body), ti-zhi 体知 (to know with the body), ti-ren 体认 (to recognize with the body), and ti-liang 体谅 (to understand or forgive with the body).34 The subject does not passively receive impressions, nor does one merely reason intellectually. One experiences with the engaged body, understands with one’s heart in empathy, examines with the sensitivity of the body, and knows with the body disposed to act upon what is known. The entire outlook is quite consistent with the newly developed study called “embodied cognition,” which draws insights from research in linguistics, cognitive science, artificial intelligence, robotics, neurobiology, and philosophy. The general idea of embodied cognition is that there is a close link between all aspects of cognition (formation of ideas, thoughts, etc.) and aspects of the human body.35

Naturally then, the Confucian learner cannot be just a bookworm; he or she must be engaged in practice. Like learning gongfu, only repeated practice can bring deeper and personal appreciation of the benefits and the kind of pleasure so powerful that it made YAN Hui “unable to stop even if he wanted to” (9.11, 1.1).




	[image: icon]	Zhi 知—Knowing, understanding, wisdom




In the Analects, as in other texts of the time, the word zhi covers a range of meanings, including “knowledge,” “to know,” “understand,” “realize,” “recognize,” “comprehend,” and it is used also for its homophonous extension, zhi 智, “wisdom” or “being wise.” Readers must also keep in mind that actually the English word “knowledge” itself entails more than “true, justified beliefs”; it includes both “know-what [is the case]” and “know-how [to do things].” “Knowing what” is a cognitive state of the mind, and what is known can be put propositionally in descriptive statements. “Knowing how,” on the other hand, must be acquired through practice and be embodied as skills. When Confucius talks about zhi, he is more often on the knowing-how side. Zhi often implies embodied abilities to bring what is known into reality, or practical wisdom about how to respond to life situations appropriately. In this respect it is even more than just “knowing how.” I may know how to overcome procrastination but not in fact be disposed to do it. I may know how to play soccer, but due to an injury I am unable to kick the ball. “Knowing how” is still too much related to knowing, and not enough to cover the embodiment of ability and the disposition facilitated by real zhi. In 3.22, for instance, GUAN Zhong is said to be “not zhi” about the rituals. Given the fact that GUAN Zhong was one of the most prominent statesmen during the Spring and Autumn period, it is very unlikely that he would be either ignorant of the rituals or lacking the ability to follow them. The proper reading of “not zhi” in this context must be that his zhi was not good enough to make him take the action of following the rituals. Using a Western philosophical terminology, a person who really zhi (has knowledge and wisdom) would have no “weakness of the will”—because zhi entails the disposition to do the right thing.

Any self-transformation starts from recognizing one’s own imperfection and ignorance. Confucius said, “I am not the kind of person who is born with knowledge. I am simply fond of antiquity and earnest in seeking it there” (7.20, and cf. 9.8, 7.22). Comparable to Socrates’ belief that knowing one’s own ignorance is true wisdom, Confucius said, “To say you know when you know, and to say you do not when you do not. That is knowledge” (2.17).

The knowledge and wisdom that Confucius primarily cared about is clearly focused on morality and ways of living. Confucius felt close to nature, but he never displayed any interest in dispassionate, objective analysis of nature. The Master’s remarks about nature are always objectifications of his moral and aesthetic sentiments and virtues. As XU Fuguan points out, the names of plants and animals in the three hundred Songs are expressions of sentiments and virtues of the poets, not botany or zoology. Western science interprets the human being as part of nature; Confucius interprets nature in terms of the human—an interesting contrast that takes us to what Xu said about the origin of the two cultures, one from a sense of curiosity (and hence the preoccupation with objective knowledge) and the other from a sense of anxiety (and hence the preoccupation with ways of life and moral responsibility) (see Xu 1952).

Even though the Confucian spirit lacks a scientific dimension, it does not mean that it is against science. Actually the holistic and correlative way of thinking that was prevalent in Confucius’ teachings has led to remarkable achievements and insights about how our bodies function. It helps us to understand the inseparableness between the body and the mind, between moral cultivation and the overall wellness of a person, and between the state of an individual and the person’s interpersonal relationships. Confucius’ own observation about the connection between ren and longevity (6.23) and his followers’ contributions to Chinese medicine are indications that Confucianism may have a more profound understanding of how the natural world functions than modern medical science does, though the latter is indisputably much more advanced in detailed local areas.36




	[image: icon]	Zhongyong 中庸—Hitting the mark constantly




Because there is a considerable overlap between the Confucian notion of zhong 中 and the Aristotelian Golden Mean, Zhongyong has been commonly translated as “the mean” in English. Both Aristotle’s mean and the Confucian zhongyong aim at attaining embodied dispositions (virtues/virtuosities) to hit the proper mark between deficiency and excess (6.18, 11.16). Both the Aristotelian mean and the Confucian zhong refer to appropriateness in a general sense, broader than what we normally consider to be morally right. That means they aim at a higher standard—when a person does nothing morally wrong, the person may still fall short of hitting the mean or the zhong.

Neither the Aristotelian mean nor the Confucian zhong should be confused with staying away from all forms of extremes, such as taking no position in controversies or trying to reconcile everything, or as staying mediocre. The advice is to stay between two vices, not between excellence and vices. The mean or zhong is itself the supreme excellence of hitting the right target, of staying where it is appropriate among the ever-changing situations and variations of conditions. In regard to what is appropriate, the mean and zhong require the utmost, which means never being content with merely “not so bad.”

However, compared to the concept of the mean, the meanings associated with zhongyong are considerably richer. Zhong has two groups of related meanings. One is “equilibrium,” “not to be one-sided,” and the other is “centrality,” “focus,” “inside,” “core,” and “self,” as self is the locus from which one’s activities originate. Yong 庸 is even more complicated. It has three meanings: “ordinary” or “commonality,” “practicality” or “application” (yong 用), and “constancy.”37 When zhong and yong are put together as one term, its rich meanings can be illustrated through archery: To become a good archer, one needs to constantly practice the art of archery in everyday life so that one achieves the ability to hit the proper mark all the time. The ability resides inside the person. “As in archery, so in the conduct of the exemplary person: In failing to hit the bull’s-eye, look for the reason within oneself” (Zhongyong, chap. 14). Unlike hitting the target just occasionally by chance, being able to hit the target all the time in various conditions requires a lot of practice, resolution, and strength. This is why zhong has to be associated with cultivation of the self (inside) through yong—constant practice of zhong in everyday life. In comparison to “the mean,” the concept of zhongyong shows more clearly the need to work on oneself, the need to have constant practice, and the need to implement the ability of hitting the mark consistently in ordinary life activities. Most of these are carried by the word yong, which “the mean” does not capture.

Again, the ability to hit the target is more a matter of having embodied abilities or dispositions than following abstract universal principles. Those who merely know that they should hit the mark are far from being good enough to actually hit it. Everyday life situations are dynamic. There is no rigid rule that is applicable universally. Those who really know how to respond to the changing situations are not the ones who merely have theoretical knowledge, but those who have practiced so well that their skills and sensibilities have become internalized to form part of their second nature. Indeed, a well-cultivated person should be able to respond to these situations spontaneously without the need to have self-control or make hard choices. Having to make hard choices is itself an indication of imperfection. Real possession of gongfu is to have no need for self-control; it is manifested in the ability to allow appropriate actions to flow out as a form of self-expression. This is why that the Master says that zhongyong is “the most supreme” virtue/virtuosity (6.29), an evaluation that he gives to no other virtue/virtuosity, not even to ren, human-heartedness (cf. 6.18, 11.16, 13.21, 20.1; and Ni 2004).


Lunyu

The Analects

[image: image]

Yu 语 in the term lunyu is relatively simple. It means discussion or conversation, which is different from yan 言, straightforward talking. Lun 论 is more complicated. According to a preface attributed to HUANG Kan,1 there were three main lines of interpretation of the word lun in lunyu. The first approach reads it from its pronunciation, so they either read it as lún 伦, meaning order or reason, or as lún 纶, fabric of a society, or as lún 轮, wheel, which implies all-around completeness that is able to generate infinite motion and change. The second approach reads it according to the meaning of lùn 论, discussion: “That is to say that this book came from the disciples, so they must have held careful discussions to reach general agreements before they wrote anything down. That which was written down must have been discussed; that is why it is called lùn.” The third approach takes the difference between lún and lùn to be the result of southern and northern dialects, but since the details of the difference in pronunciation seemed unclear, this view could not be substantiated. Huang explains that the standard way of writing it as lùn 论, discussion, but pronouncing it as lún 伦 is meant to synthesize the first two approaches:

Taking the written word as lùn 论 is to indicate clearly that this book did not come from one person. Its subtle implications are deep and far-reaching, which cannot be fully expressed without having been discussed. Taking the pronunciation as lún 伦 is to indicate clearly that the book contains profound reasons, which can serve as the fabric of a society, whether ancient or modern; and from the start to the end, its circulation is inexhaustible. Relying on the written character, the historical origin of the book is demonstrated and the meaning is laid out; with the choice of the pronunciation, the reason is held up and the significance is laid out. When the meaning and the significance are both made clear, and the reason and the origin synthesized, the all-around and penetrating teaching should thereby be displayed. (The preface to Lunyu Yishu 论语义疏 [Subcommentary for the Meaning of the Analects], in HUANG Kan, 2–3)

Although the book has been known as Lunyu since the Han dynasty, SHI Yongmao believes that it was originally simply referred to as Zhuan 传, “the Teaching,” and then it started to be called Kong Zi Lunyu (Master Kong’s Analects), parallel to other famous books emerged during the time, such as Lao Zi, Zhuang Zi, Mo Zi, Meng Zi, and Xun Zi. Later, people omitted Kong Zi and abbreviated it as Lunyu.2 There is abundant textual evidence that the book was referred to as Zhuan in the early Han and never as Lunyu. In between, however, there are numerous references to the book as Kong Zi (see Shi, 12–17). This is a significant point to keep in mind because it means that quotes in old texts that begin with “Kong Zi says …” may not be Confucius’ sayings; instead, they may mean “The Book of Kong Zi [i.e., Lunyu, the Analects] says.…”

 



学而第一 Book 1

1.1子曰：「学而时习之，不亦说乎？有朋自远方来，不亦乐乎？人不知而不愠，不亦君子乎？」

The Master said, “To learn (xue 学) and to practice (xi 习) what is learned repeatedly (shi 时), is it not pleasant? To have companions (peng 朋) coming from far distances, is it not delightful? To be untroubled when not recognized by others, is this not being an exemplary person (junzi 君子)?”

When unspecified, “the Master” always refers to Confucius.

Confucius believes that, biologically, human beings are similar in nature. It is through practice (xi 习) that they diverge (17.2). Because the word xi also means “review” in modern Chinese, the first statement is sometimes read as “To study and review what is studied repeatedly, is it not pleasant?” This reading would make the statement an exaggeration, because reviewing the same thing repeatedly will more likely make a person bored instead. For Confucius, learning is not so much about stockpiling propositional knowledge as it is about gaining embodied abilities and transformation of the person, which Song and Ming dynasty Confucians call gongfu. For this kind of learning, the instructor’s teaching can only be understood and appreciated through one’s own diligent practice. It can be a source of joy because only through repeated practice can one gradually gain a deeper awareness of what is learned and see its emerging benefits. The joy derived from such practice can be so powerful that it made Confucius’s disciple YAN Hui “unable to stop even if he wanted to” (9.11). It is therefore not convincing to read xue narrowly as studying books, as HUANG Shisan 黄式三 (1789–1862) did (see CHENG Shude, 4).

The word shi 时 has also been taken as “at the appropriate time” by XING Bing 邢昺 (932–1010), thus rendering the first statement: “To learn and to practice what is learned at the appropriate time, is it not pleasant?” (see Xing, 2457). Although the original Chinese reads a little less naturally this way, the emphasis on practicing at the right time makes perfect sense. One may use “it is never too late to learn” to encourage late learning, yet it is undeniable that learning is easier when one is still young. It is also important to practice what is learned before one forgets it.

The Chinese word rendered as “companion” here is peng 朋, which, according to BAO Xian 包咸 (7 BCE–65 CE)’s commentary, meant “those who shared the same gate.” However the concept might be broadened, it was (and still is) different from you 友, or “friend.” Having companions coming from a “far distance” is an indication of a person’s virtuosity. An exemplary person has the ability to “make others happy, if they are nearby, and attracted, if they are far away” (13.16, see also 16.1).

The last statement also contains the idea that the purpose of learning is to improve oneself rather than to impress others (14.24). Exemplary persons focus on doing what deserves to be acknowledged or appreciated, and on giving proper acknowledgment to others (cf. 4.14, 1.16). They do not demand all-around perfection from others. If others fail to recognize them, they will forgive them rather than become resentful of them.

As for the reason why, of all the teachings of the Master, this passage is placed at the very beginning of the entire book, there are also different opinions. In general, it seems to be that the Master’s teachings are centered around learning—not just bookish learning but practical learning that would result in the transformation of the person. Such a person will have a joyful life and will particularly appreciate the joy of having harmonious interactions with people, near or far. Although they enjoy the pleasure of having companions, they will not be disturbed if not recognized—because their learning is “for the self” (cf. 14.24). HUANG Kan and XING Bing believe that the three parts of the passage show a process of starting to learn to becoming a teacher. Some others (such as LI Zehou 李泽厚), however, believe that there is no particular reason behind placing this passage at the beginning.



1.2有子曰：「其为人也孝弟，而好犯上者，鲜矣；不好犯上，而好作乱者，未之有也。君子务本，本立而道 生。孝弟也者，其为仁之本与！」

Master You said, “There are few who, being filial (xiao 孝) and fraternal (di 弟), are fond of offending their superiors. There has been none, who, not liking to offend against his superiors, has been fond of stirring up chaos. Exemplary persons cultivate the root, for having the root established, the Way will grow. Filial piety and fraternal love—they are the root of human-heartedness (ren 仁), are they not?”

“Master You” refers to YOU Ruo 有若, one of the only two disciples of Confucius consistently honored as a master in the Analects.3 This is evidence that his disciples were heavy-handed in compiling and editing the Analects, or that he was highly respected by his peers, or both.

Filial piety (xiao 孝) means love, devotion, duty, and respect for one’s parents, but it can be extended to elders of earlier generations. Fraternal responsibility (di 弟) refers to love and respect of younger brothers to elder brothers, which can be extended to others of one’s own generation.

Some commentators suspect that the word ren 仁 is used here as its homophone ren 人, human (as in the case of 6.26); hence, the last part should be “the root of being human.”

The root metaphor plays an important role here. Passage 2.21 suggests that Confucius also takes being filial as the root of a good government. The idea of filial piety shows the fundamental difference between the Confucian view of love, which starts from one’s immediate family and then extends outward, and universal love without discrimination, most famously advocated by Mo Zi. The recognition of the primacy of familial love, a feeling that everyone is familiar through one’s experience, as a starting point of one’s cultivation for broader humanity puts Confucianism on a more easily recognized footing than abstract universal moral principles. A comparison between the two can be both philosophically significant and practically rewarding. For example, while “root” represents a biological way of thinking, associated with the image of growing from within, with full concreteness, “principle” is more connected with abstraction and generalization, associated with the image of regulations imposed from without; a root is grounded in soil, and hereby extended to mean the human psyche, whereas a principle is created by reason.

The passage is also relevant to the Confucian position about equality and human worth. As Donald J. Munro sees it, according to this view, “human worth varies as a function of magnitude of loving relationship” (Munro 2015, 126).4 Notice, though, that in this view, a child is worth more to her mother not in the absolute sense—the mother should not think that others should all take her baby daughter as more important than their own children (cf. 13.18).

1.3子曰：「巧言令色，鲜矣仁！」

The Master said, “Glib words and insinuating appearance are seldom associated with human-heartedness (ren 仁).”

Here “insinuating” appearance means appearances used as a maneuver to get oneself into a position of favor (e.g., the fake smile of a politician). The saying is repeated exactly in 17.17. The Master’s aversion toward glibness and insinuating appearance is seen also in many other passages, such as 5.25, 11.25, 12.3, 13.27, 15.11, 16.4, and 17.18. Readers may also want to refer to the Master’s remark about the “village worthy” in 17.13. Notice though that the Master did not overstate his case, “seldom” does not mean “never.” There might be cases in which a greater good must be achieved through such means.

1.4曾子曰：「吾日三省吾身—为人谋而不忠乎？与朋友交而不信乎？传不习乎？」

Master Zeng said, “I daily examine myself on three counts—whether, in serving others, I have been wholeheartedly devoted (zhong 忠); whether, in interacting with friends, I have been not trustworthy (xin 信); whether, having been given instruction, I have not practiced accordingly.”

Master Zeng (ZENG Shen 曾参, style-named Ziyu) is one of the two disciples of Confucius consistently honored as a “master” in the Analects. Some scholars take “examine myself on three counts” to mean examining himself on the following three points, and others take it to mean examining himself multiple times each day. The last sentence has an alternative interpretation: “whether, in giving instruction [to others], I have failed to practice it myself.” With regard to the “instruction,” some take it in a general sense, while others suspect that, since from what Confucius taught Master Zeng came the book known as Xiao Jing 孝经, the Book of Filial Piety, it refers specifically to the teaching about filial piety.

1.5子曰：「道千乘之国，敬事而信，节用而爱人，使民以时。」

The Master said, “To rule a state of a thousand chariots, one must pay reverent attention to state affairs, be trustworthy, be frugal in expenditure, and love the people (ren 人), and put the populace (min 民) to work at the proper seasons.”

Originally a measure of the military power of a state, the number of chariots was extended to indicate the size of a state. One chariot was driven by a team of four horses. The size of a state can also be measured by the size of its territory or population. There are controversies about how to convert these measures. The word ren 人 usually refers to people in general, whereas the word min 民 refers to the common people. Proper season is particularly important for an agricultural society. It would devastate the life of the farmers if the government put them to work on projects like building roads or dams or sent them to war during their busy season.

1.6子曰：「弟子，入则孝，出则弟，谨而信，汎爱众，而亲仁。行有馀力，则以学文。」

The Master said, “My young fellows: when at home, be filial, and when going out, be respectful to elders. Be earnest and trustworthy, love the multitude broadly, and seek close association with those who are human-hearted. If you still have energy left after behaving in such a way, use it to study culture (wen 文).”

“Be filial at home” here serves as a starting point (cf. 1.2), and “be respectful to elders when going out” is extending the love to the multitude broadly. The last sentence indicates the priority of practice and living over studying, which suggests that the “young fellows” may refer to children, for whom a more formal studying is not the most rewarding way of learning yet (cf. 7.25). The next passage illustrates this point in more detail.

As for the meaning of wen 文 here, interpretations vary broadly from “written characters,” “ancient classics,” to “the Six Arts” (ritual, music, archery, charioting, writing, and arithmetic).

1.7子夏曰：「贤贤易色；事父母，能竭其力；事君，能致其身；与朋友交，言而有信。虽曰未学，吾必谓之学矣。」

Zixia said, “For those who, in valuing worthy people, they would change to an air of respect; in serving their parents, they can exert their utmost strength; in serving their lord, they can devote their life; in dealings with friends, their words are reliable—I will certainly say that they have learned even if it is said that they have not.”

Zixia is the style name of SHANG Pu, a disciple of Confucius. Depending on whether one reads the word se 色 as facial complexion or sexual attraction, the first part allows for two interpretations. The translation follows HUANG Kan’s quote of someone’s reading, which echoes passage 4.17. The part is alternatively taken by KONG Anguo, XING Bing, and ZHU Xi to mean “if a person values worthiness instead of sexual attraction,” which then matches the idea in 9.18 and 15.13 and can be applied in choosing a spouse, meaning that one should look at his or her moral qualities rather than physical appearance.

This passage reinforces the point in the previous passage: The purpose of learning is not merely to get some information or to be trained for a job, but to become a better person and be able to handle human relations properly. As YOU Zuo 游酢 (1053–1123) says, “Zixia is known for his literary acquirements [see 11.3], and even his words are like this—from here it is clear what the ancient people meant by ‘having learned’ ” (see ZHU Xi 1992, 4).

1.8「君子不重，则不威；学则不固。主忠信。无友不如己者。过则勿惮改。」

The Master said, “An exemplary person (junzi 君子) who does not have gravity (zhong 重) will not command respect, and what is learned will not be solid (gu 固). Hold firm to wholehearted devotion (zhong 忠) and trustworthiness (xin 信). Do not seek friends from those who are not as good as you. When you have faults, do not be afraid of correcting yourself.”

Junzi 君子 can also be taken to mean rulers here. Zhong 重 literally means “heavy,” “having gravity,” which entails having high self-esteem. The context suggests that having gravitas in one’s manner is necessary for commanding respect and, without high self-esteem, one tends to see the objective of learning to be too lofty and to become content with being mediocre or with superficial understanding. Depending on how one takes the word gu 固, the second part of the first sentence is alternatively read as “If one learns, one will not be inflexible,” or “If one learns, one will not be in the dark.” While these latter interpretations also make sense, they break the sentence into two separate ones.

The next to last statement (which also appears in 9.25) has been variously translated as “Do not have as a friend anyone who is not as good as you are,” or “Do not accept as friend anyone who is not as good as you.” These interpretations will lead to a dilemma: If no one accepts anyone who is not as good as oneself, then no one can find friends who are better than oneself. The proper reading of the statement, as ZHU Xi puts it, is not “to reject those who are not as good as you,” but “not to actively seek those who are not as good as you to be friends.” The awareness of community influence on a person is also indicated in 4.1, which is about choosing one’s neighbors. Zhu further points out that since humans have the tendency to feel superior when surrounded by those who are not as good and feel intimidated when in the company of those who are better, there is a need to go against the tendency. Reading the statement together with 7.22, 5.15, and 19.22 reveals something more: Since almost anyone can have something to teach us, perhaps Confucius is not talking about a person as a whole but is instead referring to specific aspects of a person: Befriend people’s strengths and not their weaknesses.

Still another point to consider is that the Master here is speaking to his disciples to instruct them in their growth. Young people are more vulnerable to bad influences. When one becomes a well-cultivated person, one should not only be less concerned about this but also try to exert good influences on those who are not so good (see 15.39, 19.3). Cf. 15.10 and the notes under it. See also 9.30, 12.24, and 16.5.

No one is perfect and everyone, including sages, makes mistakes. If one does not admit and correct one’s own mistakes, that is a bigger mistake (15.30). Indeed, part of Confucius’ greatness is his willingness to learn from others (7.22) and to correct his own mistakes (17.4). Cf. 4.7, 5.27, 6.3, 7.17, 7.31, 9.25, 14.25, 19.8, 19.21.

1.9曾子曰：「慎终，追远，民德归厚矣。」

Master Zeng said, “Let there be careful attention to funeral rituals, and let the rituals be extended to remote ancestors, and the virtue (de 德) of the people will resume its thickness.”

Likely intended as advice for rulers, this passage shows the Confucian understanding that filial piety is the root of all virtues, and that sacrificial ritual for deceased ancestors is the origin from which all other rituals got the name metaphorically. The book of Zhongyong says,

The Master said, “How abundant is the power (de 德) of the ghosts and spirits! Looking, we do not see it; listening, we do not hear it, and yet it informs all without leaving anything out. Had the people under heaven all fasted, purified themselves, and put on their festive attires in carrying out the sacrifices, it would be as if it is present vastly in the air above them and all around them. The Book of Songs says, ‘The descent of the spirits, cannot be fathomed; how much less, can it be ignored!’ Such is the way that the obscure becomes manifest! Such is the way that the function of sincerity cannot be repressed.” (Zhongyong, chap. 16)

The passage reveals a belief that funeral rituals can enact the “power of the ghosts and spirits” to the effect that it will be as if the power is all around. Inspired by the leaders’ way of respecting their ancestors, the common people will become gracious and reverent, and thereby virtuous in general. Cf. 3.11, 3.12, 12.19.

1.10子禽问于子贡曰：「夫子至于是邦也，必闻其政，求之与？抑与之与？」子贡曰：「夫子温、良、恭、俭、让以得之。夫子之求之也，其诸异乎人之求之与？」

Ziqin asked Zigong: “When our Master goes to any state, he always hears about how it is governed. Does he actively seek his information or is it offered to him?”

Zigong said, “Our Master is gentle, friendly, respectful, frugal, and deferential, and thus he gets his information. Is not the Master’s way of seeking information different from that of other people?”

Zigong is the style name of DUANMU Ci, one of Confucius’ closest disciples. Ziqin is the style name of CHEN Kang, who was either another disciple of Confucius or a disciple of Zigong (cf. 16.13, 19.25).

Korean Confucian scholar JEONG Yakyong has an alternative reading of Zigong’s first sentence, which is: “Our master is gentle, friendly, respectful, and frugal. He gets his information by being deferential” (see Jeong, vol. 58, 49).

The translation follows a common understanding of this passage: Because of the Master’s virtue, people would willingly offer information to him. This provides a contrast between focusing on what one wants and focusing on how or the style through which one gets it, between using the mind to get what one wants and using one’s virtue to get it, and between demanding something from others and seeking it from cultivating oneself.

An alternative reading takes the passage as saying that, instead of obtaining information through listening to what others say, the Master gets information through observing how gentle, friendly, respectful, frugal, and deferential the people are, because these all reflect the way the state is governed (LIANG Ji 梁冀, see HUANG Kan, 15–6).

1.11子曰：「父在，观其志；父没，观其行；三年无改于父之道，可谓孝矣。」

The Master said, “When the father is alive, look at his aspiration; when the father is dead, look at his conduct. If for three years one does not deviate from the way of his father, the person may be considered filial.”

The original text is unclear whether “his aspiration” and “his conduct” refer to the father’s or the child’s. In either case, it makes sense. One can judge whether a son is filial or not by looking at whether he deviates from his father’s aspiration or how the father conducted his life. One can also judge a son by looking at the son’s aspiration (during that time, a son would have no authority to act differently when the father is still alive) or the son’s action (after the father is dead) to see whether he deviates from his father.

Carrying on one’s forefathers’ way is a means through which one can extend the forefathers’ existence or presence—a relational concept of immortality. The reference to “three years” is associated with the traditional ritual of the mourning period for one’s parents (cf. 14.40, 17.21), but in this case it means more generally a long period of time.

One problem with the saying is that, if the father’s way is right, then the son should always stay on the same path, not just for three years; and if the father’s way is not right, then as Qing dynasty scholar WANG Zhong 汪中 (1745–1794) says, the son should deviate from it as soon as the father dies. Wang cites the ancient sage-king Yu’s story as an example. When Yu succeeded his father to become responsible for controlling the flood, he changed his father’s way. Instead of trying to block the flood in vain, as his father did, he led the flood into the ocean (see CHENG Shude, 43).

One solution to this obvious problem is to say that even though the passage sounds like an admonishment to people that they have an obligation to continue the way of their deceased father regardless of whether the way is right or wrong, it actually only says what it means to be filial: the filial son will feel reluctant to alter the father’s way simply because it is the father’s way. As QIAN Mu 钱穆 (1895–1990) says, “Even when we look at Chinese families today, there are still people who follow this way.… The heart-mind of filial children is naturally like this. Confucius grounded his teachings in human psychology. If one seeks the meaning of the passage by speculating too far away, one would on the contrary lose its actual meaning” (Qian 2002, 15). Reading this passage together with 13.15 and 15.36, we get a clearer sense that Confucius could not have meant that a son should stick to whatever way the father lived.

Here the reader is also advised to keep in mind the root metaphor in 1.2, according to which filial piety should not be taken as a universal, unconditional imperative, but as the root from which the tree of ren (human-heartedness) can grow. Cf. 19.18.

1.12有子曰：「礼之用，和为贵。先王之道，斯为美；小大由之。有所不行，知和而和，不以礼节之，亦不可行也。」

Master You said, “Bringing harmony (he 和) is the most valuable practical function of ritual propriety. This is what makes the way of the former Kings beautiful, whether in things great or small. There are situations in which this will not work: If one tries to bring about harmony for harmony’s sake without regulating it by ritual propriety, this is not going to work.”

The “former Kings” are the ancient sage-kings, such as Yao, Shun, Yu, King Wen, and King Wu.

There are several different interpretations of this passage. According to HUANG Kan, XING Bing, and CHENG Yi, it is about the need to balance ritual propriety and music. They read the word he as referring to music, because music harmonizes, hence rendering the saying as:

In practicing ritual propriety, it is most valuable to employ music. This is what makes the way of the former Kings beautiful. When things great or small all follow it [i.e., follow ritual propriety, and are not yet harmonized by music], there are situations in which this will not work. [On the other hand] if one simply uses music to bring harmony and does not regulate it by ritual propriety, this is not going to work either.5

These scholars all attribute to ritual propriety the function of separating different social roles (cf. 12.11), and to music the function of harmonizing their relationships. Without differentiation of roles, there will be chaos; yet with too rigid role differentiation, there will be lack of cohesion. This is why music is indispensable. CHENG Yi says, “When there is a preponderance of ritual propriety, people will be separated. Therefore, in the practice of ritual propriety, it is important to bring harmony.… When there is preponderance of music, people will lack constraint. Therefore, this will not work either” (see CHENG Shude, 48). This interpretation is consistent with some statements in the chapter on music of the Book of Rites, and it can explain why Confucius often mentions ritual propriety together with music (cf. 11.1, 13.3, 14.12, 16.2, 17.11).

LIU Baonan, however, rejects the preceding reading explicitly, because ritual propriety is itself sufficient to bring harmony. He takes the passage to be Master You’s elaboration on the implementation of Confucius’ view on zhongyong, hitting the mark constantly (see the respective entry in the section on key terms), and attributes it to be in the same lineage of the views expressed in the Zhongyong, which is a chapter of the Book of Rites. According to this interpretation, “Harmony cannot be established without centrality (zhong), centrality cannot be heedful without ritual propriety”; hence, ritual propriety is not only sufficient but also necessary for bringing harmony. According to the Zhongyong, harmony means “hitting the proper beat all the time.” For instance, only through practicing ritual propriety can a person shake hands with another with a mastery of all the proper, subtle details such as at exactly the right time, with the right degree of firmness and duration, and accompanying it with the proper eye contact.

Still another interpretation of the passage is that, since ritual propriety is artificial, the ideal is to make it like one’s second nature so that one achieves harmonious results naturally.6 The naturalness of he (i.e., like hitting the proper degree effortlessly) is not the same as the nature (genetic endowment) that people are born with. It comes with the refinement of ritual propriety (cf. 6.18). This is why Master You says that if one tries to bring harmony for harmony’s sake without regulating it with ritual propriety, such effort will not work. It will not work because naturalness is exactly achieved when one no longer needs to make effort natural. This naturalness can only be achieved through constant practice of ritual propriety until it becomes part of oneself, or, as the saying goes, when the dancer becomes the dance.

David Wong points out further that, in contrast with the pursuit of universal agreement on principles (which is well known for being difficult, if not impossible), the practice of ritual propriety is ambiguous and leaves maximum space for uniqueness and creativity. A handshake itself does not specify what is agreed upon, yet certain trust and mutual recognition is established. The meaning carried in a handshake can be richer than any agreement on a principle. A principle can easily lose mutuality or lack emotional content. Indeed, not only is the observance of ritual propriety a necessary condition for any healthy dialogue, whether among civilizations, between political parties, or within a troubled family, it is often also the way to generate the best outcome of dialogue: harmony.

1.13有子曰：「信近于义，言可复也。恭近于礼，远耻辱也。因不失其亲，亦可宗也。」

Master You said, “When your trustworthiness is close to what is appropriate (yi 义), what you said can be repeated (fu 复). When respect is shown in proximity to ritual propriety, one can stay away from shame and disgrace. When a person does not lose close relationship with one’s own kinsmen after being married, the person can be considered reliable.”

Fu literally means “come and go,” “return,” or “repeat.” Some commentators (such as ZHU Xi) interpreted fu as “put into practice.”

Notice here that Master You is not prescribing that one has an absolute moral duty to be trustworthy in whatever one says. Only when what is said is close to what is appropriate or right should the words be kept or put into practice. Cf. 13.20, 17.8.

Similarly, respect should also be shown in proper ways. If one were to show respect to a person by kowtowing to the person to whom he is not supposed to do so, doing that would only bring shame and disgrace to himself. This statement also entails that shame and disgrace are brought by oneself (cf. 2.20, 15.33, 19.24).

The third statement here is based on reading the word yin 因 as yin 姻 (marriage), which was substitutable by the former. Without reading it this way, commentators have come up with varying interpretations that, in my humble opinion, either make good sense but at the cost of some awkward stretch of the original sentence (the best among which is by ZHU Xi: “When the people you rely upon are proper persons to be intimate with, they can be your guides or masters”), or close to the original sentence but without making very good sense.

1.14子曰：「君子食无求饱，居无求安，敏于事而慎于 言，就有道而正焉，可谓好学也已。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons do not seek to gratify their appetite in eating, do not seek comfort in dwelling; they are quick in action and careful in speech, approximating those who travel the right path to rectify themselves,—these are persons who can indeed be said to be fond of learning.”

Exemplary persons do not seek material comfort as their ultimate aim of life. They do not learn to just get a salary. This does not entail, however, that they have no need for material conditions of living. “Careful in speech” is a theme repeated many times in the Analects. Cf. 2.13, 4.22, 4.24, 12.3, 14.20, 14.27.



1.15子贡曰：「贫而无谄，富而无骄，何如？」子曰： 「可也；未若贫而乐道，富而好礼者也。」子贡曰：「《诗》云：『如切如磋，如琢如磨』，其斯之谓与？」子曰：「赐也，始可与言《诗》已矣，告诸往而知来者。」

Zigong asked, “What do you think about this saying—poor but not obsequious; rich but not arrogant?”

The Master replied, “That is alright; but it is not as good as ‘poor, yet enjoys the Way (dao 道); rich, yet is fond of ritual propriety.’ ”

Zigong replied, “The Songs states,

‘As carving, as filing;

as grounding, as polishing.’

Is this what it means?”

The Master said, “It is with the likes of Ci [Zigong] that I can begin to talk about the Songs. Being told about what was in the past, he knows what is to come after.”

The word dao 道 in this passage does not appear in the Analects edited and commented by ZHENG Xuan and XING Bing; hence, the relevant statement would be “poor, yet is joyful” (cf. 6.11, 7.16). The word appeared in HE Yan’s and some other later versions. This is presumably because the former followed the Lu Analects, and the latter followed the Old Analects.

The Songs are also known as the Odes. Confucius is believed to have selected 305 of them and edited them into one book, which then became a classic. The Master places tremendous importance on the Songs. He often quotes them to make his points. He tells his son that without studying the Songs one would not know how to speak (16.3), and he obviously believes that people can draw significant moral lessons for life from the Songs. Cf. 2.2, 3.8, 3.20, 7.18, 8.8, 13.5, 16.13, 17.9, 17.10.

Like carving jade or bone into artwork, one should not stop after cutting and chiseling, but should continue to the stage of filing and polishing until it looks perfect. Using the Songs, Zigong showed that he not only understood the specific stages of goodness that the Master explained to him, but he also learned the general lesson that lay behind them: One should not be satisfied with just being alright but should also strive for further improvement.

1.16子曰：「不患人之不己知，患不知人也。」

The Master said, “Do not be troubled by others’ not understanding (zhi 知) you; worry that you do not understand others.”

Here the word zhi can also be interpreted as “recognizing.” This thesis of “learning for the self” (14.24), placed at the end of book 1, echoes the beginning of the book. Cf. 1.1, 4.17, 12.20, 12.22, 14.17, 14.30, 15.19, 15.21.

 

为政第二 Book 2

2.1子曰：「为政以德，譬如北辰，居其所而众星共之。」

The Master said, “One who governs by means of virtue (de 德) may be compared to the North Celestial Pole (beichen 北辰), which remains in its place and all the stars pay homage to it.”

The common interpretation of this, apparently originated by BAO Xian and followed by HE Yan and ZHU Xi, is that it exemplifies the Confucian idea of wuwei 无为, action by non-action, which is both similar to and different from the Daoist idea of wuwei. While they both contain the meaning of non-action, or action without coercion, the Confucian teaching is more about setting an example of excellence for others to follow. Relating this point to Confucius’ idea that society is an extension of the family, one may draw lessons about governing from the experiences of parenting: the best way to educate children is by being a good role model for them. Cf. 2.3, 12.17, 12.19, 13.6, 13.13, 15.5.

Many commentators are reluctant to use wuwei to interpret this passage or even reject it outright. WANG Fuzhi criticizes the preceding reading as twisting Confucianism toward Lao Zi’s Daoism. MAO Qiling 毛奇龄 (1623–1716) says that governing by virtue is action. He quotes the Book of Rites, in which Confucius is said to have responded to Duke Ai of Lu’s question about governing by saying, “What the ruler does is what the people follow. How should they follow what he does not do?” (see CHENG Shude, 63). QIAN Mu says, “ ‘remaining in its place’ means do not go out of one’s place and just do what one is supposed to do; it does not mean doing nothing” (Qian 2002, 20). Korean scholar JEONG Yakyong argues that beichen refers to the north celestial pole rather than an actual star. It is the center around which all stars rotate. This center is de, virtue. Leading by virtue is setting a good moral example, not wuwei. The Confucian Way of government is active engagement in governing, the very opposite of wuwei. As for Confucius’ praise for the sage-king Shun as wuwei in 15.5, Jeong says that it was actually admiring Shun’s selection of good ministers, which consequently freed him from doing all the works himself (Jeong, vol. 58, 64–71).

2.2子曰：「《诗》三百，一言以蔽之，曰：『思无邪』。」

The Master said, “The Songs are three hundred in number. They can be covered in one expression: ‘Oh (si 思), let there be no deviation.’ ”

The last line is often read as “Think without deviation,” because the word si 思 normally means “think.” In the original song (The Songs, Hymns of Lu, “Jiong”), however, the word is just a modal particle that has no meaning except for expressing a mood, like “gee” and “wow.” The line literally means “Oh, let [the horses] be safe and sound.” This might be an intentional play with ambiguity or creative use of the original text to infuse a moral significance, which is characteristic of Confucian aesthetics. While the Master’s statement looks like an empirical generalization of the songs, it could actually be the protocol according to which Confucius selected the songs when he was editing the Book of Songs. As for what “no deviation” means, there are two very different readings. Some commentators take it to mean that all the songs implicitly entail moral meanings to praise the good and condemn the evil. Others take it to mean straightforwardness in expressing genuine feelings.

2.3子曰：「道之以政，齐之以刑，民免而无耻；道之以德，齐之以礼，有耻且格。」

The Master said, “Leading the common people with administrative regulations and keeping them in order with penal punishments, they will try to avoid troubles (mian 免) but will have no sense of shame (chi 耻). Leading them with virtue (de 德) and keeping them in order with ritual propriety, they will have a sense of shame and will constrain (ge 格) themselves.”

Confucius is not denying the need for administrative regulations and penal punishments. He is saying instead that, in comparison, relying on virtue and ritual propriety is much better. Compulsion and punishment can only ensure outward conformity, whereas virtue and ritual propriety transform people from within. In addition, traditional ritual propriety is a repository of the ancient wisdom about what is appropriate, saturated in social custom, whereas administrative regulations and penal laws during that particular historical era could hardly be anything but arbitrary and power-driven orders sanctioned from above.

Strictly speaking though, administrative orders and penal laws are also different. Confucius allegedly said,

The sages’ ways of governing and transforming are always combined with administrative regulation and penal punishment. The most supreme is to teach the common people with virtue and keep them in order with ritual propriety. The next best is to guide the common people with administrative regulation and to restrain them with penal punishments without having to actually exercise the punishments. Transforming them yet they refuse to change, guiding them yet they refuse to follow, rightness is injured and customs corrupted—only then is penal punishment put to use. (Kong Zi Jiayu, 7.31)

Cf. 12.13, 12.19, 16.1.

Because the word ge 格 can also mean “to arrive,” “to approach,” the last sentence may be read as “they will have a sense of shame and will willingly move toward you.”

A bold alternative reading of this passage, by LIAO Mingchun 廖名春, renders mian as “running away” and ge as “stop”; hence, turning “they will try to avoid troubles but will have no sense of shame” into “they will keep running away,” and turning “they will have a sense of shame and will constrain themselves” into “they will stay and be attracted toward you” (see Liao, 121–132).



2.4子曰：「吾十有五而志于学，三十而立，四十而不 惑，五十而知天命，六十而耳顺，七十而从心所欲，不踰矩。」

The Master said, “At fifteen, I had my heart-mind set on learning. At thirty, I was able to take my stand. At forty, I had no more perplexities. At fifty, I knew the mandate of heaven (tianming 天命). At sixty, my ears (er 耳) were attuned. At seventy, I could follow my heart’s wishes without overstepping the boundaries.”

This very condensed autobiography of Confucius’ spiritual journey is so influential in Chinese culture that people would use the phrases as alternative ways of expressing a person’s age. For example, instead of saying “I am thirty,” a person can say “I have reached the age of ‘taking my stand.’ ” Such an expression will then carry much more meaning than simply being a marker for the passage of time. It means what one is supposed to achieve at this stage of life.

“Taking a stand” has been variously taken to refer to having mastered the Five Classics, or having learned in general, or having mastered ritual propriety (cf. 8.8, 16.13, 20.3) so that one has a basis to establish oneself, or having obtained a certain social and cultural status (cf. 9.30, 15.14).

Commentators generally take “having no perplexities” to be mastery of the art of quan 权, or using discretion (cf. 9.30 and the entry in the section on key terms).

Tianming literally means what tian commands or grants (see the entry on tianming in the section on key terms). Most commentators believe that in this case knowing tianming means knowing heaven’s call, or his vocation, which is different from knowing destiny, much less a predetermined fate. Contrary to simply giving up making effort to affect the world, knowing tianming means to aspire to carry on a mission to transform the world. It is not only an objective realization but also a subjective acknowledgment or choice of what is good for human beings and what one should do—a sense of mission, which entails a subjective commitment, or the action of committing. Yet early commentators, such as HUANG Kan and those he quotes, take tianming to be destiny determined by heaven and associate it with the fact that a person at the age of fifty is declining and hence able to see how far one is able to reach, that is, there is not much future anymore (HUANG Kan, 26). Some commentators also relate this part with passage 7.17, where Confucius talks about studying the Book of Changes at the age of fifty, and they suspect that there is some connection between the two.

“Having attuned ears” is a puzzling statement. One wonders whether in a world that puts much emphasis on the art of writing and speaking (these are clearly very important for both democracy and for a market economy), we have neglected the art of listening and the ability to hear. Some take “ears” more broadly to mean anything that we learn indirectly or not through personally witnessing. The word rendered “attuned”—shun 顺—means “smooth.” There are two main interpretations of shun: One is to take it to mean that at this stage, one would no longer be irritated by what one hears and would be more ready to hear what is good in others’ words, and the other is that at this stage, one finds the ear easy to use—sensitive enough to hear what others are saying, even behind their words (cf. 20.3). There is much to speculate on, not only about what this means but also why listening is foremost at this stage of a person’s development. Some speculate that the word er 耳 might be a mistake for something else. HAN Yu 韩愈 (768–824), for instance, takes it as er 尔 (thereby), making the statement “At sixty, I thereby attuned myself [to heaven].” LIAO Mingchun argues that it must be a substitute for er 聏, which means “harmony,” and hence the statement should be “At sixty, I am in harmony” (Liao, 245–247).

The statement about the last stage is quoted more often than any other, as it seems to signify the highest aim of the Confucian cultivation—a state of freedom of cultivated spontaneity. This freedom is different from the so-called freedom of indifference in which one has no inclination toward anything. Although freedom of indifference is better than being driven by bias or bad inclinations, it is, as Descartes puts it, “the lowest kind of freedom” because in such a state there is nothing that can help the agent to make a non-arbitrary choice. “Were I always to see clearly what is true and good, I would never deliberate about what is to be judged or chosen. Thus, although I may be entirely free, I could never for that reason be indifferent” (Descartes, 81). A person who is good at driving is not indifferent to how to drive, and exactly because of this, the person is free in driving.

On the other hand, the Confucian freedom indicated in the passage is also different from the Kantian absolute spontaneity in which pure reason governs our heart and its desires and aversions. In Kantian absolute spontaneity, pure reason is not in harmony with inclinations and is therefore constantly under the threat of being overridden by the natural forces of the heart. The Confucian sense of freedom is to have one’s heart attuned and moral reasoning “materialized” through embodiment. It allows activities to arise fully from the agent herself yet stay within moral boundaries.

An alternative reading of the last statement, by JIAO Xun 焦循 (1763–1820), takes it to be saying the same thing as “Human-hearted persons establish others if they want to establish themselves and unblock (da 达) others if they want to unblock themselves” (6.30), or “Do not do to others what you do not wish for yourself” (12.2). In other words, it is a stage in which one is able to use one’s own desires (wants) as a nearby analogy to know and to stay within the boundaries.

One must be careful, though, not to take this stage as merely a passive internalization of moral boundaries. The Master advocates not only doing the right and the good in the sense of carrying out one’s moral responsibilities, but also living an enjoyable, artistic, and creative way of life. Cf. 7.6, 8.8, 11.26, 14.35.

Commenting on the entire passage, GU Xiancheng 顾宪成 (1550–1612) says that “this passage is a chronicle of the Master’s entire life; it is also a permanently valid wonderful key for becoming a sage” (see CHENG Shude, 79).

2.5孟懿子问孝。子曰：「无违。」樊迟御，子告之 曰：「孟孙问孝于我，我对曰，『无违。』」樊迟 曰：「何谓也？」子曰：「生，事之以礼；死，葬之以礼，祭之以礼。」

MENG Yizi asked about being filial. The Master said, “Do not disobey (wei 违).”

When FAN Chi was driving the Master, the Master spoke to him, saying, “MENG Yizi asked me what filial piety was, and I replied ‘Do not disobey.’ ”

FAN Chi said, “What did you mean by that?”

The Master replied, “When alive, serve them according to ritual propriety; when dead, bury them according to ritual propriety and perform offering ceremonies for them according to ritual propriety.”

The object of the verb wei 违 (to act contrary or violate) in this statement could either be the parents’ will or ritual propriety in general (as it is often the case in ancient texts when the word is used absolutely). MENG Yizi (Yizi is his posthumous title) is a minister of the state of Lu and a member of the powerful “Three Houses,” which were notorious for transgressing proper lines of rituals (cf. 3.2). His father MENG Xizi, on his deathbed, told him and his brother to study ritual proprieties with Confucius. Given the background and Confucius’ subsequent explanation to FAN Chi, Confucius’ reply to MENG Yizi can be seen as a tactful way of communication: On the surface, it is telling him that he should not go against his parents’ will, but the underlying message is that he, as well as the Three Houses, should observe ritual proprieties. The subsequent explanation to FAN Chi provides a concrete link between filial piety and ritual propriety—to be filial means to treat one’s parents consistently with observation of ritual propriety, from beginning to end. The reason that Confucius brought this up to FAN Chi is presumably that he intended to let FAN Chi, who was a close associate with MENG Yizi, to convey the implied message in case MENG Yizi did not get it. Here we see an example of indirect communication, the use of proper wen 文, the refined form, for the zhi 质, substance, that he intends to convey (see 6.18, 7.15, and 17.20 for more examples of indirect communication and compare this with the “village honest” in 17.13). It would be misleading to take Confucius’ reply to MENG Yizi out of context, as if Confucius were simply saying that one should blindly obey one’s parents (cf. the notes under 1.11 and 13.15).

2.6孟武伯问孝。子曰：「父母，唯其疾之忧。」

MENG Wubo asked about being filial. The Master said, “Let the parents have nothing but their illness to worry about.”

MENG Wubo is the son of MENG Yizi, who would often let his parents worry about him.

The state of physical well-being is something beyond one’s control. The statement is, however, ambiguous about whose health the parents will still worry about, their own or the children’s, although both would make good sense.

2.7子游问孝。子曰：「今之孝者，是谓能养。至于犬 马，皆能有养；不敬，何以别乎。」

Ziyou asked about being filial. The Master said, “Nowadays being filial is taken to mean only material support for one’s parents. But even dogs and horses are supported in that way. Without reverence, what is there to mark the difference?”

Ziyou is the style name of YAN Yan, a disciple of Confucius.

There are three very different readings of the ambiguous line “even dogs and horses are supported in that way”: The first, held by BAO Xian, is that “even dogs and horses support humans in that way” (as dogs guard doors and horses carry people). The second, by ZHU Xi, is that “even dogs and horses are supported by humans in that way.” Finally, by LI Guangdi 李光地 (1642–1718), “even dogs and horses support their own kinds in that way.” Whichever is the case, what is missing is respect or reverence.

By serving and dining with respect and appreciation in a proper setting, mere physical nourishment can become a uniquely human event. Extending this line of thinking, we may ask what makes human “lovemaking” different from animal mating, or whether it is adequate for humans to treat each other merely in a legal but unkindly manner, or whether one should indulge in pleasure but not care about learning. A quote from Mencius seems particularly inspiring: “If a man who cares about food and drink can do so without neglecting any other part of his person, then his mouth and belly are much more than just a foot or an inch of his skin” (Mencius, 6A:14). Cf. 2.8.

This does not entail that parents do not need to earn respect from their children. Since the question is only about how children should treat their parents, the parents’ responsibility is not at issue here.

2.8子夏问孝。子曰：「色难。有事，弟子服其劳；有酒食，先生馔，曾是以为孝乎？」

Zixia asked about being filial. The Master said, “The difficulty is with the countenance. If the young merely offer service when there is work to be done and defer to elders when there is wine and food, how can this be enough to be considered filial?”

Zixia is the style name of BU Shang, a disciple of Confucius. Both Ziyou and Zixia are some forty years younger than Confucius.

“Countenance” means a person’s facial expression. It expresses a person’s internal feelings. “The difficulty is with countenance” can be understood in two directions. ZHENG Xuan and ZHU Xi take it as saying that, in serving parents, children should have a pleasant, respectful countenance. This is difficult because, in addition to overt actions, it requires true love and respect. BAO Xian, MA Rong 马融 (79–166), HUANG Kan, and XING Bing take it as saying that, in serving parents, children should be sensitive to their parents’ countenance. This is difficult because they need to care about how the parents truly feel and not merely that they have been provided for. Cf. 2.7.

2.9子曰：「吾与回言终日，不违，如愚。退而省其私，亦足以发，回也不愚。」

The Master said, “I can talk with Hui [YAN Hui] for a whole day without him disagreeing with anything I say, as if he were stupid. Yet after he left and I examined his conduct, I found him able to illustrate my teachings. Hui is not stupid.”

YAN Hui (style name Ziyuan, aka YAN Yuan) is Confucius’ most diligent disciple, but he died young (see 5.9, 6.3, 6.11, 7.11, 9.11, 9.20, 9.21, 11.4, 11.7–11.11, 11.23). Qing dynasty scholar LI Yu 李颙 (1627–1705) says, in his Sishu Fanshen Lu, “Generally speaking, those who are clever and confident are not adequate for entering the Way. YAN Hui is able to abide by human-heartedness exactly because he appears to be stupid.” “Great wisdom appears to be stupid, and because of this stupidity, is not stupid. Small cleverness does not appear stupid, and because of this non-stupidity, is paradoxically stupid.” He explains that this is because the truly wise open their heart-mind for learning, whereas petty cleverness makes one close-minded (see CHENG Shude, 92).

2.10子曰：「视其所以，观其所由，察其所安。人焉廋哉？人焉廋哉？」

The Master said, “Watch what people do, observe what they follow, examine in what they feel at ease. How can they conceal? How can they conceal?”

When asked about what is being wise, Confucius’ answer is “to know people” (12.22).

QIAN Mu calls for attention to the difference between watch, observe, and examine. “Watch is to look at particular actions; observe is to look at the person’s actions holistically; examine is to pay attention to the details” (Qian 2002, 28).

Notice that the Master also teaches that one should “not greet others with suspicion of deception, nor presuppose untrustworthiness” (14.31).

It is interesting to compare Confucius’ and Mencius’ approaches to getting to know people. While Confucius looks more at the external behavior, Mencius tries to look through a person’s eyes to penetrate into a person’s internal world (see Mencius, 4A:15).

2.11子曰：「温故而知新，可以为师矣。」

The Master said, “Acquiring the new from warming up the old, that is fit to be a teacher.”

Most people read this passage as saying that a person who keeps acquiring the new from reviewing the old is qualified to be a teacher (for others). However, late Qing scholar HUAN Maoyong 宦懋庸 (1842–1892) takes the “teacher” to be the very method of learning by acquiring the new from reviewing the old. According to this reading, the passage is about finding the right teacher for oneself rather than seeking how to be qualified as a teacher for others. This reading makes good sense. It is consistent with the Master’s view that one should learn for the sake of improving oneself rather than for others (14.24, see CHENG Shude, 96).

In either case the emphasis is not so much on the possession of knowledge as it is on the ability to draw the new from the old.

While a conservative would emphasize going back to the old and to tradition, and a liberal would highlight creativity and the new, this passage seems to be suggesting a dialectic approach: One who cannot get the new from reviewing the old is pedantic, and one who disregards the old in creating the new is likely to be shallow. Creativity should be rooted in drawing from the old while not being limited by the old. This also applies to Confucius’ attitude toward traditional ritual propriety, for which he is often criticized as being conservative. The problem exists only when we take the tradition as a set of rigid rules, because against a rule, every deviation is wrong. Taken as a resource for developing inspiration and instruction, tradition becomes the very condition upon which creativity and originality can be generated. Cf. 1.15, 7.1.

2.12子曰：「君子不器。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons do not live like a mere vessel.”

A vessel is only useful for limited purposes. This saying is not against being useful (cf. 13.25), but rather against being a mere instrument. The relevance of this teaching to what is called “liberal education” today is obvious. Such an education is not for job training (making the person a mere vessel that fits only particular functions) but for person-making—helping people to grow as well-educated human beings (cf. 1.15).

A further implication of the passage is that, while a vessel only passively awaits construction and use, an exemplary person should actively construct oneself through cultivation and broaden the Way. Cf. 9.2, 15.29.

2.13子贡问君子。子曰：「先行其言，而后从之。」

Zigong asked about being an exemplary person. The Master said, “Act first on what you are going to say, and only then say it.”

A theme recurrent in the Analects is “quick in action and slow in speech” (4.24). This does not mean they act first so that it will be too late for others to oppose or to correct them. It rather means that they do not let their words overstate what they can do. Cf. 1.3, 4.6, 4.22, 12.3, 14.20, 14.27.

2.14子曰：「君子周而不比，小人比而不周。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons are inclusive (zhou 周) but not partisan (bi 比). Petty persons (xiaoren 小人) are partisan but not inclusive.”

Both zhou 周 and bi 比 contain the meaning of associating with others, and in classic Chinese the two words were often used together as one phrase; hence, there is much discussion about their difference in the traditional commentaries of the passage. Some interpret their difference in terms of the scope—with zhou being all inclusive and bi for small circles. Others take the difference as essentially a matter of whether the association is formed by yi (rightness) or li (profit) or, put alternatively, by gong (public interest) or si (private interest). These sides, however, may be related to each other. As LI Yu says, “With the love of an exemplary person, the benefit reaches out to the multitude,.… But with the love of a petty person, it comes with discrete schemes among small circles, partisan attacks on outsiders, and the harm spreads among the people and the state” (see CHENG Shude, 102). Confucius seems to be using the two words that previously meant difference in scope to anchor a difference in style of association that he had no expressions for. If this is the case, then this would be another act of “rectifying names,” like what he did for junzi (from “son of lord” to “exemplary persons”) and xiaoren (from “the common people” to “petty persons”). See 13.3 for a discussion about rectification of names. Cf. 15.22.

2.15子曰：「学而不思则罔，思而不学则殆。」

The Master said, “Learning without thinking leads to confusion (wang 罔); thinking without learning leads to trouble (dai 殆).”

Wang 罔 can mean perplexity or confusing the wrong with the right. Dai 殆 can mean either being unsettled, in peril, or being weary.

It is necessary for one to reflect, evaluate, and indeed, to select what to learn. Not everything is equally worth learning, and what is worth studying may not be worth accepting. Facing different theories and modes of praxis, the non-reflective person would become more perplexed the more he learns (as in the case of many who become radical relativists and nihilists). On the other hand, the great minds of the past and the world in general are resources that we cannot afford to ignore. Indulgence in one’s own independent thinking without due respect for the knowledge and the wisdom of others is foolhardy and dangerous (cf. 15.31).

By si 思, thinking, Confucius means more than mere intellectual reasoning. For Confucius si involves the heart part of the xin 心 (heart-mind), which we might call a “bodily way of thinking” or reflecting on one’s feelings. See 12.4.

2.16子曰：「攻乎异端，斯害也已。」

The Master said, “To attack (gong 攻) alternative ends (yiduan 异端) will bring harm, what else (yeyi 也已)?”

The original text of this passage is ambiguous, especially due to the multiple meanings of the following words: Gong 攻, which can mean “attack,” “criticize,” or “cut and polish,” “work hard on something”; yiduan 异端, which can mean miscellaneous books, ways, skills, or other ends, extremes (as in access and deficiency), or different or heterodox doctrines; yeyi 也已, which can mean “end,” or “will be the result,” or simply be a modal particle, which reflects the mood of the speaker—“that is it,” “what else?”

Depending on which meaning of the words one takes, there can be very different, even opposite, interpretations to this passage. Here are several major ones, summarized (not literally translated) from their advocates (see CHENG Shude, 104–110):

“To work on minor ways will only result in harm” (HUANG Kan), because they will distract a person’s focus on the Way.

“To become accomplished in heterodox doctrines will only result in harm” (ZHU Xi), because one will be confused by them, and even be misled by them.

“To attack heterodox doctrines will end their harm” (SUN Yi 孙弈, Song dynasty scholar, dates unknown), because only by doing so will one make the correct Way clear.

“To critically evaluate both ends (extremes) will end their harm” (ZHENG Xuan), because by doing so one will know where is the proper center.

While these interpretations all make sense, my choice of translating it the way I do follows a less well known one, by WANG Kaiyun 王闿运 (1833–1916). Besides the intention to offer a new reading of the text to inspire more thoughts, the choice is also based on the consideration about how the ambiguous words in this passage are used in other places in the Analects: Gong is used as attack or to criticize in both other occurrences (11.17, 12.21). Yiduan has no other occurrences, but part of it, duan, is used in the only other occurrence (9.8) as ends or sides. Yeyi has thirteen other occurrences, all used as a model particle rather than “end.” The only minor problem with this reading is that the Dingzhou text of the Analects has a different word gong 功 (to be accomplished through labor) rather than gong 攻 in this place. Cf. 9.30, 13.23, 15.22, 15.40, 18.6, 18.7, 19.4.



2.17子曰：「由！诲女知之乎！知之为知之，不知为不 知，是知也。」

The Master said, “You [Zilu], keep in mind (zhi 知) what I am about to teach you. If you know then hold it as you know, and if you do not know then hold it as you don’t. That is wisdom (zhi 知).”

“You” is the first name of ZHONG You, more commonly referred to by his style name, Zilu (aka Jilu), a disciple nine years younger than Confucius. He was bold and sometimes pretentious.

The word zhi 知 can mean knowledge (or to know), wisdom (zhi 智), understanding, realization, and setting one’s heart-mind on something (and hence having aspiration). Of the six occurrences of the word in this passage, the first seems to mean aspiration (see the following quote from the Xun Zi), the middle four are commonly taken as “know” or “knowledge” (although the Dingzhou text has all six written as zhi 智). The last one can be read either as “knowledge” or “wisdom,” but (again given the quote from the Xun Zi) it seems better to be taken as wisdom.

The Master’s remark reminds us of Socrates’ “knowing one’s own ignorance is wisdom,” and Lao Zi’s “To know that you don’t know is knowledge/wisdom. To say that you know when you don’t know is an illness” (Lao Zi, chap. 71). While ordinarily people think that the more one learns the more one knows, interestingly and paradoxically, the more one learns the more one realizes how much one does not know. But there is more in Confucius’ teaching than simply knowing one’s ignorance—it is also an attitude toward life, as is illustrated in a fuller account of the story in the Xun Zi:

Zilu dressed in fancy clothes when he came to see Confucius. Confucius said, “You [Zilu], what is the reason for the fanciness? Early on, when the Yangtze emerges from Mount Min, at its origin its flow is barely enough to overflow a goblet. But when it reaches the crossing point, then without tying together boats and avoiding the winds, you would not be able to cross it. Is this not simply because of the vast amount of water flowing down? Now your clothes are fancy and your countenance is puffed up. Who in the world would be willing to remonstrate with you like this?”

Zilu quickly went out, changed his clothing, and came back in, but he still had the same manner as before. Confucius said, “Keep in mind what I am about to tell you, You [Zilu]. Those who are aggressive in their words embellish things, and those who are aggressive in their conducts show off to others. One who puts on an appearance of wisdom and ability is a petty person. Thus exemplary persons say they know when they know, and say they do not know when they don’t know—in speech this is essential; they say that they are capable when they are capable, and say they are not capable when they are not capable—in conduct this is the highest standard. When one grasps the essential in speech, one is wise; when one attains the highest standard in conduct, one is human-hearted. When one is both wise and human-hearted, what shortcomings could one have?” (Xun Zi, 29.6; see translations by Knoblock, vol. 3, 254, and Hutton, 327–328.)

2.18子张学干禄。子曰：「多闻阙疑，慎言其馀，则寡 尤。多见阙殆，慎行其馀，则寡悔。言寡尤，行寡 悔，禄在其中矣。」

Zizhang was learning about (xue 学) pursuing an official position (ganlu 干禄). The Master said, “Listen broadly, guard against what is dubious, and speak cautiously of other matters, then you will invite few pitfalls. Look broadly, guard against what seems perilous, and act cautiously on other matters, then you will have few regrets. When one’s words give few occasions for pitfalls and one’s conduct gives few occasions for regrets, an official position will naturally come.”

Zizhang, a disciple forty-eight years younger than Confucius, is seeking something outside of himself, whereas the Master teaches him to seek it from within (cf. 15.21, 15.32; Mencius, 6A:16). Here again, the art of listening is brought up (cf. 2.4, 16.8).

Many commentators suspected that the word xue 学 should be wen 问, “ask”; hence, the opening sentence would become “Zizhang asked about pursuing an official position.” Some others further speculate that ganlu 干禄 refers to the lines in the Songs, such as ganlu baifu 干禄百福 where ganlu means pursuing good fortune. If so, then Zizhang would be asking about how to understand the relevant song.

2.19哀公闻曰：「何为则民服？」孔子对曰：「举直错诸枉，则民服；举枉错诸直，则民不服。」

Duke Ai asked, “What should one do to let people obey?”

Confucius replied, “Advance the upright and set them against the crooked, then the people will obey. Advance the crooked and set them against the upright, then the people will disobey.”

Duke Ai was the nominal ruler of Confucius’ home state Lu. He had the opportunity of becoming a true ruler had he advanced the worthies, but instead he indulged himself in sensual pleasures and let the “crooked” take control of his state. Consequently, the people became resentful. Setting the upright against the crooked is a metaphor borrowed from carpentry where crooked wood is pressed on a flat surface to be straightened.

A subtle disagreement between commentators on this passage is that some (such as BAO Xian) take the Master to be saying that the crooked should be abandoned and replaced by the upright, while others (such as LIU Baonan) believe that the Master is saying that the upright should be placed above the crooked so that the latter can be constrained and corrected by the former (cf. 12.22).

2.20季康子问：「使民敬、忠以勤，如之何？」子曰：「临之以庄，则敬；孝慈，则忠；举善而教不能，则勤。」

JI Kangzi asked, “How to make the people reverent, having wholehearted devotion (zhong 忠), and hardworking?”

The Master said, “Preside over them with dignity, and they will be reverent. Be filial and caring, and they will be wholeheartedly devoted. Advance the good and teach the inexperienced, and they will be hardworking.”

JI Kangzi, the head of the most powerful clan in the state of Lu, was the de facto ruler of the state (cf. 10.16, 12.17–19). “Preside over” has an implication of assuming a ritual position of being a superior, but this position has to be substantiated by dignity. “Filial” is a word for how children should treat elder generations, whereas “caring” (ci 慈) is how elders should treat youngsters. When a ruler is able to set an example of being filial and caring, the common people will follow and hence be wholeheartedly devoted. All these instructions point toward being demanding of oneself rather than of others.

2.21或谓孔子曰：「子奚不为政？」子曰：「书云：『孝乎惟孝，友于兄弟，施于有政。』是亦为政，奚其为为政？」

Someone said of Confucius, “Why is the Master not engaged in government?”

The Master said, “The Book of Documents says: ‘Filial, simply in being filial, and befriending your brothers, the influence will extend to government.’ This is also engaging in governing. Why must there be any extra ‘engagement in government’?”

The Book of Documents, or the Shu Jing 书经, sometimes translated as the Book of History, is one of the six classics and the earliest history book of China.

Implicit in this passage is the idea that government is an extension of family, and that there is a continuum between families and government (cf. 1.2). However, we know that Confucius did seek official positions (e.g., 17.7, 9.13). Some commentators therefore suspect that behind the statement, the Master had some other reasons for not being engaged in government at the time.

2.22子曰：「人而无信，不知其可也。大车无輗，小车无軏，其何以行之哉？」

The Master said, “I do not know how a person without trustworthiness (xin 信) can get on. Can a large carriage go without the crossbar for yoking the oxen to, or a small carriage without the arrangement for yoking the horses?”

Trustworthiness is of vital importance both to individuals and for society as a whole. It includes keeping promises, seeing one’s action through to the end, and so on. However, Confucius does not take the virtue mechanically (see 13.20 and cf. Mencius, 4B:11). It should be understood more as an overall consistency between words and action than correspondence between descriptions and reality. For an interesting illustration, see 17.20. Readers may refer to the entry on “Xin—Trustworthiness” in the section on key terms for more discussion.

2.23子张问：「十世可知也？」子曰：「殷因于夏礼，所损益，可知也；周因于殷礼，所损益，可知也。其或继周者，虽百世，可知也。」

Zizhang asked, “Can we know what will be ten generations from now?”

The Master said, “The Yin [Shang] dynasty followed the ritual proprieties of the Xia, and wherein it took from or added to them may be known. The Zhou dynasty followed the ritual proprieties of the Yin, and wherein it took from or added to them may be known. Should there be a successor of the Zhou, even if it happens a hundred generations from now, its affairs may be known.”

This is one of the more obscure passages in the Analects. Zizhang is interested in knowing the future, presumably more about social and political affairs than about personal destiny. The Master directed his attention to the past, which implies that the past can tell people about the future, because there is continuity. The three dynasties mentioned succeeded one another.

Noticeable here is that Confucius seems to believe that to know about the past and the future of the dynasties, one should focus on their rituals. This is very different from the popular practice of fortune telling by the use of oracle bones or any other indicators. In ancient times rituals were a tangible crystallization of customs, cultures, and political orders. By comparing the rituals of a dynasty with the previous dynasty, one can tell what was added and what was removed, and from there one can see also what was inherited and what was improved. Since what was inherited despite dynasty changes must be more viable, it is possible to predict the future on the basis of such investigations. Also from such logic, the rituals of the Zhou dynasty would have more vitality than those in the previous two dynasties. The passage shows that the Master had strong confidence in the culture of the Zhou. Cf. 3.9, 3.14, 8.20.

2.24子曰：「非其鬼而祭之，谄也。见义不为，无勇也。」

The Master said, “To offer sacrifice to the spirits other than one’s own is being obsequious. To see what is right (yi 义) and not do it is a lack of courage.”

The general point here is that it is neither right to do what one is not supposed to do nor to fail to do what one is supposed to do. Spirits of “one’s own” refers to one’s own ancestors, yet taken metaphorically, it may also refer to deities that one is in the appropriate position to honor. For example, in making an offering to the spirit of Mount Tai, the Ji House may be said to be sacrificing to a spirit that they were not entitled to honor in that way, though in that case it would be more than being obsequious (cf. 3.6).

The passage also contains an important point about what is real courage. Real courage is not merely daring. Daring to save a hamburger from a burning house is foolhardy, not courageous (cf. Mencius, 2A:2). Real courage is always associated with doing the right thing. “Seeing what is right and not doing it” may be hinting about RAN Qiu, Confucius’ disciple who, as the house steward for the Ji House, did not stop the Ji House from violating the ritual prerogative (3.6).

 

八佾第三 Book 3

A noticeable feature of book 3 is that most of its passages are about ritual propriety (li 礼) and music. The concept of human-heartedness (ren 仁) rarely appears. This is in direct contrast with book 4.

3.1孔子谓季氏，「八佾舞于庭，是可忍也，孰不可忍也？」

Confucius said of the Ji House, “They had eight rows of eight dancers performing for their courtyard. If this can be forborne (rěn 忍), what cannot be?”

According to the ritual regulation of the time, performance with eight rows of eight dancers was supposed to be used only in royal ceremonies of the Son of Heaven (the King). The Ji House, which held the position of the chief minister of a state, was supposed to have only four rows of four dancers. Violation of the ritual regulation was a serious infringement of the political order.

The word rěn 忍 has multiple meanings, all related to self-control. It can mean tolerance (as in tolerating differences, accepting something alien), patience (as in waiting calmly for something), endurance (as in enduring a pain), and being willing to give up something (as in letting go of something you care about). Here it could either mean that what the Ji House did was intolerable to Confucius, or it could alternatively mean that the Ji House did not care for (they could forbear) transgressing the prerogative of the King and insulting the Duke. In the entire book of the Analects, the word occurred twice: once is in this passage, in which Confucius tells people what cannot be forborne, and second in 15.27 where Confucius tells people to forbear small matters for the sake of great plans. This reveals that the Master does not believe that one should have unconditional forbearance.

3.2三家者以雍彻。子曰：「『相维辟公，天子穆穆』，奚取于三家之堂？」

The Three Houses had the Yong Ode performed while sacrificial vessels were being cleared away. The Master said, “ ‘Assisting are the nobles, and the Son of Heaven looks profound and majestic.’ What relevance can these words have in the hall of the Three Houses?”

The Yong Ode is a song that describes the imperial court of the King, or “the Son of Heaven,” which is supposed to be performed only in ceremonies of the imperial court. This is another instance of the Three Houses, the Meng, Shu, and Ji, usurping the ritual prerogatives of political rank.

3.3子曰：「人而不仁，如礼何？人而不仁，如乐何？」

The Master said, “What does a person devoid of human-heartedness have to do with ritual propriety? What does a person devoid of human-heartedness have to do with music?”

The context of the two preceding passages suggests that this comment is directed toward the Three Houses as well: Although the Three Houses tried to usurp higher political powers by using (or actually misusing) ritual propriety and music that were not supposed to be used by them, they were devoid of human-heartedness and hence could not enliven the rituals and the music. This suggests that the effectiveness of both ritual propriety and music depends on human-heartedness. Here the word ren or human-heartedness can be read plausibly in the narrow sense of being sensitive and compassionate.



3.4林放问礼之本。子曰：「大哉问！礼，与其奢也，宁俭；丧，与其易也，宁戚。」

LIN Fang asked about the basis of ritual propriety. The Master said, “A great question indeed! In performing ritual propriety, it is better to be sparing than extravagant. In mourning, it is better to express deep sorrow than be particular about tedious formalities (yi 易).”

Historic documents did not leave us a clear record about whether LIN Fang was Confucius’ disciple or not. Here “the basis” could mean either the original root from which rituals grow or the substance manifested through ritual formalities. In either case, LIN Fang’s question can be said to be “great.” It is great that he tries to dig deeper to the foundation of the matter, and it may also be great in the sense of being a big question. Most commentators take the Master to be saying that, in comparison, the feelings behind the ritual formalities are the substances, which are more fundamental than the formalities through which the feelings are expressed (cf. 1.12, 3.3, 3.8, 3.12, 3.26, 15.18, 6.18). This does not suggest, however, that substances can have no proper forms (cf. 2.7, 12.8). There are some other readings of the Master’s answer, among which a more plausible one takes the word yi 易 as “simple” and argues that the Master is saying that the mourning ritual is an exception: It would be better to let the ritual express sorrow fully than to use the ritual sparingly (cf. 17.21).

3.5子曰：「夷狄之有君，不如诸夏之亡也。」

The Master said, “The Yi and Di still recognize their rulers; unlike the states of Xia, which ignore their rulers.”

The Yi and Di were tribes to the east and north, respectively, of the Chinese states collectively referred to as the Xia at Confucius’ time.

There are two opposite readings to the passage. According to the reading of the Song dynasty scholars, represented by ZHU Xi, even though the barbarian tribes had not developed rituals like the Xia states, the states of Xia during Confucius’ time had fallen below the level of the barbarian tribes, because rituals were neglected and positions of rightful rulers were constantly usurped by their subjects. The statement is likely another mockery of the Three Houses’ breach of ritual propriety.

The opposite interpretation held by Han scholars such as HUANG Kan and XING Bing reads, “The Yis and Dis, with their rulers, are inferior to the various states of Xia without rulers,” because even without rulers, the states of Xia still had ritual proprieties (see Shisan Jing Zhushu, 2446, and CHENG Shude, 148).

Although the original Chinese sentence reads more naturally in the second reading held by the Han scholars, the Song scholars’ reading seems to be more consistent with Confucius’ constant critique of the states of Xia during his time. Actually, Confucius elsewhere indicates that he had even considered moving to a barbarian state (cf. 9.14).

Whichever reading one holds, this passage has served as a basis for differentiating the Xia (the Chinese) and the Yi (a term used later to stand for all barbarian tribes) according to the degree of being civilized, mainly the presence of rituals, rather than according to race. The traditional Han reading implies straightforwardly that the absence of ritual propriety makes the Yis inferior, whereas the Song reading implies that had the Xia states lost their ritual tradition, they could have dropped below the level of the Yis. Tang dynasty CHENG Yan 程晏 (around 904 CE) says,

If there are Yis from the four directions coming constantly through multiple translations to model after China’s human-heartedness, appropriateness, whole-hearted devotion, and trustworthiness, even though they are born in foreign lands, I would not call them Yis as long as they are inclined toward China.

Similarly, he argues that if people of Chinese origin abandon the above four key virtues, he would not call them Chinese anymore (CHENG Yan, 4).

3.6季氏旅于泰山。子谓冉有曰：「女弗能救与？」对曰：「不能。」子曰：「呜呼！曾谓泰山不如林放乎？」

The head of the Ji House was about to sacrifice to Mount Tai. The Master said to RAN You [RAN Qiu], “Can you not save him from doing this?”

He answered, “I cannot.”

The Master said, “Alas! Will you say that [the spirit of] Mount Tai is not as discerning as LIN Fang?”

Performing a sacrificial ceremony to Mount Tai was, according to the ritual prerogative of the time, the duty of the Son of Heaven (the King). Being a state minister, the head of the Ji House was in no position to perform the ceremony. Confucius’ disciple RAN Qiu was the chief minister of the Ji House at the time and hence should have stopped the Ji House from doing it. The Master’s last statement is a sigh, but it is also an interesting observation: If the purpose of sacrificing to Mount Tai is to please the spirit of the mountain, the Ji House must assume that the spirit of the mountain knows less about ritual propriety than LIN Fang (who asked about the root of ritual propriety in 3.4), for otherwise the spirit would be offended rather than pleased by the sacrifice offered inappropriately.

3.7子曰：「君子无所争。必也射乎！揖让而升，下而 饮。其争也君子。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons have nothing to contend. [If they do have anything to contend,] it presumably must be in archery. But they bow and yield the way to each other as they ascend the hall and drink a salute as they descend the hall. In their contention, they are still exemplary persons.”

The Master is referring to archery tournaments, a highly ritualized activity in his time. Archery is one of the “six arts” that Confucius taught, and it is a major metaphor for self-cultivation, as when one fails to hit the center of the target, one turns inward to look for the shortage of virtuosity in oneself. Commenting on this, LI Yu says,

A lot of problems in the world originate from competition. Literati compete for fame, petty people compete for profit, brave men compete for accomplishments, artists compete for talents, mighty people compete for victory. If nothing comes without competition, then nothing is free from problems. Exemplary persons do not conduct their learning for fame, nor do they live their life for profit. They constrain themselves with modesty and do not brag about themselves as they know what shame is. What do they have to compete for? (CHENG Shude, 156)

Yet as LU Longqi 陆陇其 (1630–1692) points out in his Songyang Jiangyi, one must carefully differentiate exemplary persons from three kinds of people: The first is those who would simply remain silent and hidden, without asking right and wrong, or permissible and not permissible. These are cautious and tolerant people, not exemplary persons. The second kind is those who would simply try to please others and deliberately muddle right and wrong and permissible and not permissible. These are what the Master calls “village worthies” (cf. 17.13), not exemplary persons. The third kind is those who passionately make lofty claims, arguing that everything is one body, and that there is no difference between oneself and others. These are the claims of Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi, not (Confucian) exemplary persons (CHENG Shude, 156).

Cf. 3.16, 7.27, 9.2, 14.5, and Mencius, 2A:7 and 5B:1, for more references to archery.

3.8子夏问曰：「『巧笑倩兮，美目盼兮，素以为绚兮。』何谓也？」子曰：「绘事后素。」曰：「礼后乎？」子曰：「起予者商也！始可与言《诗》已矣。」

Zixia asked, “What is the meaning of the passage

‘Pretty dimples of her charming smile!

Expressive looks of her beautiful eyes!

Upon what is plain are shining colors’?”

The Master said, “Painting is based upon what is plain.”

Zixia said, “So does ritual propriety comes afterward also?”

The Master said, “It is you, Shang [Zixia], who can elucidate my ideas. Now I can talk about the Songs with you.”

The first two lines of the song are found in the Book of Songs (or the Odes), but the third line is missing, probably lost in the mists of time. Confucius is said to have edited the Songs, believing that they contain subtle teachings about life and are a rich resource for artistic communication. Cf. 7.18, 16.13, 17.9.

There are two readings of the third line of the song. One is “it is on the plain ground that shining colors are applied,” and the other is “it is the plain outline that makes the colors shining.”

Upon hearing the Master’s explanation, Zixia associated the song with ritual propriety, that is, ritual propriety must be based on native emotions and tendencies such as whole-hearted devotion and trustworthiness, just like painting must be based upon a plain ground, or, if one takes the other reading of the third line, just like the plain outline has to be based on background colors. Whichever is the case, it suggests that without proper native emotions and tendencies, one cannot truly apply ritual propriety, for otherwise ritual propriety would become empty formality.

A point worthy of further discussion is that it seems ritual propriety does not merely await to be enlivened by virtuous native emotions and tendencies; it can transform a person’s native emotions and tendencies as well. The mutual relation reminds us of other passages with regard to wen 文 (refined form) and zhi 质 (substance). Cf. 3.4, 6.18, 12.8, 15.18, and the entry on wen and zhi in the section on key terms.

The passage also indicates that the ability to make associations and inferences is important to true learning. Cf. 1.15, 7.8.

3.9子曰：「夏礼，吾能言之，杞不足徵也；殷礼，吾能言之，宋不足徵也。文献不足故也。足，则吾能徵之矣。」

The Master said, “I could describe the rituals of the Xia dynasty, but Qi cannot sufficiently attest to my words. I could describe the rituals of the Yin dynasty, but Song cannot sufficiently attest to my words. This is because these states have inadequate records and worthies. If those were sufficient, I could adduce them in support of my words.”

Qi and Song were small states descended from the Xia and Yin (or Shang) dynasties, respectively, yet they lost the cultures of the Xia and the Yin.

What is behind the lines of this passage seems to be that, in contrast, the state of Lu still retained the culture of the Zhou dynasty, as it was kept in the documents and embodied in the Master, but the rulers and ministers of Lu paid no attention to these.

3.10子曰：「禘，自既灌而往者，吾不欲观之矣。」

The Master said, “Speaking about the di sacrifice, what comes after the pouring out of the libation, I have no wish to look on.”

Di sacrifice was an eminently important sacrificial ceremony of ancient times held by the Son of Heaven (the King) to honor his ancestors.7 Because Duke Dan of Zhou, the founding Duke of the state of Lu, had great meritorious contributions to the establishment of the Zhou dynasty, the Zhou King granted him the right to perform the ceremony. A reasonable explanation of this passage is that Confucius thought that it was usurpation for the state of Lu to continue to perform this ritual, yet since it had a legitimate origin, the Master did not want to be too critical of it. This is why he stayed for the beginning part of the ceremony but withdrew himself for the rest with the excuse of not being interested.

3.11或问禘之说。子曰：「不知也；知其说者之于天下 也，其如示诸斯乎！」指其掌。

Someone asked the meaning of the di sacrifice. The Master said, “I do not know. Wouldn’t one who understands it find the affairs under heaven (tianxia 天下) just as displaying them in this?” pointing to his palm.

“Under heaven” is an expression for “the world,” a concept literally broader than “the kingdom” but sometimes used to refer to the kingdom both because of its massive size and because the ancients knew little beyond it. Relating it to the previous passage, 3.10, the Master’s claim that he does not know it seems to be just avoiding direct criticism of the Lord of Lu.

The expression “just as displaying them in this” is vague. Many take it to mean “just as easy to manage them in this,” but Yuan scholar CHEN Tianxiang 陈天祥 (1230–1316) argues that this does not make sense. There is no reason that a person can rule the world as easily as holding his hand simply by knowing the ritual, without even having to put it into practice (see CHENG Shude, 174). According to Chen, it only means “just as obvious to see” or “just as easy to understand” as things held in one’s own palm.

As for why the ritual is so important, 1.9 offers a good clue: “Let there be careful attention to funeral rituals, and let the rituals be extended to remote ancestors, and the virtue (de 德) of the people will resume its thickness.” HUAN Maoyong explains, “Just like a tree with big roots will have lush branches, if it is as tall as one hundred feet, its shade will also cover as broad as one hundred feet. If the King is able to trace all the way back to his origin, this is the same as to reach the far [the people] from the nearby [himself]” (see CHENG Shude, 173).

3.12祭如在，祭神如神在。子曰：「吾不与祭，如不祭。」

Sacrificing as if present. When sacrificing to the spirits, do it as if the spirits were present.

The Master said, “If I did not participate in a sacrifice, it is no different from not having done the sacrifice.”

According to CHENG Yi, the first statement (“sacrificing as if present”) refers to the presence of the spirits of one’s ancestors, and the second statement refers to the spirits of everything else, such as mountains and rivers.

This passage suggests a position that might be called “as-if-ism,” which differs from theism, atheism, and skepticism (although it might be compatible with all of them). This position does not focus on believing the existence or presence of the spirits as they are in themselves; instead, it guides one’s mental disposition of their “as-if-presence” in the practice. The purpose of which is, according to CHENG Hao, “to be reverent in order to straighten up the internal, and to be appropriate in order to regulate the external. This is the way to make the internal and the external coherent” (CHENG Hao and CHENG Yi, vol. 11). Even an atheist may perform a funeral ritual as if the deceased were watching.

In the second part, the Master adds that sacrifice must be done with one’s own presence. Since the point of making sacrifice is to express one’s sincere respect to the spirits, one cannot let someone else be one’s proxy. It may further imply that one should be fully present and not just be physically there, like a passive observer.

FAN Zuyu 范祖禹 (1041–1098) points to the connection between one’s own presence and the “as if” presence of the spirits. “Whether the spirits will be there or not depends entirely on whether one’s own heart-mind is sincere or not” (CHENG Shude, 177). This might be taken as an epistemological observation that some facts will not be accessible and observable unless one believes in them, or as a practical guide to generate some facts that would not even exist without such an attitude (e.g., a life lived with sincere spiritual attitude will be spiritual).

3.13王孙贾问曰：「与其媚于奥，宁媚于灶，何谓也？」子曰：「不然；获罪于天，无所祷也。」

WANGSUN Jia asked, “What is the meaning of the saying ‘It is better to flatter the kitchen god than to flatter the household shrine’?”

The Master said, “Not so. One who offends against heaven has none to pray to.”

WANGSUN Jia was a minister of military affairs to Duke Ling of Wei 卫 when Confucius traveled to Wei. The most widely accepted interpretation of Wangsun’s question is that it is suggesting that the Master should make friends with him, because he had more actual influence on state affairs, rather than with the nominal ruler of the state, Duke Ling of Wei. Some believe that here “the household shrine” refers to Nanzi, the Duke’s wife, who had the actual power of the state. In that case, Wangsun would be warning Confucius, like Confucius’ own disciple Zilu did (cf. 6.28), not to seek political advantage from Nanzi. Still another reading of Wangsun’s remark is that he was justifying his own choice of having given up his position under the declining Zhou court to take up a position in the state of Wei because Wei had more actual power. In either case, Confucius’ reply makes it clear that one should pay homage to what is worthy rather than to what is powerful.

3.14子曰：「周监于二代，郁郁乎文哉！吾从周。」

The Master said, “The Zhou looked downward (jian 监) at the two preceding dynasties. How rich and well developed is their culture! I follow the Zhou.”

The word jian entails a metaphoric image of looking downward from above critically, as well as the implication that what is down below is what the new height is based upon. The two preceding dynasties are Xia and Shang (or Yin). The Zhou culture refers to the rituals, institutions, and the humanistic spirit established by the founders of the Zhou—King Wen and the Duke of Zhou. Cf. 2.23.

3.15子入大庙，每事问。或曰：「孰谓鄹人之子知礼乎？入大庙，每事问。」子闻之，曰：「是礼也。」

When the Master entered the Grand Temple, he asked about everything. Someone said, “Who says that the son of the man of Zou understands (zhi 知) the rituals? When he entered the Grand Temple, he asked about everything.”

The Master heard the remark and said, “It is itself a ritual.”

The Grand Temple was located in the state of Lu, dedicated to the founding father of Lu, the Duke of Zhou. “The man of Zou” refers to Confucius’ father, who had presumably served as a magistrate of Zou County.

The common reading of the passage is that, rather than actually seeking answers, Confucius’ conduct was more a performance of the ritual of paying high respect for the place as well as a way of making statements. Just as we sometimes ask “what did you say?” in order to call attention to what has been said, by asking about the rituals he was indirectly calling people’s attention to the rituals.

A very different reading, held by YU Yue 俞樾 (1821–1907) and some others, is (by taking the word ye 也 as its ancient equivalent ye 邪) that the Master’s response was a question, “Are these things rituals?” or “Can these things be counted as rituals?” Given the facts indicated in 3.2, 3.6, 3.10, 3.11, it is conceivable that at the time the Grand Temple was contaminated by objects that were distortions of proper rituals. By asking questions about these things, the Master was calling people to pay attention, again, indirectly, to these objects and challenging the people in power (see CHENG Shude, 185–186).

In either case, we see that questions are not always simply a way of seeking correct answers about facts. They can be used to express respect, to call people’s attention, to challenge, in short, to do things.

3.16子曰：「射不主皮，为力不同科，古之道也。」

The Master said, “ ‘In archery, piercing the leather target is not the principal purpose, because people’s strength is not equal. This is the way of the ancients.”

“The ancients” refers to the early Zhou practice, which turned archery from a military activity to a ritual contest after the Zhou successfully defeated the Shang. In a ritual archery contest, the emphasis is on hitting the center of the target rather than piercing its hide (ZHU Xi) and/or on the rituals of the activity, such as one’s bodily composure and the rhythm of one’s motions, regardless of whether one’s physical strength enables one to hit the target (LING Tingkan 凌廷堪 (1757–1809), see CHENG Shude, 187–189). In either case, the point is about cultivation of the person rather than physical power. When the Zhou declined, the interest in the military function of archery revived; hence, the lament of the Master.



3.17子贡欲去告朔之饩羊。子曰：「赐也！尔爱其羊，我爱其礼。

Zigong wished to do away with the offering of a sheep for the inauguration of the first day of each month. The Master said, “Ci [Zigong], you care for the sheep; I care for the ritual.”

The tradition was related to the announcement by the King to the rulers of all the states at the end of each year of the official calendar, which contained government measures that were supposed to go with each month of the coming year. The rulers of each state would then keep the calendar in their ancestral temple and perform a ceremony at the beginning of each month with a sheep as a sacrifice, signifying the start of the month’s administrative duties. The practice had been discontinued for a long time in Lu, yet the functionaries had kept the practice of offering a sheep for the occasion. Modern readers can compare this to the ceremonies for the beginning of a school year, for weddings, for graduation, and so on.

3.18子曰：「事君尽礼，人以为谄也。」

The Master said, “The full observance of ritual propriety in serving one’s lord is accounted by people as flattery.”

This is irony resulting from the decline of traditional rituals, particularly in the state of Lu. See 9.3 for Confucius’ insistence on observing the rituals despite being looked at with suspicion. Cf. 10.3, 10.4, 10.5.

3.19定公问：「君使臣，臣事君，如之何？」孔子对 曰：「君使臣以礼，臣事君以忠。」

Duke Ding asked, “How should a lord employ his ministers, and how should ministers serve their lord?”

Confucius replied, “A lord should employ his ministers with ritual propriety, and ministers should serve their lord with wholehearted devotion (zhong 忠).”

Duke Ding was the nominal ruler of the state of Lu (r. 509–495 BCE). At the time much of the power of the state was already in the hands of the Three Houses. The question apparently came from this concern. In Confucius’ reply, “ritual propriety” does not mean mere formalities in ceremonies; it more accurately concerns the prerogatives specified by the rituals.

Confucius’ reply may be read either as a specification of each party’s responsibilities (as “The lord should …, and the ministers should in return …”), or as a description of a causal relation (“If the lord …, then the ministers will …”). ZHU Xi says the latter “takes the answer to be speaking from the standpoint of the lord. If one speaks from the standpoint of the ministers, then even if the lord does not treat the subjects with ritual propriety, how could the subjects not serve the lord with wholehearted devotion?” (CHENG Shude, 197).

SU Shi 苏轼 (1037–1101) has some thought-provoking articulations of this passage. He says,

Aren’t there status and salaries and laws and punishments? Why must a lord treat his ministers with ritual propriety? Those who come for the sake of status and salaries are greedy people. When there is no more gain, they will disappear. Those who can be put to use by law and punishment are afraid of power. In places where power cannot reach, they will set themselves loose. This is why none of them works better than ritual propriety. (Su, 14–15)

3.20子曰：「关雎，乐而不淫，哀而不伤。」

The Master said, “ ‘The Chirping of the Osprey’ is expressive of joy without being licentious, and of grief (ai 哀) without being hurtfully excessive.”

“The Chirping of the Osprey” is the first song in the Book of Songs. It is about a young man longing for the love of a beautiful young woman. The passage does not specify whether the Master was talking about the text of the song or its music. In either case, it is the properly balanced expression of emotion that is praised. Some commentators read the word ai 哀 as a mistake for zhong 衷 (being sincere), since the song does not seem to have anything to do with grief.

3.21哀公问社于宰我。宰我对曰：「夏后氏以松，殷人以柏，周人以栗，曰，使民战栗。」子闻之，曰：「成事不说，遂事不谏，既往不咎。」

Duke Ai asked ZAI Wo about the altar to the god of the land (she 社). ZAI Wo replied, “The Xia sovereign used pine, the Yin people used cypress, and the Zhou people used chestnut (li 栗). It is said to instill a sense of fear (li 栗) in the people.”

When the Master heard it, he said, “Do not discuss what has been done, do not dispute what is irrevocable, do not censure what is already in the past.”

Some versions (such as the Dingzhou Analects, the Lu Analects, and the Dunhuang ZHENG Xuan Commentary of the Analects) have the word zhu 主 in place of she 社, indicating that the conversation is about the wooden slab called zhu as a material embodiment of the god of the land or human society. Historical records show that during the reign of Duke Ai (r. 494–468 BCE), in 491 BCE a fire destroyed the Bo altar of the god of land, which might be the occasion that triggered the conversation.

ZAI Wo (style name Ziwo, aka ZAI Yu) is a disciple of Confucius talented in speech (see 11.3) but scolded by the Master on several occasions (cf. 5.10, 17.21). The passage is often taken to mean that ZAI Wo inappropriately implied criticism of the ancient kings and dangerously proposed using fear as a way of governing. But the episode should be understood with the historical background in mind: In Duke Ai’s time the real power of the state of Lu had long been in the hands of the ministers. The conversation between the Duke and ZAI Wo was probably a subtle way of discussing what to do with the situation. The word for “chestnut” in classic Chinese also means “fear.” By using the pun, ZAI Wo implicitly suggested to the Duke that he should use fear to make the subjects submit to his rule. The Master heard about the conversation when he was out of the state. His remark about not discussing what was already irrevocable seems to be a lament that the Ducal House did not use ritual propriety to maintain the proper order of the state, and it was both too late to regret and a shame that instilling fear should be proposed as a solution (cf. 2.19).

On the other hand, the Master’s statement at the end also has a general meaning. It entails a forward-looking perspective (cf. 7.29).

3.22子曰：「管仲之器小哉。」或曰：「管仲俭乎？」曰：「管氏有三归，官事不摄，焉得俭？」「然则管仲知礼乎？」曰：「邦君树塞门，管氏亦树塞门。邦君为两君之好，有反坫，管氏亦有反坫。管氏而知礼，孰不知礼？」

The Master said, “Small indeed was the vessel of GUAN Zhong!”

Someone said, “Do you mean that GUAN Zhong was frugal?”

The Master replied, “Guan got to keep three taxes (sangui 三归) for himself, and he had each staff member for only one responsibility. How can he be considered frugal?”

“Then, do you mean GUAN Zhong understood (zhi 知) the rituals?”

The Master said, “The lord of the state had a screen wall at his gates. Guan had likewise a screen wall at his gate. The lord of the state, in promoting good relations with another lord, had a stand on which to place drinking vessels after the toast. Guan also had such a stand. If Guan understood the rituals, who did not understand them?

GUAN Zhong (ca. 720–645 BCE), prime minister of Qi, was one of the most prominent statesmen during the Spring and Autumn period, who helped Duke Huan of Qi become the first hegemon or leader of a vassal alliance of states. Confucius recognized his contributions (see 14.16, 14.17) yet had reservations about his moral standing.

“Vessel” primarily refers to ritual vessels, but it is used here as a metaphor for GUAN Zhong’s person. But the questioner apparently took it literally, as if the Master’s statement meant that Guan used small ritual vessels for sacrifices. Having been told that Guan was not frugal, the questioner then speculated that perhaps he did it because the small vessels were ritually proper.

There are numerous interpretations of sangui 三归, because the word gui is an abbreviation. Even though it makes sense to say that it probably meant three residences, or wives, or storages for money, historical uses of sangui in other texts indicate that it refers to a special privilege granted by the Duke of Qi to Guan: that he was allowed to keep three commercial taxes (textile, grain, and labor taxes collected from the marketplace) for himself. See YANG Bojun 杨伯峻 (1909–1992), 34, and WU Yufang.

The word “understanding” used for translating zhi is to be taken in a sense stronger than what we ordinarily take it to be. Here it implies not only understanding what the rituals were but also understanding their significance enough to act accordingly.



3.23子语鲁大师乐，曰：「乐其可知也：始作，翕如也；从之，纯如也，皦如也，绎如也，以成。」

The Master spoke to the Grand Music Master of Lu, saying, “Music might be understood in this way: When it begins, it rises in unison. As it proceeds, it becomes pure and distinct and continues until it reaches its finale.”

While the Master was describing the sequence of the classic music of the day, the passage seems applicable to the art of writing and the process of ritualistic activities as well. According to SIMA Qian’s “Biography of Confucius,” this conversation took place after Confucius went back to Lu from Wei; hence, it was about “correcting the music” (cf. 9.15).

3.24仪封人请见，曰：「君子之至于斯也，吾未尝不得见也。」从者见之。出曰：「二三子何患于丧乎？天下之无道也久矣，天将以夫子为木铎。

The border warden at Yi requested to see the Master, saying, “When superior persons (junzi 君子) come to this place, I have never been denied an interview.” The followers presented him. When he came out, he said, “Why worry about the loss, you disciples? Long has all under heaven (tianxia 天下) been without the Way. Heaven is going to use your Master as a bell with a wooden tongue.”

A bronze bell with a wooden tongue was used for announcing important civil affairs messages. In contrast, a bell with a metal tongue would be used for military affairs. The comparison of the Master with a wooden-tongued bell shows that the border official saw the problem of the world not as a matter solvable by wars but as a matter of lacking the proper culture. This passage is often taken as an indicator that Confucius embodied the mandate of heaven. Cf. 7.23 and 9.5.

3.25子谓韶，「尽美矣，又尽善也。」谓武，「尽美矣，未尽善也。」

The Master said of the Shao: “Perfectly beautiful (mei 美), and also perfectly good.” He said of the Wu: “Perfectly beautiful, yet short of being perfectly good.”

The Shao was court music in praise of the ancient sage-king Shun, whose throne was yielded to him by the sage-king Yao due to his great worthiness. The Wu refers to the court music in praise of King Wu of Zhou, who deposed the last tyrant of the Shang dynasty by military attack and established the Zhou dynasty. There are several mutually compatible explanations about why the Shao is perfectly good, yet the Wu is not. Han dynasty scholar KONG Anguo 孔安国 (156–74? BCE) says that the difference is that having to appeal to military force is not as good as a peaceful transition of power based on the recognition of virtue/virtuosity (de 德). HUANG Kan sees it slightly differently, saying that although what King Wu did was to follow the “heart” or the “will” of the time, and hence mei 美, it is against the normal pattern of things for a subject to overthrow his lord and hence short of being perfectly good (HUANG Kan, 80). Still another explanation, held by GU Yanwu 顾炎武 (1613–1682) and others, is that at the time when King Wu took power, the kingdom was yet to be transformed and well governed by the implementation of a virtuous culture, and King Wu died without seeing it happen (see CHENG Shude, 222).

It is noteworthy that, while most commentators take mei 美 to mean “beautiful,” HUANG Kan takes it to mean matching the “heart” or “will” of the time, thereby practically turning it into what people would normally consider to be “good.”

Cf. 7.14.

3.26子曰：「居上不宽，为礼不敬，临丧不哀，吾何以观之哉？」

The Master said, “Seated on high yet not lenient; performing rituals yet without reverence; attending mourning yet without sorrow—what is there for me to see in such a person?”

The statement may be targeted toward some specific person, but there is no way of knowing now. ZHU Xi, however, tried to find some universal meaning in it, saying that the quality of being lenient toward subordinates is the substance of being in a superior position, being reverent is the substance of observing ritual propriety, and being sorrowful is the substance of mourning. But being lenient should not be taken to mean that there is no need for setting up firm regulations. Cf. 2.7, 3.4, 3.8, 3.12.




里仁第四 Book 4

Some scholars believe that book 4 is an early book, or even the earliest book, of the entire Analects, put together shortly after Confucius’ death. With probably the exception of 4.15 and 4.26, it contains the most unvarnished report of the historical Confucius (see Brooks and Brooks 1998). Lee Yearley also thinks it significant that book 4 lacks religious or “mythic” elements that appear elsewhere in the Analects; it contains no reference to ancient sages or classics; and, instead of generalizations about humanity as a whole (e.g., “All human beings are X”), there are only generalizations of the sort “People of this kind are or manifest X” (Yearley, 248–250).

4.1子曰：「里仁为美。择不处仁，焉得知？」

The Master said, “Human-heartedness is what constitutes the excellence of a neighborhood. One who chooses a dwelling place not among the human-hearted—how can such a person be wise?”

Here “neighborhood” can be taken either literally or in an extended, metaphorical sense to cover one’s circle of friends, profession, and so on. Mencius quotes this passage, saying,

Is the maker of arrows really more unfeeling than the maker of armor? He is afraid lest he should fail to harm people, whereas the maker of armor is afraid lest he should fail to protect them. The case is similar with the sorcerer-doctor and the coffin-maker. For this reason, one cannot be too careful in the choice of his calling. (Mencius, 2A:7; cf. 1.8, 15.10, 16.4, 16.5)

The final phrase can be alternatively taken as “how can such a person be considered wise?”

4.2子曰：「不仁者，不可以久处约，不可以长处乐。仁者安仁，知者利仁。」

The Master said, “Those who are not human-hearted can neither stay long in privation nor stay long in enjoyment. Those who are human-hearted are at ease in human-heartedness, and those who are wise profit from human-heartedness.”

For those who lack human-heartedness, staying long in privation they would be tempted to commit theft or robbery, whereas staying long in enjoyment they would become arrogant and wanton. The clever people can be motivated by profit to conduct themselves in accord with human-heartedness, but if they are not genuinely human-hearted, they will deviate from it when it does not pay. This saying implicitly tells people that being human-hearted is beneficial, and a wise person, even if not really human-hearted, would normally act as such. Cf. 4.5, 4.7, 6.11, 6.20, 7.16, 7.19.

4.3子曰：「唯仁者，能好人，能恶人。」

The Master said, “It is only the human-hearted who are capable of loving people and capable of loathing (wù 恶) people.”

Confucius does not advocate loving everyone indiscriminately. He thinks one should repay kindness with kindness, but repay hostility with uprightness (zhi 直, 14.34). With people like Hitler, it is not only okay to loathe, it is not right not to loathe.

The capacity of proper loving and proper loathing is also subject to cultivation. The human-hearted love what is worthy of admiration without being envious and loathe what is truly despicable without wickedness. As LI Zehou says, their love and hatred are not simply biological reflections or impulses, nor are they simply rational decisions like Kant’s practical reason. They are cultivated dispositions and feelings (see LI Zehou, 108), and hence, gongfu abilities!

This passage should be read together with 4.4 and 17.24.

4.4子曰：「苟志于仁矣，无恶也。」

The Master said, “Once aspired after human-heartedness, you will be free from mean conduct (è 恶).”

Some commentators take the second half of the sentence as “you will do no wrong” or “you will be free from wrongdoing.” This may lead to the misunderstanding that everything done out of good intention will be right, which is questionable, to say the least. An alternative interpretation takes it as “you will be free from hatred” (i.e., to read the word 恶 as wù, as in 4.3, instead of è). One problem with this reading is that it looks contradictory to 4.3 and 17.24, where the Master clearly says that human-hearted persons have things that they loathe. One solution to this difficulty is to hold that a human-hearted person’s hatred comes ultimately from good intention—that is, to loathe what is despicable without wickedness. Another solution is to hold that even though human-hearted persons are capable of hating (as 4.3 indicates), as long as they aspire after human-heartedness, they will have no need to invoke hatred, because their thoughts will be focused on how to help others rather than hating them. They will still wish that evildoers could reform themselves. In this sense, 4.4 would be a further elaboration of 4.3.

The translation here takes 恶 as è (evil or wrong) instead of wù (hatred), and hence “conduct with evil intention.”

4.5子曰：「富与贵，是人之所欲也；不以其道得之，不处也。贫与贱，是人之恶也；不以其道得之，不去也。君子去仁，恶乎成名？君子无终食之间违仁，造次必于是，颠沛必于是。」

The Master said, “Wealth and prestige are what people desire. If they are not obtained in the proper way, they should not be held. Poverty and low status are what people dislike. If they are not avoided (de 得) in the proper way, they should not be avoided (qu 去). If exemplary persons abandon human-heartedness, how can they deserve that name? Exemplary persons do not, even for the space of a single meal, go against human-heartedness. In moments of haste, they are with it. In times of distress, they are with it.”

Since the word de 得 (obtain) does not seem to fit the context of speaking about poverty and low status (how can anyone want to “obtain” poverty and low status?), most commentators believe it to be an error and that the correct word should be qu 去 (avoid or get rid of), or something similar.

GU Xiancheng says that this passage is Confucius’ method of testing whether a person is truly exemplary. A sage is no different from others in ordinary daily life. Yet in facing temptations of wealth and prestige, in being troubled by poverty and low status, and in moments of haste and distress, seldom could a person hold on to human-heartedness all the time without deviation. Only truly exemplary persons can (see CHENG Shude, 237). Cf. 4.16, 6.11, 7.12, 7.16, 14.6, 15.2.

4.6子曰：「我未见好仁者，恶不仁者。好仁者，无以尚之；恶不仁者，其为仁矣，不使不仁者加乎其身。有能一日用其力于仁矣乎？我未见力不足者。盖有之矣，我未之见也。」

The Master said, “I have never seen a person who loves human-heartedness, or one who loathes the contrary to it. One who loves human-heartedness places nothing above it. One who loathes the contrary to it would never let anything contrary to it to attach to his person. Is anyone able, for a single day, to make efforts at human-heartedness? I have never seen a person whose strength would be insufficient. There might be such people, but I have yet to see any.”

Traditional commentators see the emphasis on loving human-heartedness and loathing the opposite, and so forth, but they all missed one point: It would clearly be an exaggeration if the statement were taken simply as descriptive. It would contradict the Master’s own assessment about YAN Hui, for instance, whom he praised, “I only saw him advance. I never saw him stop” (9.21). The statement should therefore be read not only as an expression of his disappointment about people’s lack of effort in pursuing human-heartedness but also as posing a challenge to his disciples: Can you be a person who truly loves human-heartedness and loathes what is contrary to it? Can you let me have the pleasure of knowing that I am wrong on this? (Cf. 5.27 and the commentary there.) The Master is also telling his disciples not to make excuses that they are short of strength, when in fact it was their lack of effort (cf. 6.12, 7.30, 9.30).

4.7子曰：「人之过也，各于其党。观过，斯知人(仁)矣。」

The Master said, “The faults of people are characteristic of the group to which they belong. By observing their faults, you may know what kind of person (ren 人) they are.”

For example, a human-hearted person tends to err in being overly lenient, an upright person tends to err in being overly harsh and rigid, and so on (cf. 17.8).

The last part of the passage has another interpretation: since ren 人 (person or human being) and ren 仁 (human-heartedness) are sometimes used interchangeably, it can be read as “By observing faults, you may know human-heartedness.” In the Book of Rites, Confucius is quoted as saying,

Human-heartedness appears in three ways. When the work of human-heartedness is done, it can be done under the influence of different native dispositions (qing 情). From the fact that human-heartedness is done, one cannot tell if the agent is truly human-hearted or not. However, if one tends to err as human-hearted people do, then we may know the person to be human-hearted. A truly human-hearted person is completely at home with human-heartedness, a wise person practices human-heartedness for the advantage it brings, and those who fear the guilt of transgression practice human-heartedness by deliberate effort. (Li Ji, chap. 32, and Legge 1967, II. 333)

4.8子曰：「朝闻道，夕死可矣！」

The Master said, “Having heard (wen 闻) of the Way in the morning, I can (ke yi 可矣) die in the evening.”

As Lee Yearley noted, translators have read different things into ke yi:

Allowing for changes in grammatical form, “contentment” is Soothhill and Waley, “with acceptance” is Ivanhoe, 1993, “without regret” is Legge, “a not minding of it” is from the Brookses, “a knowing that it is alright” is Dawson, and “a knowing that you have not lived in vain” is Lau. Specifying this final state involves serious theoretical issues; e.g., does “knowing that it is alright to die” necessarily, in and of itself, involve contentment or even acceptance. (Yearley, 271–272, n. 39)

Moreover, why, once having heard of the Way, should a person accept death with contentment or without regret or consider oneself to have not lived in vain? ZHU Xi’s explanation is that “the Way is the principle (li 理) of what things should be like. If one gets to hear it, the person can live accordingly and die at ease, with no regret” (ZHU Xi 1992, 32). Or put alternatively, if one were to die without knowing the principle of what things should be like, one would not be able to die at ease. This does not mean that, having heard the Way, one should die; it means that without knowing the Way, one would have lived in vain (Zhu Zi Yu Lei, see CHENG Shude, 245).

Zhu’s explanation, however, sounds as if knowing the Way is what Confucian learning is all about. Confucius’ teachings tell us that the purpose of learning is not merely getting knowledge but traveling the Way (cf. 5.7, 6.12, 6.17, 7.6, 15.29). Qing dynasty scholar HUANG Shisan offers a different interpretation of the passage. He says that “it is telling people to devote their lives to the Way: Having heard in the morning of the Way that one should travel, one can die for it in the evening” (CHENG Shude, 244).

A third interpretation suggested by HE Yan (and endorsed by XING Bing) is that this is the Master’s lament. By this time the Master was already late in his life, so he was deploring that he would never hear of the former sage-kings’ Way prevailing in the world again. This would render the passage as “Having in the morning heard that the Way has been put into practice, I could die in the evening with content.” Objecting to this reading as adding words that are not in the original text, LIAO Mingchun reinterprets wen 闻 as “reach,” hence rendering the saying as “Having reached the Way in the morning, I can die with contentment in the evening” (Liao, 99–100).

4.9子曰：「士志于道，而耻恶衣恶食者，未足与议也！」

The Master said, “An educated person (shi 士), whose mind is set on the Way, yet is ashamed of shabby clothing and coarse food, is not worth discoursing with.”

Refer to the entry on shi in the section on key terms. Cf. 6.11 and 9.27 for Confucius’ compliments on YAN Hui and Zilu’s not being ashamed of their poor material living conditions. Cf. 4.5, 4.16, 7.12, 7.16, 14.12, 16.10, 19.1.

4.10子曰：「君子之于天下也，无适也，无莫也，义之于比。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons, in dealing with all under heaven, are not for or against anything invariably. They stand on the side of the appropriate.”

There are slightly different interpretations about what “for and against” in this passage mean—some take it to be about people, others take it to be about actions, still others take it to be about one’s mental attitudes. Whichever is the case, the passage implies that morality and excellence of life in general is an art that relies on the cultivated ability to discern what is right or appropriate and not on rigid rules or abstract principles. See 9.30, 18.8.

4.11子曰：「君子怀德，小人怀土；君子怀刑，小人怀惠。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons (junzi 君子) cherish (huai 怀) virtue; petty persons (xiaoren 小人) cherish land (tu 土). Exemplary persons cherish a role model (xing 刑); petty persons cherish favor.”

The word tu 土 literally means “land,” but at the time it was sometimes used as a general term for material properties. The point is not that exemplary persons should not care about material properties, but rather that they would not value them more than they value virtue, and therefore they would not be occupied by the concern for “land.”

If one finds the translation of the word xing 刑 here differs radically from other versions of the Analects (which typically take it to mean “punishment”), it is because the word was also used for xing 型, model. Given the Confucian view that exemplary persons love human-heartedness from within rather than just in conformity with human-heartedness out of the fear for punishment, it seems more natural to read the passage in this way (cf. 2.3, and see CHENG Shiquan 程石泉 (1909–2005), 8). Read as “model,” xing can be taken to mean ritual institutions as well. However, reading xing as “punishment” also makes sense, if it is taken to mean that exemplary persons care about the proper use of penal punishments, but given the original text this is a stretch, as it will make the uses of the word huai 怀 in this passage inconsistent (from “cherish” to “care about”).

There is a very different reading of the entire passage that can make xing 刑 as penal punishment fit better. This reading takes the statements as conditional statements (“if X then Y”), takes junzi 君子 and xiaoren 小人 to mean rulers and common people, respectively, and takes tu as homeland. Under such a reading, the passage becomes: “If the rulers cherish virtue, the common people will cherish their homeland [i.e., they will not move to other places]; if the rulers cherish penal punishment, the common people will cherish favor [i.e., they will migrate to wherever they can live more comfortably].” This reading goes well with 12.19, where we find: “The virtue of those in high stations is like the wind, and the virtue of the common people is like the grass. The grass will surely bend when the wind blows across it.” It also complements 13.16 well, where it says, “The Duke of She asked about governing. The Master said, ‘Make people happy, if they are nearby, and attracted, if they are far away.’ ”

4.12子曰：「放于利而行，多怨。」

The Master said, “Acting solely in pursuit of profit will incur loads of misgivings.”

The misgivings can be either from others or one’s own. To the contrary, when one pursues human-heartedness, “what would there be for the person to have misgivings about?” (7.15) Also entailed in this passage is a hint that acting solely in pursuit of profit is self-defeating, because the resentment, whether from others or oneself, is counterproductive to one’s profit-making. This echoes the statement in 4.2, “those who are wise profit from human-heartedness.” Cf. 4.5, 4.16, 7.12, 7.16.

4.13子曰：「能以礼让为国乎，何有？不能以礼让为国，如礼何？」

The Master said, “If a state is governed by ritually conducted deference, what more is needed? If a state is not governed by ritually conducted deference, what is the use of ritual propriety?”

This passage touches on the relationship between deference and ritual propriety. Deference is considered the essence of ritual propriety, or where ritual propriety comes from. Here it is described as an effective way of government. Cf. 1.12, 3.3, 3.4, 3.8, 6.18, 12.8, 15.18, and Xun Zi 19.1a. Some Han dynasty versions of the passage contain “for conducting state affairs” after “what more is needed,” which seems to make the sentence clearer.

4.14子曰：「不患无位，患所以立；不患莫己知，求为可知也。」

The Master said, “Do not worry about having no position; worry about what it requires to merit the position. Do not worry about not being recognized; worry about becoming worthy to be recognized.”

Position and recognition are both what people desire, and some people would go so far as to do anything that could bring them position and recognition. Exemplary persons, however, will think about the proper way of obtaining position and recognition and the merits that will make their power and honor warranted. Without these it would be better off for a person not to have the position and the recognition. Cf. 1.16, 14.30, 15.19.

4.15子曰：「参乎！吾道一以贯之。」曾子曰：「唯。」子出。门人问曰：「何谓也？」曾子曰：「夫子之道，忠恕而已矣。」

The Master said, “Shen [ZENG Shen], my Way is implemented through (guan 贯) a single thread.”

Master Zeng replied, “Yes.”

When the Master went out, the other disciples asked, “What does he mean?”

Master Zeng said, “The Way of the Master consists in wholehearted devotion (zhong 忠) and reciprocity (shu 恕). That is all.”

Shen is Master Zeng’s given name. The fact that he is called Master here indicates that the passage was written and placed into the Analects by his followers. Although this fact alone would not justify calling the passage an “interpolation” (because the entire book of the Analects was composed over a long period of time and many passages in the book are obviously written by the followers of Confucius’ disciples), there are other anomalies that make scholars suspicious that the story was fabricated by Master Zeng’s followers to boost their teacher’s image as the only disciple of Confucius who understood the “one thread” of the Master’s teachings: Given that ZENG Shen was not particularly acute intellectually (cf. 11.18), why would Confucius throw something patently cryptic at him and then leave the room? Why do the other disciples assume that ZENG Shen will know what the Master meant? Considering that Confucius says his Way has “one thread,” why does ZENG Shen mention two things, namely, zhong and shu? (See Van Norden 2002, 222–223.)

ZHU Xi’s explanation is that zhong and shu are not two separate threads but two aspects of one single thread. Wholehearted devotion is zhong, the “one,” and extending from the self to others is shu, the function of the “one” (see ZHU Xi 1992, 34–35). Put alternatively, zhong is one thread and shu is the implementation of one thread. Noticeable here is Zhu’s way of relating this to his theory that human nature inherently embodies the principle of heaven, and hence extending one’s nature wholeheartedly to others is the Way. To be zhong is to fully devote oneself, to fully devote oneself is similar to “heaven and earth’s uttermost sincerity (cheng 诚) without rest,” and “heaven and earth’s uttermost sincerity without rest” is “the substance of the Way.”

To Zhu’s explanation, ZHEN Dexiu 真德秀 (1178–1235) adds, clearly with a statement of the Zhongyong that “Zhong and shu are not far from the Way” (chap. 13) in mind, that

Sincerity (cheng 诚) means being zhong and shu spontaneously, whereas zhong and shu mean making efforts to be sincere. Confucius was talking about sincerity when he told Master Zeng about the one thread. Master Zeng was afraid that other disciples would not understand it, so he moved one step down to tell them zhong and shu, which will eventually lead to sincerity anyway. (See CHENG Shude, 266)

Other explanations are less metaphysical in nature. One that is attributed to HE Yan draws on the fact that zhong is about one’s attitude toward one’s superiors, whereas shu is typically used for treating one’s subordinates. They are both rooted in the same person (see CHENG Shude, 266). Contemporary Confucian scholar David S. Nivison agrees with HE Yan’s view. He adds that zhong “is the quality of reliably following one’s duties, toward superiors or equals. Shu on the other hand is a quasi-supererogatory virtue—that is, it has to do with things that are not strictly required for one; it will mean that in dealing with equals or inferiors as our respective roles may require, I will be polite and considerate” (Nivison, 66).

In his analysis, Nivison rejects Chinese scholar FUNG Yu-lan’s view, which is in itself interesting even if it were wrong: According to Fung, zhong and shu are two aspects of the same practice of ren (human-heartedness). Zhong is the positive aspect of it (“do to others what you wish for yourself,” cf. 6.30), and shu is the negative aspect of it (“do not do to others what you don’t want done to you,” cf. 15.24).8

D. C. Lau offers still another explanation about how zhong and shu can come together as two aspects of one thread. According to him, shu is a process of thinking “if I were X, would I want Y?” and “chung [zhong] is the doing of one’s best and it is through chung that one puts into effect what one had found out by the method of shu” (Lau, 16).

There are also multiple explanations about the “cryptic” nature of Confucius’ statement in this passage. Traditional commentators (including the Song Confucians such as ZHU Xi and ZHEN Dexiu whose interpretations tend to be more metaphysical) often take it to be characteristic to the transmission of the kind of knowledge that requires the learner to accumulate adequate practical experience before she or he is even able to understand it. Confucius was reluctant to say more, and Master Zeng could only tell other disciples something that is “not far from” but not exactly “the Way,” because those who lack experience would not understand it.

While the preceding explanation still allows “one thread” to be read as a theoretical theme that links different parts of a theory together, Qing dynasty scholar ZHANG Zhentao 张甄陶 says that one should not mistake what Confucius did here to be like the Buddha’s Flower Sermon, in which the ineffable truth is conveyed directly without (or almost without) words. He believes that Confucius was not trying to tell ZENG Shen any secret teaching; instead, Confucius was merely telling him to devote himself wholeheartedly throughout practice. ZENG Shen’s response “yes” was not a “yes, I got the secret,” but rather a “yes, I will do as you said” (see CHENG Shude, 260).

Zhang’s view is consistent with the fact that the word guan贯 not only means “string together” or “going through” but also “implementation in action.” Relating this conversation with 1.4 where ZENG Shen talks about his practice of examining himself daily on three counts, Confucius was probably telling ZENG Shen not to practice his teachings separately from each other, for otherwise they would become disintegrated.

A similar expression of “implemented through a single thread” is found in 15.3. Referring to 15.24, we see shu was suggested as the single thread, yet when FAN Chi asked about human-heartedness, the Master instructed him to be zhong, without mentioning shu (13.19). Cf. 5.12, 6.30, 12.2, 12.16.

4.16子曰：「君子喻于义，小人喻于利。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons (junzi 君子) are persuaded by what is right (yi 义); petty persons (xiaoren 小人) are persuaded by what is profitable.”

Some commentators (such as YU Yue) suspected that here junzi and xiaoren refer to upper and lower social classes, which would then make this passage advice about how to rule the ordinary people: since ordinary people are motivated by profit, rulers must first satisfy their material needs before teaching them what is morally right. Most people, however, follow the traditional reading that is represented by HUANG Kan’s quote from FAN Ning 范宁 (401–463): “Those who give up material interest for the sake of human-heartedness and appropriateness are junzi; those who do the opposite are xiaoren” (see HUANG Kan, 91). The latter is a repeated thesis in the Analects (cf. 4.2, 4.5, 4.9, 4.11, 7.16, 14.12, 16.10, 19.1).

LÜ Liuliang 吕留良 (1629–1683) says, in commenting this passage,

Normally people just take those who are persuaded by what is profitable to be referring to the greedy scandalous kind, not realizing that there are more. Under heaven it is not rare to find people who conduct their lives with whole-hearted devotion, trustworthiness, and probity, yet are motivated by profit, because their intelligence tells them that doing so would bring them profit, and doing otherwise would bring them harm, and hence their conduct is close to what is right. (CHENG Shude, 268–269)

However, there is nothing in Confucius’ thought that is against wealth itself (see 7.12). In fact, the Master thinks that for a person with normal ability, it would be a shame to remain poor when the Way prevails, and to be wealthy when the Way does not prevail (8.13). Therefore, the contrast is not really between rightness (yi) and profit, but between rightness and inappropriate ways of gaining profit. The Mencius has a very revealing point on this: When Mencius went to see King Hui of Liang, the King asked him if he was about to offer a way to profit his state. Mencius said, “What is the point of mentioning the word ‘profit’? All that matters is that there should be ren and yi” (1:A1). It looks as if Mencius was advocating ren and yi and denouncing profit. But he went on to explain how seeking profit by asking how to profit one’s own state will lead the state into peril. It is self-defeating, like “looking for fish by climbing a tree,” or even worse. “If you look for fish by climbing a tree, though you will not find them, there is no danger resulting from this.” But if one looks for profit by actions against ren and yi, such as waging wars against others, “one is certain to reap disaster in the end.” On the other hand, if one does not talk about profit, but instead just focuses on ren and yi, it will result in true benefit. “When the aged wear silk and eat meat and the masses are neither cold nor hungry, it is impossible for their prince not to be a true King” (1A:7). From this, we may say that the ultimate justification for yi is that actions of yi will lead to true prosperity or flourishing of human life, though in order to achieve that, we need to focus on yi rather than on the consequences.

4.17子曰：「见贤思齐焉；见不贤而内自省也。」

The Master said, “On seeing the worthy, think of how to equal them; on seeing the unworthy, turn inward and examine yourself.”

Cf. 7.22 and 16.11. Emulation of role models is understood as a way of achieving perfection. Of course, the danger of mistaking emulation as mechanical duplication is real. Just as any instruction can be taken mechanically or properly, mimicking a model is itself an art. Caution must be taken to follow models with reflection and sensitivity to the specific conditions and limitations of particular models (Munro 2015, 136). But this danger is no greater than the danger of lacking proper guidance and, after having internalized bad influences, people lose their freedom to develop into decent human beings and live good lives.

Also note the suggestion in this passage that, upon seeing people of unworthy character, one should always critically examine oneself first, rather than being quick to criticize others. Cf. 14.29.

4.18子曰：「事父母几谏，见志不从，又敬不违，劳而不怨。」

The Master said, “In serving your parents, remonstrate with them gently (ji 几). After showing your aspiration, though they do not comply, remain reverent but do not abandon your purpose (buwei 不违). Though weary, hold no resentment.”

One alternative reading of ji 几 is “when things just start to germinate,” meaning that when errors are not committed yet. An alternative reading of buwei 不违 is “remain obedient.” Keeping in mind the root metaphor used by Master You in 1.2, filial piety is to be protected even at the cost of some “leaves” and “branches.” It must be noted, however, that Confucius would not suggest that one should obey one’s parents under all circumstances. If what they want to do is incorrect, following their order would be, in a sense, “helping them to become bad,” which is actually hurting them (cf. 12.16). In serving parents, one should not merely think about remaining correct oneself but also how not to let the parents fall into error. It is said that once when ZENG Shen (Master Zeng) was working in his vegetable garden, he accidentally killed some melon plants. His father ZENG Xi 曾皙 was so angry that he hit him with a big rod, rendering him unconscious for a while. After ZENG Shen woke up, he bore no ill feeling toward his father and even played his lute and sang so that his father could be assured that he was fine. Upon hearing about this, Confucius was furious. He told other disciples, “If ZENG Shen comes, do not let him in!” ZENG Shen was puzzled. He sent someone else to ask the Master what he did wrong. The Master said,

Didn’t you know that when Shun [the ancient sage-king] was serving his father, he would always be there when the father needed his help, but he could not be found when his father wanted to kill him?.… In this way Shun’s father could not commit the crime of a cruel father and Shun did not become an unfilial son. Now the way ZENG Shen served his father was to wait there for his father to explode into anger, and he would not run even when facing death! Had he really died, he would have led his father into a terrible crime. What could be more unfilial than this?

Hearing this, ZENG Shen regretted deeply and came to Confucius to apologize (Kong Zi Jiayu, 4.15).

Cf. 1.11, 2.5, 4.20, 13.18, 13.28. See also Mencius 4A:28, 5A:2–4, 7A:35, and Xun Zi 29.3.

4.19子曰：「父母在，不远游，游必有方。」

The Master said, “While your parents are alive, do not wander (you 游) far away. If you do, be sure to have a clear destination.”

At a time when the average life span was short, distant traveling took a long time, and parents usually depended on grown children for support, wandering far away from parents had serious implications and hence was to be avoided. This, however, does not rule out the need for traveling far for something really important and urgent. As WANG Fuzhi carefully observes, wandering (you 游) is different from traveling (xing 行). Although wandering can also be important, it is usually not urgent (see CHENG Shude, 273).

Having a clear destination means that your parents are well informed so that they can be at ease and can summon you back in case of an emergency.

4.20子曰：「三年无改于父之道，可谓孝矣。」

The Master said, “If for three years one does not deviate from the way of his father, the person may be considered filial.”

The same saying is in 1.11.

4.21子曰：「父母之年，不可不知也：一则以喜，一则以惧。」

The Master said, “The ages of your parents may by no means not be kept in mind: on the one hand, as a source of joy; on the other, as an alarm.”

It is a joy to see them enjoying a long life, but it is also an alarm to realize that they are getting older.

4.22子曰：「古者言之不出，耻躬之不逮也。」

The Master said, “The ancients held in their words, because they deemed it shameful not to live up to what they said.”

This is again a lament about the moral decline of the time. Not letting one’s words overstate what one is able to do is a repeated theme in the Analects (cf. 1.14, 2.13, 4.24, 12.3, 14.20, 14.27).

4.23子曰：「以约失之者，鲜矣。」

The Master said, “It is rare to go wrong with self-restraint.”

The Book of Rites says, “Pride should not propagate; desires should not be indulged; aspiration should not overflow; pleasure should not be carried to excess” (Li Ji, “Quli,” part 1, see Legge 1967, I. 62). Read together with 13.21, we see that this passage only tells us that using self-restraint would reduce the chance of erring; it does not entail that self-restraint is a supreme virtue (cf. 5.20, 6.8).

4.24子曰：「君子欲讷于言而敏于行。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons want to be slow in making claims and swift in taking action.”

This should be understood in the same spirit as 4.22 and other related passages (i.e., 1.14, 2.13, 12.3, 14.20, 14.27). Besides the ethical implication that it is a shame to let one’s speech outpace one’s action, there is also an epistemological aspect to it. As all arts require practice, a master of the art of life is not one who is merely good at talking about it. Only through diligent practice can one truly learn how to dance, or swim, or to do anything.

4.25子曰：「德不孤，必有邻。」

The Master said, “The virtuous (de 德) will not be solitary. They are sure to have neighbors.”

This can be taken in two mutually non-exclusive ways: One’s virtues will surely attract others toward you (cf. 2.1), which is what this translation says. The other is that one needs to have “neighbors” in order to develop virtues (cf. 1.8, 12.24). The former is about the charismatic power of virtue, while the latter is about the social character of the cultivation of virtues. Even though both make sense and are consistent with Confucius’ overall teachings, the Chinese sentence reads more naturally the first way.

4.26子游曰：「事君数，斯辱矣；朋友数，斯疏矣。」

Ziyou said, “In serving a lord, constant repetition of your points (shuo 数) leads to disgrace. Between friends, constant repetition of your points leads to estrangement.”

What is rendered as “constant repetition of your points” (shuo 数) means literally “to repeat numerous times.” It is not necessarily that the points are wrong, but the way one makes a point can affect the outcome. The same might be applied to educating children (cf. 12.23). An alternative reading takes 数 as being intimate. Unlike relationships within a family, the relations between ruler and subject and between friend and friend should maintain a proper distance, otherwise the relations may be spoiled. Still another reading of 数 takes it as shu, to criticize or blame. While remonstration is to help someone to correct wrongs, criticizing and blaming is to attribute responsibilities to a person. The slight but critical difference will lead to very different results.

 

公冶长第五 Book 5

A main theme in book 5 is to make fine distinctions between rights and wrongs, as in many situations the right may look wrong and the wrong may look right.

5.1子谓公冶长，「可妻也。虽在缧绁之中，非其罪 也。」以其子妻之。

The Master said of GONGYE Chang, “He can be a good husband. Although in prison, he is innocent.” He offered his own daughter in marriage to GONGYE Chang.

GONGYE Chang is one of the Master’s disciples. It is not clear what the charge was. The Master is presenting a powerful message that, despite the enormous social stigma attached to criminals at the time, there is nothing to be ashamed of if one is innocent. On the contrary, the society that frames innocent people should be condemned.

5.2子谓南容，「邦有道不废，邦无道免于刑戮。」以其兄之子妻之。

Of Nanrong the Master said, “When the Way was in the state, he would not be overlooked, and when the state lost the Way, he would avoid punishment and disgrace.” He offered the daughter of his elder brother in marriage to Nanrong.

Nanrong (NANGONG Kuo, style name Zirong) is Confucius’ disciple. Passage 11.6 offers another explanation for this marriage.

Compared to the previous passage, in which Confucius married his own daughter to a person who was in prison, this passage shows that the Master does not wish people to risk themselves in vain (cf. 5.21, 8.13, 14.1, 14.3, 15.7). The former exemplifies a solemn determination and courage, while the latter exemplifies tender care. The subtle difference seems to suggest that the Master sets a higher standard for his own daughter.

5.3子谓子贱，「君子哉若人！鲁无君子者，斯焉取斯？」

The Master said of Zijian, “Exemplary indeed is such a man! If there were no exemplary persons in Lu, how could he accomplish this?”

Zijian (style name of FU Buqi), one of Confucius’ disciples, was magistrate of Shanfu. While his predecessor WUMA Qi had to go out to work before dawn and come home after dark in order to bring order to the place, he reportedly achieved the purpose without even having to step out of his office. When WUMA Qi asked him the secret, Zijian replied, “My way is called employing people; yours is called employing labor. Those who use labor had to work hard; those who use people can be at ease.”

Another report says that when Confucius asked Zijian how he was able to govern Shanfu well, he said, “There are three people I serve like serving my own father, there are five people I serve like serving my brother, there are twelve people whom I treat as friends, and there is one person I treat as my teacher.” Confucius said, “Serving three people like one’s own father is enough to teach people about filial piety; serving five people like brother is enough to teach people about fraternal deference; having twelve friends is enough to avoid blindness; having one teacher is enough to make no wrong decisions and exert no vain effort. It is a pity that Buqi (Zijian) is governing a small territory. If he were given a large territory, his accomplishment would equal Yao and Shun [ancient sage-kings]” (Han Shi Wai Zhuan, a book attributed to HAN Ying 韩婴 (ca. 200–130 BCE) of the Han dynasty, see CHENG Shude, 290–291).

Still another illuminating story says that Confucius’ own nephew KONG Mie 孔篾 and Zijian were both holding office at the same town. When Confucius passed the place, he asked KONG Mie, “What did you gain and what did you lose since you took office?” KONG Mie replied, “I gained nothing but lost three things. Official business has been so busy that I had no time for practicing what I studied, hence my learning is not progressing; my income is so low that I had no extra for benefiting my relatives, hence my relatives are distancing themselves from me; official business is always so pressing that I had to miss funerals and was not able to visit the ill, hence I lost friends.” Confucius was upset. He went to ask Zijian the same question. Zijian replied, “I lost nothing but gained three things since I took office. I have been able to practice what I read before, hence my learning is progressing; I am able to use my income to help my relatives, hence my relationship with them is closer; though I had official business, yet I was still able to attend funerals and pay visits to the ill and hence I have more solid friendships.” Confucius sighed, “This is what an exemplary person is like!” (Kong Zi Jiayu, 5.19).

This passage has two compatible interpretations: One takes the Master to be talking about the importance of a good community for an individual to become exemplary. Another reading takes the Master to be saying that it takes an exemplary person to bring out the best in other exemplary persons.

5.4子贡问曰：「赐也何如？」子曰：「女，器也。」曰：「何器也？」曰：「瑚琏也。」

Zigong asked, “What do you think of me?” The Master said, “You are a vessel.” “What vessel?” “A sacrificial vessel.”

The Master’s remark shows an interesting interplay between high praise and a reminder of Zigong’s limitation: Being a talented businessman, skilled diplomat, and a devoted person, Zigong was truly exceptional. However, being like a vessel that has only specialized uses and is not flexible, Zigong was not an exemplary person yet (cf. 2.12). There is perhaps a further subtle implication in comparing Zigong to a sacrificial vessel—its sacredness is derived from its position in a ritual setting rather than being valuable in its own right (see Fingarette, 75). This comparison therefore serves also as a reminder to Zigong that he should be more understanding of others, a concern that the Master had for Zigong that shows up in numerous places, for example, in 5.12, 14.29, and subtly in 6.30.



5.5或曰：「雍也仁而不佞。」子曰：「焉用佞？御人以口给，屡憎于人。不知其仁，焉用佞？」

Someone said, “Yong is human-hearted, but he is not eloquent.” The Master said, “Why does one need to be eloquent? To confront people with a glib tongue often makes them detest you. I do not know whether he is human-hearted, but why does he need to be eloquent?”

Yong (RAN Yong, style name Zhonggong) is a disciple of Confucius. The same word ning 佞 can either be translated as eloquence, which is morally neutral, or glibness, which has negative connotations. See 1.3, 15.27, and 17.17 for the Master’s aversion to a glib tongue.

5.6子使漆彫开仕。对曰：「吾斯之未能信。」子说。

The Master was wishing for QIDIAO Kai to obtain official employment. He replied, “I am not yet able to rest in the assurance of this.” The Master was pleased.

QIDIAO Kai (style name Zikai, also known as Ziruo) is a disciple of Confucius whose teaching became one of the eight branches of Confucianism after Confucius died, but his works were all lost in the mists of time.

The remark may be taken in two ways, one is that exemplary persons are humble and realistic about their abilities, with no eagerness to obtain fame and high income, and the other is that QIDIAO Kai was unsure of the trustworthiness of the ruler of Lu, under whom he would take office.

5.7子曰：「道不行，乘桴浮于海。从我者，其由与？」子路闻之喜。子曰：「由也好勇过我，无所取材。」

The Master said, “If the Way should fail to prevail and I have to get on a raft and float about on the sea, wouldn’t it be You [Zilu] who would follow me?” Upon hearing of this, Zilu was delighted. The Master said, “You [Zilu] exceeds me in his fondness for courage, yet he does not know what to be courageous about.”

Zilu is one of Confucius’ most devoted disciples, always direct, upright, and bold, yet often lacking a refined sense of good judgment (cf. 13.3). Some take Confucius’ last remark literally, as “nowhere to acquire the lumber [for building the raft],” and others have taken it to mean that Zilu “does not know how to make good judgments.”

The Master’s interesting shift from praise to criticism of Zilu should be understood within the context of their mutual trust (and perhaps with a sense of humor as well). Confucius was confident that Zilu would not feel offended, and Zilu would not mistake the Master’s remark as mockery.

5.8孟武伯问子路仁乎？子曰：「不知也。」又问。子 曰：「由也，千乘之国，可使治其赋也，不知其仁也。」「求也何如？」子曰：「求也，千室之邑，百乘之家，可使为之宰也，不知其仁也。」「赤也何如？」子曰：「赤也，束带立于朝，可使与宾客言也，不知其仁也。」

MENG Wubo asked about whether Zilu was human-hearted. The Master said, “I do not know.”

He asked again. The Master replied, “In a state of a thousand chariots, You [Zilu] might be put in charge of military levies, but I do not know whether he is human-hearted or not.”

“And what do you say of Qiu [RAN Qiu]?” The Master replied, “In a city of a thousand families, or a house of a hundred chariots, Qiu [RAN Qiu] might be appointed as magistrate, but I do not know whether he is human-hearted.”

“What do you say of Chi [Zihua]?” The Master replied, “Standing in a court with his sash fastened, Chi [Zihua] might be asked to converse with visitors and guests, but I do not know whether he is human-hearted.”

MENG Wubo (MENGSUN Zhi; Wubo is a title) is from one of the Three Houses in Lu. Of the three disciples mentioned in this section, Zilu is known for being courageous, Qiu (RAN Qiu, aka RAN You) is good at administration, and Chi (GONGXI Chi, style name Zihua) is knowledgeable about ritual. Confucius seldom gives “human-hearted” as an overall judgment of a person, not even to himself (see 7.34).



5.9子谓子贡曰：「女与回也，孰愈？」对曰：「赐也，何敢望回？回也，闻一以知十；赐也，闻一以知二。」子曰：「弗如也；吾与女，弗如也。」

The Master said to Zigong, “Between you and Hui, who is better?” Zigong replied, “How dare I compare with Hui? Hui hears one point and thereby knows ten; I hear one point and know two.” The Master said, “You are not his equal. Neither of us is his equal.”

“Hui” refers to YAN Hui, Confucius’ most dedicated disciple. Based on the comments made by Song dynasty scholars HU Yong 胡泳 and FU Guang 辅广 (see CHENG Shude, 309), QIAN Mu says that the difference between “hearing one and knowing ten” and “hearing one and knowing two” is that ten signifies entirety or the whole, hence the ability to see the entire picture from one particular part of the whole, but the latter signifies only the ability to make logical inferences one step at a time (Qian 2002).

5.10宰予昼寝。子曰：「朽木不可雕也，粪土之墙不可杇也。于予与何诛？」子曰：「始吾于人也，听其言而信其行；今吾于人也，听其言而观其行。于予与改是。」

ZAI Yu [ZAI Wo] slept during the daytime. The Master said, “Rotten wood cannot be carved; a wall of dung-and-mud cannot be troweled. What is the use of reprimanding Yu?” The Master said, “At first, my way with people was to trust their deeds upon hearing their words. Now my way with people is to observe their deeds after hearing their words. It was from Yu that I have changed this.”

At the time when there was no electricity, sleeping during the daytime does not suggest that one was studying hard during the night. Most commentators take ZAI Yu’s sleeping “during the daytime” to be a sign of his laziness. Song dynasty scholar LIU Chang 刘敞 (1019–1068), however, suspects that it meant having sex during the daytime. He says, scholars have wondered why the Master would criticize ZAI Yu harshly for a minor misconduct like sleeping during the daytime. That is all because they failed to examine more deeply. In ancient times exemplary persons would not stay in their inner chamber day and night unless they were ill. This was to limit indulgence in sexual activities (see LIU Chang, vol. 3, 5).

The Master’s second remark is usually understood with reference to ZAI Yu (aka ZAI Wo)’s glibness (see 11.3 and Mencius 2A:2; for other references of ZAI Yu, see 3.21, 6.26, 17.21). Yet since there are two “the Master said” in one passage, some suspect that this part is misplaced here.

5.11子曰：「吾未见刚者。」或对曰：「申枨。」子 曰：「枨也欲，焉得刚？」

The Master said, “I have yet to see a steadfast person.” Someone replied, “There is SHEN Cheng.” The Master said, “Cheng is full of desires; how can he be steadfast?”

SHEN Cheng (style name Zhou, aka SHEN Dang) is probably a disciple of Confucius.

What is particularly worth reflecting on in this passage is the relation between having desires and being steadfast. The Master’s saying is later transformed into an idiom in Chinese: “When you have no desires, you will be steadfast.” There is no question that for Confucius, as for all the great thinkers of his time, humans need to regulate their desires. But Confucius never advocated elimination of all human desires. He is frank in saying, “Wealth and honor are what people want, but if they are the consequence of deviating from the way, I would have no part in them” (4.5, cf. 7.12). The point is “to desire but not to be greedy” (20.2). When one is greedy, one can become reckless, but not steadfast. Actually, a greedy person can be easily seduced by what he desires (cf. 9.26). See 12.18, 14.12, 20.2 for more references about desire.

5.12子贡曰：「我不欲人之加诸我也，吾亦欲无加诸人。」子曰：「赐也，非尔所及也。」

Zigong said, “I do not wish others to impose on me, nor do I wish to ever impose on others.” The Master said, “Ci [Zigong], this is what you have yet to attain.”

Traditional interpretations of this passage typically take Zigong’s aspiration to be similar to the “negative Golden Rule” stated in 15.24. One interpretation attributed to Tang dynasty scholar KONG Yingda 孔颖达 (574–648) takes the Master’s reply to be saying that Zigong was not yet able to stop others from imposing on him. But as LIU Baonan points out, what others will do to you is something that comes externally. Even sages cannot guarantee that no one will impose on them (see LIU Baonan, 98). Furthermore, Zigong’s point is that because he does not want to be imposed on, he will not impose on others. Most people take the Master to be saying that Zigong has yet to attain the ability to never impose on others. According to CHENG Yi and ZHU Xi, there is a subtle difference between “Do not impose on others what you don’t want others to impose on you” and “Will not impose on others what you don’t want others to impose on you.” The former is shu 恕, reciprocity, which is a “method to become human-hearted” (15.24), whereas the latter is ren 仁, human-heartedness, with which one is naturally able to not impose on others. Zigong should practice shu, but not assume that he already possessed ren (see ZHU Xi 1992, 42). Japanese scholar ITO Jinsai says, “In learning, it is important to match one’s reality and avoid self-inflation. People who are clever often speak highly of themselves and their reality often does not match what they claim. This is exactly Zigong’s problem.… In reining him in, Confucius was helping him to advance” (Ito, 85). Cf. 5.4, 6.30, and 14.29 for Zigong’s problems.

Some modern scholars see Zigong’s aspiration to be slightly yet importantly different from standard forms of the Golden Rule. In their view, Zigong’s point is against imposition in general and is not just limited to things that one does not want to be imposed upon. This gives the Golden Rule a twist toward the contemporary liberal notion of negative freedom (the freedom from imposition, in contrast with positive freedom, or the freedom to fulfill one’s own wishes and potential). Modern Chinese scholar and political reformer of the late Qing dynasty KANG Youwei 康有为 (1858–1927) elaborates on this, saying that not wanting to be imposed on is claiming one’s own autonomy and freedom, and not wanting to impose on others is respecting others’ autonomy and freedom. In Kang’s view, this “principle of heaven” is likewise Confucius’ highest ideal. Given the social and political conditions of the time, however, it was too remote to become reality, and that is why Confucius says it is yet to be attained. Kang says that, as a close disciple, Zigong inherited the ideal from Confucius and passed it down to TIAN Zifang 田子方, who in turn passed it down to ZHUANG Zhou 庄周, the famous Daoist philosopher known as Zhuang Zi. The latter then fully developed the thesis (Kang, 61). Kang not only takes Zhuang Zi’s philosophy as a branch of later development of Confucianism of Zigong’s lineage, he even takes the emergence of a modern liberal movement as a manifestation of the Confucian Way originally transmitted by Zigong. Contemporary Chinese philosopher LI Zehou also takes Zigong’s aspiration as in close proximity to social contract theory and the principles of fairness and justice (LI Zehou, 142).

Clearly, Kang and Li’s modern reading of the passage, which sees what “is yet to attain” as liberty and justice, is very different from Cheng, Zhu, and Ito’s traditional interpretation, which sees it to be a high achievement in self-cultivation. While both make sense, the Confucian ideal is certainly not merely the “do not disturb me or interfere with my freedom” kind of liberty (cf. 6.30). This is an interesting point of entry to examine the relations between positive and negative freedom and positive and negative versions of the “Golden Rule.”

5.13子贡曰：「夫子之文章，可得而闻也；夫子之言性与天道，不可得而闻也。」

Zigong said, “The Master’s manifestation of culture is something that may be heard. His discourses about the nature [of human beings or things] (xing 性) and the way of heaven (tiandao 天道), however, are things that cannot be heard.”

The word xing 性 is commonly translated as human nature. In order to avoid interpreting it as a metaphysical substance, Roger Ames and Henry Rosemont render it as “natural tendencies.” While I share their concern, I choose not to take their interpretation explicitly here, because their translation would make it hard for readers to understand how the concept was later interpreted in many other ways, especially during the Song and Ming periods by the neo-Confucians. After all, the original word itself is not explicit.

Although most commentators take xing to mean human nature, the word itself does not specify that it is merely about human beings. Tang dynasty scholars HAN Yu 韩愈 (768–824) and LI Ao 李翱 (772–841), for instance, argue that “xing and tiandao mean the same thing.” “Heaven has its nature (xing) as well” (see CHENG Shude, 321).

The Analects do contain one mention of xing (17.2) and a few references to heaven (tian 天, e.g., 3.13, 6.28, 7.23, 9.5, 17.19) and the mandate of heaven (tianming 天命, e.g., 2.4, 16.8) by the Master. But they appear sparsely and without elaboration. While some of them seem to suggest that heaven is a deity (3.13, 3.24), others sound like casual uses of the word “God” in expressions like “God forbid!” (e.g., 6.28), “Oh, my God!” (e.g., 11.9), or “God knows” (e.g., 14.35).

Why did Zigong say that the Master’s discourse on these subjects cannot be heard? Major commentaries of the Analects contain a number of different explanations. Han dynasty scholar HE Yan, whose philosophical orientation was strongly influenced by Daoism and hence more metaphysical, believed that the Master did not talk about these subjects because they are by nature transcendent and ineffable, and they should therefore be understood “silently” or intuitively. Following HE Yan, CHENG Hao believed that these things are ineffable, but he added that they can be comprehended through personal embodiment of them. “If one does not attain them in person, then one does not understand” (ZHU Xi 论语精义 [Subtle Meanings of the Analects], 20). This suggests that the understanding is not gained through the intellect via verbal articulation and conceptual understanding but through direct personal experiences that would emerge at an advanced level of cultivation. His brother CHENG Yi, however, held that Confucius did not hold anything back from his disciples (see 7.24). It is only that these things require a high level of intelligence to understand and most people were not even capable of “hearing” them. ZHU Xi, on the other hand, pointed to the fact that Confucius “rarely spoke of these things.” Only to the advanced students would he start to talk about them. “At this point Zigong had just heard about these teachings and sighed in admiration of their beauty” (ZHU Xi 1992, 43). While this interpretation emphasizes the importance of following a proper sequence in the course of learning and conceives the teachings about these subjects to be at the most advanced level, ZHANG Xuecheng 章学诚 (1738–1801) felt that Confucius avoided these topics because abstract metaphysical ideas tend to mislead people and cause them to turn away from the phenomenal world in their search for the Way. For him, the neo-Confucians of the Song-Ming period had gone exactly in the direction that Confucius himself wanted to avoid.9

Another puzzle related to the passage is: Why do the Mencius and the Zhongyong, contrary to Confucius, talk extensively on these subjects? According to Song dynasty commentator ZHENG Ruxie 郑汝谐 (1126–1205), the difference between Confucius and the Mencius and the Zhongyong is a matter of different methods (gongfu) for reaching the same goal. Confucius’ way is to let his followers attain the secrets by themselves, whereas Mencius tries to show people the secrets by offering extra help (Zheng, 31).

5.14子路有闻，未之能行，唯恐有闻。

When Zilu heard (wen 闻) anything and had not yet succeeded in carrying it into practice, he was only afraid lest he should hear something else.

The word wen 闻 can mean both “to hear” or “being heard about” (and hence “having fame”). Depending on which meaning one takes, there can be two interpretations of this passage; both make sense: (1) Zilu is earnest in practicing what he learns. This would show both Zilu’s personality (eagerness) and the importance of practice in Confucian learning. People often try to accumulate as much knowledge as they can, but they lack eagerness to put it into practice and consequently render the knowledge useless. (2) Zilu was afraid of letting his fame be greater than what he was able to live up to. Cf. 8.17, 19.5.

5.15子贡问曰：「孔文子何以谓之『文』也？」子曰：「敏而好学，不耻下问，是以谓之『文』也。」

Zigong asked, “Why has KONG Wenzi been given the title ‘Cultured’ (wen 文)?”

The Master said, “Quick in response and fond of learning, not ashamed of consulting those of lower status. That is why he was called ‘Cultured.’”

The word Wen in “KONG Wenzi” is the posthumous title of KONG Yu, or ZHONGSHU Yu, minister of the state of Wei 卫 (cf. 14.19), a man known to have numerous moral flaws. Zigong must have heard about his bad reputation and hence raised the question. Confucius’ reply shows, on the one hand, his fairness in recognizing positive qualities in an otherwise despicable person and, on the other hand, his familiarity with the rules about posthumous titles. According to the chapter of “Rules of Posthumous Titles” in the Book of Zhou, “fond of learning and able to consult those of lower status should be called ‘Wen’ ” (see CHENG Shiquan, 69). Notice here that the title of “cultured” is not for those who possess a lot of knowledge about culture, but for those who are cultured, and being cultured is defined here through one’s fondness for learning rather than being already learned. Furthermore, fondness of learning is specified by not being ashamed of asking those of lower status, a moral quality that paradoxically shows superiority by not assuming one’s superiority. Cf. 7.22, 8.11.



5.16子谓子产，「有君子之道四焉：其行己也恭，其事上也敬，其养民也惠，其使民也义。」

The Master said of Zichan that “he had four of the characteristics of an exemplary person: In conducting himself, he was respectful; in serving his superior, he was reverent; in nourishing the people, he was beneficent; in employing the people, he was appropriate.”

Zichan (580?–522 BCE) is the style name of SUN Qiao, prime minister of the state of Zheng. According to an ancient history book, when Zichan died, Confucius wept and said, “He was loved by the people like one of the ancients” (Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Zhao, Year 20”).

5.17子曰：「晏平仲善与人交，久而敬之。」

The Master said, “YAN Pingzhong was good at interpersonal relationships. Even old acquaintances still showed him the same respect.”

Pingzhong is the style name of YAN Ying 晏婴 (?–500 BCE), prime minister of the state of Qi, one of the most able statesmen of his time. A variant reading of the passage is: “Even for old acquaintances, he still showed the same respect.” In either sense, the message entails an observation that it is difficult to maintain respect between long-acquainted people. As the saying goes, “There is no hero in the eyes of the servants,” because no one is perfect, and, once people get close, their shortcomings are more visible. The ability to respect or be respected by old acquaintances is therefore an indication of real greatness.

5.18子曰：「臧文仲居蔡，山节藻棁，何如其知也？」

The Master said, “ZANG Wenzhong housed a Cai tortoise in a hall, which had hills carved on the capitals of the pillars and aquatic plants painted on the roof beams. What sort of wisdom is this?”

“Wenzhong” is the posthumous title of ZANGSUN Chen, a minister of the state of Lu, who had a reputation for being wise (cf. 15.14). The tortoise from the state of Cai was used for divination exclusively by the King. It was conducted by first carving questions or wishes on the tortoise shell and then heating it until it showed cracks. The resulting cracks on the shell were supposed to be answers from the spirits, which would be decoded according to the Book of Changes. The tortoise was kept at Zang’s house, presumably in his capacity as the minister. The specific decoration of the hall was supposed to be used only by the King or Ducal Houses.

Confucius’ remark is a mockery of both Zang’s usurpation of ritual prerogative as well as Zang’s lack of judgment in using lavish decoration in an attempt to flatter the spirits. Relating it to 6.22, we notice that Confucius’ understanding of wisdom is, at least in part, defined by recognizing what is more practical, beneficial, and in accordance with ritual propriety.

5.19子张问曰：「令尹子文三仕为令尹，无喜色；三已之，无愠色。旧令尹之政，必以告新令尹。何如？」子曰：「忠矣。」曰：「仁矣乎？」曰：「未知；焉得仁?」「崔子弒齐君，陈文子有马十乘，弃而违之。至于他邦，则曰，『犹吾大夫崔子也。』违之；之一邦，则又曰：『犹吾大夫崔子也。』违之。何如？」子曰：「清矣。」曰：「仁矣乎？」子曰：「未知；焉得仁？」

Zizhang asked, “Prime Minister Ziwen thrice took the office of prime minister and showed no joy in his countenance. Thrice he stepped down from the office and showed no resentment. He always informed the new minister of the way in which he had conducted government. What do you say of him?”

The Master replied. “Wholehearted devotion indeed.”

“Was he human-hearted?”

“I don’t know (zhi 知). What would merit him to be pronounced as being human-hearted?”

Zizhang proceeded, “When Cuizi assassinated the Lord of Qi, CHEN Wenzi, though he had ten teams of horses, abandoned them all and left the state. Coming to another state, he said, ‘They [the officials of this state] are just like our minister Cuizi,’ and he left the state. Arriving in a third state, he said again, ‘They are just like our minister Cuizi,’ and he left again. What do you say of him?”

The Master replied, “Pure indeed.”

“Was he human-hearted?”

“I don’t know (zhi 知). What would merit him to be pronounced as being human-hearted?”

Ziwen is the style name of DOU Gu Wutu, prime minister of the state of Chu. Cuizi (CUI Zhu) and CHEN Wenzi (CHEN Xuwu, “Wen” or culture is his posthumous title) were both ministers of the state of Qi. A team of horses is four horses.

Some commentators take the word zhi 知 in Confucius’ remarks as zhi 智, being wise, which will make Confucius’ remarks about these two men: “He is not even wise, how can he be pronounced human-hearted?” As far as the sentence itself goes, this reading sounds more natural, and indeed in 5.8 when Confucius said that he did not know whether he knew Zilu and RAN Qiu to be human-hearted or not, he used a different, clearer expression for “I don’t know.” If this reading is correct, this statement would then entail that human-heartedness depends on having wisdom and is a higher achievement than being wise.

Most commentators, such as XING Bing and HUANG Kan, however, rejected this alternative reading of zhi 知. In fact, historical records show that Zizhang’s statements about these two men are questionable. This might be the reason that Confucius’ said that he did not know.

In any case, this passage reveals how high Confucius sets the standard of human-heartedness (cf. 5.8) and how cautiously he grants the title of being human-hearted to anyone. Yet on the other hand, notice that the Master indicates that (in 7.30) human-heartedness is not far from anyone’s reach!

5.20季文子三思而后行。子闻之，曰：「再，斯可矣。」

JI Wenzi thought thrice before he took action. When the Master heard about it, he said, “Twice will do.”

The “Wen” (culture) in “JI Wenzi” is a posthumous title of the person named JISUN Xingfu, a minister of Lu, known for being extremely prudent to the point of being indecisive.

While most commentators take the Master to be talking about the need to be resolute in taking action, some believe that it is a virtue to be persistent in thinking and reflecting until one gets the right answer. They quote the Zhongyong, which says “having engaged in thinking and having yet to find the answer, do not stop” (Zhongyong, chap. 20), and suspect that Confucius might be saying, in a subtle way, that JI Wenzi was actually not even able to think twice, much less three times (see CHENG Shude, 338). It is more plausible, however, to place thinking in context. In the process of learning, for example, perseverance in thinking can be a key to success. In practical life, however, thinking too much can be counterproductive. Here the Master is speaking about an overly cautious government official whose indecisiveness could lead to dire consequences (cf. 6.8). For those who tend to be overly daring, he might as well say the opposite (cf. 4.23, 11.22). Whether one should think twice or three times before one takes action should all depend on what action and which person one is talking about.

5.21子曰：「宁武子，邦有道，则知；邦无道，则愚。其知可及也；其愚不可及也。」

The Master said, “When the Way was in his state, NING Wuzi acted wisely. When the Way was lost in his state, he acted stupidly. Others may equal his wisdom, but cannot equal his stupidity.”

“Wu” is the posthumous title of NING Yu, minister of the state of Wei 卫. Commentators all agree that NING Wuzi was not literally stupid, but they disagree with regard to what “stupidity” means in this passage. There are two opposite interpretations: One is that he was concealing his wisdom by feigning stupidity in order to protect himself (cf. 7.11, 8.13, and 15.7 for Confucius’ position about avoiding unnecessary sacrifice when the Way is lost). Another is that he did things straightforwardly without any concern of danger, as if he had no concern for his life and family. In the first case, “stupidity” is the practical wisdom of avoiding unnecessary harm, while in the second case, it is his selfless courage that would look “stupid” in the eyes of the “smart.” Historical facts seem to support both, for he reportedly had both acted wholeheartedly without being afraid of danger and managed to survive the danger.



5.22子在陈曰：「归与！归与！吾党之小子狂简，斐然成章，不知所以裁之。」

When the Master was in Chen, he said, “Time to return! Time to return! The young followers at home are impetuous (kuang 狂) and simple-minded (jian 简). They are widely accomplished, but they do not know how to restrict themselves.”

Confucius made this remark when he had already traveled out of his home state Lu for thirteen years. By that time, some of his disciples, such as Zigong and RAN Qiu, had achieved notable success in their political careers, and they presumably persuaded JI Kangzi, the head of the powerful Ji House at the time, to initiate an invitation for Confucius to return to Lu. Those who are impetuous have the will to advance, but they are liable to be rash, hence the need to be guided. Cf. 13.21.

5.23子曰：「伯夷、叔齐不念旧恶，怨是用希。」

The Master said, “Boyi and Shuqi never kept old grudges, and hence there was little resentment.”

Boyi and Shuqi are believed to be princes of the Shang dynasty state Guzhu. It is said that their father, the Lord of Guzhu, wanted to pass his throne to the younger son Shuqi. When the father died, Shuqi let it pass to his eldest brother Boyi, but Boyi refused to take it as it would be against the father’s will. Both of them went into self-imposed exile to the state of Zhou. When the Shang fell to the Zhou, they felt that it was wrong for a vassal state to overthrow the King, so they refused to eat the grain of the Zhou and starved themselves to death. Their names are therefore commonly associated with purity and loyalty. According to the Mencius, Boyi “would not stand at the court of an evil person, nor would he converse with such people. For him to do so would be like sitting in mud and pitch wearing a court cap and gown” (2A:9). Boyi and Shuqi were said to be lenient to others in that, as long as others corrected themselves, they would never keep their wrongs in mind. This is a virtue exemplified by YAN Hui’s not misdirecting his anger (6.3).

A different reading takes “grudges” as someone else’s toward them, meaning that because they did everything fairly and sincerely, others would not hold old grudges against them (as in the case that a criminal would not hold grudges against the judge from whom he received fair punishment).

Cf. 7.15, 16.12, and 18.8 for more references to Boyi and Shuqi.

5.24子曰：「孰谓微生高直？或乞醯焉，乞诸其邻而与 之。」

The Master said, “Who says WEISHENG Gao is upright (zhi 直)? Someone asked for some vinegar from him, and he begged it from a neighbor and gave it to the person.”

WEISHENG Gao was a native of Lu, who apparently had a reputation of being upright. Some commentators believed that he was the same person named Weisheng who appeared in many other Warring States texts in a story in which he promised to meet a girl under a bridge, and when the girl failed to show up, he stayed there while the water rose in order to keep his promise and consequently drowned himself. There were other people during the time in Lu with the same family name, and the Weisheng in the story was known for trustworthiness while the Weisheng here is known for uprightness, so the conjecture is questionable.

The main point of the passage seems to be that one’s reputation may not match one’s character. In comparison, small matters in daily life show a person’s character more accurately than occasional “big moments” during which one may act out of his or her character. Vinegar is not something one cannot live without, so an upright person should simply say no when he does not have it. When something more important is at stake, however, an upright person may not necessarily be straightforward (cf. 6.15, 13.18).

5.25子曰：「巧言、令色、足恭，左丘明耻之，丘亦耻 之。匿怨而友其人，左丘明耻之，丘亦耻之。」

The Master said, “Glib words, insinuating appearance, and excessive respectfulness—ZUOQIU Ming deemed them to be shameful, and I deem them to be shameful also. To conceal resentment and feign friendliness with a person—ZUOQIU Ming deemed it to be shameful, and I deem it to be shameful also.”

There is an unsettled disagreement about who this ZUOQIU Ming was, even about his name. According to the Grand Historian SIMA Qian, ZUOQIU Ming was an exemplary person in the state of Lu, a contemporary of Confucius. Confucius taught his disciples about the history and embedded his praise and condemnation in his description of historical events. Zuoqiu was afraid that the disciples would not remember the Master’s teaching and hence recorded them in the Zuo Zhuan, or the Zuo Commentary of the Spring and Autumn Annals. KONG Yingda believes that the person is the author of Zuo Zhuan, but Zuo is the surname and Qiuming is his personal name. Still another view purports that Zuo is actually part of the official title of a man named QIU Ming, who was an official court historian in the state of Lu.

Cf. 1.3, 6.13, 6.16, 6.29, 15.11, 17.17, and 17.18 for the Master’s warning against glib words and insinuating appearances.

5.26颜渊、季路侍。子曰：「盍各言尔志？」子路曰：「愿 车马、衣轻裘，与朋友共，敝之而无憾。」颜渊 曰：「愿无伐善，无施劳。」子路曰：「愿闻子之 志。」子曰：「老者安之，朋友信之，少者怀之。」

When YAN Yuan [YAN Hui] and Jilu [Zilu] were in attendance, the Master said, “Why don’t each of you speak about your aspirations?”

Zilu said, “I wish to share my chariots, horses, clothing, and furs with my friends and companions, and though they may spoil them, I would not be upset.”

YAN Yuan said, “I wish never to brag about my excellence, nor to make others’ life laborious.”

Zilu then said, “I would like to hear your aspirations, Master.”

The Master said, “I wish to comfort the aged, to bring trust in my friends and companions, and to nurture the young.”

“Jilu” is Zilu’s other style name. His aspiration again shows his outgoing personality.

The common reading of the second part of YAN Hui’s statement is “nor to show off my strenuous deeds.” The translation here follows CHEN Tianxiang’s reading (in his Sishu Bianyi 四书辨疑) because the common reading would make it redundant, as the first part already entails the point. Chen’s reading provides a balance between internally setting strict requirement for oneself and externally being lenient on others (see CHENG Shude, 356).

The Master’s statement may alternatively be interpreted as “I wish to make the aged content with me, to make my friends and companions trust me, and to make the young cherish me.” This reflects the mutuality or reciprocity of these actions. How others will reciprocate trust, and so on, depends on one’s own conduct.

Readers can hardly miss the conversational style of Confucius’ teaching. Comparing their own aspirations with the Master’s, the disciples would realize that the latter is much more inclusive.

5.27子曰：「已矣乎！吾未见能见其过，而內自讼者也。

The Master said, “Is it all over?! I have never seen anyone who, on seeing his faults, is ready to accuse himself inwardly.”

Reflecting on one’s own fault and correcting oneself is a repeated theme of the Analects. Cf. 4.17, 7.22, 7.29, 14.24, 14.29, 15.21.

Like many other passages, such as 4.6, 5.28, 6.21, 9.18, and 16.11, this statement should be read as a challenge to his disciples rather than as a description of fact. Read as a description, it would be an exaggeration, as his close disciple YAN Hui is such a person—he never makes the same mistake twice (6.3). It is more plausible to read it as a speech-act through which the Master tries to do something. The tone in “Is it all over?!” implicitly invites his disciples to take up the test—“Can you prove it wrong and let me see that you can do it?”

5.28子曰：「十室之邑，必有忠信如丘者焉，不如丘之好学也。」

The Master said, “In a village of ten families, there must be someone who is as wholehearted (zhong 忠) and trustworthy (xin 信) as I am, but not as fond of learning as I am.”

It is unlikely that the Master literally believes that one can easily find people as sincere and trustworthy as he. The saying is more like a strategy of his teaching—through deliberate exaggeration, the Master is emphasizing the importance of being fond of learning, which is a prerequisite for attaining personal development. Indeed, learning itself is understood as cultivation of the person (and not as mere acquisition of propositional knowledge). Hence, this passage should again be read more as a performative action (like saying “Can you be truly fond of learning?”) than a description of fact.
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6.1子曰：「雍也可使南面。」

The Master said, “Yong [Zhonggong] can be put in the position of facing south.”

Yong is RAN Yong, style-named Zhonggong, a disciple of Confucius who had a very low family background. Facing south is a traditional ritual position of being an authority, and usually means that one is a ruler (15.5). This is a clear indication that in Confucius’ mind, selection of official positions should be based on merit rather than inheritance—a meritocracy that can be traced all the way back to the stories of ancient sage-kings Yao and Shun, who selected their successors on the basis of worthiness (cf. 8.18, 20.1).

6.2仲弓问子桑伯子。子曰：「可[户]也简。」仲弓 曰：「居敬而行简，以临其民，不亦可乎？居简而行简，无乃大简乎？」子曰：「雍之言然。」

Zhonggong asked about Master SANG Bozi. The Master [Confucius] said, “He is an easygoing (jian 简) person.”

Zhonggong said, “If, in governing the people, a person is reverential in his attention to business, though easygoing in his manner of conduct, isn’t it quite acceptable? But if he is easygoing both in his attention and in his practice, isn’t that excessively easygoing?”

The Master said, “Yong [Zhonggong]’s words are right.”

Zhonggong is the style name of RAN Yong mentioned in the previous passage.

In the received version of the Analects (the standard version passed down from the early Han dynasty upon which this translation is mostly based), Confucius’ first reply is “[He is] acceptable (ke 可), [since he is] easygoing (jian 简).” Qing dynasty scholar ZHAI Hao 翟灏 (?–1788) suggests that it is likely that Master SANG Bozi is the person whose formal name is SANG Hu (see CHENG Shude, 362). Since in ancient writing, the word for hu 户 is similar to ke 可, the text might have been mistakenly recorded as such, whereas it should simply be “Hu is easygoing.” I find this reading more plausible.

The word jian is difficult to capture in English. It can also mean candor, being simple, unrefined, and rustic. Perhaps the best way to explain Confucius’ use of the term here is through a story told in LIU Xiang 刘向’s (77–6 BCE) Shuo Yuan (chap. “Xiu Wen”):

Confucius went to see SANG Bozi; Master SANG Bozi received him without tidying up his clothes. Confucius’ disciples asked, “Why do you want to see such a person, Master?” Confucius replied, “He has a good substance yet lacks cultural refinement. I want to talk him into having more cultural refinement.”

After Confucius left, Master SANG Bozi’s disciples were upset, saying to their Master, “Why do you want to see Confucius?” Master SANG Bozi replied, “He has good substance yet is overburdened by cultural refinement. I want to talk him into shaking off his cultural refinement.”

6.3哀公问：「弟子孰为好学？」孔子对曰：「有颜回者好学，不迁怒，不贰过。不幸短命死矣，今也则亡，未闻好学者也。」

Duke Ai asked, “Which of your disciples can be said to be fond of learning?”

Confucius replied, “There was one named YAN Hui, who was fond of learning. He would never misdirect his anger and would not make the same mistake twice. Unfortunately, he lived a short life and died. Now there is none. I have yet to hear of anyone who is fond of learning.”

Duke Ai was the nominal ruler of Lu from 494 to 468 BCE. Confucius was deeply saddened by YAN Hui’s premature death at the young age of thirty-two (see 9.21, 11.9, 11.10).

Yan’s fondness of learning is articulated in several different ways throughout the Analects: He would make inferences from what is learned, as he “hears one point and thereby knows ten” (5.9); he was diligent, as he was the one that the Master could discourse with without ever becoming weary (9.20); the Master only saw him advance and never saw him stop (9.21). Most commentators believe that the Master’s choice of articulating his fondness for learning through his never misdirecting his anger or repeating any mistake shows that in Confucius’ mind, learning primarily means cultivation of the person, and not accumulation of knowledge. Indeed, as LI Yu says, the fact that the Master did not mention other disciples such as Zixia and Zigong, who were both diligent in broadening their knowledge, but rather YAN Hui, who was so quiet as if he were “stupid” (2.9), is because YAN Hui was not only diligent in acquiring knowledge but also in applying what is learned in his self-cultivation (see CHENG Shude, 368).

Early commentators, such as HUANG Kan and WANG Chong, believe that Confucius mentioned specifically YAN Hui’s never misdirecting his anger or repeating any mistake because Duke Ai of Lu had these problems. It was Confucius’ tactic to correct the Duke’s mistake indirectly (see CHENG Shude, 367).

6.4子华使于齐，冉子为其母请粟。子曰：「与之釜。」请益。曰：「与之庾。」冉子与之粟五秉。子曰：「赤之适齐也，乘肥马，衣轻裘。吾闻之也：君子周急不继富。」

Zihua was on an official mission to Qi. Master Ran requested grain for his mother. The Master [Confucius] said, “Give her a fu 釜.” Master Ran requested more. “Give her an [additional] yu 庾,” said the Master. Master Ran gave her five bing 秉.

The Master said, “When Chi [Zihua] was proceeding to Qi, he had well-fed horses for his carriage, and he wore fine furs. I have heard that exemplary persons help the distressed but do not add wealth to the rich.”

There is a controversy about who Master Ran is. Most commentators take it to be referring to RAN Qiu (aka RAN You), but some believe it to be referring to RAN Yong (Zhonggong), the one who in 6.1 is said to be qualified to be a ruler, since it would be hard to explain how RAN Qiu, a person who is denounced by Confucius openly and very harshly (see 11.17 and 6.12), could be honored as a “master.” For the same reason, the passage is also suspected to be edited later by RAN Qiu’s disciples.

Fu, yu, and bing are all ancient measures. It is hard to determine with any certainty how much each amounts to. Most commentators believe that a yu is a little more than a third of a fu, and bing is much larger than fu.

The major point in this passage is obviously the Master’s last statement. The expression “I have heard” does not necessarily mean that Confucius heard the saying from someone else. It could be used as a gentle way of criticizing, because with it, the words will be more like a suggestion than like a direct order. Since Zihua was already quite rich, it was overly generous to give his mother so much grain. But one subtle concern that might be involved here is that by giving Zihua’s mother a large quantity of grain, Master Ran also put Confucius under suspicion of not being generous and put Zihua under suspicion of not having taken care of his mother. An exemplary person would never put someone else in the position of being inappropriate.

6.5原思为之宰，与之粟九百，辞。子曰：「毋以与尔邻里乡党乎！」

When YUAN Si was made chief minister, he was given nine hundred measures of grain, but he declined them. The Master said, “Why don’t you give them to your fellow neighbors and villagers?”

YUAN Si (aka YUAN Xian) is one of the Master’s major disciples. The text simply says that he was made chief minister, without specifying the minister of what. Some commentators believe that he was serving as Confucius’ household minister when the Master was the Minister of Justice of the state of Lu. However, it is not clear whether the Master was ever in the position of having a household minister (cf. 9.12).

Grain was the standard form of salary at the time. The unit of measurement is missing in the original text, but commentators believe the amount is likely the equivalent of his annual salary. YUAN Si probably thought that probity means taking as little as possible, and that he should not take office for the sake of personal gain, but the Master teaches him that virtues should not be implemented mechanically. Instead of simply declining the pay that he deserves, he might as well give the grain to the needy.

As HUAN Maoyong notes, in his Lunyu Ji, the recorders of the Analects put this passage next to the previous one so that they would mutually reveal the meaning of one another: In contrast, Zihua was rich and YUAN Xian was not. The grain for Zihua’s mother was a matter of subsidy, yet the grain for YUAN Xian was his salary. Zihua had no need for someone to take an extra step to help, whereas YUAN Xian was taking probity to an extreme (see CHENG Shude, 375).

6.6子谓仲弓，曰：「犁牛之子骍且角，虽欲勿用，山川其舍诸？」

Speaking of Zhonggong, the Master said, “If the calf of a plow-ox is red and with horns, although people may not wish to use it, would the mountains and rivers neglect it?”

Oxen with mixed colors were considered unfit for sacrifice to the spirits, and they were therefore used only for plowing. Red colored oxen with well-shaped horns were considered of noble quality, ideal for the sacred function of sacrifice. The Master uses the metaphor to indicate that people with merits such as Zhonggong should not be neglected or rejected from office due to their low family backgrounds. The spirits (of the mountains and rivers) would be concerned only with a person’s meritorious qualities (cf. 6.1 for the Master’s high praise for Zhonggong). This view entails the central idea of meritocracy, that is, employing people on the basis of their merits rather than family background. It also entails the confidence that merits will be recognized. Passage 13.2 indicates that Zhonggong later became minister of the Ji House, which was at that time the highest official position one could get without relying on inheritance.



6.7子曰：「回也，其心三月不违仁，其馀则日月至焉而已矣。」

The Master said, “Hui [YAN Hui] is able to maintain his heart-mind not to deviate from human-heartedness for three months. The others are only able to maintain this for days or a month.”

Again, YAN Hui is praised for his determination and diligence in practicing human-heartedness. “Three months” is believed to be a figurative expression, hence not to be taken literally.

An alternative interpretation for the concluding statement is that the others are only able to reach human-heartedness once a day or once a month. Passage 7.30 indicates that human-heartedness is not remote. The difficulty is to hold on to it consistently for a long time, so that it becomes truly a person’s character or virtue (cf. 7.26).

6.8季康子问：「仲由可使从政也与？」子曰：「由也 果，于从政乎何有？」曰：「赐也可使政也与？」曰：「赐也达，于从政乎何有？」曰：「求也可使从政也与？」曰：「求也艺，于从政乎何有？」

JI Kangzi asked about whether Zhongyou [Zilu] was fit to conduct state affairs. The Master said, “You [Zilu] is resolute; what difficulty would he have in conducting state affairs?” JI Kangzi asked, “Is Ci [Zigong] fit to conduct state affairs?” The Master answered, “Ci is unblocked (da 达); what difficulty would he have in conducting state affairs?” JI Kangzi asked, “Is Qiu [RAN Qiu] fit to conduct state affairs?” The Master said, “Qiu is a man of various abilities; what difficulty would he have in conducting state affairs?”

Compared with MENG Wubo’s inquiry about three disciples of Confucius (Zilu, GONGXI Chi [Zihua], and RAN Qiu) in 5.8, the differences are interesting. In 5.8, the questions are about whether the disciples were ren 仁 (human-hearted), whereas in this passage the questions are about conducting state affairs. In 5.8, the person who asked the questions was MENG Wubo, an aristocrat who made his parents worry about him constantly (cf. 2.6), whereas in this passage, it was JI Kangzi, the head of the powerful Ji House and the de facto ruler of Lu. While 5.8 shows the Master’s high standard for cultivation, hence implicitly telling MENG Wubo to aim high for himself, Confucius’ answers to JI Kangzi here can be viewed as a teacher’s “recommendation letter” for his student.

Da 达 means having no blockage and being able to reach through. It is often translated as “accomplished,” “distinguished,” or “being prominent.” These terms capture the result of being da, but they are inadequate to express da as a state of being (e.g., having superior perception). It is also important to keep in mind that da is a quality of the cultivated person rather than recognition by others. Cf. 12.20.

6.9季氏使闵子骞为费宰。闵子骞曰：「善为我辞焉！如有复我者，则吾必在汶上矣。」

The head of the Ji House appointed MIN Ziqian to be the magistrate of Bi. MIN Ziqian said, “Please kindly decline the offer for me. If anyone comes again to me with a second invitation, I shall have to go and live on the north side of Wen River.”

Ziqian is the style name of MIN Shun, a disciple of Confucius. Bi is Ji House’s fief. Wen River is the north border of Lu and Qi, and hence the “north side of Wen River” means the state of Qi, indicating MIN Ziqian’s firm decision to decline the appointment.

Commentators have debated on Min’s refusal to serve the Ji House. ZHU Xi quoted XIE Liangzuo 谢良佐 (1050–1103)’s view that the reason for the refusal is mainly his aversion to Ji’s despicable behavior (see 3.1, 3.2, 3.6), plus that, since he had no supreme ability of a sage, once in the position, he would be sacrificing himself in vain if he were to act uprightly or begging for humiliation if he were not. However, if this were the case, how should we understand that Zhonggong, Zilu, and RAN You had all served in or under the Ji House and Confucius not only had no problem with it but even took that as their accomplishment? Based on this, HUANG Shisan rejects Xie’s explanation and says that, while the specific context (whether Min’s refusal was to JI Kangzi or JI Huanzi, and whether this happened at the time when the other disciples of Confucius were employed by the Ji House or not) is unclear, a reasonable explanation is that the others were trying to remedy Ji’s problems, yet Min must have thought the Ji House to be already hopeless. MAO Qiling, in his Sishu Gaicuo, also rejects Xie’s view, but he thinks that Min’s refusal is because of his realization that, given the place was a stronghold of the Ji House and it was a base where numerous rebellions were staged (cf. 17.5, for example), he could not handle such a complicated situation (see CHENG Shude, 381–383).

6.10伯牛有疾，子问之，自牖执其手，曰：「亡之，命矣夫！斯人也有斯疾也！斯人也有斯疾也！」

Boniu was ill. The Master went to see him. He took hold of his hand through the window and said, “We are losing him. Is it due to destiny (ming 命)! That such a man should have such a disease! That such a man should have such a disease!”

Boniu is the style name of RAN Geng, a disciple of Confucius. He probably had a disfiguring disease and did not want others to see him, which would explain why the Master held his hand through the window.

Cf. 9.1, 12.5, and 20.3 for more references to destiny (ming 命)—something that is beyond a person’s own control, but not something that is predetermined to happen no matter what (see the entry on ming in the section on key terms).

6.11子曰：「贤哉，回也！一箪食，一瓢饮，在陋巷，人不堪其忧，回也不改其乐。贤哉，回也！」

The Master said, “Worthy indeed was Hui [YAN Hui]! With a bamboo holder of food, a gourd ladle of drink, and living in a narrow ally, while others could not endure the distress, he did not allow his joy (le 乐) to be affected by it. Worthy indeed was Hui!”

Again, the Master praises YAN Hui, here for being undisturbed by poor material living conditions in his pursuit of the Way (cf. 1.14, 4.9). Confucius is not advocating being content with poor living conditions per se. There is nothing wrong in pursuing wealth; it is just that exemplary persons will not deviate from the Way, whether in wealth or in poverty (cf. 4.5, 7.12, 7.16, 8.13, 13.9). A ruler should not use this saying as an excuse to ask people to be content with their poor living conditions. Passage 13.9 shows clearly that the government has a responsibility to make the people rich. Passage 8.13 suggests that the government is problematic if exemplary persons remain poor under it.

YAN Hui’s joy (and Confucius’ joy described in 7.16 and 7.19) is not enjoyment of poor living conditions but what he gets in his pursuit of the Way. CHENG Yi says, “When I studied under the guidance of ZHOU Maoshu, he would always ask me to find what Confucius’ and YAN Hui’s joy was and what they were enjoying.” ZHU Xi adds,

Following Master Cheng’s advice, I simply point to the question without giving the answer, so that learners would reflect deeply and find the answer by themselves.… A learner should just follow the instruction of learning broadly and restraining oneself by ritual propriety [cf. 6.27, 9.11, 12.15], until he feels that he cannot help but exert his utmost efforts, so much so that he is unable to stop even if he wants to. By then he will probably get the answer” (ZHU Xi 1992, 53–54)

Here “unable to stop even if he wants to” is YAN Hui’s own words, in 9.11.

6.12冉求曰：「非不说子之道，力不足也。」子曰：「力不足者，中道而废。今女画。」

RAN Qiu said, “It is not that I do not like your Way, but my strength is insufficient.” The Master said, “Those who have insufficient strength give up in the middle of the way, but you set the halting limit [before you run out of strength].”

The Master is pointing out that RAN Qiu’s problem is his lack of determination rather than his lack of strength (cf. 4.6). Too often people “set a halting limit” before they even try. This limit will then become the limit of what they can accomplish—a self-fulfilling truth that becomes real because of one’s believing in it. In cases like this, a person’s self-conception predetermines that he or she may or may not even have a chance to succeed. There are many other things that can be self-fulfilling, such as one’s assessment of a situation, of one’s relationship with others, and of what others would do to them. This is very similar to what William James means when he says, “The desire for a certain kind of truth here brings about that special truth’s existence” (James, 24).

Readers must be cautious here not to assume that RAN Qiu is the kind of person who would stop without even trying, or that he was simply using an excuse to quit. It is more likely that, as a talented person, he tried but realized how difficult it was to reach the perfection of the Way. Yet as even the most intelligent persons in the world can’t say that they have used all portions of their brains, the Master was pushing him to go beyond his self-set limit.

6.13子谓子夏曰：「女为君子儒！无为小人儒！」

The Master said to Zixia, “Be an exemplary ru 儒 and not a petty ru.”

As indicated before, the original reference of the word ru is a controversial issue. It roughly referred to a class of specialists who were knowledgeable in traditional rituals and classical texts from the Zhou, but the term was later used to mean Confucians. Up to today, Chinese still call Confucianism ru jia, the school of ru. Beside the general distinction between junzi 君子 (exemplary person) and xiaoren 小人 (petty-minded people), the distinction between an exemplary ru and a petty ru can be understood in connection with the references to the village worthy (xiangyuan 乡愿, cf. 17.13), who merely performs virtuous deeds to impress others and is merely good at the technical aspects of traditional rituals and texts (cf. 2.12). In comparison, a petty ru is not as bad as the village worthy, as the latter confuses people’s perception of true virtue, but a petty ru seems to be only limited to small technical details and superficial formalities.

The Master’s advice was most likely pointed toward Zixia’s weakness, for he tended to focus on the details of formalities (cf. 13.17, 19.4, 19.12).

6.14子游为武城宰。子曰：「女得人焉尔乎？」曰：「有澹台灭明者，行不由径，非公事，未尝至于偃之室也。」

Ziyou was serving as the Magistrate of Wucheng. The Master said to him, “Have you been able to find worthy persons there?” He answered, “There is one named TANTAI Mieming, who never in walking takes a shortcut and never comes to my office except for public affairs.”

TANTAI Mieming, style-named Ziyu, was Confucius’ last disciple. According to the Grand Historian SIMA Qian, he “was thirty-nine years younger than Confucius, with a mean appearance. He followed Confucius, and Confucius initially thought that he was not a promising young man. Having received teaching [from Confucius], he withdrew to cultivate himself.” After Confucius heard about his conduct at Wucheng, the Master sighed, “I judged a person according to his words and was wrong in the case of Zaiyu [cf. 5.10]; I judged a person according to his appearance and was wrong in the case of Ziyu” (see SIMA Qian Historical Records, “Biographies of Confucius’ Disciples”). TANTAI Mieming later lived in the state of Chu, and had three hundred students of his own.

In ancient China, farm fields were divided like chess boards. Taking shortcuts damages crops. Never taking a shortcut in walking shows Tantai’s care for the farmers. Never coming to the magistrate’s office except for public affairs shows his respect for the office. Both are details of one’s conduct, but details like these show a person’s character.

6.15子曰：「孟之反不伐，奔而殿，将入门，策其马，曰：『非敢后也，马不进也。』」

The Master said, “MENG Zhifan does not brag. When his troops were retreating, he stayed in the rear. As they were about to enter the gate, he whipped up his horse, saying, “It was not that I dare to be last. My horse would not advance.”

MENG Zhifan (aka MENG Zhice; Zhifan is his style name) was a minister of Lu. “Stayed in the rear” here means to protect the rear against the routing enemy forces—in this case, the invading army of Qi. Through praising Meng, Confucius advocates the virtue of being modest. Compared to the virtue of not being resentful when not recognized (cf. 1.1), this is even more difficult, for not only did Meng not brag about his meritorious deed, he deliberately used an excuse to avoid praise. Noticeable here is that sometimes hiding the truth is considered by Confucius to be praiseworthy, though it can be interesting to compare it with the case in 5.24.

6.16子曰：「不有祝鮀之佞，而有宋朝之美，难乎免于今之世矣。」

The Master said, “Without the eloquence (ning 佞) of Priest Tuo and the handsomeness of SONG Chao, it is difficult to get by in the present age.”

Both Priest Tuo and SONG Chao were ministers of Wei 卫. Tuo won the favor of Duke Ling of Wei with his flattering words, while the handsome SONG Chao gained the affection of the Duke’s wife, Nanzi. Confucius was probably staying in Wei when he made the remark, lamenting, with sarcasm, that in an age that lacks the Way, one has to rely on eloquence and physical attraction to get by.

There are a number of controversial points about this passage. One is about the word ning 佞, which means either glibness (see 11.25, 15.11, 16.4) or more neutrally, eloquence (see 5.5, 14.32). In the Dingzhou text of the Analects dated as early as 55 BCE (excavated in 1973), however, instead of ning 佞 we find the word ren 仁 (human-heartedness). The resemblance between the two Chinese characters might have caused the mix-up, making it difficult to determine which one is correct. Here I take it to be ning, because historical records indicate that Priest Tuo was famous for eloquence rather than for human-heartedness. The context of this passage also seems to go more naturally with this interpretation.

6.17子曰：「谁能出不由户？何莫由斯道也？」

The Master said, “Who can go out except through a door? How is it that people do not follow the Way?”

This is an analogy, through which the Master laments people’s refusal to follow the Way as if the Way were mysterious and very difficult to reach. By comparing the Way to the door, the Master is telling people that it is actually the most practical and straightforward path they should take in everyday life. While this may sound like he is saying that his way is the only way and he is against the idea of pluralism, one must be careful not to confuse political rights to have different opinions with the goodness of opinions. It is also clear that the saying is not compelling people to follow the Way; instead, it is telling people that since the Way is the best way to live, you should feel compelled to live according to it.

6.18子曰：「质胜文则野，文胜质则史。文质彬彬，然后君子。」

The Master said, “When there is a preponderance of substance (zhi 质) over refinement of form (wen 文), the result is rusticity; when there is a preponderance of refinement of form over substance, the result is pedantry. Only when the refinement of form and the substance are well balanced can one become an exemplary person.”

Noticeable in the passage are mainly two related themes. One is zhongyong 中庸, hitting the proper mark constantly, or as it is commonly but somewhat misleadingly translated, the mean (see the entry zhongyong in the section on key terms and 6.29, 11.16, 13.21, and 20.1). Whether in the case of wen over zhi or the other way around, one fails to hit the proper mark. An example of the former is being able to write with beautiful wording and style but lacking content; whereas an example of the latter is having significant content expressed with poor writing skills. Rituals, for example, can be considered refined forms, and they are supposed to serve as proper expressions of the “substance” of human-heartedness and appropriateness (15.18).

This leads to the other theme that concerns the nature of the relationship between zhi and wen. While this passage and some other passages seem to suggest that the two may be separated and a person can have one but be short of the other (cf. 3.4, 3.8, 15.18), in Zigong’s view, the two are so tightly connected that “refined form is the substance, and the substance is refined form” (12.8; see the entry wen and zhi in the section on key terms for other relevant passages and a brief analysis of them). One may further reflect from here about Confucius’ view on human nature, because this passage seems to suggest that there is a native substance in human beings and it has to be refined for a person to become a junzi, or exemplary person.

6.19子曰：「人之生也直，罔之生也幸而免。」

The Master said, “Humans will live when they are upright (zhi 直). Surviving without uprightness is sheer luck.”

This passage sounds like it contradicts 6.16, where the Master says that in his time one has to rely on eloquence and physical attraction to get by. Relating it to 8.13, we may take this saying as applicable to normal circumstances, that is, when the state has the Way, whereas the saying in 6.16 is applicable to abnormal circumstances, that is, when the state lacks the Way. But notice that 6.16 has a tone of sarcasm and this one does not.

An alternative reading, by CHENG Hao and ZHU Xi, takes the first sentence to be “Humans are born with uprightness” (see CHENG Shude, 402). This reading goes well with their view that the Confucian Way is ultimately cultivating one’s original nature, a view passed down to them from the book of Zhongyong and the Mencius. In this reading, uprightness (zhi) is exactly what the Zhongyong calls sincerity (cheng 诚). Cf. 5.24, 13.18, 14.34, 17.16, and 17.24 for further articulations of zhi 直, uprightness.

6.20子曰：「知之者不如好之者，好之者不如乐之者。」

The Master said, “To care about something is better than to merely understand it, and to delight in it is better than to merely care about it.”

Following HUANG Kan, CHENG Shude takes the saying to be merely about learning and not about the Way (Cheng, 404). There is no reason, however, to confine it as such. To the contrary, Confucian learning is never separated from the pursuit of the Way (cf. 7.16, 7.19).

Sometimes we have to do things we do not care much about, or do things we care about but do not enjoy doing (e.g., one may care about cleaning the house but does not enjoy cleaning the house). Seeing these as signs of internal conflict in our person or imperfection, the degree we enjoy doing the right things becomes a measure of how much we are in harmony with the perceived good and hence a measure of a person’s cultivation. The state in which one does not have to constrain oneself for doing the right thing is perceived as better than merely having the rational mind controlling our non-rational part of the self. The passage illustrates that Confucius’ aim is not confined to just doing the right thing (often with a bitter sense of obligation), but it reaches further to an aesthetic, enjoyable way of life. Cf. 8.8, 11.26.

6.21子曰：「中人以上，可以语上也；中人以下，不可以语上也。」

The Master said, “You can speak about what is superior with those who are mediocre (zhong 中) or above, but not with those who are below mediocre.”

Most English versions translate the word zhong here as “average” and hence presuppose that the majority will never understand what is superior. The word “mediocrity,” however, does not have such a presupposition. Relating this passage with 16.9, zhong seems to refer to those who gain knowledge after learning, whereas “those below zhong” refers to the ones who do not learn even after bumping into difficulties (cf. 17.3).

The passage clearly relates to the Master’s methodology of teaching—to give different instructions to different listeners according to their levels of understanding or their particular needs for cultivation (cf. 11.22). In addition, this statement can also be taken as a challenge to his students: Are you less than mediocre? Furthermore, it serves as a guide to the art of communication and pedagogy, supplementing what is said in 15.8.

6.22樊迟问知。子曰：「务民之义，敬鬼神而远之，可谓知矣。」问仁。曰：「仁者先难而后获，可谓仁矣。」

FAN Chi asked about being wise. The Master said, “To devote oneself to what is right for the people, and to respect ghosts (gui 鬼) and spirits (shen 神) while keeping a distance from them. This may be called wise.”

He asked about human-heartedness. The Master said, “The human-hearted person reaps success only after overcoming difficulties. This may be called human-hearted.”

“Ghosts” (gui) refers mainly to people’s ancestors, and “spirits” (shen) refers to other deities. Cf. 7.21, 10.14, 11.12.

In 5.18 we see that the Master commented on ZANG Wenzhong’s attempt to flatter the spirits as a sign of being unwise. In this passage it is clearer that, according to Confucius, a wise person focuses on the people in this world and this life, while at the same time showing respect for spiritual beings. Instead of reading the passage as advice to just focus on this world and dismiss all ghosts and spirits, LIU Yuan 刘沅 (1767–1855) reminds readers that respecting ghosts and spirits is part of the message. Having no respect for ghosts and spirits is just the same as having no fear for the mandate of heaven, which in the case of petty-minded people, will result in having no hesitation in doing all kinds of evil. Yet Liu also points out that, for Confucius, “what is right for the people” is where the principle of heaven lies (see CHENG Shude, 407). In other words, focusing on this world is not in conflict with respecting ghosts and spirits.

6.23子曰：「知者乐水，仁者乐山。知者动，仁者静。知者乐，仁者寿。」

The Master said, “The wise find pleasure in water; the human-hearted find pleasure in mountains. The wise are active; the human-hearted are tranquil. The wise are joyful; the human-hearted are long-lived.”

The passage is a good illustration of the characteristic Confucian appreciation of nature, which is known as bi de 比德, comparing virtues/virtuosities. Unlike scientific investigation of nature that aims at getting objective truth, in bi de, features of natural objects are compared to human virtues/virtuosities to inspire people to model after them. Science interprets human beings as part of nature; Confucius interprets nature in terms of humanity. According to Xun Zi, When Zigong asked the Master why he valued jade more than min 珉, a kind of stone that looks like jade, “Is it because there is plenty of min, but jade is rare?” The Master said:

What nonsense! Would you value exemplary persons less if there were plenty of them and value them more if there were few? Jade is what an exemplary person would compare his virtue/virtuosity (de 德) with. It shines through warm, smooth texture, that is human-heartedness (ren 仁); it is fully embodied with consistent vines, that is wisdom (zhi 知); it is hard, strong, and would not bend, that is appropriateness (yi 义); it is pure, simple, and not injurious, that is its conduct (xing 行); and it would rather break but not subdue, that is its courage (yong 勇). (Xun Zi, 30.4)

The last part of the passage offers an important insight about the connection between virtues and personal health. Han dynasty Confucian DONG Zhongshu says that human-hearted persons are long-lived because “they are not greedy externally and they are tranquil and pure internally. Their heart-mind is peaceful, harmonious, and is not out of balance” (Dong, 13). This implies that being human-hearted is not merely a moral requirement but also a way of health care, which is an important part of having a good life.



6.24子曰：「齐一变，至于鲁；鲁一变，至于道。」

The Master said, “Qi, by one transformation, could measure up to Lu. Lu, by one transformation, could attain the Way.”

In honor of the Duke of Zhou (see the notes for 7.5), a major symbol of the early Zhou culture whom Confucius admired greatly, the state of Lu was established to be ruled by Duke Zhou’s descendants (cf. 3.14, 7.5, 8.11, and 8.20 for Confucius’ admiration of the Duke of Zhou and Zhou culture). In comparison, the state of Qi was a fief of a major ally of the Zhou, and it was less closely affiliated to the Zhou culture. According to ZHU Xi, “During the time of Confucius, Qi had a shortsighted utilitarian culture and the Qi people were fond of bragging and deceiving. This is the custom of the politics of hegemony. Lu, however, placed importance on ritual education and advocated trustworthiness and appropriateness, which is the tradition left by the early Kings (ZHU Xi 1992, 57). This is why, according to this reading, although Qi was more powerful than Lu, it was still easier for Lu to attain the Way.

6.25子曰：「觚不觚，觚哉！觚哉！」

The Master said, “A gu is no longer like a gu. Oh, gu! Oh, gu!”

Gu 觚 is a horn-shaped drinking vessel with four vertical ridges distributed evenly around (usually at the lower part), used in ritual ceremonies. Its shape likely reflects the ancient Chinese belief that heaven is round and the earth is square, and hence the vessel could be symbolic to the connection between heaven (the round top) and earth (the four-ridged lower part). The ridges may also signify dao 道 (the Way), regulation, and integrity. The Master’s lament is not just about a particular kind of vessel; it is about the widespread fact that traditional ritual proprieties were no longer preserved. Just like the name gu entails its shape and its specific role within a ritual, the names of social positions (such as ruler, subject, father, and son) imply their expectations. When realities do not match their names, the order that the names imply disappears. Refer also to 12.11 and 13.3 for the importance of rectification of “names.”

One point that deserves reflection is that, while restoring corrupted names is an important way to bring order to the world, creative use of words can transform the world. Confucius’ creative uses of “junzi 君子” and “xiaoren 小人” are good examples.



6.26宰我问曰：「仁者，虽告之曰，『井有仁焉。』其从之也？」子曰：「何为其然也？君子可逝也，不可陷 也；可欺也，不可罔也。」

ZAI Wo asked, “If human-hearted persons were told that there was a human being (ren 仁) in the well, would they jump into it [to save the person]?” Confucius said, “Why must they do so? Exemplary persons may (ke 可) be made to rush over (shi 逝), but not be entrapped. They may be beguiled (qi 欺), but not fooled (wang 罔).”

HUANG Kan takes the word ren 仁 here as “human-hearted person.” This is grammatically unsettling, because if so there would have to be a word for “person” there, as in renzhe 仁者. Here I follow the common reading of the word as a synonym for ren 人, human. Such use can be found frequently in ancient texts (e.g., Mencius, 1B:15; Zhongyong, 20; and Analects 4.7), suggesting that there is some connection between being a human and being human-hearted.

ZAI Wo had a glib tongue (cf. 5.10, 11.3), and his question makes human-hearted persons sound like fools. Of course one can also take his question as using a counterexample in an argument the purpose of which is to test the strength of a view. Confucius’ reply entails a subtle distinction between qi 欺 and wang 罔 (cf. 14.22, and Mencius, 5A:2), where qi is the act of deception or manipulation and wang is the result of being fooled. In this case, upon hearing that there was a person in the well, a human-hearted person could be tricked to look into the well but would not foolishly jump into the well to no avail and drown oneself.

Some controversies, however, remain with regard to two details. One is about the word shi 逝, for it can also be taken as “to die,” which would render the relevant statement as “Exemplary persons may be made to die [presumably for the cause of human-heartedness], but not be entrapped.” The other is the word ke 可, which, just as the English word “may,” contains the ambiguity of either meaning “be able to” or “be permitted to.”

6.27子曰：「君子博学于文，约之以礼，亦可以弗畔矣夫！」

The Master said, “An exemplary person who is broadly learned in culture and restrained by ritual propriety is not likely to go astray.”

In 9.11 YAN Hui also uses “broadly learned in culture and restrained by ritual propriety” to summarize the teachings of Confucius. The line is taken by the Chinese University of Hong Kong as its motto.

6.28子见南子，子路不说。夫子矢之曰：「予所否者，天厌之！天厌之！」

The Master went to see Nanzi, and Zilu was displeased. On which the Master swore (shi 矢), saying, “If I have done anything improper, may heaven reject me, may heaven reject me!”

Nanzi was the notorious wife of Duke Ling of Wei 卫, who had the reputation of having multiple extramarital affairs (cf. 6.16) but was politically influential and good at recognizing talents. Zilu was unhappy that Confucius would go to see such a person.

Some interpreters take Zilu’s being unhappy as a suspicion that the Master might have been attracted to her or that he was desperate to seek some political advantage from Nanzi. According to the Grand Historian SIMA Qian, the meeting was requested by Nanzi upon Confucius’ arrival in the state of Wei, and due to ritual protocol Confucius had to comply.

Another interpretation is that Zilu was unhappy with the fact that the Master had to put himself in the humiliating condition of seeing such a notorious person. Those who hold this view argue that the word shi 矢 should be taken as “telling straightforwardly” rather than “swear.”

The Master’s response can be taken literally, implying that there is a transcendental deity that is capable of rejecting Confucius, withdrawing its mandate from him. But it seems more plausible to take it just as an expression like “God forbid!” or “Let the worst happen to me!”

6.29子曰：「中庸之为德也，其至矣乎！民鲜久矣。」

The Master said, “Most supreme is the virtue/virtuosity of hitting the mark constantly (zhongyong 中庸)! It has rarely been practiced for a long time among the common people.”

Readers can refer to the entry on zhongyong in the section on key terms in this book for explanation of the term.

The significance of the virtue/virtuosity is elaborated in the book of Zhongyong. It says: Like heaven (tian) is able to be “sincere” (be truthful to itself) effortlessly, yet always hit the right spot without needing to make choices, the highest perfection of a person’s cultivation is “being centered (zhong) without coercion, succeed without reflection, freely and easily traveling the center of the Way—this is the sage” (Zhongyong, 20). It is in this sense that a sage can be “the companion to heaven” (Zhongyong, 26 and 31).

Cf. 6.18, 11.16, 13.21, 20.1.

6.30子贡曰：「如有博施于民而能济众，何如？可谓仁乎？」子曰：「何事于仁！必也圣乎！尧舜其犹病诸！夫仁者，己欲立而立人，己欲达而达人。能近取譬，可谓仁之方也已。」

Zigong said, “If a person were able to confer benefits on the people extensively and able to aid the multitude, what would you say of the person? Might the person be called human-hearted?” The Master said, “Why speak only of human-heartedness? A person like this must be called a sage! Even Yao and Shun would find it difficult to accomplish. Human-hearted persons establish others if they want to establish themselves, and they unblock (da 达) others if they want to unblock themselves. To be able to draw analogy nearby is the method of becoming human-hearted.”

Yao and Shun are both ancient sage-kings greatly admired by the Master. Here we see that the Master reins in Zigong’s dwelling on lofty ideals and brings him back to something close at hand, which we have seen in 5.12 that Zigong was still unable to reach. One relevant point involved here is that the extent to which one can benefit people is contingent on one’s social position and not merely on one’s aspiration.

The passage contains a positive version of the so-called “Golden Rule” (see 12.2 and 15.24 for Confucius’ negative version of the “Golden Rule”), but it reveals that it is more a method of becoming human-hearted than a rule. A method is mastered by an agent and enables the person, while a rule is imposed on the agent and restricts what the person can do. A method is evaluated as effective or not effective, whereas a rule is evaluated as right and wrong. A method, once embodied as a person’s ability, can be forgotten and can allow for flexibility, whereas a rule is supposed to be followed regardless. See 9.4, 9.30, and 15.37 for Confucius’ rejection of rigidity.

This passage and others like 14.16 and 14.17 suggest that human-heartedness is not merely about motive, but also action.

For the notion of “unblock” (da 达), see the notes for 6.8 and 12.20.

 

述而第七 Book 7

Most of book 7 is about the Master’s aspirations and conduct.

7.1子曰：「述而不作，信而好古，窃比于我老彭。」

The Master said, “Implementing (shu 述) but not innovating; with confidence and love for antiquity; I humbly compare myself with our Old Peng.

The identity of Old Peng is controversial. Some believe him to be the same person in the Zhuang Zi called Pengzu 彭祖, a noble of the Shang dynasty known for longevity and for transmitting ancient tales. Some believe him to be the legendary Lao Zi, the author of Dao De Jing, with whom Confucius allegedly had an interview and consulted about ritual propriety. Still others believe that “Old” stands for Lao Zi and “Peng” stands for Pengzu, so the text refers to both, while yet still others believe that these two are the same person.

The term shu 述 has been almost unanimously translated as “transmit” in English, except for Ames and Rosemont, who rendered it “to follow the proper way.” Indeed, as XU Shen says, the word means xun 循, “following the way,” rather than merely passing something over to others. There is another word specifically for “transmit,” which is chuan 传 (cf. 1.4). Xu also points out that the word shu 述 “is likely borrowed from shu 术” (XU Shen, 70), which means method, technique, or art, and the radical for “walking” (辶) in the character for shu seems to reveal that the concept has to do with the practice or implementation of art. To include this additional layer of meaning, I choose to translate it as “implement.”

The passage is often taken as evidence of Confucius’ “traditionalism” or opposition to innovation. Confucius is known for editing ancient classics such as the Songs and the Book of Rites, but he never wrote his own philosophy. Reading this passage together with the Master’s view on filial piety (1.11, 4.20), his “implementing but not innovating” may be understood as his way of being “filial” to the Zhou tradition. When one receives something excellent from one’s ancestors, one has an obligation to carry and pass it on. Care must be taken, however, in seeing that the Master is not saying that we should simply accept whatever is passed down to us, nor does he say that we should never innovate. First, he is merely speaking about himself. Nothing in this passage suggests that others should all be like him. Second, reading it together with 7.28, we see the point of being cautious of innovating without acquiring knowledge first. From here, one might even wonder whether it is possible to have real, significant innovation without learning from the tradition first. Third, loving antiquity does not mean that he embraces everything from the past without selection. Obviously, he does not accept the way of past tyrants. Fourth, the Master’s words should be understood within the context of his own deeds, his overall teachings, and the historical background. He was innovative in many ways, although his innovations were always grounded deeply in the Zhou tradition. Reading this passage together with 6.15 (that one should be moderate), and considering the fact that, at his time, shaping a culture creatively was something only sage-kings were supposed to do, he might be attributing the credit to his ancient predecessors, that is, the ancient sage-kings. Chapter 28 of the Zhongyong says,

No one but the Son of Heaven can examine ritual proprieties, make the laws, and determine the written scripts.… Even if one has ascended the throne, if he has not achieved the necessary virtues (de 德), he dares not to initiate ritual proprieties and music. If he has achieved virtuosity but does not occupy the throne, he also dares not to initiate ritual proprieties and music.

Given this, we have reason to believe that the Master was also trying to be cautious here. Finally, as ZHU Xi puts it, “Confucius made a grand synthesis of all the ancient sages and modified them into one system. Although what he did was implementation, yet his contribution is many times greater than mere innovation” (ZHU Xi 1992, 61).10



7.2子曰：「默而识之，学而不厌，诲人不倦，何有于我哉？」

The Master said, “To comprehend silently, to learn insatiably, and to instruct others tirelessly—what difficulty are these (何有 heyou) for me?”

The concluding part of this statement contains an ambiguous expression (heyou 何有) and hence the statement has been interpreted in various ways. ZHENG Xuan takes it to be saying that no one but the Master himself was able to comprehend silently, learn insatiably, and instruct others tirelessly. ZHU Xi takes the Master to be asking himself whether these were true about himself, and this shows that he is extremely humble. Similar to Zhu, JIANG Sheng 江声 (1721–1799) takes Confucius to be modest but believes that the statement is not Confucius’ self-examination; it is rather saying that these three are things that everyone is capable of, so there is nothing so special about himself. The translation here adopts LIU Baonan’s view, which is based on the evidence that in other places of the Analects (6.8, 13.13, 9.16) heyou is always used to mean “not difficult.”

Although these interpretations appear to be very different from each other, they are actually compatible: What is special about the Master is not that he possesses any mysterious qualities; it is rather that he is able to do things that everyone is capable of yet are difficult for most people (cf. 5.28, 7.34, 9.8).

7.3子曰：「德之不修，学之不讲，闻义不能徙，不善不能改，是吾忧也。」

The Master said, “Not having virtues cultivated, not having learning conducted (jiang 讲), having heard what is right and being unable to move toward it, having imperfections and being unable to make corrections—these are the things I am deeply concerned about.”

The word jiang 讲 entails not merely intellectual discussion and reflection but also practice that is necessary for mastering arts like rituals and music.

7.4子之燕居，申申如也，夭夭如也。

When the Master was off his official duty, he remained dignified but relaxed.

Unlike some later Confucians who always appeared to be serious and correct, Confucius was relaxed when it was time for relaxation, serious when it was time to be serious. This is part of what makes him a “timely” sage, as Mencius puts it (Mencius, 5B:1).

7.5子曰：「甚矣吾衰也！久矣吾不复梦见周公！」

The Master said, “Extreme is my decline! I have not dreamed of the Duke of Zhou for a long time!”

The Duke of Zhou was arguably the most important representative of the early Zhou culture, which Confucius admired greatly. He helped his brother King Wu in establishing the Zhou dynasty and played a major role in consolidating the newly founded dynasty. After King Wu died, he assisted King Wu’s young son, King Cheng, with full devotion. He was believed to have established the Zhou ritual system on the basis of the earlier traditions and created the Yayue 雅乐 (court music). He was also credited with creating the doctrine of the mandate of heaven, according to which the Shang dynasty lost its legitimacy to rule because it offended heaven.

The saying entails that Confucius used to dream of the Duke of Zhou frequently, likely the result of his intense thinking about the Zhou culture during the day, yearning to assist the rulers of his time to restore the Zhou culture (cf. 3.14, 8.20). His no longer having such dreams shows that his hope is dimming along with his declining health. Yet at the same time, his lament indicates that he had not forgotten his dreams (cf. 9.9).

7.6子曰：「志于道，据于德，依于仁，游于艺。」

The Master said, “To aspire after the Way (dao 道), hold firm to virtue (de 德), lean upon human-heartedness (ren 仁), and wander (you 游) in the arts (yi 艺).”

This passage, though very short, is commonly taken to be a key one, because it contains information about four important categories in Confucianism and their mutual relationships: the Way (dao), virtue/virtuosity (de), human-heartedness (ren), and art or the arts (yi).

Commentators have different views about the order of these four categories. LU Xiangshan and WANG Yangming place heavy emphasis on the priority of aspiring after the Way. Wang compares aspiring after the Way to selecting a place and assembling materials for building a house, holding to virtue to having a house to live in, leaning upon human-heartedness to constantly staying in the house, and wandering in the arts to beautifying the house so that it becomes more pleasing to live in (Wang, 104–105). This view is clearly associated with the overall orientation of the Lu-Wang “school of the heart-mind,” which emphasizes the primacy of immediate experience and dispositions of the heart-mind.

ZHU Xi also takes the four stages to be listed in the order of priority, with each succeeding one contingent upon and hence less fundamental than the preceding one (ZHU Xi 1992, 63), but in his view, aspiring after the Way would not do as much as Wang suggests. He places more weight on the following three stages in their function of making a well-cultivated person.

Interestingly, contemporary scholar QIAN Mu argues that the order of Confucian learning is the reverse. One begins with learning the arts and gradually ascends to the Way (see Qian 1974, 68; cf. Analects 14.35). He criticizes Zhu and his fellow Song dynasty neo-Confucians for aiming high but neglecting the importance of grounding one’s cultivation in actual daily life (Qian 1974, 93–94). This view is shared by HUANG Shisan, who says, “There are indeed educated persons indulging in the arts yet having not heard the Way, but there is never anyone who is not good at the arts yet suddenly able to talk superlatively about the Way and virtues” (CHENG Shude, 444).

WANG Fuzhi has yet another reading of the passage. He holds that while the first three on the list are in the order of priority in self-cultivation, they are equal in importance, whereas the last one is not equal to the first three in importance, but it is not contingent on the other three (hence has nothing to do with priority). Instead, wandering in the arts is the external practice that accompanies and complements the first three steps of internal cultivation (see CHENG Shude, 445).

In a later work, QIAN Mu reconciles his view with Zhu and Wang’s by saying that for young children, the order of learning must begin with the arts, but in adult education, it may begin with aspiring after the Way and finally implementing one’s virtue and human-heartedness in the practice of the arts (see Qian 2002).

Indeed, it would be more practical to begin children’s education with the arts than telling them to aspire after the Way. Yet on the other hand, aspiring to travel the Way is important because it determines the direction of one’s life (cf. 4.9). The earlier one sets one’s heart on the right path, the easier it is to lead a good life. This is both because people are more malleable when young (cf. 9.23, 9.30) and because if one has no aspiration at all or aspires to travel a wrong way, one’s life will be in peril. Even if one chooses to travel the “minor ways,” one will be bogged down (cf. 19.4). Furthermore, unlike the common understanding of art as merely minor skills of creating artworks for recreational purposes, the arts that Confucius taught are close to today’s “liberal arts.” They refer primarily to ritual propriety, music, archery, charioteering, writing, and arithmetic. Teaching these arts does not need to be separated from helping children to set their heart on the Way.

Taken more broadly, the arts may include the entire practical spectrum of life—namely, to live one’s life artistically. It is natural and effective to begin a child’s education with the arts first, but the ability to “wander (you 游) in the arts” must be the result of the other three stages, namely, aspiring after the Way, holding firm to virtue, and leaning upon human-heartedness. Though the English word “wander” and the Chinese word you may both be taken derogatorily today as “to go idly about,” traditionally both words have the connotation of engaging freely in creative activities. The freedom of wandering in the arts is even more positive than “following the heart’s wishes without overstepping the boundaries” (2.4) because it entails creativity. One cannot be an artist without being creative, and one cannot be creative without going beyond fixed courses or aims. It is on this stage one becomes an artist in “broadening the Way” (15.29). With a strong commitment to the Way, a firm grounding in virtue, and leaning consistently on human-heartedness, one’s cultivated spontaneity turns most ordinary life activities into artistic creations, and consequently, to borrow an expression from ZHU Xi, “one would suddenly be in the realm of the sages before one realizes it!” (ZHU Xi 1992, 63).

Cf. 2.4, 6.20, 8.8, and 9.30 for other passages that suggest the order of progression in personal cultivation.

7.7子曰：「自行束脩以上，吾未尝无诲焉。」

The Master said, “I have never refused to give instructions (hui 诲) to anyone who, of their own accord, offered me as little as a bundle of dried meat (shuxiu 束脩).”

Most commentators take shuxiu to be “a bundle of dried meat.” As a result, shuxiu later became a synonym for “tuition” in Chinese. However, some (such as KONG Anguo) believe it to mean “being properly dressed up,” and some others (such as ZHENG Xuan) take it to mean the age of starting to be dressed up, namely, fifteen. These readings would render the statement as “I have never refused to give instructions to anyone who presents oneself in front of me properly dressed up,” or “who is above fifteen.” In either case, the Master’s point is that he is willing to teach anyone who sincerely wants to learn (cf. 15.39). A more radically different interpretation of shuxiu is “to exercise self-constraint and cultivation.” Based on the fact that the Lu version of the Analects has the word hui 悔, which means “regret,” in place of hui 诲 (instruct), Qing dynasty scholar BAO Shenyan 包慎言 takes the saying as “I cannot say that I have been free from regret ever since I started to exercise self-constraint and self-cultivation,” meaning that one should not stop reflecting and improving oneself simply because one has made some effort in cultivation. Bao’s speculation, however, lacks substance. As LIU Baonan says, it makes the passage less clear. There is evidence that the word hui 悔 was used for hui 诲 in other early texts (Liu, 447). It was common in ancient times that homophones were often used interchangeably.

7.8子曰：「不愤不启，不悱不发。举一隅不以三隅反，则不复也。」

The Master said, “I do not enlighten those who are not eager to learn, nor do I inspire those who are not anxious to find a way of expression. To those who have been presented one corner but do not from it figure out the other three, I do not repeat my lesson.”

Teaching is not just a one-sided action. It depends on both the teacher and the student. If the teacher is ready but the student is not, it is not time to offer instruction yet (cf. 15.8). Furthermore, once told where the east is, one should be able to figure out the west, the north, and the south. A student should draw relevant inferences from what is taught. Mechanical memorization does not constitute true learning, especially for the kind of learning that Confucianism is about (cf. 1.1). This does not mean the Master makes no effort to motivate and guide his students. As YAN Hui says, “The Master is good at leading people, step by step. He broadens me with culture and restrains me with ritual propriety. Even if I wanted to stop, I could not” (9.11).

It is interesting to associate this with cases in which the Master talked “behind the back of” someone, such as when FAN Chi asked about farming (13.4) and ZAI Wo asked about the ritual of mourning (17.21). In both cases, the Master gave obviously loaded answers, but the disciples simply left, without asking for further clarification. Their reaction seems to imply that they were not ready to receive further instructions. That is why, as some commentators explain, the Master talked behind their backs in the hope that they might later hear his additional remarks from others.

7.9子食于有丧者之侧，未尝饱也。

When the Master dined by the side of a mourner, he never ate to the full.

It is a way of respecting the dead and the mourner’s sentiment, as one does not have appetite when in sorrow.

7.10子于是日哭，则不歌。

If the Master had wept on the day, he would not sing.

These two passages express the appropriateness for maintaining a certain duration with regard to emotions. While both can be said to express moral appropriateness, they are more about cultivating the heart-mind so that the sentiments will be genuine and have depth than they are about fulfilling moral obligations.

7.11子谓颜渊曰：「用之则行，舍之则藏，惟我与尔有是夫。」子路曰：「子行三军，则谁与？」子曰：「暴虎冯河，死而无悔者，吾不与也。必也临事而惧，好谋而成者也。」

The Master said to YAN Yuan [YAN Hui], “When employed, move forward; when unemployed hold oneself in reserve—perhaps only I and you have attained this?”

Zilu said, “If you were to command the three armies, whom would you have with you?”

The Master said, “I would not have the man who will wrestle with a tiger barehanded, or cross the Yellow River barefooted, and die without any regret. My associates must be those who proceed to act with attentiveness and succeed with thoughtful plans.”

“Three armies” refers to the combined military forces of a large state.

In Confucius’ view, when one faces a situation in which moving forward would be pointless, it is acceptable to hide oneself as a hermit. Confucius even praises the wisdom of using “stupidity” as a strategy for self-protection (see 5.21, 8.13, 15.7). Though Confucius is a person who would try even when he knew it was unlikely to succeed (14.38), he reined in Zilu since Zilu was an impulsive man (cf. 11.22). Knowing when it would be proper to keep going and when it would be proper to hold oneself in reserve is the art of discretion (cf. 9.30).

7.12子曰：「富而可求也，虽执鞭之士，吾亦为之。如不可求，从吾所好。」

The Master said, “If wealth can be pursued, I don’t mind doing it even if it means that I should serve as a man who holds a whip. If it cannot be pursued, I will follow my own preferences.

“A man who holds a whip” may refer either to guardians for rulers during their excursions or security guards at the entrance to the marketplace. In either case it means someone in a low social position. Many take this passage to mean that wealth is dependent on fate (cf. 12.5), others take it to mean that instead of seeking wealth, an exemplary person should pursue ren (human-heartedness) and yi (rightness). From 4.5, 7.16, and 8.13, however, this passage should be read as saying that wealth should be pursued in an appropriate way.

7.13子之所慎：齐，战，疾。

What the Master exercised special caution in were: fasting, war, and sickness.

“Fasting” refers to the purification of one’s body and the heart-mind before sacrificial ceremonies to show reverence to the spirits (cf. 3.12, 10.11, 10.23, 19.1, 20.1). It typically consists of abstaining from eating meat, alcohol, and sex, and being sure to bathe and change into clean clothes. Fasting may also be taken broadly to mean purification in general. Han Shi Wai Zhuan says, “In residing, fasting will make one’s appearance nice; in eating and drinking, fasting will make one’s breath auspicious; in speech, fasting will make one’s words sound trustworthy; in thinking, fasting will lead to accomplishment; in willing, fasting will lead to fulfillment. Fasting in all these five activities, your spirit will be present” (see LIU Baonan, 141).

Taking caution in war and sickness each entails attention to preventative measure.

7.14子在齐闻韶，三月不知肉味，曰：「不图为乐之至于斯也。」

When the Master heard the Shao in Qi, for three months he could not notice the taste of meat. He said, “I never thought that music could come to this!”

See the notes for 3.25 for the Shao. “Could not notice the taste of meat” should be understood as being so deeply moved by the music that he forgot all his bodily desires, even the taste of meat. The experience of not noticing what one is eating is not uncommon to people when they are fully immersed in something, though it usually only lasts for a short period of time. Although “three months” may have just been a common way of expressing “for a long time” back then (cf. 6.7), the deep resonance felt by Confucius not only shows the power of the particular music, but it also reveals something about the Master himself—his ability to appreciate beauty and the ideal of harmony entailed in it.

One story about Confucius carefully recorded in the biography of Confucius by SIMA Qian shows how well Confucius was versed in music. When Confucius was young he studied with a musician named Shixiang 师襄. Once, having seen Confucius continually practicing the same piece of music for ten days, Shixiang told Confucius that he could switch to a different piece now. Confucius replied, “I have practiced the melody but not its rhythm yet.” After another period of time, Shixiang said, “Now you have got the rhythm.” Confucius replied: “I have not got the spirit of it yet.” After still another period of time when Shixiang thought he had got the spirit as well, Confucius said, “I have not got its way of life yet.” Finally, after a further period of time, Confucius began to appear in a solemn contemplative state, looking far beyond with great ambition as if he were the king of multiple states. Seeing this, Shixiang was in awe and said, “This is what the music is about: King Wen of Zhou!” The story well illustrates that for Confucius, learning music is not merely mastering an art, but a transformation of the person.

7.15冉有曰：「夫子为卫君乎？」子贡曰：「诺；吾将问之。」入，曰：「伯夷、叔齐何人也？」曰：「古之贤人也。」曰：「怨乎？」曰：「求仁而得仁，又何怨？」出，曰：「夫子不为也。」

RAN You [RAN Qiu] said, “Does our Master support the ruler of Wei?” Zigong said, “All right, I will ask him.” He went in and said, “What sort of persons were Boyi and Shuqi?” “They were ancient worthies,” said the Master. “Did they have misgivings?” The Master replied, “They sought to act human-heartedly, and they did so; what was there for them to have misgivings about?” Zigong went out and said, “Our Master does not support him.”

Prince Kuaikui, the son of Duke Ling of Wei, fled to Jin after an unsuccessful attempt on the life of Nanzi 南子, the wife of his father who was notorious for having multiple affairs with other men, including her husband’s brother. When Kuaikui’s son succeeded his grandfather, Prince Kuaikui, backed by the Jin army, installed himself in a border city, awaiting an opportunity to oust his son. Facing the situation of a father-son battle for power, Confucius’ disciples were curious as to which side their Master would take. Because they were visitors to the state and thus unfit to discuss the politics of Wei in a straightforward way, Zigong, who was known for being a skillful speaker, asked the Master indirectly about his opinion on two ancient worthies. Boyi and Shuqi were said to be sons of the Lord of Guzhu. When their father died, neither was willing to deprive the other of the succession of their father’s position. By endorsing these two ancients, Confucius implicitly denounced the son who was fighting for the throne against his father.

In the conversation, not a single word was about Wei, yet both sides knew what they were talking about. They did not evade taking a stand on the issue, yet managed to display their uprightness in a way that avoided undesirable implications. Here we see an uprightness that is not simply being truthful. As François Jullien points out (see Jullien, chap. 1), when the Chinese use words, they are more concerned with how to deal with practical issues than merely trying to describe the truth. They use words to mobilize energies, to adjust relationships, or put more generally, to do things. In criticizing someone, for instance, indirectness such as quoting the history or poems will make the criticism more acceptable and thus more effective. This is why in Confucius’ mind, a good politician must be conversant in history and poems, for history and poems are not straightforward presentations of reality, yet exactly because of this, they are often ideal for conveying important messages.

Cf. 2.5, 5.24, 8.2, 13.18, and 17.20 for more references to uprightness; compare with the “village honest” in 17.13.

7.16子曰：「饭疏食饮水，曲肱而枕之，乐亦在其中矣。不义而富且贵，于我如浮云。」

The Master said, “With coarse food to eat, plain water to drink, and my bended arms for a pillow, joy can be found in the midst of these. Wealth and prestige acquired in inappropriate ways are no more than floating clouds to me.”

See the note under 6.11 for comments about Confucius’ joy here. Cf. 4.5, 7.12, 7.19.

7.17子曰：「加我数年，五十以学易，可以无大过矣。」

The Master said, “If I were given a few more years to study the Yi 易 [the Book of Changes], at the age of fifty (wushi 五十), I should be free from serious errors.”

Classic Chinese texts had no punctuation marks, hence depending on how one punctuates a passage, there can sometimes be very different readings of it. In this case, the passage is often read as “if I can gain a few more years to study the Book of Changes at the age of fifty, I should be free from serious errors,” implying that Confucius made the remark when he was in his forties. But this would make it difficult to explain why he wished that he could study the book at the age of fifty. It seems better to take the remark as Confucius’ retrospective wish, that is, after he studied the book intensively in his later years, he regretted that he had not studied it earlier in his fifties, otherwise he would be free from serious errors. This reading is consistent with the story told in Sima Qian’s “Biography of Confucius,” according to which Confucius’ fascination with the Changes happened when he was sixty-eight. But this would lead to the question about what “serious errors” he had in mind. According to ZHU Xi, someone claimed to have seen wushi 五十 (fifty) in a different version of the Analects written as zu 卒 (so that finally). From this he concludes that the statement means “If I were given a few more years so that I may finally study the Book of Changes, then [from now on] I should be free from serious errors.”

Another difficulty in getting a definite reading of classic Chinese texts is that they were hand copied and hence more liable to have errors. Sometimes a different word with similar pronunciation could be used mistakenly by the transcriber of the text. In this particular passage, the word yi 易, “change,” appears in the Lu 鲁 Analects as yi 亦, “then,” or “after all,” which would then render the passage as “If I had been given a few more years to study at the age of fifty, then I should be free from serious errors.” Based on this, some scholars suspected that Confucius might have not heard of the Book of Changes at all.

The Book of Changes is a mysterious ancient work, primarily used for divination or fortune telling, but replete with philosophical and moral implications. Confucius allegedly read the book so much that the leather thread that binds the bamboo strips together wore out and broke three times. A silk manuscript excavated during the early 1970s from a Han tomb in Mawangdui (Changsha, China) asserts that Confucius was so fond of studying the Yi in his old age that “at home he kept the book on his mat, and when traveling he kept the book in his bag.” His disciple Zigong was curious and asked, “My Master, you used to teach us that ‘Those who lack de 德 (virtue or virtuosity) would approach gods and spirits; those who are far away from wisdom and knowledge would appeal to divination often.’ I thought it was correct and hence practiced accordingly.… How come you, Master, become fond of it as you get older?” The Master replied, “I was not primarily looking for these to predict fortunes. I was looking for messages about virtuous power and appropriateness.… I am only interested in the moral messages in it. The sorcerers and I start from the same path but end differently” (Mawangdui Silk Manuscript, chap. “Yao 要,” see Lian, 19 and 21).11



7.18子所雅言，《诗》、《书》。执礼，皆雅言也。

The Master used elegant pronunciation for the Book of Songs and the Book of Documents. In observance of ritual propriety, he invariably used elegant pronunciation.

“Elegant pronunciation” (yayan 雅言) is likely the classic dialect used in the capital area of the early Zhou. This is again an indication of the relevance of the style in doing things (cf. 1.10). If the point of communication is merely in conveying the literal meaning of the words, pronunciation should matter no more than as an effective means to that end. However, if one considers communication as a way of doing something to affect the audience, the way or the style in which one communicates can be extremely important. The classic dialect used in the capital of the early Zhou was considered the standard dialect, which has the connotation of both being correct and being formal.

ZHU Xi is probably the only one who takes ya in yayan as “regular” or “constant,” which will then make the statement “What the Master constantly talked about are the Book of Songs, the Book of Documents, and the observance of ritual proprieties.” Most scholars consider this reading groundless.

7.19叶公问孔子于子路，子路不对。子曰：「女奚不曰，其为人也，发愤忘食，乐以忘忧，不知老之将至云尔。」

The Duke of She asked Zilu about Confucius, and Zilu did not answer. The Master said, “Why did you not say that he is a man who in his eager pursuit would forget his meals, in his joy forget his worries, and does not notice the approach of old age?

“Duke of She” is the self-claimed title of a minister of the state of Chu. Here we see again Confucius’ joy, which is associated with the pursuit of the Way (cf. 1.15, 6.11, 6.20, 7.16).

7.20子曰：「我非生而知之者，好古，敏以求之者也。」

The Master said, “I am not one who is born with knowledge. I am simply fond of antiquity and earnest in seeking it there.”

Cf. 2.11, 7.1, 7.28, 16.9.

7.21子不语怪，力，乱，神。

The Master would not speak (yu 语) about mysterious phenomena, feats of force, rebellious conduct, and spirits.

There is a subtle difference between yu 语 and yan 言. Though both mean speaking or talking, yu is more about discussing and responding, and yan is more straightforward talking. The use of yu here may suggest that the Master does not take pleasure in arguing about or responding to questions on these subjects. In contrast to these, the Master speaks about the ordinary, virtue/virtuosity, good government, and the human world. Cf. 5.18, 6.22, 11.12.

This passage should be understood in light of the fact that speaking is acting that would perform functions and bear consequences. CHEN Zhi 陈埴 (around the twelfth century, once a student of ZHU Xi) writes,

Someone asked, “If Confucius would not speak about these, how come then the Spring and Autumn Annals is full of records about rebellious and abnormal things?” I reply, “The Spring and Autumn Annals is a great standard for governing the world, which is relied upon for deterring rebellious subjects and disparaging people, hence it has to put these facts in record. The Analects is a collection of teachings that offers a positive model of heaven and ethical norms for the people, hence it would not speak about these.” (See CHENG Shude, 481–482)

7.22子曰：「三人行，必有我师焉：择其善者而从之，其不善者而改之。」

The Master said, “Walking along with two others, I am certain there is my teacher among them. I select their good qualities to follow, and their bad qualities to rectify.”

This indirectly confirms Zigong’s remark that the Master had no regular teacher; he learned from everyone (19.22). Cf. 4.17, 5.15, 5.28.

7.23子曰：「天生德于予，桓魋其如予何？」

The Master said, “Heaven has embedded virtue (de 德) in me. What can Huantui do to me?”

When Confucius was passing the state of Song, the minister of military affairs of Song named SIMA Huantui attempted to kill him. Historical records left us with no explanation for the attempt. H. G. Creel offers a plausible, though circumstantial, explanation—SIMA Huantui’s brother, SIMA Niu, was Confucius’ disciple, who despised Huantui’s notorious behaviors so much that he refused to live in the same state with Huantui and lamented that he had no brother (12.5), even though Huantui and another brother of his were still alive. “It is easy to see that Confucius would have been guilty, in the eyes of Huantui, of the crime for which Socrates was executed: corrupting the young. And it may well be for this reason that he tried to assassinate him” (Creel, 45).

Confucius’ remark apparently shows a confidence in his embodiment of the mandate of heaven; hence, it may be taken as believing that no one could harm him. However, on the road out of Song, Confucius traveled in disguise (Mencius, 5A:8). If he really believed that no one could harm him, why would he need to dress in disguise? Given his praise for MENG Zhifan (6.15), it is possible that he was using the statement as a way of consoling his disciples who were irritated or terrified by the situation. The same may be true in the cases in 9.5 and 14.36. He never bragged about his greatness (cf. 9.5, 7.23). The only times he presented himself as embodying the mandate of heaven were when the cause was under threat. It is reasonable to believe that, like everyone else, Confucius was using words “performatively” (as modern British philosopher J. L. Austin would put it) to do things rather than to represent truth (cf. the section “The Gongfu Orientation” in the introduction to this book for more explanation).

On the other hand, there is indeed a connection between virtue and power. As Mencius tells us,

Master Zeng once said to Zixiang, “Do you admire courage? I once heard about supreme courage from the Master [i.e., Confucius]. If, on looking within, one finds oneself to be in the wrong, then even though one’s adversary be only a common fellow coarsely clad, one is bound to tremble with fear. But if one finds oneself in the right, one goes forward even against men in the thousands.” (Mencius, 2A:2)

Also worthy of notice is Confucius’ belief that, if anything connects him to heaven, it is his virtue (de 德) rather than divine revelation or inherited privilege—an early Zhou idea that “Great heaven has no affections. It helps only the virtuous” (Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Xi, Year 5,” in Legge 1991, 146).

7.24子曰：「二三子以我为隐乎？吾无隐乎尔。吾无行而不与二三子者，是丘也。」

The Master said, “Do you think, my young fellows, that I am concealing secrets from you? I am not concealing anything from you. There is nothing I do that is not shared with you, my young fellows. That is who I am.”

See 5.13 and 7.21 for things that the Master does not talk about, which may have triggered his disciples’ suspicion that he was keeping some secret teachings from them. Interestingly, while the disciples were presumably expecting verbal revelations, the Master’s answer is focused on what he does—his practice. This is an indication that the Master’s teaching is not so much about propositional knowledge as it is about gongfu, which is demonstrated (rather than verbally articulated) in the Master’s conduct. It sheds light on passage 17.19, where the Master says, “Does heaven say anything?”

7.25子以四教：文，行，忠，信。

The Master taught with four things: culture (wen 文), conduct (xing 行), wholehearted devotion, and trustworthiness.

It is not clear whether the first statement means that the Master taught four subjects or the Master made use of four things in his teaching. While people normally take the former interpretation, the translation here adopts the latter, which means that the Master taught not only with his knowledge about the culture, but also with his conduct and his virtues of wholehearted devotion and trustworthiness, as an exemplar.

Some commentators take wen 文 here to be referring to the study of the classics, such as the Songs, the Historical Documents, the Book of Rites, among others (see HUANG Kan, 172). Based on this and on taking the “four things” as four subjects, the teaching here is understood as “great learning” or advanced education, since it places wen before xing, meaning that one learns knowledge from the books before they put it into practice. In the case of “small learning” or primary education for young children, it would be xing before wen, meaning that they would be taught basic manners of conduct before they study the classics (cf. 1.6).

7.26子曰：「圣人，吾不得而见之矣；得见君子者，斯可矣。」子曰：「善人，吾不得而见之矣；得见有恒 者，斯可矣。亡而为有，虚而为盈，约而为泰，难乎有恒矣。」

The Master said, “I will not have a chance to meet a sage; if I get to meet an exemplary person, I would be satisfied.”

The Master said, “I will not have a chance to meet an excellent person (shanren 善人); if I get to meet a person who is constant, I would be satisfied. Having not and yet pretending to have, empty and yet pretending to be full, straitened and yet pretending to be at ease—it is difficult for people like these to have constancy.”

In the Analects, Confucius uses different terms for the goodness of people. The “sages” are the most perfect individuals, like sage-kings Yao, Shun, and the Duke of Zhou; next come “exemplary persons (junzi 君子)”; still next are the “worthy (xianren 贤人)”; and further down the ladder are the “educated persons (shi 士).” Occasionally he also speaks about shanren 善人 (see 11.20, 13.11, 13.29, and 20.1 for the other four occurrences of the term) and chengren 成人 (14.12). It is difficult to determine exactly what he meant by shanren. From this passage, it seems that shanren should be placed below sages, but above exemplary persons, for he says that he will not have a chance to meet a shanren, but he would be satisfied in seeing an exemplary person (actually he did see some exemplary persons, as indicated in 5.3 and 15.7). Reading it together with 6.30 and 14.42, a shanren is likely similar to a human-hearted person. Following 14.42, exemplary persons are those who cultivate themselves well but may not necessarily be able to benefit others; shanren or human-hearted persons are those who cultivate themselves well and are able to benefit others; sages are those who can further benefit the multitude.

Constancy is necessary for self-cultivation and for developing virtues or virtuosities, but as passages 6.7 and 7.34 show, constancy is difficult to maintain.

7.27子钓而不纲，弋不射宿。

The Master fished with a hook, but not a net. He shot flying birds, but not roosting ones.

Fishing with a hook versus with a net is the difference between taking life with restraint or without restraint. Although nature has its resources to nurture humans, people should not be greedy and leave no room for other species to live and grow. Not shooting roosting birds seems to entail one additional reason—it is unfair to the birds when they are shot unguarded. In ZHU Xi’s words, “Not to attack birds unexpectedly shows the substance of the heart of a human-hearted person” (CHENG Shude, 490).

7.28子曰：「盖有不知而作之者，我无是也。多闻，择其善者而从之；多见而识之；知之次也。」

The Master said, “There are those who innovate without possessing knowledge. I am not one of them. Listen widely and select what is good to follow, observe broadly and recognize what is seen: this is the second-best type of knowledge.”

According to 7.20 and 16.9, “It is best if one is born with knowledge,” but Confucius says that he is not such a person. He belongs to the next kind, who gains knowledge through learning. What is innovated without relevant knowledge can only be misleading fabrications. Cf. 2.17.

Some commentators take “innovation” as referring to literary writing, presumably related to the composition of the Annals. Others, such as ZHU Xi and KANG Youwei, take it to be referring to activities in general (cf. 7.1). Kang quotes from Xun Zi, saying,

During the Spring and Autumn period, many masters rushed to create their own schools and to innovate. “Mo Zi 墨子 was blinded by utility and was insensible to the value of refined form. Song Zi 宋子 was blinded by desire and was insensible to satisfaction. Shèn Zi 慎子 was blinded by law and was insensible to worth. Shēn Zi 申子 was blinded by technique and was insensible to knowledge. Hui Zi 惠子 was blinded by propositions and was insensible to realities” [Xun Zi, 21.4, Knoblock, vol. 3, 102].12 These are all people who innovate without possessing knowledge. During Confucius’ time, SANG Bozi was blinded by simplicity and was insensible to complexity [cf. 6.2], Yuanrang was blinded by relaxation and was insensible to ritual propriety [cf. 14.43]. JI Zicheng was blinded by having substance and was insensible to refined form [cf. 12.8]. The madman of Chu [cf. 18.5], Changju, Jieni [cf. 18.6], and the old man [cf. 18.7] were blinded by hiding from harms and were insensible to what is right. WEISHENG Mu was blinded by persistence and was insensible to flexibility [cf. 14.32]. These are also innovating without knowing. (Kang, 101)

LI Yu has a unique, philosophically interesting, although a bit far-fetched reading of the passage. While he agrees that learning from experience (listening and observing) is the second-best type of knowledge, he says that knowing that it is the second-best will enable one to know the true knowledge. “True knowledge does not come from the outside. It is inherent in every person.… Without it the ear [may listen but] cannot hear, the eye [may observe but] cannot see. Without it one can neither select nor recognize what is seen and what is heard. It is the subject that does the listening, observing, selecting, and recognizing” (see CHENG Shude, 492).

7.29互乡难与言，童子见，门人惑。子曰：「与其进也，不与其退也，唯何甚？人洁己以进，与其洁也，不保其往也。」

The people of the Huxiang area were difficult to talk with, so when a young boy from that place was given an interview with the Master, the disciples were perplexed. The Master said, “I accept people’s coming forward to me without committing myself as to what they may do after they leave. Why must you be so extreme? If a person purifies himself to come forward, I receive him so purified, without assuring his past conduct (wang 往).”

Cf. 3.21, 7.7, 15.39. The word wang can be taken either as “gone,” and hence “past conduct,” or as “going,” and hence “future conduct.” In this context, taking it as future would render the ending part “without assuming that he will do no wrong afterward.”

7.30子曰：「仁远乎哉？我欲仁，斯仁至矣。」

The Master said, “Is human-heartedness remote? I want to be human-hearted, and there comes human-heartedness!”

Confucius rarely praises someone as being human-hearted (cf. 4.6, 5.8, 5.19, 15.35). He would not even consider himself qualified for it (7.34). However, human-heartedness is near at hand and it is up to oneself to reach it (12.1). The difficulty lies in recognizing its importance (7.30) and in being determined to hold on to it consistently (7.26). His praise for YAN Hui’s ability to maintain his heart-mind on human-heartedness for three months (6.7) is a good illustration of the point. Some have considered this passage to be the Confucian version of the (Buddhist) “sudden enlightenment” (see CHENG Shude, 495).

7.31陈司败问「昭公知礼乎？」，孔子曰：「知礼。」孔子退，揖巫马期而进之，曰：「吾闻君子不党，君子亦党乎？君取于吴，为同姓，谓之吴孟子。君而知礼，孰不知礼？」巫马期以告。子曰：「丘也幸，苟有过，人必知之。」

The Minister of Justice (Sibai 司败) of Chen asked whether Duke Zhao [of Lu] understood (zhi 知) ritual propriety, and Confucius said, “He did.”

After Confucius retired, the minister bowed to WUMA Qi and invited him to come forward, and he said, “I have heard that an exemplary person is not partisan. May an exemplary person be partisan also? The Duke married a daughter of the house of Wu, of the same surname as himself, and called her ‘WU Mengzi.’ If the Duke understood ritual propriety, who does not?”

WUMA Qi reported these remarks, and the Master said, “I am fortunate! If I have faults, people are sure to notice them.”

The reigning house of Wu and that of Lu both descended from the royal house of Zhou, so they share the same family name, Ji. The Duke changed her name from JI Mengzi to WU Mengzi in an attempt to conceal the fact that he violated the ritual that one should not marry a person with the same family name. Knowing what the Duke did yet still saying that the Duke understood ritual propriety, Confucius seems to have committed an obvious error and was therefore suspected of being partisan toward his own former lord (the Duke).

People normally take this as a demonstration that Confucius is not afraid of admitting his mistakes. An interesting subtle factor in this episode is that it was a violation of ritual propriety for the minister to ask Confucius to criticize a former lord of Confucius’ own state in front of an official of a rival state. So Confucius’ response was ritually appropriate (that a subject is required to conceal misconduct of the ruler, cf. 13.18). It should also be noted that though the reigning houses of Wu and Lu came from the same origin, by this time it was already twenty to thirty generations down the line.

WUMA Qi’s formal name is WUMA Shi. Qi is an abbreviation of his style name Ziqi. He must be the person who presented the minister to Confucius and was standing on the side during the meeting.

The word zhi 知 in this context again means more than intellectual knowing of something. Just as in 3.22, it implies not only knowing what the rituals were but also being disposed to act accordingly.

Some commentators (e.g., ZHENG Xuan) take Sibai 司败 as a person’s given name rather than an official title and take Chen as the person’s last name rather than the name of a state. According to this reading, the interlocutor is named CHEN Sibai, a minister of the state of Qi. Historical records show, however, that Confucius did travel to the state of Chen and Sibai was a unique official title used in Chen and Chu.



7.32子与人歌而善，必使反之，而后和之。

When the Master was singing in company with others and liked a person’s song, he always asked the person to repeat it and then reciprocated it with his own voice.

The passage reflects the Master’s overall attitude of appreciating others’ excellence and his willingness to learn from others.

7.33子曰：「文莫，吾犹人也。躬行君子，则吾未之有得。」

The Master said, “In plentiful effort (min mu 忞慔), I am no less than others. In being an exemplary person manifested in one’s bodily conduct, I am not accomplished yet.”

There are suspicions about the words min mu in this passage. Depending on one’s take on them, there can be alternative readings, such as “In cultural refinement, I am no less than others” (wen mo 文莫), or “In my acquired refinement and substance (wen zhi 文质), I am no less than others.” These readings, however, are inconsistent with the Master’s humble take on himself, as seen in 5.9, 7.20, 7.22, 7.28, and 7.34. More importantly, those who hold these readings often make the second part of the statement sound as if the Master was deficient in his practice. This contradicts the Master’s assessment that what differentiates him from others is his diligent effort in becoming an exemplary person (5.28, 14.35). It is therefore more reasonable to take wen mo 文莫 as an interchangeable substitute for min mu 忞慔. Such substitution was quite common in ancient writings.

7.34子曰：「若圣与仁，则吾岂敢？抑为之不厌，诲人不倦，则可谓云尔已矣。」公西华曰：「正唯弟子不能学也。」

The Master said, “As for sageliness and human-heartedness, how dare I claim myself to have obtained them? Only being insatiable in working on it and being tireless in offering instruction to others—that much can be said of me.” GONGXI Hua [Zihua] said, “This is exactly what we disciples are unable to learn.”

The Master is a modest person. He does not like to brag about his achievement in self-cultivation. What he stresses here is his attitude and effort, which others can all emulate (cf. 7.2). However, his statement about not daring to rank himself as a sage is probably not simply being modest. Seen in the light of 6.30 and 14.42, to be a sage one not only needs a high level of self-cultivation but also to be in a certain social position to benefit others broadly, and Confucius was never given such an opportunity.

GONGXI Hua’s words should also not to be read as flattering the Master. We have seen an emphasis on the importance of persistence in 7.26. The difficulty in having persistence is, as Slingerland points out, that it entails a paradox of self-cultivation: in order to keep moving forward along the long journey of self-cultivation it is necessary that one genuinely desires to reach the destination, but without having cultivated oneself, how does one obtain such desire? (see Slingerland, 76).

7.35子疾病，子路请祷。子曰：「有诸？」子路对曰：「有之；诔曰：『祷尔于上下神祗』」子曰：「丘之祷久矣。」

The Master was very ill, and Zilu asked if he could pray for him. The Master said, “Was such a practice ever done?” Zilu replied, “There was. In the Eulogies it is said, ‘We pray for you to the spirits above and below.’ ” The Master said, “I have been praying for a long time.”

The Master is obviously skeptical about praying. The puzzling part is what he means by saying he had been praying for a long time. Taiping Yulan vol. 849 contains a lost passage from the Zhuang Zi, which offers a nice clue: “Confucius was very ill, Zilu wanted to go out to make a divination. Confucius said, ‘Wait a moment, Sir. In taking my seat I never dared to put myself first; in dwelling I acted as if I were fasting; in eating and drinking I behaved as if I were participating in a sacrificial ceremony. I have been asking for my fortune for a long time.’ ” According to this more detailed version of the story, the Master’s “praying” is in a different sense: For him, his proper, reverent conduct throughout his life was itself a “prayer.” This is fully in accord with a view about heaven contained in the Book of Documents that “Great heaven has no affections;—it helps only the virtuous” (Shu Jing, 490). Another similar but even more secular explanation is that Confucius was very careful about his health (7.13), and in that sense he had been “praying” for his health for a long time. Cf. 3.12, 6.22.

In his Lunyu huowen, ZHU Xi adds another point. He says, as far as reasoning goes, Confucius’ words have said it all. Yet with regard to the activity, praying should be done by the subordinates out of their own earnest feelings; it is not something about which the patient should be consulted. Being ill and wanting others to pray for him is trying to beg favor from the spirits. This is not what an exemplary person would do (see CHENG Shude, 503).

7.36子曰：「奢则不孙，俭则固。与其不孙也，宁固。」

The Master said, “Extravagance leads to arrogance, and frugality leads to shabbiness. I would rather be shabby than be arrogant.”

The implicit point is of course that it would be best if one can find the happy mean, but comparing the two, arrogance is more harmful, as it irritates others around, which would cause backfire. Cf. 3.4, 3.8, 6.29.

7.37子曰：「君子坦荡荡，小人长戚戚。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons are tranquil and broad-minded, whereas petty-minded persons are always fussing and fretting.”

Being tranquil is an important part of the Confucian ideal, which entails the requirement that not only will the person take the right actions but also have the constant right state of the heart-mind firmly rooted in the person so that no trying external conditions will irritate the person or deprive the person of his or her commitment. LI Yu says, with regard to this passage,

To be tranquil and broad-minded is to have nothing to be ashamed of when one faces what is above and what is below [i.e., heaven and earth]; to have nothing to be ashamed of facing above and below one must be reverent and cautious even when one is alone [when no one is watching].… Of the numerous things one should be cautious about when alone, the desire for fame and profit are particularly critical. All kinds of problems originate from these. If one is not led by the desire for fame and is not enslaved by the desire for profit, one will naturally have nothing ashamed of facing above or down, and will be tranquil and broad-minded. (see CHENG Shude, 505)

Cf. 6.11, 17.15.

7.38子温而厉，威而不猛，恭而安。

The Master was gentle, yet firm; commanding, yet not ferocious; respectful, yet at ease.

The secret of being able to make those far away attracted and those who are close remain reverent to you (cf. 13.16, 17.25) is to possess the qualities described here—a level of cultivation that is by no means easy to achieve. As WANG Bi says,

People who are gentle can hardly be firm, and those who are firm can hardly be gentle; people who are commanding tend to be ferocious, those who are not ferocious can hardly be commanding; people who are in respectful manner can hardly be at ease, and those who are at ease can hardly command respect. These are the normal words of opposites. If one can be gentle yet firm, commanding yet not ferocious, and respectful yet at ease, this is beyond what words can reasonably capture. (See HUANG Kan, 183)

Cf. 20.2.




泰伯第八 Book 8

8.1子曰：「泰伯其可谓至德也已矣。三以天下让，民无得而称焉。」

The Master said, “Taibo may be said to have reached the highest point of virtuous conduct. Thrice he declined his claim to rule the kingdom (tianxia 天下), and [being unaware of what he did] the people could find nothing to praise him for.”

Taibo 泰伯 was the eldest son to Gugong 古公, “the Ancient Duke,” of Zhou. It is said that, since Taibo’s youngest brother Jili 季历’s son Chang 昌 was a worthy and Gugong intended to pass down the throne through Jili to Chang, Taibo quietly gave up his chances to succeed to the throne three times by going into self-imposed exile with his middle brother Zhongyong 仲雍 (aka Yuzhong) to the “barbarian regions,” and he refused to come back to take the throne. Chang was later known as King Wen, and his son, King Wu, became the first ruler of the Zhou dynasty.

There is an alternative explanation of why Taibo and his middle brother went into self-imposed exile. Historical documents show only the name of Jili’s mother Taijiang, but no mention was made of Taibo and Zhongyong’s mother. Hence, there was speculation that perhaps Gugong’s love had shifted to Taijiang and her son Jili, and for this reason Taibo and Zhongyong had to leave in order to escape danger. While there is no indication that Confucius was aware of this suspicion, clearly he would rather believe the first version of the story, for Taibo’s action of giving up the throne to the worthy person without even letting the public know about his virtuous deeds exemplifies Confucius’ values.

8.2子曰：「恭而无礼则劳；慎而无礼则葸；勇而无礼则乱；直而无礼则绞。君子笃于亲，则民兴于仁。故旧不遗，则民不偷。」

The Master said, “Without ritual propriety, in being respectful, one will be arduous; in being careful, one will be timid; in being brave, one will be unruly; in being straightforward, one will be rude. When those in high stations (junzi 君子) care about their kin, the people will aspire to human-heartedness. When they do not abandon their old acquaintances, the people will not be heartless.”

Since the two parts of the passage seem to have no clear connection, many commentators suspect that they were separate passages.

In this passage, junzi 君子 is not used in contrast to xiaoren 小人 (petty-minded people) but rather in contrast to the common people; hence, it should be taken as referring to higher social status rather than to exemplary persons. However, in speaking about how they should behave, they are supposed to be exemplary, because their behavior will have a transformative effect on the common people. A thought-provoking point here is that, according to this saying, those in high social status can inspire human-heartedness by caring about their kin and not abandoning their old acquaintances. This does not mean to encourage nepotism but rather that, once moved up in a social ladder, one should not be condescending and look down on old acquaintances. According to Xun Zi, Confucius said, “When a person, having left his ancestral home, succeeds in the service of his lord, but when encountering old acquaintances does not exchange reminiscences about past relations—this I despise” (Xun Zi, 28.6, in Knoblock, vol. 3, 248). Cf. 1.2, 12.19, 18.10.

8.3曾子有疾，召门弟子曰：「启予足！启予手！《诗》云：『战战兢兢，如临深渊，如履薄冰。』而今而后，吾知免夫！小子！」

Master Zeng was ill. He summoned the disciples of his school and said, “Look at my feet, look at my hands. The Songs says,

‘Be fearful and cautious,

As if on the verge of a deep abyss,

As if treading on thin ice.’

It is only from now on, I know I am free from this fear, my young fellows.”

“Master Zeng” refers to ZENG Shen, a disciple of Confucius. His being called “Master” is an indication that his disciples may have participated in compiling the Analects (cf. the notes for 1.4). ZENG Shen was known for being filial. The Classic of Filial Piety (Xiao Jing 孝经) that is believed to be authored by him, says, “One’s body, hair, and skin are received from one’s parents. Daring not to injure yourself is the starting point of being filial.” On his deathbed, Master Zeng showed to his disciples that he managed to die with his entire body intact.

Although the saying here refers to one’s responsibility to care for one’s own body, a couple of implications go beyond this specific point. First, as the quote from the Classic of Filial Piety shows, people’s responsibility to their own body is derived from their responsibility to their parents. The responsibility is therefore relational in nature. Caring for oneself is caring for the parents. Second, it implies that the Confucian self is practically never fixed until death. Before the end of life, a person is always vulnerable to mistakes that will define who the person is and whether the person’s life is good or not. Passage 8.7 further points toward the life journey in reference to its aim, which also never ends before one reaches death.

8.4曾子有疾，孟敬子问之。曾子言曰：「鸟之将死，其鸣也哀；人之将死，其言也善。君子所贵乎道者三：动容貌，斯远暴慢矣；正颜色，斯近信矣；出辞气，斯远鄙倍矣。笾豆之事，则有司存。」

Master Zeng was ill. MENG Jingzi went to ask how he was. Master Zeng said to him, “When a bird is about to die, its cries are mournful; when a person is about to die, his words are worth listening to. There are three things that people of high station (junzi 君子) should consider particularly important in their pursuit of the Way: in showing their deportment and manner, they keep away from rudeness and impertinence; in regulating their countenance, they keep close to trustworthiness; and in using their words and tones, they stay far from vulgarity and impropriety. As for matters like attending to the sacrificial vessels, there are proper officers for them.”

MENG Jingzi was the son of MENG Wubo (who appeared in 2.6), a minister of Lu, who was liable to attend to details at the cost of neglecting important matters. Here Master Zeng’s words are tactful advice to the particular person rather than a dying person’s final summary of his teachings—the beginning part of his statement serves to make the advice more acceptable to MENG Jingzi.

Notable in the advice is that, instead of telling Meng what to do, Master Zeng’s advice focuses on the way he should present himself, or equanimity, which is clearly more closely rooted in what kind of person he should be.

8.5曾子曰：「以能问于不能，以多问于寡，有若无，实若虚，犯而不校，昔者吾友尝从事于斯矣。」

Master Zeng said, “Gifted with ability yet consulting those who were not so; possessed of much yet consulting those possessed of little; having, as though he had not; full, yet counting himself as empty; offended against, yet not holding a grudge. I had a friend who pursued this style of conduct.”

“Not ashamed to consult one’s inferiors” is the humble attitude that Confucius spoke of highly in 5.15. “Offended against, yet not holding a grudge” does not mean letting wrongdoers continue to do wrong (cf. 14.34), but rather it is maintaining a calm state of mind that is not aroused by outer irritations. Master Zeng may have had YAN Hui in mind when he said that he had a friend who pursued this style of conduct.

8.6曾子曰：「可以托六尺之孤，可以寄百里之命，临大节而不可夺也，君子人与？君子人也。」

Master Zeng said, “A person who can be entrusted with a young (liu chi 六尺) orphan, who can be charged with authority over a state of a hundred li square, and who cannot be deprived of integrity when confronted with critical moments—is such a person an exemplary person? Yes, an exemplary person indeed.”

Liu chi literally means “six chi,” roughly the height of a child between the ages of twelve and fifteen. Some commentators take “a young orphan” here as referring to a prince who succeeds the throne at a very young age.

In modern-day China, one li is approximately one-third of a mile or one-half of a kilometer. However, the li in the Spring and Autumn period was a bit shorter, about 83 percent of the modern li. At that time, a state of a hundred li square would be considered a large state.

The emphasis here is on the reliability of the person, which entails both moral integrity and abilities.

8.7曾子曰：「士不可以不弘毅，任重而道远。仁以为己任，不亦重乎，死而后已，不亦远乎。」

Master Zeng said, “Educated persons (shi 士) cannot do without being broad-minded and resolute. Their responsibility is heavy and their journey (dao 道) is long. Human-heartedness is their responsibility—is it not heavy? Only with death does their journey end—is it not long?”

Mencius’ statement about an ancient worthy, YI Yin 伊尹, can be taken as an illustration of taking human-heartedness as an educated person’s burden:

When he saw a common man or woman who did not enjoy the benefit of the rule of [ancient sage-kings] Yao and Shun, YI Yin felt as if he had pushed him or her into the gutter with his own hands. This is the extent to which he considered the whole kingdom his responsibility. (Mencius, 5A:7)

If this is about “being broad-minded,” then carrying this responsibility all the way until one’s death can be considered what “being resolute” means. Notice that here Master Zeng is not even talking about junzi—exemplary persons. Even though it takes the possession of higher social positions in order to extend one’s benefit to the multitude as YI Yin did, every educated person must have a sense of responsibility toward others, starting from the nearby and moving outward as far as one can reach. This sense of responsibility is a basic characteristic of every Confucian.

8.8子曰：「兴于《诗》。立于礼。成于乐。」

The Master said, “Take inspiration from the Songs, stand (li 立) on the ground of ritual propriety, and achieve perfection with music (yue 乐).”

See 1.15 and 3.8 for examples of getting inspiration from the Songs. Passages 13.5, 16.13, and 17.9 contain additional statements about the benefits of learning the Songs. The close relation between taking a stand (li 立) and ritual propriety is repeated in 16.13 and 20.3. For Confucius, the function of music is far more than entertainment; it transforms people and society. Since the Chinese word for music, yue 乐, also means joy when read as le or luo, the last sentence may also be interpreted as “find fulfillment in joy.” See 14.12, 17.18, and the entry on yue or le (music/joy) in the section on key terms.

This passage is a clear indication that Confucian learning aims at transformation of the entire person rather than accumulation of intellectual knowledge.

8.9子曰：「民可使由之，不可使知之。」

The Master said, “The common people can (ke 可) be made to follow (you 由) but not to know.”

This is a very controversial passage. The key word ke 可, typically translated as “can,” could mean variously “be permitted to,” or “capable of,” or “approves,” or “should be.”

Based on reading the passage as “the common people are permitted to follow a path, but not permitted to know” (e.g., ZHENG Xuan, YANG Bojun), critics of Confucianism argue that Confucianism is authoritarian, elitist, and opposed to human freedom and democracy. However, deliberately keeping the common people in the dark is inconsistent with Confucius’ philosophy of education, as seen clearly in 2.20, 13.9, 13.29, 13.30, and 15.39.

Taking ke to mean “capable of” still leaves a number of different ways to explain the reason why the common people can be made to follow a path but cannot be made to know it. One explanation is that common people are low in intelligence and lack the ability to know it. Another, held by CHENG Yi, argues that the kind of knowledge Confucius talks about here is knowledge of/as virtue, which cannot be taught but has to be attained by oneself (zide 自得) in one’s heart through direct experience. Still another explanation, held by ZHU Xi, maintains that the common people cannot be made to know the reason for following the path because it is simply impractical for the sage to go door to door to explain it to everyone.

Reading ke as “approval” and punctuating differently, HUAN Maoyong, LIANG Qichao 梁启超 (1873–1929), and some others render the statement to be: “If the people approve, then let them follow the path; if not, then explain it to them” (see Liao, 7–8). This reading is based on a stretch of the classic Chinese grammar and is criticized for making Confucianism too “modern.”

Still another reading, which takes ke as “should,” maintained by a number of Confucian scholars such as DAI Xi 戴溪 (1141–1215), HE Yan, and ZHANG Ping 張憑 (ca. fourth century), takes the saying to be about the sage’s way of transforming the people—the common people should be made to follow a path, like being swayed by an invisible spiritual force that excites and motivates them, without noticing that they are swayed. If the common people notice the presence of their ruler, then that means the ruler’s way is still not very effective.

An ancient script dated fourth to third century BCE discovered in the 1990s in a tomb in Hubei Province, China, known as the Guodian Script, titled “Holding Up Virtuosity and Appropriateness” (Zun De Yi 尊德义), contains a statement that is very similar to 8.9, and hence sheds new light on how 8.9 can be read. In place of the word you (follow), the statement has dao 道, “to guide”: “The common people can be guided, but not be informed. They can be guided, but not be forced 民可使道之，而不可使智（知）之。民可道也，而不可强也.” Based on the spirit of the saying, PENG Zhongde 彭忠德 and LI Rui 李锐 suggest that the word zhi 智 should be read as “to govern” (rather than “to inform”), and LIAO Mingchun went even further to suggest that it should be read as zhe 折, “to break” or “to defeat”; hence, the passage becomes “The common people should be guided to it, but not be controlled / oppressed. They can be guided, but not be forced.”13 Cf. 2.1, 12.17, 12.19.



8.10子曰：「好勇疾贫，乱也。人而不仁，疾之已甚，乱也。」

The Master said, “Those who are fond of bravery and despise poverty will be rebellious. Those who are not human-hearted, if overly despised, will also be rebellious.”

Exemplary persons detest those who are not human-hearted (cf. 17.24), but overly criticizing them will irritate them to make trouble. The best way to deal with them is to transform them. When this is unlikely to succeed, it is wise to cope with them in accord with ritual propriety, or keep them at a distance (such as choosing a proper neighborhood in which to live). The Master’s advice points to the danger of simple-minded uprightness.

8.11子曰：「如有周公之才之美，使骄且吝，其馀不足观也已。」

The Master said, “If a person possesses the magnificent talents of the Duke of Zhou but is arrogant and stingy, the rest is not worth looking at.”

The great accomplishments of the Duke of Zhou (see the note for 7.5) were not merely the result of his personal talents but should largely be attributed to his appreciation of others. Even though he kept himself so busy that his life was constantly interrupted by official business so much so that “in taking a shower, he had to hold his wet hair and come out three times before he could finish it; in eating a meal, he had to spit his food out of his mouth three times before he could swallow it,” he was conscientious in employing other able people in the world. Consequently, during his reign he had hundreds and thousands of people helping him. Had he been arrogant and stingy, he would not be able to accomplish anything.

Noteworthy here is the relation between virtues and talents. As HUANG Shisan says in his Lunyu houan 论语后案, some ancient Chinese classics use virtue (de 德) for talents (cai 才), but some others separate the two (see CHENG Shude, 536–537).

8.12子曰：「三年学，不至于谷，不易得也。」

The Master said, “It is not easy to find a person who engages in learning for three years and never thought (zhi 至) of official salary (gu 谷).”

Even though Confucius is fully in support of the idea of trying to find use of what one learns through employment (cf. 2.18, 15.32, 17.7), he felt sorry for the majority of the people of his time who took learning merely as a means of gaining income and fame (cf. 13.20). Commenting on this passage, KANG Youwei says, “A great danger for learners is to be aspired by getting profit and salary. Once a person has such a mentality, the person will always look externally and want to hurry up. His motivation will be foul and his virtuous feelings will not be broad” (Kang, 116).

An alternative reading of the passage takes gu as “fruition” and zhi as “reaching”; hence, the saying becomes “If a person has engaged in learning for three years and still reaches no fruition, it is not easy for the person to find anything,” meaning that beside making efforts in learning, one must also pay attention to the method of learning. This interpretation is considered less plausible because the word gu is clearly used to mean salary in another place of the Analects (14.1).

8.13子曰：「笃信好学，守死善道。危邦不入，乱邦不居，天下有道则见，无道则隐。邦有道，贫且贱焉，耻也；邦无道，富且贵焉，耻也。」

The Master said, “Be genuinely trustworthy and fond of learning, and adhere to the good Way firmly to death. Do not enter a perilous state; do not dwell in a rebellious state. When the Way is under heaven, show yourself; if not, hide. It is a shame to remain poor and low in status if the state has the Way; it is a shame to be rich and in high position if the state has lost the Way.”

A “rebellious state” refers to a state in which a minister or a prince takes over the power of the lord, especially with force. Practical wisdom requires one not to endanger oneself in vain. It is a shame to remain poor and obscure if there is the Way because when the external condition is good, it is one’s chance to excel and to provide one’s service. It is a shame to be rich and in high position if the state has lost the Way because in that kind of condition one can only obtain or maintain richness and high status by immoral means. Cf. 14.1.

If we switch the perspective to the assessment of a government, we might say, “The state has lost the Way if exemplary persons remain poor and low in status; the state has lost the Way if petty-minded persons become rich and in high position.”

8.14子曰：「不在其位，不谋其政。」

The Master said, “One who is not in a particular office should not exercise the powers that belong to the office.”

See the notes for 14.26, as the saying is repeated there.

8.15子曰：「师挚之始，关雎之乱，洋洋乎盈耳哉。」

The Master said, “From music master Zhi’s opening song to the orchestrated finish of ‘The Chirping of the Osprey,’ how vastly rich was the music that filled the ears!”

Music master Zhi was the chief court musician of Lu, the same musician mentioned in 18.9 and possibly the one in 3.23 also. The ritual of the time for big ceremonies typically began with the senior master musician’s solo and ended with a grand chorus and orchestrated finale.

For “The Chirping of the Osprey,” see the note for 3.20.

8.16子曰：「狂而不直，侗而不愿，悾悾而不信，吾不知之矣。」

The Master said, “I simply don’t understand how people could become impulsive and yet not upright (zhi 直), naive and yet not honest, empty-minded and yet not trustworthy.”

In several other passages, Confucius mentions that each vice may come with its latent merit, and conversely each virtue may come with its latent flaws as well (cf. 13.21, 17.8, 17.16). Here is a lament that people of his day even lost the merits of their faults. The word “upright” (zhi 直) here means more accurately “straightforward” than “just” or “correct.”

8.17子曰：「学如不及，犹恐失之。」

The Master said, “Learn as if you could not reach it fast enough, and as if you fear that you might lose it again.”

For what you have not learned, be quick to learn it because the chance of learning is not always present; for what you have already learned, review it and practice it repeatedly so that it becomes part of who you are. How much one gains from learning is not merely dependent on intelligence but also on one’s attitude. Cf. 5.14, 19.5.

8.18子曰：「巍巍乎，舜禹之有天下也，而不与焉。」

The Master said, “How majestic was the manner in which Shun and Yu reigned over all under heaven yet did not take possession (yu 与) of it!”

It was believed that the sage-kings Yao and Shun selected their successors according to moral integrity and ability, and not their own descendants. According to the historian SIMA Qian, Yu gave the throne to a worthy man named Boyi 伯益, but because all the other leaders supported Yu’s son, Qi 启, Boyi gave up the throne and chose to become a recluse. A different story, according to the Bamboo Annuals, states that after Yu’s death Boyi and Qi fought for the throne, and Qi succeeded in killing Boyi and assumed the throne.

While the preceding translation of the passage matches well with the well-known story about the sage-kings, an alternative reading of the word yu 与 takes the saying as “How majestic was the manner in which Shun and Yu reigned over the world, yet did not rule it,” or “… did not actively manage it.” This reading is consistent with 2.1, in which Shun’s way of governing was compared to the North Celestial Pole, which does nothing yet all the stars rotate around it, indicating the Confucian wuwei (action by non-action) through setting a moral example and upholding ritual. However, it is hard to apply the notion to Yu, since Yu was well known for being so active in leading the project of controlling the flood that, during the thirteen years of flooding, he passed by the doorstep of his own house three times without entering it.

Still another way of reading the word yu 与 suggests a totally different interpretation, which takes it to be a lament of the Master that he was born too late to witness the majestic way of Shun and Yu.

8.19子曰：「大哉尧之为君也，巍巍乎，唯天为大，唯尧则之，荡荡乎，民无能名焉。巍巍乎，其有成功也，焕乎，其有文章。」

The Master said, “Great indeed was Yao as a sovereign! Majestic, only heaven that is grand, and only Yao modeled himself after it. Vast, the people could find no words for it. How majestic were his accomplishments! How dazzling was his cultural splendor!”

This is one of the highest praises that Confucius ever gave to anyone. The praise goes to Yao as a ruler, to him as a person who modeled himself after heaven, to his virtue and his accomplishments, and to the cultural heritage that he left behind. The “cultural splendor” that Yao left behind includes the Yao Dian, the “Canon of Yao,” which is the first chapter of the Book of Documents.

Some readers might be tempted to read “modeling after heaven” as a version of the “divine command theory” of morality, that is, that the divine heaven is the ultimate ground of morality and whatever heaven does is right. However, traditional commentators of the Analects all take it more literally as modeling the way heaven transforms and nourishes everything. Yao’s greatness is compared to heaven in that, like heaven, he was able to rule the kingdom while taking no personal possession of it, and he transformed the people without them noticing his actions. Many commentators take “the people could find no words for it” to mean exactly the magical effect of this wuwei, or action by non-action. ZHU Xi went further to take it to mean that his accomplishments were as great as heaven, and that is why people could find no words adequate for praising him (see ZHU Xi 1992, 80).

8.20舜有臣五人，而天下治。武王曰：「予有乱臣十人。」孔子曰：「才难，不其然乎，唐虞之际，于斯为盛，有妇人焉，九人而已。三分天下有其二，以服事殷，周之德，其可谓至德也已矣。」

Shun had five ministers, and all under heaven were well governed. King Wu said, “I have ten able ministers.” Confucius said, “Talents are difficult to find. Is it not the case? Ever since the time of Tang [Yao] and Yu [Shun], this one [the Zhou] thrived the most. Apart from the woman among them, there were only nine. Though in possession of two-thirds of the kingdom, the Zhou still deferred to and served the Yin [the Shang] court. The virtue of the House of Zhou may be said to be the highest indeed.”

King Wu was the first king of the Zhou after it replaced the previous dynasty, the Yin (also known as the Shang). The remark about a woman among the ten able ministers is a very obscure and controversial point in the passage. It was taken in three very different ways: One is that Confucius excluded the woman, showing that in his mind women do not even count (cf. 17.25). This interpretation seems too extreme and can hardly square with the Master’s overall level of rationality—why would he disregard one of these ten able ministers simply because the person was a woman? Some scholars take him to be emphasizing how difficult it is to find talent. Usually people at the time would assume that these ten able ministers were all men, but since one of them was a woman, it is ten out of the entire population, men and women. Without counting the female population, there would only be nine. In the words of HUANG Kan, in stating that there was a woman among the ten able officials, Confucius “made it clear that the flourishing of the Zhou was not merely due to the talents of men; the abilities of the women also assisted in the transformation of government” (HUANG Kan, 202). Another interpretation is that “a woman” here refers to a female leader of an ethnic minority from the Western regions. Since she did not literally belong to the kingdom, so the talents within the kingdom were only nine (CHENG Shiquan, 142).

The part about serving the Yin refers to the historical fact that, when King Wu’s father King Wen had the support of two-thirds of the kingdom, stretching to the far west, he still refrained from taking over the Yin. Only when the Yin court became too obviously irredeemable, the Zhou had to follow the mandate of heaven to replace it.

8.21子曰：「禹，吾无间然矣。菲饮食，而致孝乎鬼神；恶衣服，而致美乎黻冕；卑宫室，而尽力乎沟洫。禹，吾无间然矣。」

The Master said, “Of Yu, I can find no flaw in him. Simple in food and drink, yet he paid filial piety toward the spirits; shabby in clothing, yet he paid utmost attention to the elegance of sacrificial caps and robes; humble in palace and chamber, yet he extended all his efforts on ditches and water channels. I can find no flaw in Yu!”

As a king, Yu had all the resources for himself, yet he was content with simple food, shabby clothing, and humble housing for himself, devoting all his efforts to his responsibilities. He is known for his enormous effort in controlling the flood, hence the mention of his efforts on ditches and water channels.

The passage does not mean that Yu was perfect in the sense of literally having no flaws at all, which is an ideal that one may approach infinitely but is unlikely to reach. It merely means that the Master could not find any flaw in him.

 

子罕第九 Book 9

9.1子罕言利，与命，与仁。

The Master rarely (han 罕) spoke (yan 言) about profit (li 利). He would rather leave it to (yu 与) destiny (ming 命) and to (yu 与) human-heartedness (ren 仁).

This is a particularly difficult passage because several words in it allow multiple readings. The word yu 与 in this passage can mean either “and” or “is in favor of being with,” or “leave it to.” Taking it as “and,” the passage becomes “The Master rarely spoke about profit, destiny, and human-heartedness.” This reading leads to the puzzle that actually the Master spoke not infrequently about the subjects, especially about human-heartedness. Many have tried to explain this puzzle away. HE Yan, for instance, believes that “spoke about” means “grant the title of,” the word li 利 should be read as “benefiting,” and the word ming 命 should be read as an abbreviation for tianming 天命, mandate of heaven. So it becomes “The Master rarely granted someone with the title of being widely benefiting, of being in accord with the mandate of heaven, and of being human-hearted” (cf. 6.30, 7.34). An alternative explanation is to take han 罕 as xuan 轩—openness, and thus the passage becomes “The Master openly expressed his views on” all these three subjects!

Taking yu as “is in favor of being with” would normally generate a reading like “The Master rarely spoke about profit. His favorite topics are about destiny (or mandate of heaven) and human-heartedness.”

While the reader should be aware of these controversies and make one’s own judgment, the reason for my translation is mainly based on the fact that this is more consistent with the Master’s overall teachings, as revealed in passages like 4.5, 4.16, 7.12, 7.16, 12.4, 12.5, and 14.12.14

9.2达巷党人曰，「大哉孔子，博学而无所成名。」子闻之，谓门弟子曰，「吾何执？执御乎，执射乎？吾执御矣。」

A man of the village of Daxiang said, “Great indeed is Confucius! His learning is extensive, yet he has not made a name for himself for anything.” Upon hearing this, the Master said to his disciples, “What should I specialize in? Charioteering? Or archery? I will take charioteering.”

ZHENG Xuan and WANG Bi 王弼 (226–249) take the man from Daxiang to be praising Confucius that his greatness transcends ordinary names, and they take Confucius’ response to be due to his modesty (see CHENG Shude 570). It seems more natural, however, to take it as sarcasm that tries to ridicule the Master—if he has not made a name for himself for anything, what greatness does he have? Responding to sarcasm with a sense of humor, the Master did not brag about his great ambitions, nor did he defend himself for the various arts that he was capable of. Yet the unspoken message is exactly that he would not be so great if he were merely specialized in something. As Confucius says elsewhere, “An exemplary person is not a mere vessel” (2.12). Learning the arts such as archery and charioteering is also for transformation of the person and not merely for attaining special skills.

9.3子曰：「麻冕，礼也。今也纯，俭，吾从众。拜下，礼也。今拜乎上，泰也，虽违众，吾从下。」

The Master said, “The use of a linen cap was prescribed by the rituals, but now a silk one is used instead. It is economical, and I follow the common practice. Bowing before ascending the hall was prescribed by the ritual, but now the practice is to bow only after ascending it. This is arrogant. I continue to bow below the hall, though it is contrary to the common practice.”

A linen cap prescribed by rituals at the time was elaborate, requiring a great amount of material and involving difficult techniques, whereas the silk was a simpler and cheaper replacement for it. The replacement does not affect the content of the rituals. In the case of bowing, however, starting from below the hall is more reverential, and the new practice reduces the substance of the ritual. This passage shows that, while the Master values traditional ritual propriety very highly, he does not adhere to the tradition dogmatically.

9.4子绝四，毋意，毋必，毋固，毋我。

The Master stayed clear from four things: No conjecture (yi 意), no demand for absoluteness, no inflexibility, and no self-absorption.

ZHU Xi explains, “These four form a causal circle.… While conjecture and demand for absoluteness usually come before things have happened, inflexibility and self-absorption usually come after things have happened. From self-absorption comes again conjecture, led by materialistic desires, the circle runs endlessly” (ZHU Xi 1992, 84). A common feature of these four is close-mindedness and being self-centered. Cf. 4.10, 13.20, 14.32.

Qing scholar ZHUANG Cunyu 庄存与 (1719–1788) adds:

It is correct to stay clear from conjectures contrary to facts, but incorrect to stay clear from speculations for discussion. It is correct to stay clear from absolute yes or no, but incorrect to stay clear from being resolute. It is correct to stay clear from blind adherence, but incorrect to stay clear from being firm on integrity. It is correct to stay clear from self-righteousness, but incorrect to stay clear from self-cultivation. (See LIU Baonan, 176)

An alternative reading by ZHENG Ruxie holds that “what the Master stays clear from are not conjecture, demand for absoluteness, inflexibility, and self-absorption. It is rather staying clear from the ‘no’ part. When one stays clear from the prohibiting heart, one is transformed.” To this, CHENG Shude comments: “This is the best interpretation.… Staying clear from conjecture, and so on, is something that a worthy person is able to do. Only a sage is able to stay clear also from the ‘no’ part. Illustrating this from the Buddhist perspective, the ability to let no thoughts arise in your mind is a supreme gongfu. The thought of using thoughts to expel other thoughts is still a thought” (Cheng, 575). Noticeable here is that unlike most commentators who take yi 意 as conjecture (interchangeable with yi 亿), Zheng and Cheng take the word as “thoughts” in general. Although this reading is interesting and it makes sense in itself, the Buddhist perspective is inconsistent with Confucius’ philosophical orientation.

9.5子畏于匡。曰：「文王既没，文不在兹乎。天之将丧斯文也，后死者不得与于斯文也。天之未丧斯文也。匡人其如予何。」

The Master was threatened in Kuang. He said, “With King Wen being gone, is civilization not lodged here? If heaven were to let the civilization perish, we latecomers would not have attained such a relation to that civilization. If heaven does not let the civilization perish, what can the people of Kuang do to me?”

It is said that Confucius and his disciples were besieged when they were passing through a place called Kuang on the way from Wei 卫 to Chen, since the locals mistook him for a man named YANG Huo, who had ravaged the place. While most traditional commentators take Confucius’ remarks to mean that he was confident that, if he was chosen by heaven to pass down the Zhou culture, no one could harm him (cf. 3.24, 7.23), QIAN Xun 钱逊 (1933– ) points out that Confucius always believes that one should rely on one’s own virtue while leaving what is beyond one’s control to destiny (Qian 1988, 146; cf. 6.10, 9.1, 11.9, 14.36). The following story in HAN Ying’s Han Shi Wai Zhuan is an interesting additional detail that supports Qian’s reading: When Confucius was besieged in Kuang, Zilu was enraged and took up his weapon, ready to fight. Confucius stopped him and said, “If I failed to learn and practice the Songs and the Book of Documents, and did not value ritual propriety and music, then it would be my fault. As for the fact that I am not YANG Huo but being mistaken for YANG Huo, it is not my fault; it is destiny (ming 命). Why don’t you sing and I will accompany you” (LIU Baonan, 177).

Confucius may indeed believe that he embodies the mandate of heaven to restore the Zhou culture and that his virtues would empower him, but it is unlikely that he would thereby believe no one can harm him. If he did, he would not have escaped the state of Song in disguise (which many commentators believe to be the same crisis described in this passage). His remarks in this passage may well be his “speech act” intended to encourage his disciples (see the notes under 7.23 for explanations about this reading).

Most translators (such as Waley, Lau, Slingerland, and Huang) render the Master’s statement about heaven as “If heaven intended to …,” while the original only says “If heaven were to …,” without the word “intend.”

9.6大宰问于子贡曰：「夫子圣者与！何其多能也？」子贡曰：「固天纵之将圣，又多能也。」子闻之曰：「大宰知我乎？吾少也贱，故多能鄙事。君子多乎哉？不多也！」

The prime minister asked Zigong, “Isn’t your Master a sage? How come he has so many skills?”

Zigong said, “It must be heaven that has set him on the course to become a sage, and, in addition, be versatile in skills.”

Upon hearing this, the Master said, “The prime minister knows me, doesn’t he? I was poor when I was young, and that is why I acquired many humble skills. Does an exemplary person need many skills? No, not many.”

The prime minister’s question carries a suspicion that Confucius was merely good at trivial skills, for a sage is supposed to care about important things. Being a humble person, Confucius would not even claim to be an exemplary person, much less a sage (cf. 7.34). But his consent that the prime minister knows him carries a subtle tone of sarcasm. Even though one does not need many small skills to be an exemplary person or a sage, that does not mean those who have diverse skills are not exemplary or sagely. Cf. 9.7.

ZHU Xi takes the prime minister to be assuming that versatility in skills is a sign of being a sage (ZHU Xi 1992, 85). This reading would make Confucius’ response ill directed, because the Master’s words seem to be saying, sarcastically, that “he knows that I am not a sage, because a sage does not need many skills.”



9.7牢曰：「子云：『吾不试，故艺。』」

Lao said, “The Master said, ‘Having no official employment (shi 试), I acquired many skills.’ ”

Lao is believed to be the given name of Confucius’ disciple QING Zhang, but this is questionable. This passage reiterates the point in 9.6, namely, an exemplary person does not need to be versatile in skills.

9.8子曰：「吾有知乎哉？无知也。有鄙夫问于我，空空如也；我叩其两端而竭焉。」

The Master said, “Do I have knowledge (zhi 知)? No, I don’t. Once a common fellow asked me a question. Felt empty-like, I queried both ends of the issue to reach the bottom of it.”

Some translators render zhi in this passage as wisdom. Depending on the context, the word can mean wisdom, understanding, realization, or knowledge. I take it to be knowledge here because it refers to finding the answer to a question. There are two readings of “felt empty-like,” one takes it to be the humble attitude of the common fellow, hence the Master’s willingness to help, and the other takes it to be about the Master’s mind, illustrating his claim that he has no knowledge. “Both ends,” according to ZHENG Xuan, means “beginning and ending” (see LIU Baonan, 179), to which ZHU Xi adds “origin and consequences, above and below, details and overall picture, ad infinitum” (ZHU Xi 1992, 85). In other words, the Master is claiming that even for a question from an ordinary fellow, he does not have the answer ready in his mind. He searches for the answer by looking at where the question comes from, where it leads to, what is underneath the question and what is beyond it, and he looks at the overall picture within which the question arises, and at the details the question implies, and so on. JIAO Xun, however, takes “both ends” to be the two extremes in reference to the mean. Just as the Zhongyong says that Shun “grasps both ends of everything and exercises impartiality in governing his people” (chap. 6), Confucius examines both ends (the excess and the deficiency) of an issue to find out the mean (see LIU Baonan, 179). Whichever is the case, the Master is saying that he is not born with knowledge. His knowledge comes a posteriori from investigation and experience.



9.9子曰：「凤鸟不至，河不出图，吾已矣乎！」

The Master said, “The phoenix does not appear, nor does the [Yellow] River bring forth the chart. Is it all over for me?”

The phoenix is a kind of auspicious bird that supposedly appeared numerous times when ancient sage-kings ruled. Legend also has it that a dragon-headed tortoise emerged from the Yellow River with a mysterious chart on its back during ancient king Fuxi’s time. Both are therefore auspicious signs of the presence of a sage-king. Confucius is not a superstitious person, so his remark may be a way of lamenting that he could not find a sage-king to employ him. Cf. 7.5.

9.10子见齐衰者，冕衣裳者，与瞽者，见之，虽少必作；过之必趋。

In encountering a person attired in mourning dress, or someone wearing a ceremonial cap and gown, or a blind person, the Master would, on seeing them, always rise up to his feet, even if they were younger than he, and, on passing them, he would always hasten his pace.

This passage is similar to 10.25. These are all ways of showing respect. Hastening the pace on passing is to avoid blocking the way. Body language is an important means of expression and communication. When you pass someone closely, it makes a difference whether you do it as if the person is nonexistent, or if you do it with a subtle gesture of yielding. His special respect for blind people may be taken generally as a way of treating physically challenged persons. See book 10 for more descriptions of the Master’s body language.

9.11颜渊喟然叹曰：「仰之弥高，钻之弥坚，瞻之在前，忽焉在后！夫子循循然善诱人。博我以文，约我以礼。欲罢不能，既竭吾才，如有所立，卓尔；虽欲从之，末由也已！」

YAN Yuan [YAN Hui] sighed deeply and said, “The more I looked up, the higher it seems; the more I tried to penetrate it, the harder it becomes. I looked at it in front of me, and suddenly I find it right behind. The Master is good at leading people, step by step. He broadens me with culture and restrains me with ritual propriety. Even if I wanted to stop, I could not. Having exhausted all my ability, there still seems something standing high above me, and though I wish to follow it, I find no way to do so.”

“It” refers to the Master’s Way. This dramatic description from Confucius’ most diligent disciple (cf. 6.11), YAN Hui, captures one special difficulty in pursuing the Way, which is at the same time also a fascinating feature of the Way. For many people, not being able to recognize the greatness of the Master’s Way was the problem. These would include the rulers of the states at the time or those mentioned in 9.2 and 19.23–25. For others, it was the lack of a strong motivation to learn and maintain one’s will on the Way—RAN Qiu in 6.12 for example. YAN Hui, however, had no difficulty recognizing the value of the Master’s teaching, nor did he lack strong determination. He realized that, though the Way lay right in front of him, within everyone’s reach, it had inexhaustible depth. This actually fascinated him, making him unable to stop his pursuit even if he wanted to. His perception of difficulty belongs to a higher level. It is the realization that the Master’s Way does not have a fixed format. As the Master says, he is “neither for nor against anything invariably” (4.10), and he “has no preconception of what is permissible or what is not” (18.8). The discernment of what is appropriate or not requires the art of discretion (quan 权), which is most difficult to learn (cf. 9.30). Because the realm of dynamic encounters is unlimited, always bringing new and unexpected things, and because the Master’s Way is itself a source of nurturing (which is why the Song Confucians call it a “life-generating principle”), it allows the learner to realize that the more they practice the Way, the more meaning of the Way will emerge.

9.12子疾病，子路使门人为臣，病间，曰：「久矣哉，由之行诈也！无臣而为有臣，吾谁欺？欺天乎？且予与其死于臣之手也，无宁死于二三子之手乎！且予纵不得大葬，予死于道路乎？」

The Master was gravely ill. Zilu told some disciples to act as house officers. During a remission of his illness, the Master said, “Long has You [Zilu] acted dishonestly! By pretending to have house officers when I am entitled to none, whom am I going to deceive? Deceive heaven? Besides, wouldn’t I rather die in the hands of you disciples than in the hands of house officers? And even though I may not get a grand funeral, would I lay dead by the roadside?”

Only a minister to a lord was entitled to have house officers to perform his funeral. Zilu was trying to make his Master’s funeral more honorable, but this would not only be a violation of ritual propriety against which Confucius has a strong aversion, but it would also be against the virtue of being honest or trustworthy. Placing the Master in a position of having these flaws would be, quite contrary to Zilu’s intention, a great humiliation to the Master.

9.13子贡曰：「有美玉于斯，韫匵而藏诸？求善贾而沽诸？」子曰：「沽之哉！沽之哉！我待贾者也！」

Zigong said, “Here is a beautiful gem—Should one wrap it up and store it in a cabinet? Or should one seek a good price and sell it?” The Master said, “Sell it! Sell it! I am one waiting for the right offer.”

Zigong was a good businessman (cf. 11.19), and here he used marketing as a metaphor to ask whether the Master wished to seek employment in government. The Master’s response contains a bitter humor, yet, as ZHU Xi says, it also makes a subtle distinction: Although Confucius says “sell it,” he is one who waits for the right offer and not one who seeks an offer (ZHU Xi 1992, 88). This is “When employed, move forward; when unemployed, hold oneself in reserve” (7.11), an attitude consistent with enjoying the Way regardless of being recognized or not (1.1, 7.16, 7.19).

9.14子欲居九夷。或曰：「陋，如之何？」子曰：「君子居之，何陋之有！」

The Master wished to live among the Nine Barbarian Tribes. Someone said, “They are crude. How would you deal with that?” The Master said, “With exemplary persons living among them, what crudeness would there be?”

“The Nine Barbarian Tribes” refers to tribes to the east of central China at the time, including the Korean Peninsula. It is impossible to determine exactly to which nine tribes he referred. Passage 5.7 is believed to be referring to the same area that the Master had in mind when he said that, if the Way fails to prevail, he would take a raft and float to the sea. The Master’s remark here has been taken as a statement about exemplary persons’ transforming power, but it is unclear whether Confucius is talking about himself, or, as ZHAI Hao believes, that “exemplary persons” refers to the indigenous people in those regions, for according to an ancient text known as Shan Hai Jing 山海经, “Overseas to the east there is a country of exemplary persons. Its people … are fond of yielding to each other rather than fighting against each other.” If so, there is simply no crudeness there. HE Yisun 何异孙 (ca. early Yuan dynasty) suspects that here “exemplary person” refers specifically to an ancient recluse named Jizi (cf. 18.1), who reportedly moved to the Korean Peninsula after the collapse of the Shang and transformed the region’s culture (see CHENG Shude, 606).

9.15子曰：「吾自卫反鲁，然后乐正，雅颂各得其所。」

The Master said, “After I returned from Wei to Lu, the Music was corrected, and the Ya 雅 and the Song 颂 each obtained their proper places.”

The Ya (Odes) and Song (Hymns) are two of the three parts of the Book of Songs. The third one is Feng 风 (Ballads). The Ya contains classic music of the kingdom performed at festivities, the Song contains music for various ritual ceremonies, and the Feng contains folk songs. Since rituals and music were closely associated, the proper order of music means to be clear about what music must be performed on what occasion. “Correcting the Music” likely includes also the stipulation of what kind of instruments or sounds were to be used for particular pieces of music. The reference to the time in which the Master corrected the Music and put the Ya and Song in proper order (i.e., after he returned from Wei) probably indicates that the music in Wei was particularly problematic, as Wei was next to Zheng, a place where music was corrupted (cf. 15.11, 17.18).

9.16子曰：「出则事公卿，入则事父兄，丧事不敢不勉，不为酒困；何有于我哉！」

The Master said, “Going out, serve the lords and ministers; coming home, serve one’s father and elder brothers; in funeral matters, dare not to spare effort; with wine, do not be overwhelmed (kun 困) by it—what difficulties can these things present to me?”

A different version of the passage has the word kui 魁 for kun 困, which will render the last part as “with wine, do not be the top drinker” (see CHENG Shiquan, 153).

9.17子在川上曰：「逝者如斯夫！不舍昼夜。」

Standing by a river, the Master said, “Isn’t that which passes on just like this, unceasing day or night!”

The most straightforward reading of it is simply that it was the Master’s lament on the passage of time, which is probably related to his continual failure in implementing his ideas in the social and political realm (cf. 5.7, 9.9, 9.14). When the Communist leader MAO Zedong quoted the saying in one of his poems, however, it became his celebration for overcoming the past.

From the fact that the Master often draws moral lessons from observations of nature, we may also suspect that Confucius was reminding his disciples that one should be like the river, making constant efforts to improve oneself. Time for a learner does not always pass evenly. If one stops making an effort, one’s previous time (efforts) may consequently be wasted, but if one continues unceasingly, one will make the time worthwhile (cf. 9.19–21).

CHENG Yi and ZHU Xi took the passage to a metaphysical level. Zhu says,

The transformation of heaven and earth, … with no single moment of ceasing, is the nature of dao ti 道体 (literally, “the body of the Way”). However, with regard to its tangible and easily observable manifestation, nothing can compare to the flow of a river. This is why [Confucius] made the remark to show people, in the hope that learners will constantly reflect and make not the slightest pause.… Master Cheng says, … “Confucians from the Han dynasty down have all failed to understand this.…”

This metaphysical language, however, was criticized by later Confucians as an example of Song Confucians’ “overly deep interpretation,” because the Master’s words do not necessarily entail this idea (see CHENG Shude, 611).

9.18子曰：「吾未见好德如好色者也。」

The Master said, “I have never seen anyone who is fond of virtue as much as sexual attraction (se 色).”

This saying also appears in 15.13. Translators often render se 色 as specifically female beauty, when in fact the Chinese word can be applied to sexual attraction in general.

9.19子曰：「譬如为山，未成一篑；止，吾止也。譬如平地，虽覆一篑；进，吾往也。」

The Master said, “As in piling up a mound, if there is one basket of earth short of completion and I stop—I have stopped. As in leveling the ground, though I dumped only one basketful of earth, I make progress—I am moving forward.”

This passage and the ones around it all encourage people to make progress in learning and in cultivation. In self-cultivation, the Confucian aim is to “abide in the highest good” (the Great Learning). Such a high aim may sound unapproachable, but “A tree as big as a man’s embrace grows from a tiny shoot. A tower of nine stories begins with a heap of earth. A journey of a thousand li starts from where one stands” (Dao De Jing, chap. 64, in Chan 1963, 169–170). On the other hand, no matter how much has been achieved already, one should never stop making further improvements, like the unceasing river, running day and night (9.17). Cf. 6.12.

9.20子曰：「语之而不惰者，其回也与？」

The Master said, “If there is anyone I could speak (yu 语) with without ever becoming weary, would it not be Hui [YAN Hui]?”

Commentators had different readings of who would not get weary, the Master or YAN Hui. Although both readings make sense, it seems more natural to take it as referring to YAN Hui. Not only is YAN Hui known for his diligence in learning (cf. 2.9), given that the Master had no difficulty in “instructing others tirelessly” (7.2, 7.34), it will be odd for him to say that only with YAN Hui could he speak without becoming weary.

9.21子谓颜渊曰：「惜乎！吾见其进也，吾未见其止也！」

The Master said of YAN Yuan [YAN Hui], “What a pity! I only saw him advance. I never saw him stop.”

Here the word “pity” is commonly taken as a regret that such a diligent person died at a young age. Though the statement itself does not indicate this, the next passage can be taken as indirect evidence for it. It seems also plausible to take it as an expression of a complex feeling of both admiration and sorrow for YAN Hui that he did not give himself any rest in his pursuit of learning and cultivation.

9.22子曰：「苗而不秀者有矣夫！秀而不实者有矣夫！」

The Master said, “There are cases in which sprouts do not lead to flowers! There are cases in which flowers do not result in fruits!”

The Master is perhaps lamenting the untimely death of YAN Hui, whose growth was terminated by what is beyond his control, but it also applies to people’s own effort in learning or the pursuit of the Way (cf. 9.19).

9.23子曰：「后生可畏，焉知来者之不如今也？四十、五十而无闻焉，斯亦不足畏也已。」

The Master said, “Young people should be esteemed seriously. How do we know that the newcomers will not be as good as the people today? If one remains unheard of (wuwen 无闻) at the age of forty or fifty, that person might as well not be worthy of awe.”

Young people are full of potential and are more malleable, whereas people at the age of forty or fifty are less so (cf. 17.26). Wuwen 无闻 is commonly taken to mean “not having built a good reputation,” but it may be alternatively taken as “not having heard [of the things that one should know],” that is, not learned, or not having heard of the Way (cf. 4.8).

9.24子曰：「法语之言，能无从乎？改之为贵。巽与之 言，能无说乎？绎之为贵！说而不绎，从而不改，吾末如之何也已矣。」

The Master said, “How can one refuse to follow fair words of admonition? The important thing, however, is to correct yourself. How can one not be pleased with deferential and complimentary words? The important thing, however, is to draw practical meaning out of (yi 绎) them. Being pleased with yet not drawing out the practical meaning, accepting yet not making the correction, I don’t know what to do with this kind of person.”

The word yi 绎 has been interpreted alternatively as “ruminating over the implications” or “bringing out the implications in real life.” Actually, it can mean both at the same time. In this context, however, the Master seems to be more focused on the inadequacy of merely agreeing with some words without taking action.

9.25子曰：「主忠信。毋友不如己者。过，则勿惮改。」

The Master said, “Hold firm to wholehearted devotion and trustworthiness. Do not seek friends from those who are not as good as you. When you have faults, do not be afraid of correcting yourself.”

The same statement appears in 1.8.

9.26子曰：「三军可夺帅也，匹夫不可夺志也。」

The Master said, “The three armies may be (ke 可) deprived of their commander, but even a common man cannot (bu ke 不可) be deprived of his resolution (zhi 志).”

Just like the English word “can,” the Chinese word ke 可 may either mean “able to” or “should be.” Reading it as “able to,” the passage becomes a descriptive statement: “It is easier to deprive the commander of armies than to deprive the resolution of a common man.” Reading it as “should be,” the passage becomes a prescriptive statement: “Even an ordinary man should hold on to his resolution more than armies should protect their commander.” Traditional commentaries have never made this distinction clear. Some of them take the statement descriptively, such as, “Even though the three armies have many people, their hearts are not unified, hence their commander can be deprived. Though an ordinary man is insignificant, if he holds his resolution firmly, he cannot be deprived of it” (KONG Anguo) and “That which can be deprived is controlled by someone else; that which cannot be deprived is controlled by oneself” (ZHENG Ruxie). Others take it prescriptively, for example, “When it comes to learning, nothing is prior to setting resolution on it.…” (HU Bingwen 胡炳文 (1250–1333); see CHENG Shude, 619). In terms of its overall impact on Chinese culture, most people (except for some specialists in textual study of the Analects) have taken the statement prescriptively, as one should protect one’s own resolution and integrity. During the Cultural Revolution in China (1966–1976), LIANG Shuming 梁漱溟 (1893–1988), known as “China’s last Confucian” because he defended Confucianism in the wake of the New Culture Movement in the early twentieth century, was criticized for refusing to attack Confucianism, and he openly responded with this quote from 9.26! This spirit is also well captured in Mencius’ famous saying, “Those who cannot be led into excesses when wealthy and honored, or deflected from their purpose when poor and obscure, or be made to bow before superior force—this is what I would call great persons” (Mencius, 3B:2).

9.27子曰：「衣敝缊袍，与衣孤貉者立，而不耻者，其由也与！『不忮不求，何用不臧？』」子路终身诵之。子曰：「是道也，何足以臧！」

The Master said, “Dressed in a tattered and padded robe and standing next to those wearing furs without feeling ashamed—Isn’t this You [Zilu]?

‘Without envy, without greed,

How could the person not be content (zang 臧)?’ ”

Zilu kept chanting these lines all his life. The Master said, “Those things are about the Way. They are by no means sufficient to make one content.”

The quoted lines are from the Book of Songs. As passage 4.9 indicates, not being ashamed of being poor is a basic requirement for a truly educated person (shi 士). A person who pursues the Way is not supposed to be content with just having this quality.

Zilu is a courageous and generous person who cares little about material wealth (cf. 26) but is easily gratified by praise, hence the Master often reins him in (cf. 5.7, 11.15).

9.28子曰：「岁寒，然后知松柏之后彫也。」

The Master said, “Only when the cold season comes do we realize that the pine and cypress are the last to wither.”

Pine and cypress are both evergreens, enduring in cold weather. To this Xun Zi adds, “Only in difficult times do we understand what it means to be an exemplary person” (Xun Zi, 27.77). This also implies that it is difficult to tell an exemplary person from petty persons when things are going well, just like during the spring and summer, all plants are lush.

9.29子曰：「知者不惑；仁者不忧；勇者不惧。」

The Master said, “The wise are free from perplexity, the human-hearted are free from anxiety, and the courageous are free from fear.”

See 14.28, where the same saying is repeated, though with more context. Cf. 12.4.

9.30子曰：「可与共学，未可与适道；可与适道，未可与立；可与立，未可与权。」

The Master said, “There are some with whom we may pursue learning, but not go along in pursuing the Way. There are some with whom we may go along in pursuing the Way, but not take a stand together. There are some with whom we can take a stand together, but not jointly exercise discretion (quan 权).”

Of the three statements, each subsequent one represents a higher stage than the preceding one. According to the Gongyang version of the Spring and Autumn Annals, quan 权 means “goodness resulting from transgressing well-established canons” (“Duke Huan, Year 11,” Shisan Jing Zhushu, 2220). It should be noted that the Master ranks quan as the highest, most difficult ability in the art of life. This illustrates that for Confucius, no abstract moral principles can be set as universal standards for right and wrong (cf. 4.10, 18.8). The ability to use discretion must be acquired like the skills of art and embodied; it cannot be captured by a verbal formulation alone. This is a difficulty well expressed by YAN Hui in 9.11.

9.31「唐棣之华，偏其反而；岂不尔思？室是远而。」子曰：「未之思也，夫何远之有？」

“The flowers of the aspen-plum
flutter and turn!

How could I not think of you?

It is just that your house is so far-flung.”

The Master said, “The person was not really thinking of the other, or how could it be considered far-flung?”

The poem is a missing piece from the Book of Songs. Commentators typically take this as the Master’s metaphor for human-heartedness, for he said on another occasion, “Is human-heartedness remote? I want to be human-hearted, and there comes human-heartedness!” (7.30). But this could as well be the Master’s understanding of human love.

 

乡党第十 Book 10

Of the twenty books in the Analects, book 10 has the most unified style and clear focus. All other books except this one are mostly records of conversations or what the Master and his disciples said, yet book 10 consists almost entirely (with the exception of the last passage) of very detailed records of the Master’s way of conduct in daily life. These descriptions look tedious and totally irrelevant to philosophy and morality and are hence often ignored by modern Confucian scholars. Earlier Confucian scholars mostly treated book 10 as a record of ritual customs of the age, with insufficient attention to the moral significance of these passages. However, as YANG Shi 杨时 (1044–1130) says, “What the Sage [Confucius] calls the Way is not separable from daily life. This is why the disciples observed carefully and recorded in detail the Master’s ordinary life conduct” (ZHU Xi 1992, 94). Japanese scholar NAKAE Toju 中江藤樹 (1608–1648) says that book 10’s records of the “traces of the Master’s imageries” reflect the “traces of the Master’s sagely heart-mind,” which is, in itself, beyond physical location, body, sound, or smell (Nakae, vol. 1, 405).15

From the gongfu point of view, the significance is more than understanding the Master’s “heart-mind.” The core of Confucian learning is the cultivation and transformation of the entire person (not just the heart-mind, much less the mind alone), which is beyond knowing facts and following abstract moral standards. These descriptions are guides about the Confucian Way of living, and not merely objective records of trivial facts about Confucius.16 By attaining a disposition to behave appropriately in various situations, from basic mannerisms such as the way to stand, sit, walk, and eat, to rather complicated ceremonies and intricate interpersonal dealings, a person displays a lifestyle at ease, with physical grace—a style that is both aesthetically pleasing and morally commanding.

As Joel Kupperman points out, mainstream Western ethical theories have long neglected this important ethical dimension of style until Nietzsche brought it back to people’s attention (see Kupperman 1999, 26–35). A person who makes all the right ethical decisions may nevertheless still live a miserable life if the person’s choices come only from the dictates of moral reason and not naturally from ingrained self-cultivation. Furthermore, style is not merely a matter of decision-making. Take playing basketball for example: if one has no training and does not practice regularly, conscious decisions from the brain alone will not make one a great basketball player. Similarly, merely knowing that one should treat others kindly does not imply that the person knows how. This perspective sheds light on the passages in book 10 that give detailed accounts of how the Master greeted his guests, dressed himself, ate, sat, and so on. The subtlety and complexity of coordinated ritual acts are beyond what can be encapsulated in abstract principles.

10.1孔子于乡党，恂恂如也，似不能言者。其在宗庙朝 廷，便便言，唯谨尔。

When Confucius was in his hometown, he looked humble, as if he were unable to speak. However, in the ancestral temple or in the court, he spoke articulately, though with caution.

The way one speaks (or does not speak) is also part of communication, and furthermore, communication is not merely transmission of information, it is also action. Here Confucius’ manner varies in different social contexts: He was humble in his hometown because, even though he may be more knowledgeable, he does not want to put himself above others, especially his elders. In a similar way, Christ tells his followers that a prophet is without honor above others in his hometown (Mark 6:4). In ancestral temples or in the court, he has to speak articulately to make his points clear and show that he takes the affairs seriously.

10.2朝，与下大夫言，侃侃如也；与上大夫言，訚訚如 也。君在，踧踖如也，与与如也。

At court, when speaking with junior ministers, he was congenial and pleasant; when speaking with senior ministers, he was formal and respectful. When the lord was present, he was reverent, yet composed.

Rituals, as external patterns of behavior, must be enlivened by feelings and expressed through one’s attitudes. One’s level of mastery of rituals is therefore measured not only by how familiar one is with external patterns of behavior but also by how harmoniously the patterns of behavior become united with genuine feelings appropriate to particular situations and role-specific relations. In a modern society where equality prevails over hierarchy, role-specific differentiation may be considered outdated. Yet one may just notice how, for instance, we speak differently to little children, to patients, to elderly people, and to dignitaries, to realize how common the practice still is, and not without good reason.

10.3君召使摈，色勃如也，足躩如也。揖所与立，左右 手，衣前后，襜如也。趋进，翼如也。宾退，必复 命，曰：「宾不顾矣。」

When the lord called on him to receive guests of the state, his countenance would become serious and his steps would be faster. He would bend his body, with hands cupped, to salute those in attendance with him, from left to right; and his robes would sway along back and forth, rhythmically. Hastening forward, he would move as if gliding with wings. When the guests had retired, he would always come back to report, saying, “The guests have stopped looking back.”

Since the robes had large draping sleeves, they would look like wings when one moved fast. The report at the end entails the ritual of seeing the guests leave until they no longer look back.

Rituals sometimes consist of very subtle bodily expressions performed in the appropriate manner. The cultivation of the person requires the cultivation of these bodily dispositions.

10.4入公门，鞠躬如也，如不容。立不中门，行不履阈。过位，色勃如也，足躩如也，其言似不足者。摄齐升 堂，鞠躬如也，屏气似不息者。出降一等，逞颜色，怡怡如也；没阶趋进，翼如也；复其位，踧踖如也。

Entering the duke’s court gate, he would bend his body as if the gate were not tall enough to admit him. He would not halt in the middle of the entrance, nor would he step on the threshold. Passing by the vacant throne, his countenance would become serious, his steps would be faster, and he would hold his voice as if he could hardly speak. Lifting up his robe to ascend the hall, he would bend his body and hold his breath as if he had stopped breathing. On coming out and having descended the first set of steps, he would appear relaxed and content. Having reached the bottom of the steps, he would hasten forward, like gliding with wings. On returning to his position, he looked reverent.

Each of these different bodily expressions is associated with different attitudes appropriate for the particular position of the subject in relation to the place and to the others in the environment. Mastery of these rituals requires more than memory or choice of behavior; it also requires cultivated sensitivity that enables one to respond to the changing environment spontaneously and yet appropriately.

The Master’s manner was more a way of showing reverence to social positions than to particular powerful individuals. A social position associated with a particular title is like an acupuncture point in a person: It represents a knot in a social web that links to other parts of the net functionally and that can mobilize energies. Showing reverence to a higher social position is not only recognition of its importance, it is also a way of affecting it in a positive way. It serves the dual function of reminding the person in power of the importance of that position and demonstrating how others should conduct themselves in relation to that position.

10.5执圭，鞠躬如也；如不胜。上如揖，下如授，勃如战色，足蹜蹜如有循。享礼，有容色；私觌，愉愉如也。

Holding the jade tablet, he would bend his body as if it were too heavy for him. Raising it up high, he was as if saluting; lowering it down, he was as if offering. Appearing solemn, he was as if going to a battle, and moving in small steps, he was as if tracing an invisible line. In presenting gifts, he looked friendly; in private conversations, he looked pleasant.

This passage describes the ritual manner when serving as an official envoy to another state. A jade tablet is a symbol of authority granted by one’s lord and is therefore not merely a material object.

10.6君子不以绀緅饰，红紫不以为亵服；当暑，袗絺 绤，必表而出之。缁衣羔裘，素衣麑裘，黄衣狐裘。亵裘长，短右袂。必有寝衣，长一身有半。狐貉之厚以居。去丧，无所不佩。非帷裳，必杀之。羔裘玄冠不以吊。吉月，必朝服而朝。

The exemplary person would not use dark purple or dark brown color for the trim of his robes, nor would he use red or purple for his informal dress. In the hot season, he wore a single layer of hemp garment, whether of coarse or fine texture, but would always put on an outer upper layer before going out. Over lamb’s fur, he wore black; over fawn’s fur, white; and over fox’s fur, yellow. His casual fur robe was long, with short sleeves. He always had a sleeping quilt, which was one and half times the length of his body. He used thick fox fur or badger fur as sitting rugs. When mourning was over, he would not refuse to wear any ornament. Except for ceremonial robes, he would always have the fabrics of his garment cut to fit. He would not wear lambskin and a black cap on a visit of condolence. On the New Year’s day (jiyue 吉月) he would invariably go to court in his court robe.

It is not entirely clear whether this passage describes Confucius or is a generic ritual text. In either case, we see here a very detailed description of the ritual specifications for clothing. Dark purple or dark brown were colors used for fasting and mourning, respectively. As for why red and purple were not proper for casual dress, YANG Bojun says that it is because they were considered noble colors (Yang, 107). However, HUANG Kan believes that it is because they are not among the five “correct colors” (i.e., blue, vermilion, white, black, yellow), and Confucius “detests that purple takes the place of vermilion” (17.18; see HUANG Kan, 242). Different furs match different colored outfits in order to have a harmonious appearance and fit for different occasions. The casual robe was long for comfort, with short sleeves for functional convenience. During mourning, one was not supposed to wear pendants and other ornaments, nor black coat or hat, for the color of condolence was supposed to be white. Most commentators take jiyue 吉月 as “the first day of every month.” I am here following CHENG Shude, as his reading seems more plausible (see Cheng, 680–681).

Customs are social conventions (such as what color was considered noble), but once they are socially accepted, they contain extra meanings beyond the actual colors.

10.7齐，必有明衣，布；齐必变食，居必迁坐.

During the time of purification, he always had a clean linen robe. At such a time he would invariably change his diet and would change the place where he usually sat.

A time of purification or fasting involved bathing and abstaining from meat, wine, and things that have a pungent flavor such as garlic and onion. Changing the place to sit has been mostly taken to mean that he would sit in more formal seats than his usual, more comfortable places. Some take it to mean changing the sleeping place, for in such a time, one was not supposed to sleep in his inner chamber with his wife or concubine. All these were aimed at reducing indulgence in bodily pleasure.

10.8食不厌精，脍不厌细。食饐而餲，鱼馁而肉败，不食。色恶，不食。臭恶，不食。失饪，不食。不时，不食。割不正，不食。不得其酱，不食。肉虽多，不使胜食气；唯酒无量，不及乱。沽酒，市脯，不食。不撤姜食，不多食。

He did not demand his rice to be superbly polished or his meat and fish to be finely minced. He did not eat rice that was spoiled, nor fish or meat that was rotten. He did not eat if the food was discolored, or it smelled bad. He did not eat anything that was improperly cooked or during periods other than regular meal time. He did not eat meat if the animal was not properly slain, nor did he eat what was served without the right sauce. Though there might be plenty of meat, he would not eat more of it than rice. Only with alcohol did he set no limit, though not to the point of disorienting himself. Wine and dry meat purchased from the marketplace he would not eat. He would not remove ginger from his food, though he would not eat too much of it.

There is a very different reading of the first sentence, which takes it to be “He did not mind his rice to be polished or his meat and fish to be finely minced.” As LIU Baonan points out (Liu, 220), this reading does not go well with Confucius’ sayings that “With coarse rice to eat, plain water to drink, … joy can be found in the midst of these things” (7.16), and “An educated person (shi 士), whose mind is set on the Way, yet is ashamed of shabby clothing and coarse food, is not worth discoursing with” (4.9; cf. 6.11 and 9.27). To avoid the inconsistency, those who hold this alternative interpretation take the statement to be describing Confucius’ way of dealing with food for ritual offerings. But the rest of the passage talks about what he himself would not eat, not how he offered food to the spirits. Another reading takes the statement as saying “He did not eat excessively even if the grain was refined or the meat or fish was delicately prepared.” This goes well with the rest of the passage, which seems to be mostly about having a healthy diet.

The habits described in this passage might be associated with the fact that, even though Confucius’ family was poor, it still belonged to the social class of the “nobles.” This does not mean, however, that Confucius valued fine food and clothing more than the pursuit of the Way, for otherwise he would not have traveled for years from one state to another under extremely harsh conditions. Cf. 9.14.

It is helpful to read this passage with this question in mind: What separates the human way of eating from animals’ way of eating? It is certainly not about filling the stomach. It is again worth quoting Mencius here: “If a man who cares about food and drink can do so without neglecting any other part of his person, then his mouth and belly are much more than just a foot or an inch of his skin” (Mencius, 6A:14). In other words, in the case of the latter, not only should one care about food and drink, but in caring about the way food and drink are taken, one’s mouth and belly also become organs that contribute to the accomplishment of moral and aesthetic ideals and are no longer merely physical organs.

10.9祭于公，不宿肉。祭肉不出三日；出三日，不食之矣.

During a court sacrifice, he would not keep the meat overnight (su rou 宿肉). Sacrificial meat could not be used three days after it was prepared. Beyond three days, he would not eat it.

Sacrificial ceremonies usually lasted two to three days, and so the meat could not be kept for another two to three days.

CHENG Shiquan argues that the word rou 肉 (meat) here is a mistake for nei 内 (inner chamber), which would render the saying as “he would not sleep in the inner chamber (with his wife) overnight” (cf. 10.7). His reasons are that not only is the expression su rou 宿肉 rare in other classic texts, it also makes the rest of the passage look redundant (see CHENG Shiquan, 173).

10.10食不语，寝不言。

When eating, he would not converse (yu 语). When lying in bed, he would not talk (yan 言).

This is usually taken as full concentration on what he does, but some believe it to refer to his way during sacrificial ceremonies, because it seems odd to keep silent when eating (although not so odd when in bed). Some commentators therefore speculated whether the difference between yu (which is to converse with others) and yan (which is more straightforward talking) would be relevant. However, “eating” may simply mean “having food in ones mouth” rather than “during meal.”

10.11虽疏食菜羹，必祭，必齐如也。

Even when he had only coarse rice and vegetable soup, he would always (bi 必) offer them as sacrifice, and he always did so as if he were fasting.

Offering a portion of one’s food as a sacrifice to the ancestors before a meal was a common ritual to honor one’s roots. Doing it in the manner of fasting means to do so with grave respect.

Some old versions of the Analects have the word gua 瓜 (gourd or melon) in the place of bi, presumably because the written shapes of the two were very close and thus mixed up.

10.12席不正, 不坐。

He would not sit, unless his mat was correct (zheng 正).

Depending on how one reads zheng, the passage could be either taken as “He would not sit if the mat was not properly positioned” or “He would not sit if the mat was not the type proper for his rank.” Considering that at the time the chair was not invented yet, “mat” could mean “seat.”

10.13乡人饮酒，杖者出，斯出矣。

When the villagers were drinking together, he would not leave before those with canes had gone first.

“Those with canes” means elders. Respecting the elders was an important part of Chinese tradition. Notable here is that in a festive occasion when people could go wild, the Master did not forget ritual propriety.

10.14乡人傩，朝服而立于阼阶。

When the villagers were going through the nuo ceremony [to drive away evil spirits], he put on his court robes and stood on the stairs.

A nuo ceremony was a festive occasion in which common people often went wild. Reading this passage together with 10.13, WANG Fuzhi explains, “It is not at all easy for an exemplary person to socialize with his fellow villagers. If one were not showing emotional resonances, one would have nothing to lead to harmony; yet unless one shows restraint and keeps a distance from the flow, one would not have anything to retain order. Seeing the Sage’s [Confucius’] actions we find their wonderful functions” (see CHENG Shude, 709). See also 6.22 for another possible connection.

10.15问人于他邦，再拜而送之。

When sending his regards to someone in a foreign state, he would bow twice as he escorted the messenger away.

This is a way of expressing respect to the one to whom he sends regards.

10.16康子馈药，拜而受之，曰：「丘未达，不敢尝。」

[JI] Kangzi sent him a gift of medicine; he bowed and accepted it, saying, “I am not quite sure of its effects. I dare not taste it.”

JI Kangzi was the head of the Ji House, the de facto ruler of the state. Accepting a gift from a minister with a bow was the proper ritual. Most traditional commentators take the Master’s statement to be his caution in taking medicine and his being forthright with JI Kangzi. However, given the tone of Confucius’ responses to JI Kangzi in 12.17–19, it may be a refusal of the gift, through which the Master sends a subtle message of wanting to keep a personal distance from JI Kangzi.

10.17厩焚，子退朝，曰：「伤人乎？」不问马。

The stable was burnt down. The Master returned from court and asked, “Was anyone hurt?” He did not ask about the horses.

According to early commentators such as ZHENG Xuan and HUANG Kan, the passage shows that the Master values human life more than he values horses. Consistent with the Confucian view of love with gradation, fellow humans are more closely related than they are with animals, not to mention the belief that humans are superior to all animals. However, it does not seem to square well with the Master’s teaching about human-heartedness for him to show no compassion toward horses. ZHU Xi and some others therefore speculate that perhaps he was in hurry and did not have the time to ask about the horses. Compared to this, WANG Bi’s explanation is more plausible. He says that the Master asked about humans but not the horses because he wanted to correct the popular attitude of the time that placed more value on property than on human life. In other words, his reaction was itself a deliberate act of counterbalancing a wrong attitude. Still others speculated that perhaps the punctuation of the passage went wrong. By repunctuating the passage, it could read as “… he asked ‘Was any one hurt or not?’ [And then] he asked about the horses” (LI Ye 李冶, 1192–1279, Lunyu kanwu 论语刊误), or “… he asked ‘Was any one hurt?’ [After being assured] ‘No,’ he then asked about the horses” (WU Yi 武亿, 1745–1799, Jingdu kaoyi 经读考异). See CHENG Shude, 712–715, for references to the aforementioned views, and cf. 7.27 for further indication about the Master’s attitude toward animals.

10.18君赐食，必正席先尝之。君赐腥，必熟而荐之。君赐生，必畜之。侍食于君；君祭，先饭。

When his lord offered cooked food, he would always adjust his mat and taste it first. When his lord offered raw meat, he would always have it cooked before he used it as offerings. When his lord offered a living animal, he would always keep it alive. When he was in attendance with the lord and the lord was sacrificing, he would start with rice.

Besides showing appreciation for what is presented, the passage is probably also showing the ritual of tasting the food first to make sure that it is safe for the lord to eat.

10.19疾，君视之，东首，加朝服，拖绅。

When he was ill and the lord came to visit him, he reclined with his head facing east, and had his court robe spread over him, with the sash draped.

The arrangement was meant to substitute for the normal ritual of greeting his lord.

10.20君命召，不俟驾行矣。

When the lord summoned him, he would set off without waiting for his carriage to be yoked.

Normally, a minister should go to court with a carriage. However, when summoned, a minister is supposed to rush to the court as quickly as possible, even if it meant that in haste he would put on his clothes inside out (see Xun Zi, chapter 27).

10.21入太庙，每事问。

When he entered the Grand Temple, he asked about everything.

The same statement appeared in 3.15.

10.22朋友死，无所归，曰：「于我殡。」

When a friend died and had no means for funeral arrangements, he said, “Let me take care of the funeral arrangements.”

Cf. 1.9 for the significance of funeral arrangements.

10.23朋友之馈，虽车马，非祭肉，不拜。

In receiving gifts from a friend, he would not prostrate himself even though it might be a carriage and horses, unless the gift was sacrificial meat.

Prostrating oneself for sacrificial meat is a way of showing respect to the ancestors. The passage shows clearly that it was not the goods themselves but the position in a ritual setting that gives the special meaning and value to the goods.

10.24寝不尸，居不容。

In bed, he did not lie like a rigid corpse. At home, he did not assume formal deportment (rong 容).

The reference to sleeping like a corpse may have less to do with any superstitious aversion toward death, as some traditional commentators (such as ZHU Xi) suggested, but more to do with respecting the ritual of setting a dead body in a formal way.

In some other versions the word rong 容 appears as ke 客, which would render the second sentence “At home, he did not act like a guest.”

10.25见齐衰者，虽狎必变。见冕者与瞽者，虽亵必以貌。凶服者式之。式负版者。有盛馔，必变色而作。迅雷风烈必变。

Upon seeing someone in a mourning dress, though it might be an intimate associate, he would invariably change to a solemn expression. Upon seeing someone wearing a ritual cap or someone blind, though the person might be a close acquaintance, he would invariably salute him with respect. Riding past someone in mourning, he bowed forward to the crossbar of his carriage, and he would do the same to someone who was carrying official documents. When there was an abundance of provisions set in front of him, he would always change countenance and rise up. On a sudden clap of thunder, or a violent wind, he would change countenance.

These are all specific rituals for showing respect, sympathy, or appreciation. Cf. 9.10.

10.26升车，必正立，执绥。车中, 不内顾，不疾言，不亲指。

In mounting a carriage, he would always stand upright, holding on to the strap. In the carriage, he would not look at the interior (neigu 内顾), or speak at a high pitch, or point the direction himself.

Many commentators take neigu 内顾 (which literally means “inside look”) to be “not looking beyond the interior.” However, CHENG Shiquan claims that during the time of the Spring and Autumn period, riders of a carriage would all be standing, and it would not be safe to look at the interior. To the contrary, the rider should focus on the road ahead. Not speaking at a high pitch or pointing out the direction were both observed in order to not disturb the driver.

10.27色斯举矣，翔而后集。曰：「山梁雌雉，时哉时 哉！」子路共之，三嗅而作。

Startled, it flew away, and after circling around by and by it settled. The Master said, “The hen-pheasant on the hill bridge—How timely! How timely!” Zilu made a motion to it. Thrice it flapped its wings and took to the air.

Again the brevity and the ambiguity of the text have led to different interpretations and aroused suspicions that there might be words missing. The common reading takes the Master to be praising the precision of the bird’s responses to the surrounding environment—being “timely” (knowing exactly when to take off, when to settle down, and so on). They believe that the moral of the passage is to tell people that the observance of ritual propriety is not a matter of following rigid formulas or principles but an art of responding appropriately in accordance to ever-changing circumstances, and this is how one is supposed to take the instructions in this book. The Master is, as Mencius characterizes him, a “sage whose actions were timely,” for he “would hasten his departure or delay it, would remain in a state, or would take office, all according to circumstances” (Mencius, 5B:1). Indeed, understood in this way, this passage would be a most appropriate ending for book 10.

 

先进第十一 Book 11

Book 11 is exclusively about Confucius’ disciples.

11.1子曰：「先进于礼乐，野人也；后进于礼乐，君子也。如用之，则吾从先进」

The Master said, “Those who first advanced in rituals and music were rustics. Those who took up rituals and music later were the nobles (junzi 君子). If I get to choose who to employ, I would prefer those who came first.”

“Rustics” refers to commoners who did not have any official rank and were therefore not refined but had unaffected simplicity and honesty. The word junzi is used here in its original meaning, as nobles or persons of high status.

There are different interpretations about what “those who first advanced” and “those who took up later” refer to. Some (such as HUANG Kan) take them to mean the ancients before the three dynasties (Xia, Shang, and Zhou) versus the people after the dynasties began. Others (such as BAO Xian and XING Bing) believe that they mean the disciples who came to study with the Master earlier (who were from lower classes) versus those who came to him later (who were from aristocratic classes). Both would mean that the Master prefers the rustic because unaffected native material (zhi 质) is easier to refine than material that has already been tainted, either by over-refinement (wen 文) or by high social status. The ideal is to have a proper balance of the two (cf. 6.18), but if that is not possible, Confucius prefers the “rustics.”

LIU Baonan takes a somewhat different position: In ancient times, people would first learn rituals and music before they were able to advance to official positions. By the time of the Spring and Autumn period, however, the ancient way was abandoned and high-ranking official positions were directly inherited by officers’ descendants who had no training in rituals and music. Having taken office, the better ones among them would then think about learning.

11.2子曰：「从我于陈、蔡者，皆不及门也。」

The Master said, “Of those who followed me in Chen and Cai, none is at my door now.”

The translation follows a common reading of the passage: The Master, in his old age, missed his former disciples such as Zilu, Zigong, and YAN Hui. When the Master was traveling between the states of Chen and Cai, he and his disciples had a particularly difficult time. An alternative reading takes the “door” metaphorically as the gateway to official positions and powers, which would render the second half of the sentence “none had managed to attain an official position there” or “none had connections with those in power there.” This would go well with the statement in the Mencius, 7B:18: “The exemplary person’s being stranded between Chen and Cai was because he had no connections, whether high above or down below.”

11.3德行：颜渊、闵子骞、冉伯牛、仲弓；言语：宰我、子贡；政事：冉有、季路；文学：子游、子夏。

Virtuous conduct: YAN Yuan [YAN Hui], MIN Ziqian, RAN Boniu, and Zhonggong. Ability in speech: ZAI Wo and Zigong. Administrative talents: RAN You [RAN Qiu] and JI Lu [Zilu]. Literary acquirements: Ziyou and Zixia.

Some commentators suspected that this is a list of the disciples who followed Confucius between Chen and Cai, during which the Master and his followers experienced particular hardships. But it is more likely just a list of the disciples who excelled in the four respective areas of learning.

11.4子曰：「回也非助我者也！于吾言无所不说。」

The Master said, “Hui [YAN Hui] is not one who helps me. He is not displeased with anything I say.”

Traditional commentaries all say that because YAN Hui had a penetrating ability to understand the Master’s teachings, so he did not need to raise any questions; yet the Master would like to be pushed by questions so that he could elaborate the details and even get inspirations (as in the case of being inspired by Zixia in 3.8). In this sense YAN Hui was of no help to the Master. Yet in light of 13.15, 14.22, and 7.31, the Master may even imply that he could use the help of being challenged and corrected when he makes mistakes.

11.5子曰：「孝哉闵子骞，人不间于其父母昆弟之言。」

The Master said, “Filial indeed is MIN Ziqian! Other people have nothing critical to say about his parents and brothers.”

Ziqian is the style-name of MIN Shun, a disciple of Confucius known for his virtuous conduct (cf. 11.3). It is said that he lost his mother at an early age, his father remarried, and his stepmother subsequently bore two sons. The stepmother loved her own sons and treated Ziqian badly. In the cold of winter, she padded her own sons’ clothes with downy silk, but she padded Ziqian’s with withered hemp. When the father discovered it, he wanted to expel the stepmother. Upon this Ziqian said, “With mother at home, only one son suffers from the cold; if mother goes, three sons will suffer.” Touched by his words, the father gave up the idea, and the stepmother regretted her behavior and became a loving mother to him.

Confucius’ praise of MIN Ziqian entails an interesting and important perspective: His virtuosity is not so much manifested through putting up a contrast with the stepmother’s lack of goodness than through his caring for everyone in the family, which consequently transformed the stepmother and left no room for others to criticize her, her own sons, and his father, and eventually leaving no room for criticism against his parents and siblings.

A slightly different interpretation takes the second sentence as “No one would question the good things that his parents and siblings have to say about him” (ZHU Xi 1992, 104). YANG Bojun explains: because people usually overstate the goodness of their own family members, others would normally have reservations about such praise. In Min’s case people do not question his parents and siblings’ praise of him, showing that his goodness is truly remarkable (Yang, 118).

11.6南容三复白圭，孔子以其兄之子妻之。

Nanrong thrice recited the lines about a white jade tablet. Confucius offered him his elder brother’s daughter in marriage.

Here we see an additional explanation of why Confucius married Nanrong to his brother’s daughter (cf. 5.2). “The lines about a white jade tablet” refers to the stanza in the Book of Songs, which reads:

A stain on a white jade tablet

May still be polished off;

A stain in your speech

Can never be removed.

Nanrong’s repeated recital of the lines demonstrated his enthusiasm in making his speech appropriate. Not only is speech a regular cause of good and bad fortunes, but one who is cautious in speech will be cautious in action as well.

11.7季康子问：「弟子孰为好学？」孔子对曰：「有颜回者好学，不幸短命死矣！今也则亡。」

JI Kangzi asked, “Which of your disciples can be considered fond of learning?” Confucius replied, “There was one named YAN Hui, who was fond of learning. Unfortunately, he had a short life and died. Now there is none.”

The same question was once asked by Duke Ai of Lu, and Confucius gave the same answer except that in answering Duke Ai, he added a few more words to explain how YAN Hui was fond of learning: “He did not misdirect anger and he did not make the same mistake twice” (6.3). Some commentators attribute the subtle difference to the fact that Duke Ai was the lord, so the answer should be everything that Confucius could offer, and JI Kangzi was a minister, so Confucius should answer the question but wait for further enquiry to offer more details. Others suggest that the difference should be understood with the poor track record of the Ji family. Cf. 10.16.

11.8颜渊死，颜路请子之车以为之椁。子曰：「才不才，亦各言其子也。鲤也死，有棺而无椁；吾不徒行以为之椁。以吾从大夫之后，不可徒行也。」

When YAN Yuan [YAN Hui] died, YAN Lu requested the Master’s carriage for his outer coffin. The Master said, “Talented or not, we each speak for our own son—When Li [KONG Li] died, he had a coffin but no outer coffin. I did not walk on foot to get an outer coffin for him. Once I followed in the rear of the ministers, it is not proper for me to go on foot.”

YAN Lu was YAN Hui’s father, who was also Confucius’ disciple, six years younger than Confucius. The common explanation of this passage is that the Yan family was poor, and seeing that the Master was deeply saddened by YAN Hui’s early death, YAN Lu asked the Master to honor him by selling his carriage for an outer coffin, a shell that encases the coffin both for an extra layer of protection and for showing the status of the deceased. However, HUAN Maoyong, in his Lunyu Ji 论语稽, listed numerous reasons against this reading, saying that if all YAN Lu wanted were just an outer coffin, why would he specifically ask the Master to sell the carriage for it? The statute of the time forbade official carriages to be sold on the market—how could YAN Lu be ignorant of that and how come the Master did not mention it either? Through careful study, Huan concludes that YAN Lu must be asking the Master for use of his carriage as a hearse, which would serve as an “outer coffin” for the procession during the funeral and for holding the coffin as a temporary shelter pending burial—a period that was supposed to last for three months, during which Confucius would not be able to use the carriage (see CHENG Shude, 752).

“Li” refers to Confucius’ own son KONG Li, who died a year earlier.

A carriage is, in this case, not merely a vehicle, but also a ritual vessel. Ritual vessels are material carriers of social authorities and responsibilities. For Confucius, walking on foot after other officials’ carriages would lessen his social status. Here the dignity associated with a social position is not something that belongs only to an individual; it is public property, a dignity required by society that the individual has a responsibility to honor and retain.

11.9颜渊死，子曰：「噫！天丧予！天丧予！」

When YAN Yuan [YAN Hui] died, the Master said, “Alas! Heaven ruins me! Heaven ruins me!”

Confucius’ most favorite disciple YAN Hui died at the age of forty-one, when Confucius was already seventy. The Master’s deep grief for losing YAN Hui is shown vividly through his repeated cry of “Heaven ruins me!” Many commentators notice that the Master considers YAN Hui’s death to be a destruction of himself and his cause. In other words, he is not only sorrowful for losing someone he loves deeply but also for losing a worthy young person who could otherwise be expected to carry on the great cause.

11.10颜渊死，子哭之恸。从者曰：「子恸矣。」曰：「有恸乎？非夫人之为恸而谁为？」

When YAN Yuan [YAN Hui] died, the Master bewailed him exceedingly. Those who were around him said, “Master, you are grieving exceedingly.”

“Am I?” said he. “If I do not grieve exceedingly for this man, for whom else should I do so?”

Excessive grief or joy is considered inconsistent with the virtue of zhongyong, hitting the mark constantly, or using Legge’s translation, the mean. However, the mark or the mean varies according to the situation. In the case of YAN Hui’s death, the Master does not seem to believe that his grief was too much.

11.11颜渊死，门人欲厚葬之。子曰：「不可。」门人厚葬之。子曰：「回也视予犹父也，予不得视犹子也。非我也，夫二三子也。」

When YAN Yuan [YAN Hui] died, the disciples wanted to give him an extravagant burial. The Master said, “That would not be proper.” The disciples did it anyway. The Master said, “Hui treated me like a father, yet I did not get to treat him as a son. It was not me. You disciples did it.”

Since YAN Hui never took an office and his family was poor, it was improper to have a lavish burial for him. Doing this would be putting YAN Hui and Confucius in a position of violating the proper ritual. Additionally, the Master always believed that the most important part of a funeral was the feeling of grief rather than the formality (cf. 3.4). When Confucius’ son KONG Li died, the Master did not give him a lavish burial, hence the remark “I did not get to treat him [YAN Hui] as a son.” In this case YAN Hui’s father must have made the decision (cf. 11.8) and Confucius was not able to stop the lavish burial.

11.12季路问事鬼神。子曰：「未能事人，焉能事鬼？」「敢问死？」曰：「未知生，焉知死？」

Jilu [Zilu] asked about serving spirits. The Master said, “Without being able to serve people, how can you serve supernatural beings?”

“I venture to ask about death?”

The Master said, “Without understanding (zhi 知) life, how can you understand death?”

The Master’s answers show his general orientation toward this world and this life rather than speculation and expectation about the unknowable and the mysterious (cf. 6.22, 7.21). Yet there are important differences in interpreting the passage. HUANG Kan sees from this that, unlike other religions, the teachings of Confucius talk only about this life and this world, and not about past life and future life (Huang, 273). XING Bing explains that this is because the Master does not want to waste time on speculating about topics that are impossible to know and useless (Xing, 2499). CHENG Yi and ZHU Xi, however, believe that the two are not supposed to be separated. “Understanding birth is understanding death; the way to serve people is the way to serve supernatural beings.” “Unless one is able to serve people with enough sincerity and respect, one would not be able to serve spirits; unless one traces the origin to understand where he came from, one would not be able to infer back about the ending and understand where death will lead him to” (ZHU Xi 1992, 106). To this CHEN Tianxiang is quick to point out that Cheng and Zhu mistakenly replaced “life” with “birth” or “where one comes from” (CHENG Shude, 761).

11.13闵子[骞]伺侧，唁唁如也。子路，行行如也。冉有、子贡，侃侃如也。子乐：「若由也，不得其死然。」

MIN Zi[qian] was standing by his side, looking affable and upright; Zilu, looking unyielding and strong; RAN You [RAN Qiu] and Zigong, looking congenial and pleasant. The Master was pleased, and said, “Yet, as for You 由 [Zilu], he will not die the way it should be.”

Most commentators take the Master’s startling remark to be a warning to Zilu, and they cite the fact that Zilu eventually died violently in a battle in the state of Wei 卫 as evidence of the Master’s foresight. However, though the Master tended to be more direct and even blunt when speaking to Zilu (cf. 5.7, 11.15), it is astounding that he would make such an abrupt remark in front of the other disciples. It is more likely, as CHENG Shiquan suspects, that the word You 由 in the text was a mistake for the word Hui 回, as the words look similar. This would make the remark “Yet, as for Hui, he did not die the way it should be,” which is consistent with the context: Seeing the other disciples with him, the Master was pleased, yet he lamented that YAN Hui was no longer with them (cf. 11.7, 11.9, 11.10). Cheng also suspected that RAN You in this passage should be a different disciple named RAN Yong [Zhonggong] (see CHENG Shiquan, 190). The recently discovered Dingzhou version of the Analects has the name in this place stated as “Ran Zi (Master Ran).” See notes under 6.4 for more information.

11.14鲁人为长府，闵子骞曰：「仍旧贯，如之何？何必改作。」子曰：「夫人不言，言必有中。」

Some parties in Lu were going to remodel the Chang Treasury. MIN Ziqian said, “How about keeping the old style? Why does it have to be remodeled?” The Master said, “This man seldom speaks; when he does, he always hits the mark.”

The Chang Treasury was a storehouse of the Lu for keeping money, valuable goods, and armory. According to Zuo Zhuan (“Duke Zhao, Year 25”), the place was used by Duke Zhao of Lu as a stronghold to fight against the usurping forces of the Ji House, and after being defeated, the Duke was forced into exile for three years and died in the state of Jin. There are different speculations about this passage: Some commentators believe that the “parties in Lu” refer to the Three Families, particularly the Ji House, who wanted to weaken the Chang Treasury so that the ducal house would not be able to use it as a stronghold again, or they wanted to wipe out people’s memory of the event. According to this reading, MIN Ziqian’s remark would be a subtle way of criticizing the Three Families not only for overtaxing the people, but more importantly also for their political purposes. However, LIU Baonan argues that the “parties in Lu” refers to the Ducal House of Lu, which wanted to strengthen the Treasury in an attempt to regain its power. If this is the case, then MIN Ziqian’s remark would be a subtle way of disagreeing with the Duke, for it would be in vain for the Ducal House to repeat a failed attempt (LIU Baonan, 244–245). Whichever is the case, the Master’s praise seems to be not only about the correctness of MIN Ziqian’s point but also about his indirect, artistic way of making the point.

11.15子曰：「由之瑟，奚为于丘之门？」门人不敬子路。子曰：「由也升堂矣，未入于室也。」

The Master said, “What is You’s [Zilu’s] zither doing in my gate?” The other disciples ceased to treat Zilu with respect. The Master said, “You [Zilu] has ascended to the hall, though he has not yet entered the inner chamber.”

As a bold and unyielding man, Zilu’s way of playing the zither was said to be rough and aggressive, while the spirit of Confucius’ teaching is to enliven the transforming power of cultural refinement and harmony. Zilu’s “zither” (music) is therefore inconsistent with the Master’s “gate” (teaching).

In this passage, the Master first speaks with the critical tone that he typically used with Zilu (cf. 5.7), but upon seeing the other disciples’ reactions, he made the additional remark to correct them. Traditionally, learning was said to have three stages: rumen 入门, or entering the gate; shengtang 升堂, or ascending the hall; and finally rushi 入室, entering the inner chamber. In light of this, the other disciples might have mistakenly thought that Zilu had not even entered the gate, whereas in fact he had already ascended to the second stage.

11.16子贡问：「师与商也孰贤？」子曰：「师也过，商也不及。」曰：「然则师愈与？」子曰：「过犹不及。」

Zigong asked, “Between Shi [Zizhang] and Shang [Zixia], who is the worthier?”

The Master said, “Shi goes too far, and Shang falls short.”

“Then,” said Zigong, “is Shi the worthier?”

The Master said, “Going too far is as bad as falling short.”

Shi is the given name of Zizhang, and Shang is the given name of Zixia. Zizhang lacks self-restraint (cf. 11.18, 19.15, 19.16), whereas Zixia tends to be overly modest and cautious (cf. 6.13, 19.4, 19.12). The Master is pointing to the mean between the extremes as the ideal, which is one of the basic meanings of the term zhongyong 中庸 (see 6.29).

11.17季氏富于周公，而求也为之聚敛而附益之。子曰：「非吾徒也。小子鸣鼓而攻之可也。」

The Ji House was richer than the Duke of Zhou [Zhou Gong 周公], yet Qiu [RAN Qiu] was collecting and hoarding for the Ji to increase their wealth. The Master said, “He is not my disciple. Young men, you may beat the drum and assail him!”

RAN Qiu was serving as the house steward for the Ji House, the de facto ruler of Lu (cf. 3.6, 6.8, 16.1). The state of Lu was originally given to the Duke of Zhou in honor of his contribution to the establishment of the Zhou dynasty. Hence, there is the comparison here. While the ducal house of Zhou taxed farmers only one-tenth of their income, the tax rate after Duke Xuan of Lu (r. 608–591 BCE) already doubled it, and the Ji House was adding a land tax on top of that. Disowning RAN Qiu is the harshest criticism that the Master had ever made of any of his disciples.

An alternative reading of “Zhou Gong” in this passage takes it to be referring to ministers of the King in general (who ranked higher than ministers of the vassal states to which the Ji House belonged) rather than the famous Duke of Zhou in particular.

11.18柴也愚，参也鲁，师也辟，由也喭。

Chai [Zigao] is dull. Shen [ZENG Shen] is slow. Shi [Zizhang] is suave (pi 辟). You [Zilu] is rough.

This seems to be a record of the Master’s assessment about the unique weaknesses in the native material (personality and gift of nature) of these four disciples. Each person has his or her own “native material” to work with and hence may have different weaknesses to overcome in acquiring cultural refinement. Qing dynasty scholar WANG Xuan 汪烜 (1692–1759) points out further,

Particular weaknesses come with their respective merits. One who is dull must be unbending; one who is slow must be sincere; one who is suave must be talented; one who is rough must be straightforward.… The dull can improve through learning; the slow can be trained to think swiftly; the suave can be constrained by whole-hearted devotion and trustworthiness; the rough can be refined through ritual propriety and music. Following their merits and overcoming their respective weaknesses, they can all reach zhongyong (the ability to hit the proper target constantly). Hence [the Master] points these out to let them know and work on improving themselves. (Sishu Quanyi, see CHENG Shude, 779)

Chai (GAO Chai or Zigao) also appears in 11.25, where Confucius commented on his being a magistrate of the town of Bi as harmful for him.

ZENG Shen is referred to as Master Zeng in numerous places in the Analects, for example, 1.4, 1.9, 4.15, and 14.26. He was a cautious man, known for being filial and committed to learning, but not for quick wit.

About Zizhang, Xun Zi’s characterization of the students from Zizhang’s school is illuminating of his personality: They “move to and fro as though they were a Yu or a Shun” (Xun Zi, 6.13). That is, they learned the outward grandeur appearance of the ancient sage-kings but not quite their internal human-heartedness (cf. 11.16, 19.15, 19.16). Following WANG Bi and ZHU Xi, pi 辟 is here taken to mean the lack of sincerity and the tendency of trying to cover up shortcomings. The word, however, is alternatively taken by HUANG Shisan to mean being eccentric, which would suggest that Zizhang was overly ambitious and lacked solid, concrete practices, or cared little about details (see CHENG Shude, 778).

As for Zilu, his roughness is very vividly captured in many passages, such as 13.3.

11.19子曰：「回也其庶乎，屡空。赐不受命，而货殖焉，亿则屡中。」

The Master said, “Isn’t Hui [YAN Hui] almost there? Yet he was often penniless (kong 空)! Ci [Zigong] refused to accept his destiny (ming 命), but his wealth increased. His ventures frequently hit the mark.”

This passage seems to be a natural continuation of the previous one. The standard interpretation of this passage is ZHU Xi’s: While others had their shortcomings in their native material, YAN Hui had almost none, yet he was poor. In contrast, Zigong was not as content as YAN Hui was, but he got rich. According to this reading, the Master was probably lamenting that, even though Zigong was rich, he was not as diligent and close to human-heartedness as YAN Hui. There are several other different readings. One is with regard to the word kong 空, which literally means “empty.” From this some speculate that it was praise of YAN Hui that his heart-mind was not stuffed with burdens such as desires and prejudices, and that is why he was able to be “almost there,” that is, close to sagehood. Another is with regard to ming 命, which can also mean government appointment. From this some say that Zigong’s not accept ming means he did not value fame and an official salary from a corrupted government.

11.20子张问善人之道。子曰：「不践迹，亦不入于室。」

Zizhang asked the Way of an excellent person (shanren 善人). The Master said, “Without walking in the footsteps of others, one would not be able to enter the inner chamber.”

This is a puzzling passage because it appears to be quite vague. The common reading (held by KONG Anguo and HUANG Kan) takes the passage to mean that excellent persons do not walk exactly in the footsteps of others (which entails that they have some creativity), and yet even with that, they are still not good enough for “entering the inner chamber,” that is, not to the level of the sages yet (see the notes under 11.15 for “entering the inner chamber”). CHENG Yi takes a slight twist, saying that excellent persons are those who have reached the stage of not having to follow others’ steps in order to be free from committing to wrong actions, although they have not reached the level of sagehood yet. My translation follows KONG Guangsen 孔广森 (1753–1787)’s reading (see CHENG Shude, 785) because it fits the original text more naturally, and it is consistent with the Master’s view that, born with similar natural tendencies, humans are set apart by their different practices (17.2). It is also consistent with his view that one should learn from the past and model the ancient sages.

Most commentators simply take “the Way of shanren” as how excellent persons behave, and they believe “excellent person” refers to those who are good but not yet to the degree of the sages. LIU Baonan suspected that it refers to the rulers mentioned in 13.11. LI Zehou (307) takes it to be the way of bettering a person. Cf. 7.26, 13.29, 20.1.

11.21子曰：「论笃是与？君子者乎？色庄者乎？」

The Master said, “Don’t we approve of those who discourse sincerely? But are they really exemplary persons? Or are they only sincere in appearance?”

It is controversial whether this passage is supposed to be part of the previous one. In any case, the point here is that one should not merely judge people according to what they say and how they look.

11.22子路问：「闻斯行诸？」子曰：「有父兄在，如之何其闻斯行之？」冉有问：「闻斯行诸？」子曰：「闻斯行之。」公西华曰：「由也问闻斯行诸，子曰有父兄 在。求也问闻斯行诸，子曰闻斯行之。赤也惑，敢 问。」子曰：「求也退，故进之；由也兼人，故退之。」

Zilu asked, “Upon hearing what needs to be done, should I just do it?”

The Master said, “Your father and elder brother are still alive. How can you, upon hearing something that needs to be done, just do it?”

RAN You [RAN Qiu] asked, “Upon hearing what needs to be done, should I just do it?” The Master said, “Yes, upon hearing something that needs to be done, you should just do it.”

GONGXI Hua [Zihua] said, “When You [Zilu] asked whether upon hearing what needs to be done he should just do it, you said, ‘Your father and elder brother are still alive.’ When Qiu [RAN Qiu] asked the same question, you said, ‘Yes, you should just do it.’ I am confused. May I ask for an explanation?”

The Master said, “Qiu [RAN Qiu] is inclined to hold back, so I urged him forward. You [Zilu] has the energy of two, so I reined him in.”

Many commentators and translators take the Master’s remark about “your father and elder brother are still alive” as a reminder to Zilu that he needs to consult his elders before he takes action. However, this interpretation is too narrow. The Book of Rites says, “When parents are still alive, one should not promise friends that he would die for them” (Li Ji, “Quli,” part 1; see Legge 1967, I. 69). With Zilu’s boldness and lack of patience (cf. 12.12) he could well end up dying before his elders, leaving them uncared for. RAN Qiu, on the other hand, set the limit before he even tried (6.12), and knowing that the Ji House was doing wrong, he would not take action to stop them (cf. 3.6, 11.17, 16.1). This passage is evidence of the Master’s teaching in accordance with each person’s particular needs.

11.23子畏于匡，颜渊后。子曰：「吾以女为死矣。」曰：「子 在，回何敢死？」

The Master was threatened in Kuang, and YAN Yuan [YAN Hui] fell behind. [When he finally caught up with the group] The Master said, “I thought you had died.”

[YAN Hui] replied, “While you are alive, how could I dare to die?”

See 9.5 for the Master’s being threatened in Kuang. YAN Hui’s reply may be understood with reference to the quote from the Book of Rites in the notes of the previous passage (11.22). Yan treated the Master as he would treat his own father.

11.24季子然问：「仲由、冉求可谓大臣与？」子曰：「吾以子为异之问，曾由与求之问。所谓大臣者，以道事 君，不可则止。今由与求也，可谓具臣矣。」曰：「然则从之者与？」子曰：「弑父与君，亦不从也。」

JI Ziran asked, “Could Zhongyou [Zilu] and RAN Qiu be called great ministers?”

The Master said, “I thought you would ask about something else. So you are asking about You [Zilu] and [RAN] Qiu! ‘Great ministers’ refers to those who serve their lord according to the Way, and when they cannot do so, they resign. Now, as to You [Zilu] and Qiu [RAN Qiu], they may be called position-filling ministers.”

Ziran said, “Are they then order-followers?”

The Master said, “In the event of parricide or regicide, they would not follow orders, either.”

JI Ziran was a member of the Ji House, which usurped the ruling power of the state of Lu. Working under the Ji, Zilu and RAN Qiu could not do much to correct the wrong and hence were not entitled to be considered great ministers according to the Master’s standard. Whether it was deliberate or not, JI Ziran’s question posed a challenge to the Master, for in spite of his disapproval of the Ji’s conducts, his own disciples were working for the Ji House. The Master’s beginning remark, “I thought you would ask about something else,” appears to be uncharacteristically irrelevant to the question, but it is important—it carries the tone: “I thought you were going to ask me something more challenging. As for this question, it is easy. Let me tell you straightforwardly!”

Confucius’ view about what “great minister” means is his “rectification of names” (13.3).



11.25子路使子羔为费宰，子曰：「贼夫人之子。」子路 曰：「有民人焉，有社稷焉。何必读书，然后为 学。」子曰：「是故恶夫佞者。」

Zilu got Zigao appointed Magistrate of Bi. The Master said, “You are ruining someone’s son.”

Zilu said, “The place has people and has altars to the spirits of the land and grain. Why must one read books before one can be considered to have learned?”

The Master said, “This is why I hate your glib-tongued people.”

Zigao is the style name of GAO Chai, a not very bright disciple of Confucius (cf. 11.18) who was probably only twenty-four years old when he was appointed to be the Magistrate of Bi, a stronghold of the Ji House, where MIN Ziqian refused to take the offer to be its magistrate (cf. 6.9). Given this background, it is easy to see why putting Zigao in this position would be bad for him. Being in this position would make him liable to failure, since he would not know how not to assist the Ji House if it were to do wrong, much less to prevent them from doing wrong. It would be better for Zigao, if not also for the people of Bi, that Zigao continue his studies. Zilu took Confucius’ teachings about learning from life experience (cf. 1.7, 1.14) in a one-sided way to defend his own decision.

11.26子路、曾皙、冉有、公西华侍坐。子曰：「以吾一日长乎尔，毋吾以也。居则曰：不吾知也。如或知尔，则何以哉？」子路率尔对曰：「千乘之国，摄乎大国之间，加之以师旅，因之以饥馑，由也为之，比及三年，可使有 勇，且知方也。」夫子哂之。「求，尔何如？」对 曰：「方六七十，如五六十，求也为之，比及三年，可使足民。如其礼乐，以俟君子。」「赤，尔何如？」对 曰：「非曰能之，愿学焉。宗庙之事，如会同，端章 甫，愿为小相焉。」「点，尔何如？」鼓瑟希，铿尔，舍瑟而作，对曰：「异乎三子者之撰。」子曰：「何伤乎？亦各言其志也。」曰：「暮春者，春服既成，冠者五六 人，童子六七人，浴乎沂，风乎舞雩，咏而归。」夫子喟 然叹曰：「吾与点也。」三子者出，曾皙后，曾皙 曰：「夫三子者之言何如？」子曰：「亦各言其志也已矣。」曰：「夫子何哂由也？」曰：「为国以礼。其言不让，是故哂之。」「唯求则非邦也与？」「安见方六七十如五六十而非邦也者？」「唯赤则非邦也与？」「宗庙会同，非诸侯而何？赤也为之小，孰能为之大？」

Zilu, ZENG Xi, RAN You [RAN Qiu], and GONGXI Hua [Zihua] were sitting in attendance. The Master said, “Though I may be a day or so older than you, do not think of that. You often say, ‘No one recognizes my worth.’ If someone were to recognize your worth, what would you do?”

Zilu replied immediately, “A state of a thousand chariots, set in between other powerful states, let us suppose that it also suffers from invading armies, and on top of that, is plagued by famine—If I were to govern it, in three years I could make the people courageous and have a sense of direction.”

The Master smiled at him. “Qiu [RAN Qiu], what about you?”

RAN You [RAN Qiu] replied, “A state of sixty to seventy li square, or one of fifty to sixty li square—if I were to govern it, in three years I could make the people have adequate supplies. As for ritual propriety and music, they would have to wait for the arrival of exemplary persons.”

“What about you, Chi [Zihua]?”

GONGXI Hua [Zihua] replied, “I am not saying that I can do it, but I am willing to learn. At the services of the ancestral temple, and at the meetings of sovereigns, dressed in ceremonial robes and a cap, I am willing to serve as a minor protocol officer.”

“Dian [ZENG Xi], what about you?”

Slowing down the strumming of his zither, and as the final twang was fading, ZENG Xi laid the instrument aside and rose up. He replied, “My wishes are different from what the other three have stated.”

The Master said, “What harm is in that? Each person speaks his own aspirations. That is all.”

ZENG Xi said, “In late spring, when the dresses of the season are made ready, I would like to take along five or six young men and six or seven boys, to bathe in the Yi River, enjoy the breeze at the Rain Altar, and then return home singing.”

The Master heaved a deep sigh and said, “I am with Dian [ZENG Xi].”

After the three others were gone, ZENG Xi stayed behind, and said, “What do you think of the words of these other three?”

The Master replied, “They simply expressed their wishes. That is all.”

ZENG Xi said, “Why did you, Master, smile at You [Zilu]?”

The Master said, “One must observe ritual propriety to govern a state, yet his words were not modest. That is why I smiled at him.”

“Was Qiu [RAN Qiu] not speaking of governing a state?”

“Who says a territory of sixty to seventy li square or fifty to sixty li square cannot be a state?”

“Was Chi [Zihua] not speaking of governing a state?”

“Who else but rulers of states have to do with ancestral temples and meetings of sovereigns? If Chi took his aspiration as small, what would be considered big then?”

See the note under 1.5 for “a state of a thousand chariots,” and see the note under 8.6 for the measure li.

There are a number of notable points in this passage. One is the Master’s unassuming attitude in a casual conversation with his disciples. It is an illustration of how one can overcome communication blockages, generation gaps, or conflicts in general. Another is the vivid portrayal of the different personalities of the four disciples. But the most interesting point is the Master’s remark that he is “with Dian [ZENG Xi],” because normally one would expect the Master to endorse the first three disciples’ wishes, for they all expressed moral and political ambitions. However, the Master surprisingly chose to endorse Dian’s [ZENG Xi’s] wish, which seems characteristic of the Daoist spirit of free and easy wandering!

To this there have been many explanations, among which three are particularly noteworthy. One is that ZENG Dian’s [ZENG Xi’s] wish actually contains the highest aspiration of the Confucian vision—an aesthetic rather than a moralistic spirit in which people are transformed by the sages and are able to enjoy and celebrate lives together with their social and natural environment. Song dynasty Confucians such as the Cheng brothers and ZHU Xi even say that this is the spirit of the ancient sage-kings Yao and Shun. It allows everything to follow its own nature, and it symbolizes the harmonious co-creativity of the universe. Seen in this way, the ultimate Confucian ideal is not entirely different from the Daoist ideal. Though the spirit has been called “ZENG Dian qixiang 曾点气象 (the spirit of ZENG Dian),” commentators who hold this view do notice that ZENG Dian himself lacked real understanding of how to implement it in daily life.

An alternative explanation, most clearly articulated by CHENG Shude, is that the Master was lamenting that given his age and the fact that there was no sage-king to employ him, he had no chance to implement his visions in his life. His deep sigh when he said, “I am with Dian,” shows that it was an expression of sorrow, very much in the same spirit as passages 5.7, 7.5, and 9.9. His agreement with Dian was simply saying that he had no choice but to be like Dian (see CHENG Shude, 812). This explanation, however, does not go well with the Master’s initial question, which is about one’s wish.

Still another, by ZHANG Lȕxiang 张履祥 (1611–1674), holds that the four disciples’ aspirations show an ascending order. Zilu’s was to bring peace to the land, which is necessary for implementing RAN Qiu’s wish—to let people have sufficient material supplies. RAN Qiu’s, in turn, is a necessary condition for implementing Zihua’s wish, that is, using ritual propriety to teach people and to transform society. Finally, only when all the three wishes mentioned earlier become reality can people truly enjoy the kind of pleasure that ZENG Dian was talking about. The Master’s “with Dian” is then actually consenting to this highest ideal (see CHENG Shude, 816).

 

颜渊第十二 Book 12

12.1颜渊问仁。子曰：「克己复礼为仁。一日克己复礼，天下归仁焉。为仁由己，而由人乎哉？」颜渊曰：「请问其目。」子曰：「非礼勿视，非礼勿听，非礼勿言，非礼勿动。」颜渊曰：「回虽不敏，请事斯语矣。」

YAN Yuan [YAN Hui] asked about human-heartedness (ren 仁). The Master said, “To restrain oneself (keji 克己) and return to ritual propriety is to be human-hearted. A day when restraining oneself and returning to ritual propriety is practiced, all under heaven will bend toward human-heartedness. To be human-hearted is dependent on oneself. How can it be dependent on others?”

YEN Yuan said, “May I ask about its details?”

The Master replied, “Look not if it is contrary to ritual propriety; listen not if it is contrary to ritual propriety; speak not if it is contrary to ritual propriety; act not if it is contrary to ritual propriety.”

YEN Yuan said, “Though I am not quick-witted, allow me to follow these instructions.”

This is one of the Master’s most direct explanations of ren, human-heartedness, offered to his most well cultivated disciple YAN Hui. While the Master’s statement may be read as a definition of ren (i.e., ren constitutes restraining oneself and observing ritual propriety), an alternative reading is to take the statement as practical instruction about how to become human-hearted rather than a definition of human-heartedness. The emphasis is that it depends on oneself, which is the link between this statement and the “Golden Rule” description of ren (cf. 6.30, 12.2) and Confucius’ view about “learning for the sake of oneself” (14.24).

There are different readings of keji. One takes it as “to overcome one’s selfish desires” (ZHU Xi), or “to critically examine oneself” (HUANG Shisan). This reading entails that the self needs to be overcome, and hence it appears to contradict the statement in the same passage that “to be human-hearted is dependent on oneself.” Another takes it as “to take it upon oneself (the task of …)” (JIANG Sheng). Following MA Rong and LIU Baonan, this translation takes it as “to restrain oneself,” which connotes both “to set limit to” and “to urge” or “to enable.”

Another controversial part of the passage is the statement “A day when restraining oneself and observance of ritual propriety is practiced, all under heaven will bend toward human-heartedness.” Since it seems to be an overstatement of the efficacy of the practice, some take it to be saying “A day when one practices …, all under heaven will ascribe human-heartedness to him” (people will praise him), or “A day when the ruler practices …, all under heaven will become human-hearted” (which is to stress the influence of a ruler, cf. 12.19), or “A day when people all practice …, all under heaven will become human-hearted.” TU Weiming takes the statement to be saying, “A day when a ‘broad-minded and resolute educated person’ (cf. 8.7) practices …, the tendency for all under heaven to become human-hearted will increase.” Everyone can make the world a better place (Tu 2014, 124–125).

The Master’s description of the “details” allows two very different readings. One is to take it as saying “look not if it is against the ritual to look, …” The other is “look not at what is against ritual, …” The former is about one’s own look that is not in accord with ritual, and the latter is the thing one looks at that is not in accord with ritual. Both readings make sense. Although the latter may sound problematic because it seems like telling people to turn a blind eye to evil, from the perspective of cultivating the person, it is common practical wisdom exemplified everywhere, from today’s movie-rating system to the Christian “lead me not into temptation,” the Daoist warning of not letting people see what is tempting (Dao De Jing, chap. 3), and the Buddhist theory about purifying the Ṣaḍindriya (liugen 六根 in Chinese)—the senses of the eyes, the ears, the tongue, the body, and the intention. Normally, people tend to take looking and listening, if not also speaking, as just obtaining and conveying information and that they have nothing to do with who we are. However, from the perspective of personal cultivation, they are all actions that affect us and the people around us.

In commenting on this passage, ZHU Xi says, “Speaking of returning to ritual propriety is speaking of something concrete. If it were spoken as the principle [of heaven], it would become something in the air; what would that thing be?” He further says that people often “merely put effort [gongfu] on understanding, but not on action. They just lift it up and make it big, yet at the bottom there is no ground to stand, unlike Confucius’ instruction to YAN Hui about ‘look not, listen not, speak not, and act not in contrary to ritual propriety,’ which are all efforts [gongfu] on actions.” According to ZHU Xi, returning to ritual propriety is a defining feature of the Confucian gongfu. “In the case of Buddhism, they have plenty of those who can restrain the self, … yet few can return to ritual propriety” (ZHU Xi, Classified Conversations of Master Zhu, vol. 41, pp. 40, 41, 6).

12.2仲弓问仁。子曰：「出门如见大宾，使民如承大祭，己所不欲，勿施于人，在邦无怨，在家无怨。」仲弓曰：「雍虽不敏，请事斯语矣。」

Zhonggong asked about human-heartedness (ren 仁). The Master said, “When you go out, behave as if you were going to greet a great guest; when you employ people, do it as if you were conducting a great sacrifice; do not impose on others what you would not wish for yourself. You will have no resentment either in the state or in the family.”

Zhonggong said, “Though I am not quick-witted, I will follow these instructions.”

In SIMA Qian’s “Biographies of Confucius’ Disciples,” the passage is quoted as “Zhonggong asked about governing (zheng 政)” instead of “… about human-heartedness (ren 仁).” Yet as LIU Baonan says, since the passages before and after this one are both about ren, here it should also be about ren.

“Do not impose on others what you would not wish for yourself” is considered Confucius’ “negative version of the ‘Golden Rule,’ ” since it tells people what not to do, although Confucius never said that it is a rule. The same statement appears also in 15.24. See the notes under 6.30, where Confucius offers a “positive version” of it.

“You will have no resentment …” can mean either that “you will incur no resentment from others …” or “you will not let yourself have resentment in dealing with state or family affairs.” According to LIU Baonan, here “family” means serving official positions in a minister’s house.

In 6.1, the Master said that Zhonggong can be put “in the position of facing south,” meaning that he could be a sovereign. Here the instruction for him also sounds like that of serving in important official positions.

Mencius’ following remarks can be considered further articulations of this passage:

If a ruler looks upon his ministers like his hands and feet, then the ministers will look upon their ruler like their heart and belly. If a ruler looks upon his ministers like dogs and horses, then the ministers will look upon their ruler like a mere fellow in the state. If a ruler looks upon his ministers like dirt and weeds, then the ministers will look upon their ruler like an enemy. (Mencius, 4B:3)

Only now do I realize how serious it is to kill someone’s family member. If you kill someone’s father, he will kill your father; if you kill someone’s brother, he will kill your brother. Although you did not kill your father and brother with your own hands, it is but one step removed. (Mencius, 7B:7)

12.3司马牛问仁。子曰：「仁者其言也讱。」曰：「其言也讱，斯谓之仁已乎？」子曰：「为之难，言之，得无讱乎？」

SIMA Niu asked about human-heartedness. The Master said, “A human-hearted person is chary of speech.”

SIMA Niu said, “Chary of speech—is this what human-heartedness means?”

The Master said, “It is difficult to do, how can one not be chary of speaking about it?”

SIMA Niu (given name Geng, style name Ziniu) is a disciple of Confucius from an aristocratic family in the state of Song. He is said to be very talkative and easily irritated (see SIMA Qian, “Biographies of Confucius’ Disciples”). Confucius’ reply is probably aimed at correcting his problem rather than offering a precise definition of human-heartedness, but it is surely consistent with Confucius’ teaching that glibness seldom accompanies human-heartedness (cf. 1.3, 5.25, 13.27, 15.11, 16.4, 17.17, 17.18).

12.4司马牛问君子。子曰：「君子不忧不惧。」曰：「不忧不惧，斯谓之君子已乎？」子曰：「内省不疚，夫何忧何惧？」

SIMA Niu asked about being an exemplary person. The Master said, “An exemplary person is free from anxiety and fear.”

SIMA Niu said, “Being free from anxiety and fear—does this constitute an exemplary person?”

The Master said, “If upon internal reflection you find nothing to regret, what is there to be anxious about or to be afraid of?”

Speaking in general, having nothing to regret or be ashamed of is a source of courage (cf. 2.24, 7.23, 7.37). In this particular case, however, there is a bit of complication. ZHU Xi believes that SIMA Niu’s anxiety was related to the fact that his brother Huantui was staging a revolt (ZHU XI 1992, 117). LIU Baonan argues that, if so, SIMA Niu’s anxiety would be quite understandable and justified, as revolting against one’s sovereign was a crime that could lead to the total extermination of one’s clan. Letting him not worry would sound unreasonable and inappropriate (see Liu, 264). Based on this, Liu believes that this conversation happened before Huantui had the attempt to revolt.

While Liu’s concern might be correct, if it was truly not SIMA Niu’s fault and there was nothing he could do about it, then comforting him in this way is also understandable. When something is not within one’s control, an exemplary person would leave it to destiny (ming 命) calmly—a point that reminds us of 9.1, where the Master shows an attitude toward life that leaves everything to two things: His own human-heartedness and destiny (cf. 9.29, 12.5, 12.6, 14.28).

12.5司马牛忧曰：「人皆有兄弟，吾独亡。」子夏曰：「商闻之矣，死生有命，富贵在天。君子敬而无失，与人 恭而有礼。四海之内，皆兄弟也。君子何患乎无兄弟 也。」

SIMA Niu lamented, “Everyone else has brothers. I alone have none.” Zixia said to him, “I have heard that ‘Death and life lie in destiny (ming 命), wealth and honor depend upon heaven.’ Exemplary persons are reverent and not careless, and they treat others with respect and observe ritual propriety. All within the four seas are their brothers. Why does an exemplary person have to worry about having no brothers?”

SIMA Niu actually had four brothers, but they were either disowned by him (his elder brother SIMA Huantui, a minister of military affairs in the state of Song, revolted against his sovereign and attempted to kill Confucius; cf. 7.23) or were nowhere near him in the state of Lu.

Zixia’s entire reply, after “I have heard,” was believed to be quoting Confucius. The first part of the saying seems to entail fatalism, while the rest of the message seems to indicate that an exemplary person can take control of one’s own life. The apparent inconsistency may be actually two sides of the same reality of human life interestingly captured in the Chinese word ming 命, which means both “destiny” and “to order.” While it is true that there are things that are beyond a person’s control, there are also areas where one can make a difference. The whole spirit of the passage is not that one should simply accept destiny, but rather that, by cultivating oneself, one can actively make a difference in one’s destiny.

The passage is also an example of “rectification of names” (13.3). Through redefining “brother,” Zixia showed SIMA Niu how he could gain control of his ming or how to ming (order) his ming (destiny)!

12.6子张问明。子曰：「浸润之谮，肤受之愬，不行焉，可谓明也已矣。浸润之谮，肤受之愬，不行焉，可谓远也已矣。」

Zizhang asked about clear-sightedness. The Master said, “When neither seeping slanders nor skin-pricking accusations can affect a person, such a person may be called clear-sighted. When neither seeping slanders nor skin-pricking (fushou 肤受) accusations can affect a person, such a person may be called farsighted (yuan 远).”

This passage shows that for Confucius, being “clear-sighted” means primarily the ability to recognize good and bad, right and wrong, and nowhere is this ability more clearly demonstrated in remaining unswerved by seeping slander and irritating accusations. This advice is believed to be mainly for leaders, but it has universal validity as well. Commenting on this passage, LU Longqi calls readers’ attention specifically to the fact that

While those who have high ambition often search far to the extremes between heaven and earth, or between now and the remote antiquity, yet they miss the nearby human conditions and regularities of events. They think they are clear-sighted, yet they can hardly be more blind. (see CHENG Shude, 835)

There are a couple of subtle but interesting different interpretations about fushou 肤受 and yuan 远 in this passage. While the majority of commentators take fushou as “skin-pricking” or irritating accusations, MA Rong takes it as “skin-deep,” meaning “superficial” accusations, lacking substance.

With regard to yuan, most commentators take it to be about the sight, hence “far-sighted.” SUN Chuo 孙绰 (314–371) reads it as about the person, hence it becomes “aloof” (see HUANG Kan, 304).

12.7子贡问政，子曰：「足食，足兵，民信之矣。」子 贡曰：「必不得已而去，于斯三者何先？」 曰：「去兵。」子贡曰：「必不得已而去，于斯二者何 先？」曰：「去食。自古皆有死，民无信不立。」

Zigong asked about governing. The Master says, “To have sufficient food, sufficient arms, and have the confidence (xin 信) of the common people.”

Zigong said, “If you had to cut down one of the three things, which should be first?”

“Reduce the arms,” says the Master.

“If you had to cut down the remaining two, which should be next?”

“Reduce the production of food. Death has been with humans from ancient times, but if the common people do not have confidence, they will not endure.”

There has been a lot of discussion on the relationship between the three things mentioned here. Food stands for material supplies, or “economy” in today’s term, and arms stands for national defense. The passage seems to entail that all three things mentioned here, when put together, are sufficient conditions for governing, but among them, only having the confidence of the people is a necessary condition of governing. Had the people lost their confidence in their leaders, the state would not survive. “Death has been with humans …” is to push the logic to an extreme. It does not mean rulers should not care about the lives of the people.

LI Yu says, “What else can one rely upon once the people’s confidence is lost? Even if you have grain, how can people get to eat it? Even if you have abundant arms, they would only stage rebellions” (see CHENG Shude, 840). There is an ambiguity, however, in comments like this (and even in the original passage), between taking the last statement of 12.7 as “the government would not endure without the trust of the people” and as “the people will not endure without a trustable government.” Even though the former can serve as a reminder for the rulers not to lose the trust of the people, the interpretation is from the interest of the rulers. Of course when one ponders this issue, one should not forget that for Confucians, these two are related and the people’s interest is the foundation of the interest of the rulers (cf. 12.9).

12.8棘子成曰：「君子质而已矣，何以文为？」子贡 曰：「惜乎，夫子之说君子也。驷不及舌。文犹质 也，质犹文也。虎豹之鞟犹犬羊之鞟。」

JI Zicheng said, “For exemplary persons, all that is required is the substance (zhi 质). What do they need refined form (wen 文) for?”

Zigong said, “What a pity that you have such remarks about exemplary persons! Even a team of four horses cannot overtake the tongue. Refined form is (you 犹) the substance, and the substance is (you 犹) refined form. The skin of a tiger or a leopard, stripped of its fur, is no different from the skin of a dog or a goat stripped of its hair.”

JI Zicheng is believed to be a minister of the state of Wei 卫. “A team of four horses …” is an expression for “what has been said cannot be unsaid” (cf. 11.6).

Whereas Zigong’s remark looks inconsistent with Confucius’ idea in 6.18, where the Master says that wen and zhi must balance each other, the two differ only in emphasis if we do not read you 犹 as “exactly identical with” but as “is inseparable from” (as in “her son is her life”). Zigong points out the fact that the form and the substance of an action are so closely connected to each other that not only should they match each other, they are mutually dependent on each other! Appropriate conduct must have a refined form, otherwise it would not be appropriate; and a form cannot be considered refined unless it is appropriate. Confucius’ remark cautions people that, in their cultivation, they should pay attention to both wen and zhi, as a preponderance of one over the other results in hurting both. Cf. 15.18, 17.11, and the entry on wen and zhi in the section on key terms.

12.9哀公问于有若曰：「年饥，用不足，如之何？」有若对曰：「合彻乎？」曰：「二，吾犹不足，如之何其彻也？」对曰：「百姓足，君孰与不足？百姓不足，君孰与足？」

Duke Ai asked YOU Ruo, “This year has famine, and the revenues are insufficient. What can be done?”

YOU Ruo replied, “How about taxing the people one-tenth of their income?”

Duke Ai said, “With two-tenths, I still find it not sufficient. How could I do with one-tenth?”

YOU Ruo replied, “If the common people have enough, how can their sovereign not have enough? If the common people do not have enough, how can their sovereign have enough?”

The conversation probably took place around Year 12–13 of Duke Ai’s reign (483–482 BCE), during which there were repeated locust plagues. YOU Ruo is referred to as Master You in 1.2. Cf. 12.7.

During the early years of the Zhou dynasty, the common rate for government taxation was one-tenth of the people’s income. Later, many states increased their taxes. The most outrageous example of this tax increase is Marquis Jing of Qi, who charged his people two-thirds of their produce and left them with only one-third to live on (see Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Zhao, Year 3,” Legge 1991, 589). In comparison, Duke Ai of Lu was relatively moderate: he taxed his people two-tenths of what they produced.

Later Mencius puts a similar point in a striking way: “The people are the most important, the spirits of the land and the grain are secondary, and the sovereign is the least” (Mencius, 7B:14)

12.10子张问崇德辨惑。子曰：「主忠信，徙义，崇德也。爱之欲其生，恶之欲其死。既欲其生，又欲其死，是惑也。『诚不以富，亦祗以异。』」

Zizhang asked how to promote virtue (de 德) and discern delusion. The Master said, “Hold firm to wholehearted devotion and trustworthiness, and move toward what is right—this is the way to promote virtue. When you love someone, you wish the person to live; when you hate the person, you wish the person to die. Now you wish the person to live, and now you wish the person to die, this is delusion. ‘If it was not for wealth, it could only be for the sake of variances.’ ”

The last quotation is from the Book of Songs, 188, which expressed the complaint of an abandoned wife. Since the quote hardly has any relevance to the subject discussed in the passage, it was probably from a misplaced bamboo strip. According to CHENG Yi, it should be in 16.12 (see ZHU Xi 1992, 171).

“Wish the person to live” and “wish the person to die” can be understood as a general description of arbitrariness and inconsistency in one’s likes and dislikes. For instance, one says all good things about a person when the person is needed, yet suddenly says all bad things about the person when the person becomes no longer useful. JEONG Yakyong’s explanation of this passage offers a more direct contradiction: the contradiction between “giving people the land to farm” (so that they can live and pay taxes) and at the same time “taking heavy taxes from them” (which is no different from killing them). This is more deluded than merely being unpredictable in one’s likes and dislikes. In overtaxing the people, a ruler is killing those he would like to tax.

12.11齐景公问政于孔子。孔子对曰：「君君，臣臣，父 父，子子。」公曰：「善哉！信如君不君，臣不臣，父不父，子不子，虽有粟，吾得而食诸？」

Duke Jing of Qi asked Confucius about governing. Confucius replied, “Let a ruler be a ruler, a minister be a minister, a father be a father, and a son be a son.”

“Good!” said the Duke, “If, indeed, the ruler be not ruler, the minister not minister, the father not father, and the son not son, even if there were grain, how would I get to eat it?”

The Master’s reply is far from a simple tautology. The repetition of the words expresses reciprocal relations: On the one hand, “A ruler must rule, a minister must minister, …”; everyone must do one’s job or perform the duty required or expected by their roles. On the other hand, “A ruler must be treated as a ruler, a minister must be treated as a minister, …” The role of a father requires the person to love and take good care of his children, to nurture them and educate them. Reciprocally, the children must treat the father with due respect and filial piety (xiao). Most translators only catch one of the two meanings and hence the reciprocity is lost in their translation.

Chad Hansen sees these two sides as noun-verb analysis (the ruler must rule) and verb-noun analysis (to give the name “ruler” to rulers, or to treat rulers as rulers). But he takes it that only the latter of the two is the right direction to go, and it is “a typical misunderstanding of rectifying names” to think of it as “requiring that we live up to our names” (Hansen 1992, 382, n. 35). Instead of this analytical “either/or” logic, the reader may want to consider a more typical “Chinese logic” of “both/and.”

Implied here is a philosophical view about the use of language: The function of the language is not primarily for describing reality but for specifying what “reality” should be like. Cf. 6.25, 13.3.

A further implication of this teaching is a causal judgment: When rulers do not act like rulers, the subjects will not act like subjects; when fathers do not act like fathers, their sons will not act like sons (cf. Mencius, 4B:3). While this observation serves as a reminder of the importance of acting properly oneself, it does not serve as a justification that if rulers and fathers do not act like they should, the subjects and sons are then excused from their respective obligations. One should not reciprocate wrongdoings with wrongdoings; instead, one should reciprocate wrongdoings with uprightness. Cf. 2.19, 12.22, 13.18, 14.34.

There is also relevant historical background for this: When Confucius visited the state of Qi, Duke Jing of Qi favored his younger son and expelled his older son Yangsheng. Meanwhile, a minister of Qi named CHEN Chengzi drew more support from the people than Duke Jing of Qi did. Years later CHEN Chengzi assassinated Duke Jian, the younger son of Duke Jing of Qi, and put up the older son Yangsheng as the new ruler (cf. 14.21). In this case, Duke Jing failed both as a ruler and as a father. Perhaps Confucius foresaw the crisis.

12.12子曰：「片言可以折狱者，其由也与？」子路无宿诺。

The Master said, “If anyone can settle a case of litigation with only a fragment of words (pianyan 片言), wouldn’t it be You [Zilu]?” Zilu never put off a promise overnight (su 宿).

While many commentators follow KONG Anguo’s interpretation of pianyan as “hearing words (testimonies) from one side,” some follow ZHU Xi to take it as “half a word [pronounced by Zilu].” Among those who take Kong’s reading, some consider the statement to be a criticism of Zilu’s rashness in making decisions based on partial evidence, while others take it as a compliment to Zilu’s ability! Zhu’s reading of pianyan usually leads to a positive reading of the statement as a compliment to Zilu (that he was so widely trusted that half a word from him would be enough for the decision, or that half a word from him would make a criminal confess). But it can be read as a criticism also (that he was so impatient that he could use only half a word to send someone to prison). This is consistent with the Master’s criticism of him at other places (cf. 5.7, 7.11, 11.22).

What is rendered as “never put off a promise overnight” (that he would not delay fulfilling his promise to the next day) is alternatively taken to be “never promise someone beforehand” (before he is able to carry out the promise). Some commentators suspect that the last sentence belongs to a separate passage. But it could be intentionally added here as an explanation of Zilu’s personality (cf. 5.14).



12.13子曰：「听讼，吾犹人也，必也使无讼乎。」

The Master said, “In hearing litigation, I am just like anyone else. What is really important is to let there be no litigations.”

The idea is similar to maintaining good health before one has an illness to be remedied. Commentators usually understand this as transforming the people through morality and bringing order to society through ritual propriety rather than relying on administrative order and penal punishment (cf. 2.3). LI Zehou adds an insightful note about the Chinese tradition of using mediation when conflicts arise (see Li, 334). This tradition, when implemented appropriately, can reduce lawsuits significantly and generate harmonious results.

12.14子张问政。子曰：「居之无倦，行之以忠。」

Zizhang asked about governing. The Master said, “To hold its affairs without weariness, and to conduct its affairs with wholehearted devotion.”

Because the Master often gives instructions according to what the person needs, many commentators speculated that Zizhang was not diligent and wholehearted in devotion. But MAO Qiling reminds us not to be so simplistic. “If every time the Master had to be giving a medicine according to a sickness, then his instruction to YAN Hui that ‘the songs of Zheng are licentious; glib people are dangerous’ (cf. 15.11) would have to entail that Yan was licentious and glib,” which is obviously absurd (see CHENG Shude, 863).

12.15子曰：「博学于文，约之以礼，亦可以弗畔矣夫。」

The Master said, “Be broadly learned in culture, and restrained by ritual propriety, one is not likely to go astray.”

This is a repetition of 6.27.

12.16子曰：「君子成人之美，不成人之恶。小人反是。」

The Master said, “An exemplary person helps others to accomplish what is good and does not help them to accomplish what is bad. Petty-minded people do the opposite.”

“Helping someone to accomplish what is good” can mean both “to help them become good” and “to help them to achieve their good ends. The same is for “helping someone to accomplish what is bad.” The story about ZENG Shen (Master Zeng) we mentioned in the notes for 4.18 can be used here to illustrate the point. In that story, ZENG Shen’s mistake was that he did not run when his enraged father hit him hard with a big rod, which could have killed him, and if it did kill him, he would be responsible for allowing his father to commit the crime (although this does not mean that his father had no responsibility)! Relating this to the thesis about repaying hostility with uprightness rather than kindness (14.34), being upright to wrongdoers may actually be more human-hearted than being “nice” to them.

12.17季康子问政于孔子。孔子对曰：「政者，正也。子帅以正，孰敢不正。」

JI Kangzi asked Confucius about governing. Confucius replied, “To govern (zheng 政) means to be correct (zheng 正). If you lead with correctness, who would dare not to be correct?”

JI Kangzi was the head of the Ji House, and the de facto ruler of the state. Here Confucius is again “rectifying a name” (13.3). By pointing out that the word for “government” (or “to govern”) is both pronounced exactly the same and shares a key part of the character with “being correct” (or “to correct”) in Chinese, the Master is utilizing the guiding function of language. Given the politics in the state of Lu, this reply is also a pointed criticism against the Ji House’s conduct. Cf. 3.1, 3.2, 3.6, 12.18, 12.19.

12.18季康子患盗，问与孔子。孔子对曰：「苟子之不欲，虽赏之不窃。」

JI Kangzi, distressed about the thefts in the state, consulted Confucius. Confucius replied, “If you, sir, were not greedy, they would not steal even if you rewarded them for doing so.”

If we say that 12.17–19 are unusually direct responses to a person of higher social status, this one is especially so, even to the point of being rude. Looking at the issue in isolation, Confucius’ reply could hardly serve as adequate practical advice for dealing with crime. However, when considering the fact that the Ji family took a great deal of control of the state of Lu from its rightful ruler (which is a form of stealing) and that JI Kangzi was charging the people an excessive amount of tax (cf. 11.17), the reply could not have been more appropriate! To a man like Confucius, JI Kangzi must be very ambivalent. On the one hand, he seemed to have a great respect for Confucius. On the other hand, he would not dare to use Confucius for any important position.

The logic in Confucius’ reply is that if the leader were not greedy, the people would have better lives (so that they would not need to steal) and, in addition, would have a sense of shame (cf. 2.1), so they would not steal even if they were rewarded for doing so.

12.19季康子问政于孔子曰：「如杀无道，以就有道，何如？」孔子对曰：「子为政，焉用杀。子欲善，而民善 矣。君子之德风，小人之德草，草上之风，必偃。」

JI Kangzi asked Confucius about governing, saying, “How about I kill those who disregard the Way so as to get close to those who are with the Way?”

Confucius replied, “Sir, in governing, what is the need for killing? If you aspire to what is good, the common people will be good. The virtue of those in high stations (junzi 君子) is like the wind, and the virtue of the common people (xiaoren 小人) is like the grass. The grass will surely bend when the wind blows across it.”

The passage indicates Confucius’ view about capital punishment—not that it is in itself immoral but rather that it should become unnecessary in a well-governed society. Indeed, it can be taken as Confucius’ attitude toward penal punishment in general, which should be used sparingly and should give precedence to the use of moral force or role models. One should be careful, however, not to conclude simplistically that the ruler should be blamed for every single crime and that Confucius is opposed to capital punishment entirely. The context of his statement tells us that he was speaking to the head of the Ji House, who was virtually the ruler of the state of Lu. For Confucius, one should always look at one’s own responsibility first (cf. 4.17, 5.27, 15.21), and when things go wrong in a state, the ruler should think about how he should have done better (cf. 4.11, 15.25, 20.1). So instead of being a simple description that “when the ruler sets a good role model, there is no need for killing,” Confucius’ statement is also a speech act pushing JI Kangzi to be a good ruler. Being a description, the statement might be an overstatement, but being a speech act, an overstatement may be exactly what is needed in a given situation.

12.20子张问：「士何如斯可谓之达矣。」子曰：「何哉，尔所谓达者？」子张对曰：「在邦必闻，在家必闻。」子曰：「是闻也，非达也。夫达也者，质直而好义，察 言而观色，虑以下人。在邦必达，在家必达。夫闻也者，色取仁而行违，居之不疑，在邦必闻，在家必闻。

Zizhang asked, “How may an educated person (shi 士) be considered unblocked (da 达)?”

The Master said, “What do you mean by unblocked?”

Zizhang replied, “It is invariably to be heard of, whether he serves in the state or he serves in the ruling house.”

The Master said, “That is being renowned, not being unblocked. Those who are unblocked are straightforward in substance and love what is right. They examine people’s words and observe their countenances. They are conscientious in remaining humble to others. Such people will be invariably unblocked, whether they serve in the state, or in a ruling house. As to the people who are invariably to be heard of, they assume the appearance of human-heartedness but act to the contrary, and they never question this. Such people will invariably be heard of, whether they serve in the state or in a ruling house.”

The concept of da 达 means having no blockage and being able to reach through, and it is hence related to success, accomplishment, and being distinguished. While terms such as “accomplished” or “distinguished” capture the external result of being da, they fail to capture another important meaning of da—to be internally free from ignorance or have superior perception.

ZHU Xi says that Confucius knew Zizhang was fond of working on the external, so he deliberately asked him what he meant by unblocked. Then he made it clear to Zizhang that external fame or reputation cannot be a trustworthy sign of true freedom from blockage. Being unblocked is a quality of the cultivated person rather than external recognition. True freedom from blockage lies in human-heartedness. Meanwhile, he also implies that the desire for reputation cannot be the foundation of a human-hearted person and of a ren-based society. The desire for reputation or approval may give a person incentive to appear virtuous and be responsible to others, but not enough for being truly virtuous. They may motivate people to engage in learning for impressing others, but not for improving themselves (14.24). Confucius thought that those who seek others’ approval yet neglect their inner substance were the most serious enemies of virtue (17.12, 17.13).

Though Confucius’ characterizations of the state of being unblocked appear to be randomly put together, they actually represent three areas in which one can be unblocked: being clear about what is right, being aware of what is going on nearby, and being able to act in a way that relates well to others. Cf. 15.6, where Zizhang again asked a question about successful conduct, but the Master directed his attention to inward cultivation.

12.21樊迟从游于舞雩之下，曰：「敢问崇德修慝辨惑？」子曰：「善哉问。先事后得，非崇德与？攻其恶，无攻人之恶，非修慝与？一朝之忿，忘其身以及其亲，非惑与？」

Wandering about with the Master under the Rain Altar, FAN Chi said, “I venture to ask how to promote virtue (de 德), to correct malice, and to discern delusion.”

The Master said, “What a good question! Doing what is to be done first, and getting the reward afterward, is this not the way to promote virtue? To assail one’s own vice and not that of others, is this not the way to correct malice? To forget yourself in a moment of rage and thereby bring harm to your parents, is this not a case of delusion?”

A similar question appeared in 12.10, but with a different answer, again, perhaps indicating the Master’s way of teaching according to different disciples’ particular needs in education. FAN Chi was eager to learn and swift in action but quick-tempered and lacking in patience. A similar warning was given to him in 6.22. Yet some commentators suspect that FAN Chi’s question was a subtle way of inquiring about the failure of Duke Zhao of Lu, who had to flee to the state of Qi because of his moment of rage in handling a conflict.

12.22樊迟问仁。子曰：「爱人。」问知。子曰：「知 人。」樊迟未达，子曰：「举直错诸枉，能使枉者 直。」樊迟退，见子夏曰：「乡也吾见于夫子而问 知，子曰：举直错诸枉，能使枉者直。何谓也？」子夏曰：「富哉言乎！舜有天下，选于众，举皋陶，不仁者远矣。汤有天下，选于众，举伊尹，不仁者远矣。」

FAN Chi asked about human-heartedness. The Master said, “It is to love people.”

He asked about being wise. The Master said, “It is to know people.”

FAN Chi did not immediately understand. The Master said, “Hold the upright against the crooked, one can make the crooked upright.”

FAN Chi retired, and, seeing Zixia, he said, “A little while ago, I met with the Master and asked him about being wise. He said, ‘Hold the upright against the crooked, one can make the crooked upright.’ What did he mean?”

Zixia said, “Truly rich is the answer! When Shun was in possession of the kingdom, he selected from the multitude and employed Gaoyao. Consequently, all those who were devoid of human-heartedness disappeared (yuan 远). When Tang was in possession of the kingdom, he selected from the multitude and employed YI Yin. Consequently, all those who were devoid of human-heartedness disappeared (yuan).”

“To love people” is a characterization of human-heartedness. It is a natural outcome of shu, reciprocity (cf. 4.15, 15.24). It requires one to compare one’s own heart-mind with others’ with compassion and empathy. One of the four things that the Master abstains from is being self-absorbed (9.4). Whether in daily life or in governmental affairs, a ren person is always considerate and has others’ interests in mind. In running a government, the ren ruler “is frugal in expenditure, loves the people, and puts the populace to work at the proper seasons” (1.5).

This notion of love is similar to the one in the Christian Bible, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18, Matthew 19:19 and 22:39, Mark 12:31, Romans 13:9, James 2:8). It means to love in the sense of caring and respecting, not in the sense of natural affection. Natural affections between parents and children and between different sexes are not the kind of love that differentiates humans from animals. On the other hand, this love is different from moral duty in the Kantian sense. Love must come from the heart and not merely be dictated by reason. It is a cultivated spontaneity, fully embodied in the ren person. The Confucian distinction between a biological person and an authentic person (a ren person) would defy the Kantian dichotomy between either being motivated by moral duty or being driven by natural inclinations: The Confucian well-cultivated person does what her moral duty requires her to do with a strong inclination to do it, and she does it pleasantly. When the motivation is not fully embodied (i.e., becomes a bodily disposition), it is not completely from the person yet.

The rest of the passage is, according to HUANG Kan, all about being wise. For Confucius, the most important wisdom is to know or understand people (cf. 1.16). FAN Chi did not understand this and so the Master added an explanation: By knowing or understanding people, he meant the ability to recognize who is worthy so that one can improve oneself by associating with them or improve the society by employing them. ZHU Xi, however, quotes ZENG Ji 曾几 (1084–1166) to show that FAN Chi’s puzzle was deeper. “FAN Chi was wondering that to love someone is to want the person to be well, yet knowing someone requires one to be selective; these two seem to be in conflict.” Confucius’ answer shows that the two are not only in no conflict, they explain each other, because “making the crooked upright is being human-hearted to them” (ZHU Xi 1992, 125). This point enriches the normal understanding of the Confucian view about love with distinction. Normally people understand it merely in terms of relationships. As Mencius puts it, “To treat the aged of your own family in a manner befitting their venerable age and extend this treatment to the aged of other families; treat your own young in a manner befitting their tender age and extend this to the young of other families” (Mencius, 1A:7). This passage suggests that one should also love differently according to people’s merits.

HUANG Kan notices something subtle but important in this passage though. He quotes CAI Mo 蔡谟 (281–356)’s observation,

The word yuan 远 means “to disappear.” [If Zixia were right,] Confucius would be saying that it would be wise to make the crooked disappear. Yet “making the crooked upright” is to transform the crooked. Confucius was speaking about transformation, and yet Zixia called it disappearance. This would mean that Zixia’s understanding was even less than FAN Chi’s.… [However,] speaking of disappearance, does it have to be walking away to a different country? … When the malevolent are transformed toward being good, their wickedness disappears and is replaced by uprightness. That could be called yuan also. (HUANG Kan, 320)

12.23子贡问友。子曰：「忠告而善道之，不可则止，无自辱焉。」

Zigong asked about treating friends. The Master said, “Give them advice wholeheartedly and offer them proper guidance. If rejected, then stop. Do not disgrace yourself.

Cf. 4.26, 13.28. Here “proper guidance” can either be taken as guiding them in a proper (e.g., gentle, effective) way, or as guiding them to what is proper.

12.24曾子曰：「君子以文会友，以友辅仁。」

Master Zeng said, “An exemplary person associates with friends by means of culture and takes friends as a resource for nurturing human-heartedness.”

Cf. 1.8, 15.10, and the notes under these sections. See also 9.25, 9.30, 12.23, 16.5.

 

子路第十三 Book 13

13.1子路问政。子曰：「先之，劳之。」请益。子曰：「无倦。」

Zilu asked about governing. The Master said, “Be ahead of others, and be laborious.”

He asked for further elaboration, and the Master said, “Be untiring.”

The Master’s brief and vague answer has been interpreted in several different ways, though all seem to be consistent with the Master’s overall teaching. Opinions vary on whom or what the leader should be ahead of and who is supposed to be laborious. One reading is “to lead the people with virtue, and, after gaining their confidence, put the people to work” (cf. 19.10). Another is “to work hard oneself before one expects the people to work” (cf. 13.6). Still another is that the leader should both go ahead of the people (set an example) and work hard for the people. While most English translations follow the first reading, the last one seems to be closest to the Master’s followup clarification, “Be untiring.”

13.2仲弓为季氏宰，问政。子曰：「先有司，赦小过，举贤才。」曰：「焉知贤才而举之？」曰：「举尔所知，尔所不知，人其舍诸？」

Zhonggong became the chief minister to the Ji House, and he asked about governing. The Master said, “The priority is to take care of official appointments. Pardon minor faults, and promote those who are worthy and talented.”

Zhonggong said, “How shall I know who are the worthy and talented to be promoted?”

The Master said, “Promote the ones that you know to be qualified. As to those whom you do not know, will others neglect them?”

“Take care of official appointments” consists of defining the duties of each position, getting the right people for them, and promoting the qualified. This may sound commonplace, but it was a big departure from selecting officials according to blood relations. The first part of this (i.e., defining the duties of each position) is elaborated in the next passage (13.3). An alternative reading of this sentence is “set an example for your officials to follow,” which also makes sense and is consistent with the previous passage (13.1), but it is less cohesive with the rest of the passage.

13.3子路曰：「卫君待子而为政，子将奚先？」子曰：「必也正名乎。」子路曰：「有是哉，子之迂也。奚其正？」子曰：「野哉由也。君子于其所不知，盖阙如也。名不正，则言不顺；言不顺，则事不成；事不成，则礼乐不兴；礼乐不兴，则刑罚不中；刑罚不中，则民无所措手足。故君子名之必可言也，言之必可行也。君子于其言，无所苟而已矣。」

Zilu said, “If the Lord of Wei were to let you administer his government, what would be your priority?”

The Master said, “It must be to rectify names (zhengming 正名).”

“Is that so?” said Zilu. “How far off the mark you are, Master! What is the point of rectifying names?”

The Master said, “Boorish indeed is You [Zilu]! Exemplary persons, when it comes to things they do not know, would be cautiously reserved. If names are incorrect, speech cannot be smooth (shun 顺). If speech is not smooth, affairs cannot be accomplished. If affairs cannot be accomplished, ritual propriety and music will not flourish. If ritual propriety and music do not flourish, verdicts and punishments will not hit the mark. If verdicts and punishments do not hit the mark, people will not know how to move their hands and feet. Hence, when the exemplary person uses a name, it surely can be spoken; and when spoken, it surely can be put into action. What the exemplary person requires about their words is that there is nothing careless in them.”

This is where the famous term “rectification of names” (zhengming 正名) comes from. It is not specified whether rectification of names should be the priority of the state of Wei at the particular time or the priority of any government whatsoever. Given that the ducal family of Wei was having a father-son battle for power that endangered the state (cf. 7.15), it was important for the state of Wei to rectify its names (cf. 12.11). In the Zuo Zhuan 左传, we read that the Lord of Wei granted ritual instruments and ornamental bridles to an outsider as gifts. On hearing of this, Confucius said,

It is a pity. It would have been better to give him more cities. Ritual vessels and names alone cannot be loaned to others—they are what the ruler controls. Names are used to generate credibility, credibility is used to protect the ritual vessels, ritual vessels are used to embody ritual actions, ritual actions are used to enact appropriateness (yi), appropriateness is used to produce benefit, and benefit is used to bring peace to the people. These are the important measures for effecting sociopolitical order. To loan them to others is to give them control of the sociopolitical order. And when sociopolitical order is lost, that the state will follow is an inexorable fact. (Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Cheng, Year 2,” Legge 1991, 344)

From the way Confucius explains the importance of the rectification of names, it seems obvious that it is meant to be vital for every government, or even for human society in general. For Confucius, words do not merely refer to things; they are also carriers of norms and expectations for human relations and human conduct. Using names properly or improperly has a great impact on reality.

The word shun 顺, which we rendered as “smooth,” can be read both as being coherent, logical, and as being convincing, forceful, effective.

Despite the fact that the passage is frequently quoted as one of the central teachings of Confucius, some scholars suspect that it is a late interpolation. Arthur Waley argues that the “chain argument” style is characteristic to Confucian literatures of later dates, but not the early texts, and Zilu’s astonishment in this passage betrays the point of trying to show that the teaching is central to Confucius, as it shows that the author of the passage anticipated that his reader would be surprised to hear this from Confucius. It may “be a better solution to regard this passage as an interpolation on the part of Hsun Tzu (Xun Zi) or his school, for whom the absence of any reference in the sayings of Confucius to what they themselves taught as a fundamental doctrine must certainly have been inconvenient” (Waley, 22). To Waley’s aforementioned arguments, Van Norden adds one more: The term ming 名, “name,” is seldom used in the Analects and when it is used, it is mostly associated with achieving fame or reputation. The use of the term in association with the thesis of rectifying names is not seen elsewhere until the Xun Zi, which is even after the Mencius (Van Norden 2007, 87–89).

Even if Waley and Van Norden are right, it remains true that Confucius rectified “names” such as junzi (from son of a lord to exemplary person) and xiaoren (from commoner to petty-minded persons), and his “let a ruler be a ruler, a minister be a minister, …” (12.11) is fully consistent with the current passage. See the entry zhengming in the section on key terms.17

13.4樊迟请学稼，子曰：「吾不如老农。」请学为 圃，曰：「吾不如老圃。」樊迟出，子曰：「小人 哉，樊须也。上好礼，则民莫敢不敬；上好义，则民莫敢不服；上好信，则民莫敢不用情。夫如是，则四方之民，襁负其子而至矣。焉用稼？」

FAN Chi requested to learn about farming. The Master said, “I am not as good as an old farmer.”

He requested to learn about gardening. The Master said, “I am not as good as an old gardener.”

When FAN Chi left, the Master said, “A small man (xiaoren 小人) indeed is FAN Xu [FAN Chi]! If the superiors love ritual propriety, the people will not dare to be irreverent. If the superiors love appropriateness, the people will not dare to be disobedient. If the superiors love trustworthiness, the people will not dare to be dishonest. When the superiors are like this, the people from all directions will flock to them with their children strapped on their backs. What need is there for farming?”

This is a case in which xiaoren 小人 means “commoners” or “ordinary people” rather than petty-minded persons. There are various interpretations of FAN Chi’s request. LIU Baonan says that during the Spring and Autumn period official positions were usually passed down through inheritance, leaving many worthies unemployed and having no income. Hence FAN Chi requested to learn about farming and gardening, satirizing the Master’s staying jobless (Liu, 284). The Master’s response shows a higher ambition, which is elaborated in 15.32, “exemplary persons worry about the Way rather than poverty” and, as long as one sets one’s mind on learning, salary will come and hence should not be something that distracts one’s concentration on pursuing the Way.

Some others take FAN Chi to be influenced by those who prefer a return to nature, like the Daoists (cf. 18.6, 18.7) who were supposedly disillusioned by pointless striving to save the world from chaos. They take the Master’s reply as a condemnation of the hermits. But the most plausible reading seems to be that of the early Han commentators, according to which FAN Chi was trying to learn the way of the legendary ancient sage Houji 后稷, who taught people how to farm. This was presumably perceived as a way of fixing the world by returning all the way back to the root—the primitive way of living in harmony with nature. The reason for this reading, as MAO Qiling states, is that if FAN Chi were simply lack of ambition (i.e., he just wanted to make a living or become a hermit), Confucius’ later remarks would become quite irrelevant, as they were all about how to become an effective ruler. According to this reading, the Master’s remarks are saying that, while FAN Chi’s ambition seemed high, it was actually falling to the level of the commoners without knowing it. In order to truly become an effective ruler, one has to take the Way of ritual propriety, appropriateness, and trustworthiness (see CHENG Shude, 896, 900).

13.5子曰：「诵《诗》三百，授之以政，不达；使于四 方，不能专对；虽多，亦奚以为？」

The Master said, “Capable of reciting three hundred Songs, yet, when given charge of governmental affairs, unable to carry out the tasks, or when sent abroad as an envoy, unable to respond without assistance—though extensive in learning, of what practical use is it?”

The Songs refer to the poems in the Book of Songs, many of which were about politics. They were frequently quoted in diplomatic dialogues as a way to illustrate or justify one’s points. Confucius’ point is clear: genuine learning requires the ability to put what is learned into practice. Cf. 16.13, 17.9.

13.6子曰：「其身正，不令而行；其身不正，虽令不从。」

The Master said, “Being correct oneself, things can be done without issuing orders. Being incorrect oneself, although orders are issued, they will not be followed.”

Besides the contrast between the use of virtuosity and the use of administrative regulations and punishments, as indicated in 2.3, this passage can be further taken as a contrast between setting a moral example and using moral rules. Cf. 2.1, 12.17, 13.13, 15.5.

13.7子曰：「鲁卫之政，兄弟也。」

The Master said, “The governments of Lu and Wei are brothers.”

Lu and Wei were fiefdoms of descendants of King Wen’s two sons, Duke Zhou and Kang Shu, respectively. According to one explanation, mainly represented by ZHU Xi, this remark was made around 489 BCE, when the ducal family of Wei had a father-son conflict (cf. 7.15) and the Three Houses in Lu had usurped the power of their lord. Thus, in these two states the fathers were not like true fathers, sons were not like true sons, rulers were not like true rulers, and ministers were not like true ministers. In the end the Dukes of Lu and Wei both died outside of their home states. Cf. 12.11. Ming dynasty scholar FANG Shuchang 方庶常 argues, in his Lunyu Ouji 论语偶记, that because both Lu and Wei had inherited the tradition of the early Zhou, they were better than other states even when they had declined.

13.8子谓卫公子荆：「善居室。始有，曰苟合矣；少有，曰苟完矣；富有，曰苟美矣。」

The Master said of Prince Jing of Wei, “He is good at managing a household. When he began to have means, he said, ‘That will do!’ When he had a little more, he said, ‘That is sufficient!’ When he became rich, he said, ‘That is magnificent!’ ”

The Master is praising Prince Jing’s contentment with his material wealth. The contentment that Confucius praises is different from the contentment of Lao Zi and Mo Zi. Lao Zi’s contentment is a way of returning to simplicity and being one with nature, while Mo Zi’s contentment is a way of economic management (minimizing material consumption for the sake of long-term economic security). Confucius’ contentment is to place more value on moral and spiritual pursuits than on material enjoyment. Cf. 6.11, 7.16.

13.9子适卫，冉有仆，子曰：「庶矣哉。」冉有曰：「既庶矣，又何加焉？」曰：「富之。」曰：「既富矣，又何加焉？」曰：「教之。」

When the Master arrived in Wei, with RAN You [RAN Qiu] driving, the Master said, “How populous!”

RAN You [RAN Qiu] said, “Having been populous, what more shall be done?”

“Make them prosper,” was the reply.

“When they are prosperous, what more shall be done?”

The Master said, “Instruct them.”

In ancient China, being populous was an asset to a state, for back then population was sparse and state revenue was derived mainly from taxes on agriculture. In addition, being populous also indicated not having lost many lives in wars or even having attracted people to migrate to the state: both are signs of a good government (cf. 13.4). In this case, the state of Wei was having a father-son conflict in the ducal family (cf. 7.15, 13.7), but the conflict presumably had not brought much damage to the state yet. More noteworthy is the order of the Master’s statement. One interpretation takes it to mean that merely being populous is not good enough; the government must also make the people prosper and offer moral and spiritual education to the people. Another interpretation looks at the priorities the Master offers: A good government must first secure people’s basic necessities and allow people to prosper before it can offer people moral and spiritual instruction.

13.10子曰：「苟有用我者，期月而已可也，三年有成。」

The Master said, “If anyone employs me, in the course of twelve months I should have made the situation acceptable. In three years, I should have notable accomplishments.”

This statement is a cry of longing to be recognized and have a position to implement his ideas and to put his abilities to use. Cf. 6.28, 17.5, 17.7.

13.11子曰：「善人为邦百年，亦可以胜残去杀矣。诚哉是言也。」

The Master said, “ ‘If excellent persons (shanren 善人) were to govern a country in succession for a hundred years, they would be able to overcome brutality and dispense with capital punishments.’ True indeed is this saying!”

Confucius’ idea of governing with virtue/virtuosity aims at an ideal society in which there is no need for litigation and punishment (cf. 2.3, 12.13). The previous passage (13.10) says that it takes three years to have notable accomplishments, but it will take much longer finally to overcome brutality and dispense with capital punishment (from the tone of the passage, it can be done!). The Master’s position on capital punishment is further revealed in 20.2.

13.12子曰：「如有王者，必世而后仁。」

The Master said, “If a true King were to arise, it would still take a generation for human-heartedness to prevail.”

“A generation” is roughly thirty years.

13.13子曰：「苟正其身矣，于从政乎何有？不能正其身，如正人何？」

The Master said, “If you can set yourself correctly, what difficulty will you have in conducting government affairs? If you cannot set yourself correctly, how can you correct others?”

Cf. 2.1, 2.3, 12.17, 13.6, 15.5.

13.14冉子退朝，子曰：「何晏也？」对曰：「有政。」子曰：「其事也。如有政，虽不吾以，吾其与闻之。」

When Master Ran returned from the court, the Master [Confucius] said, “How come you are so late?”

He replied, “There was some state business.”

The Master said, “It must have been house affairs. If there had been state business, though I am no longer in office, I should have been informed about it.”

Again the question about who Master Ran is emerges here (cf. 6.4), RAN Qiu or RAN Yong. The point of the passage is clearly the distinction between “state business” and “house affairs.” Both RAN Qiu and RAN Yong served as the steward of the Ji House (though not at the same time), so the “court” must be the private court of the Ji House. The Master’s “rectification of names” shows again his resentment against the Ji’s usurpation of the ducal power: Though the Master knew that state business was in fact discussed at the Ji’s private court, this was not supposed to happen. Cf. 16.2.

13.15定公问：「一言而可以兴邦，有诸？」孔子对曰：「言不可以若是其几也。人之言曰：为君难，为臣不易。如知为君之难也，不几乎一言而兴邦乎？」曰：「一言而丧邦，有诸？」孔子对曰：「言不可以若是其几也。人之言曰：予无乐乎为君，唯其言而莫予违也。如其善而莫之违也，不亦善乎？如不善而莫之违也，不几乎一言而丧邦乎？」

Duke Ding asked, “Is there a single statement that can make a country prosperous?”

Confucius replied, “Even though language cannot literally have such an effect, there is one close (ji 几) to it. There is a saying that goes, ‘To be a ruler is difficult; to be a minister is not easy.’ If a ruler knows the difficulty of being a ruler, is it not almost true that one statement can make a country prosperous?”

Duke Ding asked, “Is there a single statement that can ruin a country?”

Confucius replied, “Even though language cannot literally have such an effect, there is one close to it. There is a saying that goes, ‘I find no pleasure in being a ruler, unless no one can oppose whatever I say!’ If what the ruler says is good and no one opposes it, fine indeed. But if what the ruler says is not good, and no one opposes it, is it not almost true that one statement can ruin a country?”

Duke Ding of Lu was probably looking for an easy path—to make his state prosperous by following just one statement. But the reply he got from Confucius was exactly “to be a ruler is difficult.” Fully realizing the difficulty, a ruler must be careful in his conduct and dare not to make any mistakes.

On the other hand, a statement that can ruin a state is one that excludes all other statements. This remark indicates an important point: if one is wholeheartedly devoted (zhong 忠) or filial (xiao 孝), one should not follow whatever the ruler or the parents say—a point touched on in 11.4, 13.23, and 14.22, and elaborated by Xun Zi:

When a state has subjects who dare to stand up and appeal to the King, it will not be in danger. When a father has a son who dares to speak up, he will not deviate from ritual propriety. When a person has friends who dare to speak up, the person will not take inappropriate action. Hence, how can we say that the son is filial, if he obeys whatever his father says? How can a subject be considered wholeheartedly devoted if he follows whatever his king orders? Those who examine what they are expected to follow, that is what filiation and wholehearted devotion mean. (Xun Zi, 29.3)

The preceding translation takes the word ji 几 as HUANG Kan suggested. There are a couple of slightly different readings of it: ZHU Xi reads it as “expect,” hence he would render the sentence “words cannot be expected to [necessarily] have such effects,” and HUANG Shisan reads it as “ending up with,” hence making the sentence “words should not lead to such results [yet they sometimes do]” (see CHENG Shude, 917).

13.16叶公问政。子曰：「近者说，远者来。」

The Duke of She asked about governing. The Master said, “Make people happy, if they are nearby, and attracted, if they are far away.”

The reply is clearly from Confucius’ basic philosophy of governing by virtuosity (cf. 2.1, 13.6), but it also sets a clear measure for its effectiveness. Cf. 17.25.

13.17子夏为莒父宰，问政。子曰：「无欲速，无见小利，欲速则不达，见小利则大事不成。」

Zixia became the Magistrate of Jufu, and he asked about governing. The Master said, “Do not crave speed; do not look at petty advantages. Craving speed makes you unable to reach your goal. Looking at petty advantages distracts you from accomplishing great undertakings.”

It takes time to accomplish great things (cf. 13.10, 13.11, 13.12, 13.29), yet without great ambition, one tends to be bogged down by hoping for small advantages. This instruction may be specifically targeted to correct Zixia’s weakness of focusing on small matters (cf. 6.13, 19.12), yet at the same time, the Master cautions him not to go to the other extreme.

13.18叶公语孔子曰：「吾党有直躬者，其父攘羊，而子证之。」孔子曰：「吾党之直者异于是，父为子隐，子为父隐，直在其中矣。」

The Duke of She said to Confucius, “Among my community there is someone called ‘upright body.’ When his father stole a sheep, he bore witness against him.”

Confucius said, “Those who are upright among my community are different from this. Fathers cover up (yin 隐) for their sons, and sons cover up for their fathers. Uprightness is to be found in this.”

This passage is controversial and has been a focal point of attention in a recent debate about Confucianism and justice initiated by LIU Qingping and later joined by DENG Xiaomang. In a series of articles Liu and Deng argue that the Confucian morality illustrated in 13.18 (and notably 7A:35 and 5A:3 of the Mencius) is a source of corruption because it places particular filial affection above universal principles of justice and honesty.18

It is noted in the debate that while Confucius says that the son should not report his father to the authorities, he does not say that the son should approve the wrongs of his father, nor does he say that he should not remonstrate against the father. The reason for the father-son mutual concealment is because family love is the ben (root, foundation, and starting point) of a person’s becoming a good member of society (cf. 1.2). That means xiao (filial piety) is the basic method for developing human-heartedness (ren 仁), and a method is different from a moral imperative, principle, or a rule (see the notes for 2.11 and 6.30). The Confucian protocol of covering for one’s immediate family members was accepted by later rulers and became the ground of law in the imperial China. For instance, Tang dynasty Yong Hui Code 永徽律 stipulates that those who report the crimes of their own parents or grandparents to the government will be hanged, except when the reported crime is treason or conspiracy against the empire. This means that, while it is generally right to protect the root at the cost of some small branches, it is unwise to protect every small root at the risk of the entire tree. A method that is generally effective may not work well in special circumstances. In a situation when one’s father commits repeated offenses, treating “covering up” as a method would not preclude using other methods, such as allowing the father to suffer some consequences of his actions.

Another relevant consideration is that, when a person has more than one role, the person’s conduct would have to depend on which role he or she is assuming at the moment. A story in the Zuo Zhuan illustrates the point well: When Shuxiang was consulted, as an official, about a case in which his brother Shuyu was guilty, he spoke straightforwardly about the proper punishment Shuyu should receive. Upon hearing this, Confucius said, “The uprightness (zhi) of Shuxiang was that which was transmitted from antiquity. In governing the state and determining punishment, he concealed nothing in the case of his own relative. … Isn’t this what appropriateness (yi 义) means?” (Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Zhao, Year 14,” Legge 1991, 654–656). The main difference between this case and the one in which the son covers for his father is that, in the former, stealing a sheep is a relatively minor misconduct and the son is merely acting as a son, who has no official duty to bear witness against his father. In the latter case, it is a matter of public administration, and Shuxiang was giving advice as a government official. Though it is hard to separate the roles when they are played by one and the same person, the cases at least give clear indication that responsibilities are associated with specific roles rather than with abstract principles.

There are several other thought provoking readings of the passage. According to LIAO Mingchun, the word yin 隐 should be taken as an alternative way of writing yin 檃, which means to “press frame” something crooked to make it straight. This would then render the saying as “fathers correct their sons and sons correct their fathers.” In addition to showing that in ancient texts the word yin was often used in this way, Liao argues that this is more consistent with Confucius’ philosophy in general. Nowhere in the Analects does Confucius advocate concealment of errors; instead, he always says that one should never be afraid of admitting and correcting one’s mistakes (e.g., 1.8, 15.30, 19.8, 19.21, and see Liao, 19–54).

Reading yin as “non-disclosure” rather than “concealment” and uprightness as “making the crooked straight” (12.22), Yong Huang considers Confucius to be advocating a unique view about treating wrongdoers, which is neither retributive (returning the same degree of harm to the wrongdoer) nor utilitarian deterrence (deterring the wrongdoer and other potential wrongdoers), but “restorative” (curing the wrongdoer) in a suitable, private way (see Yong Huang, 2016).

Based on a newly unearthed text, chapter Neili 内礼 in Shanghai Museum Chu Bamboo Script number 4, that contains the saying that when one fails to stop one’s parents from doing wrong, one should take the blame on oneself, LIANG Tao argues that yin means taking punishment for one’s own parents’ wrong doings. WANG Qingjie and others have yet still another reading of yin, which renders it as “empathy” or feeling pain for someone. Based on this, Wang argues that here Confucius is both stating a moral act of concealing for one’s parents and a psychological fact of feeling pain for the parents’ wrongdoings. This kind of moral feeling is the foundation of Confucian morality. Comparing this dilemma with the trolley problem in ethics (in which one either standby, watching a runaway trolley to kill 5 people, or pull a lever to divert the trolley that would save the five but kill a person on the side track), Wang argues that the saying shows Confucius’ understanding of moral complexity (see Wang 2016).

It is interesting to compare this passage with Plato’s Euthyphro, in which Socrates engaged in a dialogue with Euthyphro about the meaning of “piety,” as the latter was going to the courthouse to sue his father for killing one of his servants. One may also compare this with a passage in the Bible, Matthew 18:15–17, where Jesus teaches that if another member of the church sins against you, “go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone.”

13.19樊迟问仁。子曰：「居处恭，执事敬，与人忠，虽之夷狄，不可弃也。」

FAN Chi asked about human-heartedness (ren 仁). The Master said, “When positioning yourself, be respectful; when conducting business, be reverent; in treating others, be wholeheartedly devoted. Even when a person goes to the Yis and Dis, [these qualities] may not be neglected.”

CHENG Shiquan speculates that FAN Chi actually asked about conduct (xing 行) rather than about human-heartedness (ren 仁), because the answer that the Master offers is similar to 15.6, where he responds to Zizhang’s question about conduct, and the Chinese words for conduct and for human-heartedness look alike (see CHENG Shiquan, 227).

FAN Chi asked about human-heartedness on two other occasions (6.22, 12.22), and each time the Master’s answer is different. This is perhaps because the context in each occasion is different.

The Yi and Di were tribes to the east and north, where ritual proprieties were not developed (cf. 3.5). Since the practice of ritual is dependent on existing social conventions, the Master’s answer was focused on what the ren person should work on in oneself (cf. 12.1). The last statement in this passage may also be interpreted as “[With these qualities] the person will not be neglected even if he goes to the Yis and Dis.”

13.20子贡问曰：「何如斯可谓之士矣？」子曰：「行己有耻，使于四方，不辱君命，可谓士矣。」曰：「敢问其次。」曰：「宗族称孝焉，乡党称弟焉。」曰：「敢 问其次。」曰：「言必信，行必果，硁硁然小人 哉，抑亦可以为次矣。」曰：「今之从政者何如？」子曰：「噫！斗筲之人，何足算也。」

Zigong asked, “What must a person be like to be called an educated person (shi 士)?”

The Master said, “In conducting himself, the person maintains a sense of shame, and when sent to any quarter will not disgrace his lord’s commission. This kind of person deserves to be called educated.”

Zigong said, “I venture to ask about the next lower kind?”

The Master said, “Those whose relatives praise them for being filial, and whose fellow villagers and neighbors praise them for being deferential to elders.”

Zigong said, “I venture to ask about the class still lower in order.”

The Master said, “Those who single-mindedly stick to their words and are always resolute in seeing the results of their action. Obstinate petty people that they are, they may yet make the next class.”

Zigong said, “What about those engaged in government today?”

The Master said “Ah! They are only containers intended to measure their incomes, not even worth being counted.”

Shi (educated person) is in Confucius’ vocabulary somewhere between junzi (exemplary person) and xiaoren (petty person). A shi should exemplify some basic form of civility (cf. 4.9, 8.7, 13.28, and 14.2, and see the entry on shi in the section on key terms). In this passage, shi is further classified into three levels, of which the lowest kind overlaps with petty persons.

Most interesting in this passage is the remark about those who are single-minded in sticking to their words and always resolute in action. Trustworthiness in words is a virtue valued highly by Confucius (cf. 1.4–8, 1.13, 2.22, 5.26, 5.28, 7.1, 7.25, 8.4, 8.13, 8.16, 9.25, 12.7, 12.10, 13.4, 15.6, 15.18, 17.6, 19.10, 20.1), yet single-minded adherence to it is described here as a sign of being petty-minded. Mencius also says, “Great people need not necessarily keep their word, nor do they necessarily see their action through to the end. They aim only at what is right” (Mencius, 4B:11). A clue for understanding this apparent contradiction is in 17.8, where Confucius is quoted as saying, “The latent flaw in being fond of trustworthiness without being fond of learning is that it leads to harm’s way.” Being trustworthy requires consistency between words and action, not a rigid imperative taken at face value. A story in the Zhuang Zi illustrates the point: A man named Weisheng promised to meet a girl under a bridge. The girl did not show up, but flood came. In order to keep his promise, Weisheng held on to the pillar under the bridge and drowned. Ultimately, people should master the art of using discretion (quan 权) to determine whether in a particular case one should or should not keep one’s word (cf. 9.30). Later Confucians used the word cheng 诚, “sincerity/genuine,” to capture this higher level of trustworthiness. If xin or trustworthiness is a feature of one’s conduct, cheng is more a feature of one’s disposition and motivation behind the conduct. A person of cheng could be sincere when not telling the truth or sticking to their word. In contrast, a person who always tells the truth or sticks to his word may be a xiangyuan 乡愿, “village worthy” or “village honest,” whom the Master condemned as the “enemy of virtue” (17.13; and Mencius, 7B:37).

The last statement literally means: “They are only people of dou 斗 and shao 筲, …” Both dou and shao are containers used for measuring grain, hence the income. Traditional commentaries usually take it to mean that since these containers are small in measure, the Master is implying that these people are petty-minded. However, the size of the containers may not be the point; the real point is that these people only look at their material gain (cf. 4.16, 8.12) and have no other values at all. This is why they cannot be considered shi or educated persons.

13.21子曰：「不得中行而与之，必也狂狷乎！狂者进取，狷者有所不为也。」

The Master said, “Unable to find the company of those who travel the middle path, I would have to go with the impetuous or the timid. The impetuous will advance in action, and the timid will refrain from doing some things.”

The best is the mean in between (cf. 6.29), but there seems to be something worse than the two extremes—those who lack both the will to advance and self-restraint. Another point of interest here is that again Confucius reminds us that each vice may come with some latent merit (cf. 5.22, 8.16, 17.8, 17.16).

13.22子曰：「南人有言曰：『人而无恒，不可以作巫 医。』善夫！『不恒其德，或承之羞。』」子曰：「不占而已矣。」

The Master said, “The people of the south have a saying: ‘Those who lack constancy (heng 恒) cannot become (zuo 作) shaman healers.’ How well said! ‘Not being constant in virtue, one will always suffer disgrace.’ ”

The Master said, “[For this kind of people,] there is no point in making divination.”

“The south” refers to the region of Chu, where mystic shamanism was popular. Shaman healers are both fortune tellers and healers, allegedly able to communicate with the spirits and mobilize hidden powers.

Based on a different interpretation of the ambiguous word zuo 作, the first quote can also be read as “those who lack constancy, even shaman healers cannot help them.” Whichever reading one takes, the point seems to be that those who lack constancy will not be helped by the spirits. These people will either be bound to have inauspicious fortunes or the spirits will dislike them, so they won’t reveal fortunes to them. A statement in the book of Zuo Zhuan may shed some light on this:

[I]n the Books of Zhou (which is a part of the Shu Jing, or the Book of Documents) we read, “Great Heaven has no affections. It helps only the virtuous [V. xvii. 4];” and, “It is not the millet which has the piercing fragrance; it is bright virtue [V. xxi. 3];” and again, “People do not slight offerings, but it is virtue which is the thing accepted [V. v. 3].” Thus if a ruler has no virtue, the people will not be attached to him, and the Spirits will not accept his offerings. What the Spirits will adhere to is a man’s virtue. (Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Xi, Year 5,” Legge 1991, 146)

This statement shows a significant view that heaven and the spirits are affected only by people’s virtues. Virtues connect a person with spiritual powers. Since constancy is a condition for all the other virtues to retain and develop, it is crucial for personal cultivation. This is one reason Confucius praises YAN Hui highly. Cf. 6.7, 6.12, 9.19–22, and 19.12.

The second quote, “Not being constant in virtue, one will always suffer disgrace,” is from the Book of Changes (hexagram 32, heng 恒), an ancient text used for divination. This provides some evidence that Confucius was familiar with the book.

13.23子曰：「君子和而不同，小人同而不和。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons harmonize but do not conform, whereas the petty-minded conform but do not harmonize.”

This is a key passage for understanding Confucius’ view about harmony and plurality. Nowhere is the difference between harmony and conformity explained better than in a story recorded in the Zuo Zhuan. When the Marquis of Qi returned from his hunt, Yan Zi was with him in the tower. Ziyou drove up to it at full speed. The Marquis said, “It is only Ziyou who is in harmony with me!” Yan Zi replied, “Ziyou is only in conformity; how can he be considered in harmony with you?” “Are they different,” asked the Marquis,—“harmony and conformity?” Yan Zi said, “They are different. Harmony is like broth. One uses water, fire, vinegar, sauce, salt, and plums to cook his fish and meat. It is made to boil by the firewood, and then the cook mixes the ingredients.…” Yan Zi then pointed out to the Marquis that the relations of ruler and minister are similar:

When there is in what the ruler approves of anything that is not proper, the minister calls attention to that impropriety, so as to make the approval entirely correct. When there is in what the ruler disapproves of anything that is proper, the minister brings it forward so as to remove occasion for the disapproval. In this way the government is made fair, without infringement, and the people will not go against it.… With Ziyou, whatever you say “Yes” to, he also says “Yes.” Whatever you say “No” to, he also says “No.” If you add water to flavor water, who can eat it? If you keep playing the same note on the lute or zither, who can listen to it? The failing of conformity lies in this. (Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Zhao, Year 20,” Legge 1991, 684)

What Yan Zi says shows clearly that harmony is a state of coexistence and interaction among distinct participants. Without differences, harmony cannot exist. In other words, difference is a prerequisite for harmony. The different parts of a harmonious whole interact with each other, blend in with each other, and enhance each other without sacrificing their uniqueness. When parts are forced into conformity, however, they are made to agree with each other at the cost of losing their uniqueness. In conformity, even if uniqueness is preserved, it is no longer appreciated, whereas in harmony, uniqueness plays a vital role (as in the case of each distinct note in a piece of music). The parts of a harmonious whole participate in the dynamic construction of the whole, whereas the parts of a conforming unity are merely constituents of it. Cf. 13.15, 14.22, 15.22, 15.40.

13.24子贡问曰：「乡人皆好之，何如？」子曰：「未可 也。」「乡人皆恶之，何如？」子曰：「未可也。不如乡人之善者好之，其不善者恶之。」

Zigong asked, “What about someone who is loved by everyone in the neighborhood?”

The Master replied, “Not enough.”

“What about someone who is loathed by everyone in the neighborhood?”

The Master said, “Not enough. It is better that the person is loved by the good people and loathed by the bad people in the neighborhood.”

The passage says a lot about Confucius’ views about public opinion. It should be read together with 15.28, where public opinion is taken as an indication of the need for investigation. A person loved by all in the neighborhood might be a “village worthy” who just appears to be virtuous (see 17.13 and the notes under it). On the other hand, a person loathed by all in the neighborhood might be unpopular because the public is prejudiced.

13.25子曰：「君子易事而难说也。说之不以其道，不说 也；及其使人也，器之。小人难事而易说也。说之虽不以道，说也；及其使人也，求备焉。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons are easy to serve but difficult to please (yue 说). If you try to please them not in accordance with the Way, they will not be pleased. But in their employment of people, they use them according to their capacities. Petty people are difficult to serve but easy to please. If you try to please them, though it is not in accordance with the Way, they would be pleased. But in their employment of people, they demand all-around perfection.”

Song dynasty scholar FU Guang 辅广 says, “Exemplary persons value talents and they employ people according to their capacities, hence under heaven there is no one that cannot be employed. Petty people neglect talents and they demand all-around perfection, hence eventually they cannot find anyone to employ” (see CHENG Shude, 939).

The word yue 说 can also mean “speak” (when pronounced shuo) and thereby generates another reading of the passage: “Exemplary persons are easy to serve but difficult to talk to,” or “exemplary persons serve at ease and speak with reluctance.” This reading echoes the passages where the Master repeatedly detests glibness (cf. 1.3, 5.5, 5.10, 5.22, 5.25, 11.25, 13.27, 15.11, 15.27, 16.4, 17.13, 17.17).



13.26子曰：「君子泰而不骄，小人骄而不泰。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons have a dignified ease (tai 泰) without arrogance (jiao 骄). Petty people are arrogant without a dignified ease.”

The difference between an exemplary person’s dignified appearance and a petty person’s arrogance is subtle. The word tai 泰 seems carefully chosen here, as it means both being grand or distinguished and being at ease. To be distinguished and at ease at the same time is the key to understand their difference, because in a petty person’s arrogance (jiao), there is always an uneasiness of trying to cover up something or a worry that others may not recognize them. Cf. 7.37.

JIAO Xun, in his Lunyu Bushu, takes tai 泰 to be tong 通, a state of being able to move freely through or being unblocked. Again this may be confused with arrogance, yet it is different.

Other than tai and jiao, Confucius makes other fine distinctions, such as between being inclusive (zhou 周) and being partisan (bi 比, 2.14), harmony (he 和) and conformity (tong 同, 13.23), and beguiled (qi 欺) and fooled (wang 罔, 6.25) (17.16).

13.27子曰：「刚、毅、木、讷近仁。」

The Master said, “Being steadfast, enduring, simple, and reticent is close to being human-hearted.”

See 5.11 for “steadfast.” “Reticence” is the opposite of being glib (cf. 12.3). One reason that these character traits will only make a person “close to being human-hearted” can be seen in 17.8. Another presumably more important reason is that to be human-hearted, one needs to go beyond the realm of personal character and enter into interpersonal relations (cf. 6.30).

13.28子路问曰：「何如斯可谓之士矣？」子曰：「切切、偲偲、怡怡如也，可谓士矣。朋友切切偲偲，兄弟怡怡。」

Zilu asked, “What must a person be like to be called an educated person (shi 士)?”

The Master said, “Those who are earnest, keen, yet amicable can be called educated persons. They are earnest and keen with their friends and amicable with their brothers.”

Notice that, after giving Zilu a general answer, the Master added a differentiation between educated persons’ way of treating friends and their way of treating brothers. The recorders of the Analects were careful to include this subtle but significant detail. The reason for the difference in treating one’s friends and one’s brothers is that the latter is closer to the “root” of family love and should be more carefully protected. This idea was developed by Mencius. Citing the tradition, “In antiquity people taught one another’s sons” (meaning that they try to avoid teaching their own sons), Mencius says, “Father and son should not demand goodness from each other. To do so will estrange them, and there is nothing more inauspicious than estrangement between father and son” (Mencius, 4A:18). These teachings, again, have to be understood as instructions for enabling a person and not as rigid rules for constraining behaviors. Confucius did not mean that one does not need to be amicable to friends or be critical to one’s siblings. The point is only a matter of degree: In comparison, one should be more amicable to one’s siblings than to one’s friends. In actual application of the instruction, one still has to discern the particularities in a given situation and to respond appropriately.

13.29子曰：「善人教民七年，亦可以即戎矣。」

The Master said, “Let an excellent person (shanren 善人) teach the people for seven years, and they may likewise be dispatched to the army.”

According to HUANG Kan’s explanation, in ancient times normally a complete education was expected to take nine years of instruction. But when instructed by an excellent person (shanren 善人), seven years would do. The reference to shanren (cf. 7.26, 11.20, 13.11) indicates that the instruction is not limited to military affairs.

13.30子曰：「以不教民战，是谓弃之。」

The Master said, “To lead uninstructed people to war is to abandon them.”

One vagueness here is about the subject of instruction. The intuitive understanding would be that people who are put to war should be instructed on martial skills and military disciplines. But ZHENG Xuan believes that it means instructions on ritual proprieties, rightness, and trustworthiness. About this difference, LIU Baonan says, “The ancients, when they give people military training, would not exclude teaching them rituals and rightness” (Liu, 299).




宪问第十四 Book 14

14.1宪问耻。子曰：「邦有道，谷。邦无道，谷，耻也。」 「克、伐、怨、欲不行焉，可以为仁矣？」子曰：「可以为难矣。仁则吾不知也。」

Xian asked about shame. The Master said, “When the Way is in the state, one receives a stipend of grain. But when the Way is lost in the state and one still receives a stipend of grain, this is shameful.”

“When one is free from the fondness of intimidating others, from boasting, from resentfulness, and from greed, may this person be deemed human-hearted?”

The Master said, “This may be regarded as hard to accomplish. As for human-heartedness, I do not know.”

Xian is the given name of YUAN Xian, style-named Zisi, aka YUAN Si, Confucius’ disciple. Given the way names were typically used at the time (he would be addressed by his peers by his style name Zisi, or, by those who are less intimately related, YUAN Si or YUAN Xian), scholars suspect that this saying was recorded by YUAN Xian himself.

YUAN Xian is known for maintaining his solitary purity. In the first part the Master partially endorses his way of life (cf. 6.5)—to stay away from shame. Yet there is a different reading about what it means to be shameful here. With a slightly different way of punctuating the sentence, ZHU Xi takes the Master to be saying, “When the Way is in the state, one receives a stipend of grain, and when the Way is lost in the state, one still receives a stipend of grain—this is shameful.” In other words, it is shameful if one only cares about receiving a stipend regardless of whether the Way is in the state or not. “To be unable to have accomplishments when the Way is in the state, and to be unable to retain one’s goodness when the Way is lost—these are both shameful” (ZHU Xi 1992, 138). This reading implies a higher standard than what is stated in 8.13, where the Master says, “It is a shame to remain poor and low in status if the state has the Way; it is a shame to be rich and in high position if the state has lost the Way.”

The second part of this passage shows the Master’s reservation, as human-heartedness requires not only remaining pure oneself, but also benefiting others (6.30).

Cf. 5.2, 5.21, 14.3, 15.7.

14.2子曰：「士而怀居，不足以为士矣。」

The Master said, “An educated person (shi 士) who longs for the comfort of home is not fit to be deemed an educated person.”

Cf. 1.14, 4.9, 4.11, 8.7. Again this is not saying that educated persons must not have comfortable homes or cannot spend any time making their homes comfortable; it is rather saying that their aspirations should go beyond that.

14.3子曰：「邦有道，危言危行；邦无道，危行言孙。」

The Master said, “When the Way is in the state, be forthright in speech and conduct. When the Way is lost in the state, be forthright in your conduct but low key in speech.”

When the Way is in the state, it is no problem for a subject to be forthright in speech and conduct, but when the Way is lost, one needs to know how to protect oneself and not to make meaningless sacrifices. Cf. 5.2, 5.21, 8.13, 15.7.



14.4子曰：「有德者必有言，有言者不必有德；仁者必有勇，勇者不必有仁。」

The Master said, “Those who are virtuous will surely have worthy sayings, but those who have worthy sayings may not necessarily be virtuous. Human-hearted persons are sure to be courageous, but those who are courageous may not necessarily be human-hearted.”

Plato has the thesis of the “unity of virtues” (that you cannot have one virtue fully without having other virtues); Confucius, on the other hand, seems to be proposing a thesis of “priority of virtues,” that is, some virtues are more fundamental than others. While a virtuous person has worthy things to say, those who say worthy things may merely be glib. While human-heartedness will lead one to do the right thing, and hence be courageous, courage may come from other motivations, such as vanity.

14.5南宫适问于孔子曰：「羿善射，奡荡舟，俱不得其死然。禹稷躬稼，而有天下。」夫子不答。南宫适出，子曰：「君子哉若人，尚德哉若人。」

NANGONG Kuo asked Confucius, “How come Yi was brilliant in archery and Ao had the strength to move a boat on dry land, yet neither had a natural death, but Yu and Ji personally farmed the land, yet they got all under heaven?”

The Master did not reply. But when NANGONG Kuo went out, the Master said, “An exemplary person indeed! An upholder of virtue indeed!”

NANGONG Kuo is Nanrong (cf. 5.2, 11.6). Yi and Ao were both men of the Xia dynasty with astounding martial abilities (see Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Xiang, Year 4,” for stories about these two men). Yu was an ancient sage-king known for his self-sacrificing devotion to control the flood and develop irrigation systems (see notes for 8.18). Ji (aka Hou Ji) was a legendary founder of agriculture and ancestor of the Zhou royal family. NANGONG Kuo’s question is actually a statement that instead of relying on physical strength, like Yi and Ao, one should uphold virtue, like Yu and Ji.



14.6子曰：「君子而不仁者有矣夫，未有小人而仁者也。」

The Master said, “There are occasions when an exemplary person (junzi 君子) fails to be human-hearted, but there is never a petty person (xiaoren 小人) who is human-hearted.”

This statement appears to contradict 4.5, where an exemplary person is said never to forsake ren, not even for the space of a meal. Some scholars (such as YANG Bojun) suspect that the words junzi and xiaoren refer to people of high and low social status. But such a reading would make the second sentence implausible. A reasonable explanation is that exemplary persons, though having cultivated their character to be ren and though determined not to forsake ren, may still have moments in which they act out of their character. See the notes under 7.30.

14.7子曰：「爱之，能勿劳乎？忠焉，能勿诲乎？」

The Master said, “Can you love someone without urging the person to work? Can you be devoted to someone wholeheartedly without offering instructions to the person?”

The statements show the difference between loving someone and spoiling someone, and the difference between wholehearted devotion and blind obedience. The former are for the good of the other, whereas the latter are actually harming the other. Cf. 13.15.

14.8子曰：「为命，裨谌草创之，世叔讨论之，行人子羽修饰之，东里子产润色之。」

The Master said, “In preparing a diplomatic document, BI Chen would make the rough draft, Shi Shu would examine and comment on it, Ziyu the diplomat would revise and grace it, and, finally, Zichan of Dongli would do the final touches to give it the proper elegance.”

Zheng was a small state surrounded by four powerful states, Qin, Jin, Qi, and Chu. Any conflict with these states or between these states would endanger it. Yet Zheng was able to survive for many years, much to the credit of its ministers, especially Prime Minister Zichan (cf. 5.16). Using the example of how the state of Zheng prepares its diplomatic documents, Confucius illustrates the benefit of using each person’s skills collaboratively. Cf. 13.25, 14.19.

14.9或问子产。子曰：「惠人也。」问子西。曰：「彼 哉！彼哉！」问管仲。曰：「人也。夺伯氏骈邑三 百，饭疏食，没齿无怨言。」

Someone asked about Zichan. The Master said, “He was a beneficent man.”

When asked about Zixi, he said, “That man! That man!”

When asked about GUAN Zhong, he said, “He was a man (ren 人). He took off Bo House [the tax income of] three hundred households of the town of Pian, and, though left with only coarse food to eat, Bo never uttered a resentful word [against GUAN Zhong] to the end of his life.”

Zichan was prime minister of Zheng, who administrated the state under extremely difficult external conditions for more than twenty years and was deeply loved by the people of Zheng (cf. 5.15, 14.8).

There were several men named Zixi (see CHENG Shude, 962–963). Most traditional commentators believe it to be Zichan’s fellow minister in the state of Zheng, a person who did not have anything worthy for others to comment (and hence Confucius’ remark, “That man! That man!”). ZHU Xi, however, argues that it should be Prince Shen of Chu, who served his younger brother, King Zhao of Chu, as prime minister. Though he had the virtue of yielding the throne to his younger brother, he did not have the wisdom to help the king to establish the legitimacy of his position, and he was believed to have dissuaded the king from granting Confucius employment. This would explain why Confucius withheld from making comments about him, as he would not like to criticize someone who spoke against him. The tone of “That man! That man!” carries with it a feeling of pity for him.

GUAN Zhong is mentioned several times in the Analects (3.22, 14.16, 14.17). Some commentators believe the word ren 人 (man or human) should be ren 仁 (human-hearted), for it looks odd that the Master would say that he was “a man.” Furthermore, the Master clearly said in 14.16 and 14.17 that he was human-hearted (ren 仁). The comment about him in this passage also justifies this reading, for the point is obvious that even though he punished Bo, he convinced Bo that the punishment was just. Yet on the other hand, GUAN Zhong is a controversial figure, and the Master had negative comments about him also (cf. 3.22). Here the choice of translating the word as “man” aims at not only preserving the text as it is presented to us, but also at leaving it open that the Master may be using the word “man” in a sense that is associated with human-heartedness.

14.10子曰：「贫而无怨难；富而无骄易。」

The Master said, “To be poor without resentment is difficult. To be rich without being arrogant is easier.”

Reading this as a description, one may judge from their experience whether it is true or not true. Yet reading it as a gongfu instruction, it becomes a reminder: Those who are rich have less reason not to be ren. A person should be proud of being human-hearted and should not be arrogant because they are rich.

Reading this together with 14.9, LIU Baonan takes it as an indirect praise of Bo, who became poor yet had no resentment against GUAN Zhong’s just action of taking his source of income (see Liu, 306).

14.11子曰：「孟公绰为赵、魏老则优，不可以为滕、薛大夫。」

The Master said, “MENG Gongchuo is good enough to be a chief steward in the houses of Zhao and Wei. He cannot be a minister in Teng or Xue.”

MENG Gongchuo (also mentioned in the next passage, 14.12) was a minister in the state of Lu. Zhao and Wei 魏 were powerful clans in the state of Jin, much like the Three Houses in Lu. Teng and Xue were small states. There are three interpretations of this passage, though they all agree that the main point of the saying is that employment of a person should be based on proper judgment of the capabilities of the person. One takes it to be saying that a man capable of running a powerful house in a powerful state may not necessarily be good enough to run a small state. Another takes it to be saying that running a small state is actually more difficult than running a big state, as it would be constantly under the pressure of large neighboring states. Both of these take MENG Gongchuo not to be good enough to be a minister in Teng or Xue. A third, less-known interpretation takes being a chief officer in the houses of Zhao and Wei to be ten times more difficult than being a minister in Teng or Xue, so Meng was actually overqualified for that (see Jeong, 17)!

14.12子路问成人。子曰：「若臧武仲之知，公绰之不欲，卞 庄子之勇，冉求之艺，文之以礼乐，亦可以为成人 矣。」曰：「今之成人者何必然。见利思义，见危授命，久要不忘平生之言，亦可以为成人矣。」

Zilu asked what constitutes a fully mature person. The Master said, “A person with ZANG Wuzhong’s wisdom, Gongchuo’s freedom from greed, Zhuangzi of Bian’s bravery, and RAN Qiu’s talents; add to these the refinement with ritual propriety and music—such a man might as well be considered a fully mature person.”

[He then] added, “But what is the necessity for a fully mature person of the present day to have all these qualities? If one can think of rightness (yi 义) on seeing gain, is prepared to give up his life on seeing danger, and does not forget his words even after enduring a long hardship—such a man may also be considered a fully mature person.”

What is rendered here as “fully mature person” (chengren 成人) has also been translated “consummate person,” “complete person,” or “perfect man.”

ZANG Wuzhong was a minister of Lu. When he was in Qi, he refused to accept a gift of land from Duke Zhuang of Qi and consequently was not implicated when the Duke was killed, hence he gained the reputation of being wise. Gongchuo is MENG Gongchuo mentioned in 14.11. Zhuangzi of Bian is a different person from the Daoist philosopher known as Zhuang Zi. One of the legendary stories associated with Zhuangzi of Bian is that he single-handedly killed two tigers. Another story about him is that when his mother was alive, he was defeated in battle three times since his mind was focused on caring for his mother. After his mother died, however, he thrice penetrated into battlefields and brought back heads of enemy forces, and eventually he died in the battlefield. RAN Qiu is a talented disciple of Confucius’ and served as the minister of the Ji House.

In saying that the four men’s qualities, together with the addition of training in ritual and music “might as well” be considered indicative of a fully mature person, the Master seems to suggest that there is a higher standard for being fully mature. According to Shuo Yuan, when YAN Hui asked about the conduct of chengren, the Master said,

The conduct of chengren is being unblocked (da 达) in the inherent tendencies (li 理) of human inclinations (qing 情) and human nature (xing 性), able to move through the variations of things of different kinds, knowing the reasons of darkness and brightness, recognizing the origin of the circulation of energies (qi 气). Being like this can be called chengren. Once the person knows the Way of heaven (tiandao 天道), the person will commit to the practice of human-heartedness and rightness and will discipline his body by ritual proprieties and music. Human-heartedness, rightness, ritual propriety, and music are the conduct of chengren, which is able to fully manifest marvelousness and recognize transformations—the full blossoming of virtues indeed. (Shuo Yuan, chap. 18, “Bian Wu”)

Compared to this high standard, the virtues of the four men are lesser virtues, and the qualities mentioned in the additional remarks about the “present day” are even lower in kind. It is not clear whether the additional remarks in this passage are the Master’s or Zilu’s. Most people believe that they are the Master’s, for the tone does not sound like Zilu’s. JEONG Yakyong thinks that the first set of qualities match a description of Zilu, so the Master was actually mocking Zilu for not aiming at the highest standard (Jeong, 17). According to this reading, the additional remarks could be read as Zilu’s self-defense.

The concept of chengren entails a number of important issues. We may, for instance, ask whether the term entails a fixed notion of what it means to be an authentic, or mature, or complete human. Does Confucius, like Aristotle, have a “teleological” view of human being, that is, that there is a predetermined telos (end or purpose) to be actualized? Is Confucius here being sarcastic, as Brooks and Brooks (121) suggest, actually rejecting the Daoist idea of a “perfect man”? Why is there a difference between these levels, and why are the “present day” and the past relevant with regard to being a chengren? The “present day” in Confucius’ time was a corrupted age, and so the old standard was presumably too high for most people to reach (notice the difference between his answer to YAN Hui in Shuo Yuan and his answer for Zilu here). Perhaps this entails the understanding that “ought” implies “can”: If given the present conditions one were unable to reach the standard, then it is unreasonable to expect it from the person.

14.13子问公叔文子于公明贾曰：「信乎，夫子不言，不 笑，不取乎?」公明贾对曰：「以告者过也，夫子时然后言，人不厌其言。乐然后笑，人不厌其笑。义然后取，人不厌其取。」子曰：「其然。岂其然乎！」

The Master asked GONGMING Jia about GONGSHU Wenzi, saying, “Is it true that your master speaks not, laughs not, and takes not?”

GONGMING Jia replied, “The person who reported this exaggerated. My master speaks when it is time to speak, and so people do not get resentful about his speech; he laughs when he is happy, and so people do not get resentful about his laughter; he takes when it is appropriate to take, and so people do not get resentful about his taking.”

The Master said, “Is that so! Is it really so!”

GONGSHU Wenzi was a worthy minister of Wei 卫. Wenzi is his posthumous title, literally, “Master of culture.” What GONGMING Jia says about his master actually describes qualities of a “timely sage”—an expression that Mencius later used to describe Confucius (5B:1), a mark of the highest sagehood. Most translators (and indeed commentators as well) take Confucius’ concluding remark as questioning whether it was true, and hence they use question marks there “Is that so? Is it really so?” This, however, misses the tone that, though Confucius may indeed be dubious about it, he nevertheless wishes that it were true. Cf. 14.18.

14.14子曰：「臧武仲以防求为后于鲁，虽曰不要君，吾不信也。」

The Master said, “ZANG Wuzhong took hold of Fang, requesting [the Duke of] Lu to appoint a successor to him. Although it was said that he was not using force upon his sovereign, I do not believe it.”

ZANG Wuzhong, son of ZANG Wenzhong (5.18), was a minister in Lu, mentioned in 14.12 for his wisdom. He offended Mengsun, one of the Three Houses in Lu, and had to flee to the neighboring state Zhu. Later he returned to the town of Fang and wrote a letter to the Duke of Lu, saying, “It was not in my power to do any harm;—it was my lack of wisdom that failed me. I do not presume to make any request for myself. But if you allow the maintenance of the sacrifices to my ancestors, and do not forget the merits of my two predecessors, shall I not leave the town?” (Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Xiang, Year 23,” Legge 1991, 503.) Though the tone was soft, Confucius’ remark reveals the message behind Zang’s words: If you do not grant me my request to appoint a successor to me from my family as Minister of Justice in Lu, I will hold the city to incite open revolt. Commentators suggest that this should be read in association with 17.8, where Confucius says, “The latent flaw of being fond of wisdom (zhi 知) without being fond of learning is that it leads to dissipation.”

14.15子曰：「晋文公谲而不正，齐桓公正而不谲。」

The Master said, “Duke Wen of Jin was crafty (jue 谲) but not upright. Duke Huan of Qi was upright but not crafty.”

Both Duke Wen of Jin and Duke Huan of Qi were among the five Ba 霸 (hegemons) during the Spring and Autumn period. Commentators often take this to be praise for Duke Huan of Qi and criticism of Duke Wen of Jin. However, others read it differently: Shuowen (a dictionary composed by XU Shen during the Han dynasty) defines the word jue 谲 as “to use discretion (quan 权) and deception (zha 诈).” When used for deception, it is bad, but when used as discretion, it is good. As mentioned in the notes for 9.30, quan 权 means goodness resulting from transgressing well-established canons or guidelines. XU Shen seems to have deliberately included both to indicate both possibilities. From this, the passage may be read as saying that both men have pros and cons. Duke Wen of Jin is able to exercise discretion and not dogmatically adhere to simple principles, but he lacks uprightness. Duke Huan of Qi is able to adhere to principles, yet he lacks flexibility. Cf. 4.10.

14.16子路曰：「桓公杀公子纠，召忽死之，管仲不死。曰：未仁乎？」子曰：「桓公九合诸侯，不以兵车，管仲之力也。如其仁，如其仁！」

Zilu said, “When Duke Huan killed Prince Jiu, SHAO Hu died for his master, but GUAN Zhong did not. May I say that he was not human-hearted (ren 仁)?”

The Master said, “Duke Huan assembled the Lords of the states together nine times, and did it without using military force. It was all through the influence of GUAN Zhong. That was his human-heartedness! That was his human-heartedness!”

Both SHAO Hu and GUAN Zhong were Prince Jiu’s tutors. When Prince Jiu was killed, SHAO Hu committed suicide to show his loyalty to his master. GUAN Zhong, however, was recruited by the person responsible for Prince Jiu’s death, Duke Huan, and assisted him in becoming hegemon. Zilu was obviously expecting Confucius to approve SHAO Hu and condemn GUAN Zhong. But Confucius apparently had a different way of judging one’s human-heartedness.

According to the Shuo Yuan, Confucius offered this explanation, which has a strong utilitarian flavor:

SHAO Hu had the talent for being a subject of any ordinary person. If he did not kill himself, he would be a captive of the armies. If he did, he would then be well known to all under heaven. Given that, what reason did he have not to kill himself? GUAN Zhong, however, had the talent capable of assisting the Son of Heaven and being a minister of the lords of many states. If he were to die, he couldn’t be anything more than a rotten corpse in a ditch. If he did not die, he could again use his abilities to benefit the world. Given that, what reason does he have for killing himself? Zilu, you did not understand this. (See CHENG Shude, 982)

The final remarks by Confucius in the Analects passage are vague. Some translate them as “Who can compare with him in humanity! Who can compare with him in humanity!” However, the Master had negative remarks about GUAN Zhong also (see 3.22). Based on that, some translate the concluding remarks as “But as for his human-heartedness, as for his human-heartedness …,” meaning that the Master did not want to simply say that he was human-hearted. My translation is based on the next passage, which specifies in what sense GUAN Zhong can be said to be human-hearted.

14.17子贡曰：「管仲非仁者与？桓公杀公子纠，不能死，又相之。」子曰：「管仲相桓公，霸诸侯，一匡天下，民到于今受其赐。微管仲，吾其披发左衽矣。岂若匹夫匹妇之为谅也，自经于沟渎而莫之知也。」

Zigong said, “GUAN Zhong was not human-hearted, was he? When Duke Huan had Prince Jiu killed, he not only was unable to die for him, he became prime minister to the Duke.”

The Master said, “GUAN Zhong became prime minister to Duke Huan, made him leader of the lords of states, and united and rectified the whole kingdom. Even today, the people still benefit from what he conferred. Had there not been GUAN Zhong, we would be wearing our hair unbound with our clothes fastened on the left. How could this be compared to the petty fidelity (liang 谅) of common men and women, which would have him strangle himself in a stream or ditch, without anyone knowing who he was?”

This poses basically the same question as the previous passage, 14.16, but here the question is asked by Zigong, who apparently was able to forgive GUAN Zhong for not dying for his master but unable to accept the fact that he became the minister to the person who killed his master. Confucius elaborated the benefits that GUAN Zhong brought to the people. The whole spirit is consistent with the teachings in 7.22, 13.20, 13.25, and 18.10 where the Master reminds people not to demand all-around perfection and to appreciate others’ good points. In this case, the good is inseparable from the bad, because otherwise he would not be able to make his later contributions.

14.18公叔文子之臣大夫僎与文子同升诸公。子闻之曰：「可以为文矣。」

GONGSHU Wenzi’s house minister Zhuan ascended to the Duke’s court along with Wenzi. Having heard of it, the Master said, “He deserved to be considered Wen (cultured).”

Reading 14.18 together with 14.13, we see another indication of the worthiness of GONGSHU Wenzi: He recommended his house minister for promotion to fellow minister in the ducal court, which shows that he was not envious, and was able to recognize another’s merits. See the notes under 5.15 for the specific definition of wen according to the Zhou tradition.

14.19子言卫灵公之无道也，康子曰：「夫如是，奚而不丧？」孔子曰：「仲叔圉治宾客，祝鮀治宗庙，王孙贾治军旅，夫如是，奚其丧？」

The Master remarked about how Duke Ling of Wei has lost the Way. [JI] Kangzi said, “If that is the case, how come he has not lost his state?”

Confucius said, “ZHONGSHU Yu manages his guests, Priest Tuo manages his ancestral temple, and WANGSUN Jia manages his army forces. With such officers, how would he lose his state?”

See 6.28, 13.3, and 15.1 for additional remarks about Duke Ling of Wei; 5.15 for ZHONGSHU Yu (aka KONG Wenzi, KONG Yu); 6.16 for Priest Tuo; and 3.13 for WANGSUN Jia. This again indicates the importance of employing people according to their talents and using their skills collectively (cf. 14.8).

14.20子曰：「其言之不怍，则为之也难。」

The Master said, “Those who speak without modesty will find it difficult to put their words into practice.”

Cf. 1.14, 2.13, 4.22, 4.24, 12.3, 14.27.

14.21陈成子弑简公，孔子沐浴而朝，告于哀公曰：「陈恒弑其君，请讨之。」公曰：「告夫三子。」孔子曰：「以吾从大夫之后，不敢不告也。君曰：告夫三子者。」之三子告，不可。孔子曰：「以吾从大夫之后，不敢不告也。」

CHEN Chengzi assassinated Duke Jian [of Qi]. Confucius took a bath and went to the court to inform Duke Ai, saying, “CHEN Heng [CHEN Chengzi] has assassinated his Lord. I beg you to launch a punitive expedition against him.”

The Duke said, “Inform the chiefs of the Three Houses.”

Confucius [retired, and] said, “Given that I am in the rank of following in the rear of the ministers, I did not dare not to present such a matter. The Lord said, ‘Inform the chiefs of the Three Houses.’ ”

He went to inform the chiefs of the Three Houses, but they did not grant his request. Confucius said, “Given that I am in the rank of following in the rear of the ministers, I did not dare not to present such a matter.”

CHEN Chengzi (CHEN Heng, aka Tian Chang) was a minister of Qi. It was a serious transgression of ritual propriety and statute of the Zhou for a subject to assassinate his lord. When this happened, everyone was justified in punishing him. Taking a bath and fasting beforehand was a ritual for a minister to have an audience with the sovereign. At the time all the military of the state of Lu was in the hands of the Three Houses.

The Zuo Zhuan (“Duke Ai, Year 14”) provides this additional information:

CHEN Heng of Qi assassinated his Lord Ren at Shu Zhou. Confucius fasted for three days, and then pleaded [with the Duke] to send a punitive expedition to Qi. Thrice he made the request, and the Duke said, “Lu has long been weakened by Qi. If we should attack Qi, as you requested, what could we accomplish? Confucius replied, “Half of the people of Qi disapprove CHEN Heng’s assassination of his Lord. With all the forces of Lu, joined by one half of that of Qi, we shall defeat it.” The Duke asked him to lay the matter before Jisun (the Ji House). Confucius retired and said to someone, “Given that I am in the rank of following in the rear of the ministers, I did not dare not to present such a matter.” (See Legge 1991, 840)

Based on this some speculate that Confucius saw an opportunity for the Duke of Lu to take back his power from the Three Houses and restore the culture of Zhou. Others, however, question the reliability of the Zuo Zhuan account, and, based on the passage in the Analects, take this as Confucius’ symbolic attempt to do what he knew to be impossible (cf. 14.38), as he seemed to be aware that the Duke would do nothing. He was doing what his official duty required him to do. “Following in the rear of the ministers” is believed to be a humble expression for “being a minister.”

14.22子路问事君，子曰：「勿欺也，而犯之。」

Zilu asked how to serve a ruler. The Master said, “Do not beguile (qi 欺) him; but you may confront him.”

See the notes for 13.15 and 13.23 for the value of disagreements, even with one’s lord. The word qi has double connotations, one is “to deceive,” “to fool,” and the other is “to manipulate” or “to mesmerize.” So there are different, though not mutually exclusive, explanations of what “qi one’s lord” means: (1) Lying to the lord or hiding some facts from him in order to dissuade him from doing something. (2) What one says to the lord is not wholeheartedly believed or upheld by oneself. This is to take anything short of zhong (wholehearted devotion) as qi-ing one’s lord. (3) One’s own conduct is inconsistent with what one tells the lord to do.

Some take this as saying “instead of trying to dupe him, confront him,” but more translators take it to be “when standing against him, do not dupe him.” The subtle difference between the two becomes significant when we take notice of the fact that the Master’s statement was in reply to Zilu, who was known for being straightforward. Read in the former way, it would be encouraging Zilu to confront his lord. But there was no such need for Zilu; instead, Zilu needed a word of caution and the use of sound judgment (cf. 5.7, 7.11, 11.22). Given this context, it would also be inappropriate to render qi as “to deceive” or “to dupe,” because the likely flaw in Zilu was not that he would ever deceive his lord. The proper understanding of qi here seems to be “to manipulate” the lord. As ZHU Xi says, “in remonstrating to the lord, unable to fully present one’s reasons clearly, yet insisting that the lord has to accept one’s ideas, this is letting one’s words be excessive [not in proportion to the reason]. That is to qi the lord.” “Confronting the lord is not difficult for Zilu; what is difficult to him is not to qi the lord” (see CHENG Shude, 1002–1003)—here qi is clearly in the sense of manipulating rather than deceiving.

14.23子曰：「君子上达，小人下达。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons reach upward, petty persons (xiaoren 小人) reach downward.”

Due to the ambiguity of reaching “upward” or “downward,” there are various readings of the passage. HUANG Kan takes it to be a contrast between seeking human-heartedness, rightness, and the Way versus seeking profit (cf. 4.16). ZHU Xi’s explanation is “exemplary persons follow the Principle of heaven and will therefore reach upward toward brightness day by day; petty persons follow their desires and will therefore fall on a daily basis toward being filthy.” SU Zhe 苏辙 (1039–1112) and HE Tan 何坦 (mid thirteenth century), however, take this to be the difference between becoming worthies and sages versus becoming skillful in particular vocations, such as farming, craftsmanship, and merchandising (notice that in such a reading, xiaoren would mean common people rather than petty persons). Confucius studies “what is below in order to reach upward” (14.35), and he can therefore be both a sage and skillful in many different things at the same time. JIAO Hong 焦竑 (1540–1620) pushes along this direction further philosophically. Quoting the Yi Zhuan, “What is beyond form is called the Way; what is below form is called vessel,” he says that reaching upward and downward are not two different things. Seeing a person as exemplary is about the person’s nature, which is beyond concrete forms; seeing one as a common person is about the person’s concrete form of usefulness, which is not looking at the person’s Way (Jiaoshi Bisheng, quoted in CHENG Shude, 1004).



14.24子曰：「古之学者为己，今之学者为人。」

The Master said, “In ancient times, people learned for [improving] themselves. Nowadays, people learn for [the approbation of] others.”

“Learning for oneself” should not be confused with being selfish. For Confucius, one serves oneself well in caring for and loving others. There is not only no rigid dichotomy between genuine self-interest and serving the interest of one’s parents, friends, community, and all under heaven; in fact, the two sides are so inseparable that it would be misleading to take Confucian ethics as “altruism.” Commentators all agree that the statement is a lament and warning about the changing purpose of learning: from the intrinsic goal of improving oneself to extrinsic purposes such as obtaining fame and profit, getting credits, demanding of others, or pleasing others.

There are, however, several very different interpretations of what “learning for oneself” and “learning for others” mean specifically:

Xun Zi says, after quoting this passage, “The learning of exemplary persons is used to refine their character. The learning of the petty person is used like ceremonial offerings of birds and calves [to please the spirits]” (Xun Zi, 1.9).

KONG Anguo says, “Those who learn for themselves put what they learned into practice, but those who do it for others merely talk about it” (see Xing, 2512).

HAN Yu explicitly rejects Kong’s interpretation as “missing its true meaning,” and he explains that the true meaning is about establishing moral subjectivity: “ ‘[Learning] for oneself’ means the ability to set oneself as a model for the world; ‘[learning] for others’ means the ability only to borrow others’ teachings to measure oneself [to meet others’ expectations]” (Lunyu Bijie 论语笔解, see CHENG Shude, 1004–1005). XIA Xichou 夏锡畴 (Qing dynasty) echoes this, saying, “To hate something like you hate a disgusting smell; to love something like you love sexual attraction, this is [learning] for oneself; to be good by merely following others, this is ‘[learning] for others.’ Without overcoming this obstacle, and just following others’ opinions in whatever one does, one would have no firm standing ground. Having no such ground and yet wanting to pursue the Way of the sages, that is futile” (see CHENG Shude, 1005).

CHEN Tianxiang’s reading points to the method of cultivation: “ ‘[Learning] for oneself’ means focusing on governing oneself; ‘[learning] for others’ means focusing on governing others. Simply learn for oneself, the function of governing others will come with it; simply learn for governing others, the root of governing oneself will be lost” (see CHENG Shude, 1005).

Among contemporary Confucian scholars, TU Weiming champions advocating the importance of “learning for oneself,” saying that it embodies the Confucian view about the establishment of moral subjectivity, or simply put: to become human (cf. 1.15). To become human is dependent on oneself (12.1). Cf. Tu 1985, 51–65.

Cf. also 1.16, 4.14, 8.7, 14. 42, 15.5, 15.21.

14.25蘧伯玉使人于孔子，孔子与之坐而问焉，曰：「夫子何为？」对曰：「夫子欲寡其过而未能也。」使者出，子曰：「使乎!使乎！」

QU Boyu sent a messenger to Confucius. Confucius sat with him and asked, “What is your master engaged in?”

The messenger replied, “My master wishes to make his faults few but has been unable to succeed yet.”

When the messenger went out, the Master said, “What a messenger! What a messenger!”

QU Boyu was a worthy minister of Wei 卫, who probably hosted Confucius when he visited the state. The messenger’s statement looks like a humble description of his master, yet it speaks of a great virtue of his master, especially to someone like Confucius. No one is perfect, and seeing one’s own imperfection in order to improve is what an exemplary person does. In contrast, a petty person tries to cover up his own faults. Cf. 15.7, 16.11, 19.8.

14.26子曰：「不在其位，不谋其政。」 曾子曰：「君子思不出其位。」

The Master said, “One who is not in a particular office should not exercise the powers that belong to the office.”

Master Zeng said, “Exemplary persons, in their thoughts, do not stray out of their positions.”

The Master’s statement also appears in 8.14, but here it is followed by Master Zeng’s comment.

This saying does not mean that one cannot or should not have opinions about the affairs of other’s offices. It is rather that one should not manage affairs that do not belong to one’s official duty. For example, in 2.19, Confucius gave Duke Ai of Lu advice about what kind of people he should promote, but he did not tell the Duke who in particular he must advance.

Both 8.14 and 14.26 may have concrete targets, such as the Ji House’s usurping the powers of the Duke of Lu.

14.27子曰：「君子耻其言而过其行。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons are ashamed of letting their speech outpace their action.”

Cf. 1.14, 2.13, 4.22, 4.24, 12.3, 14.20.

14.28子曰：「君子道者三，我无能焉。仁者不忧，知者不惑，勇者不惧。」子贡曰：「夫子自道也。」

The Master said, “The Way of an exemplary person is threefold, but I am unable to accomplish them: Being human-hearted the person is free from anxiety, being wise the person is free from perplexity, being courageous the person is free from fear.”

Zigong said, “That is a portrayal of the Master himself.”

The threefold Way of an exemplary person is described also in 9.29. Zigong’s remark serves as a reminder to others of the Master’s modesty, a virtue indicated in 14.20, 14.25, 14.27. Cf. 12.4.

14.29子贡方人，子曰：「赐也贤乎哉，夫我则不暇。」

Zigong was criticizing others. The Master said, “Ci [Zigong] must be really superior! As for me, I don’t have the leisure for this.”

The Master is speaking sarcastically. “Having no leisure for this” implies that one should keep busy improving oneself. This, of course, does not mean that one should never judge or criticize others. The point is to focus on self-cultivation and be strict on oneself yet lenient to others. Instead of telling Zigong directly what he needs to do, the statement draws Zigong’s attention to the Master himself. By taking this detour, the Master reminded Zigong of the need for self-cultivation. Cf. 14.25, 14.28, 15.15.

14.30子曰：「不患人之不己知，患其不能也。」

The Master said, “Do not worry about others’ not knowing you; worry about your own lack of ability.”

This is not about self-confidence and living one’s own life the way you choose. Rather, it concerns the need to focus on self-cultivation, which would, in turn, make one worthy of recognition. Cf. 1.16, 4.14, 15.15, 15.19, 15.21.

14.31子曰：「不逆诈，不亿不信，抑亦先觉者，是贤乎！」

The Master said, “Neither greeting others with suspicion of deception nor presupposing untrustworthiness, yet being the first to apprehend these when they occur—isn’t this worthy?”

Here we see the protocol that one is considered innocent until proven guilty, though not in the legal sense but as a way of life in general. At the same time, as it is said in 6.26, “an exemplary person can be deceived but not fooled.”

14.32微生亩谓孔子曰：「丘何为是栖栖者与？无乃为佞 乎？」孔子曰：「非敢为佞也，疾固也。」

WEISHENG Mu said to Confucius, “Qiu, why do you keep roosting about? Are you not showing off your eloquence (ning 佞)? Confucius said, “I do not dare to show off my eloquence; it is just that my problem is stubborn (jigu 疾固).”

WEISHENG Mu, a native of Lu, was possibly a Daoist-like hermit. The fact that he addresses Confucius by his personal name Qiu shows that he is older than Confucius and is well acquainted with him. “Keep roosting about” refers to Confucius traveling from state to state, and, together with the word ning 佞, the remark seems to be a deliberate mockery of Confucius, though not necessarily done with ill intention.

The words jigu 疾固 in Confucius’ remark have invited very different interpretations. Taking ji as a verb (dislike, troubled by) and gu as a noun (stubborn), most English translations interpret them as “but rather that I hate inflexibility.” This goes well with Confucius’ dislike of rigidity (cf. 9.4), but as some commentators pointed out, it would make his reply somewhat like a tit-for-tat criticism of WEISHENG Mu, which is out of character for the Master. Following those who take gu as gulou 固陋, crudeness (e.g., BAO Xian), HUANG Chichung translates it as “but that I am troubled by the benightedness,” that is, “the world’s ignorance of the Way.” This is a stretch of the word gu. Presumably taking both ji and gu as nouns (problem and stubbornness), Slingerland translates it as exactly the opposite of most English translations: “it is just I am very stubborn.” As a humble way of saying “I am persistent,” this is consistent with the Master’s character, but it does not go well with the expression jigu, for if Slingerland is right, it should be guji instead. Following CHENG Shiquan’s interpretation (258), I take ji as a noun but gu as an adjective. However, my translation is closer to its original vagueness than Cheng’s modern Chinese rendition, because Confucius might have left it vague deliberately for WEISHENG Mu to ponder whether the “problem” was Confucius’ fondness of talking about social and political matters (as he was accusing Confucius of) or whether it was the troubles of the world itself.

14.33子曰：「骥不称其力，称其德也。」

The Master said, “A good horse is valued not because of its physical strength, but because of its virtuosities (de 德).”

A metaphor for what an exemplary person should be valued for. Cf. 3.16, 14.5.

14.34或曰：「以德报怨，何如？」子曰：「何以报德？以直报怨，以德报德。」

Someone said, “What about repaying hostility with kindness (de 德)?” The Master said, “Then how will you repay kindness? Repay hostility with uprightness (zhi 直), and repay kindness with kindness.”

Unlike “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” or Jesus Christ’s exhortation to turn the other cheek, Confucius repays hostility with zhi 直, “uprightness,” “straightforwardness,” or, when taken as a verb, “to straighten,” “to correct,” or “to help grow.” The proactive attitude of helping the wrongdoer to correct the wrong provides us with a thought-provoking alternative to retribution at the one extreme and to “love your enemy” by letting them continue to do harm at the other extreme. Cf. 2.19, 5.24, 6.19, 8.2, 8.16, 12.16, 12.20, 12.22, 13.18, 15.7, 15.25, 17.8, 17.16, 17.24, 18.2.

14.35子曰：「莫我知也夫！」子贡曰：「何为其莫知子也？」子曰：「不怨天，不尤人，下学而上达，知我者其天乎！」

The Master said, “Is there no one that understands me!” Zigong said, “What do you mean by no one understands you, Master?”

The Master replied, “I do not complain about heaven. I do not blame other people. I study what is below in order to reach upward. Is heaven the only one that knows me?”

Most commentators take it to be Confucius’ deep sigh, with bitterness, that, after traveling from one state to another year after year, no one appreciated him or offered him a position to implement the Way. Great as Confucius was, and that he claimed that an exemplary person should be “unresentful when not understood by others” (1.1), that does not mean he would not feel upset. Even though this may all be true, the real point of this passage may not be a bitter sigh, because the rest of the passage does not seem to go well with this interpretation. What he said in his reply to Zigong is that he had no resentment. It seems more natural to take this as a reminder to others (not limited to his students) that they have not understood him yet.

“Study what is below in order to reach upward” is believed to be referring to his work of editing the Spring and Autumn Annals, a history book in which he artistically embedded praise and condemnation, and thereby made the book into an ethics canon more than a history book. The Mencius tells us,

When the world declined and the Way fell into obscurity, heresies and violence again arose. There were instances of regicides and parricides. Confucius was apprehensive and composed the Spring and Autumn Annals. Strictly speaking, this is the prerogative of the Son of Heaven (the King). That is why Confucius said, “Those who understand me will do so through the Spring and Autumn Annals; those who condemn me will also do so because of the Spring and Autumn Annals.” (Mencius, 3B:9)

In other words, in editing the book, Confucius was trying to set moral standards for the world on behalf of the rulers. Since it was a violation of the prerogative of the Son of Heaven, he may be condemned; yet heaven should know that his action was reaching upward to connect the Way of heaven with the human world. Because of this, some commentators stress that “reaching upward” should be understood more broadly than his work of editing the Spring and Autumn Annals. The “upward” refers to human-heartedness, rightness, the Way, and heaven. Cf. 2.4, 14.23.

14.36公伯寮愬子路于季孙。子服景伯以告，曰：「夫子固有惑志于公伯寮，吾力犹能肆诸市朝。」子曰：「道之将行也与，命也；道之将废也与，命也。公伯寮其如命何！」

GONGBO Liao slandered Zilu to Jisun. ZIFU Jingbo informed Confucius of it, saying, “The master is certainly being led astray by GONGBO Liao, but my power is still enough to have his corpse displayed at the marketplace.”

The Master said, “Is the Way going to prevail? It is a matter of destiny (ming 命). Is the Way going to fail? It is a matter of destiny. What can GONGBO Liao do to destiny?”

GONGBO Liao was a minor official of Lu (shi 士). His slandering of Zilu to Jisun (the head of the Ji House) must have occurred during the time when Zilu was the steward of the Ji House. It is believed to have played a role in the eventual failure of Zilu’s (which is actually Confucius’) plan to dissolve the strongholds of the Three Houses. ZIFU Jingbo was a minister of Lu, a member of the Meng family (one of the Three Houses) and possibly a disciple of Confucius. “My power is still enough …” shows that though he could not reverse the entire situation, his influence was enough to have GONGBO Liao punished by execution. According to the laws of the Zhou dynasty, the corpse of the executed person was to be exposed at the marketplace for three days if he was a shi, or at court if he was a minister.

Confucius’ reply seems to imply fatalism (i.e., that no one can make any impact on what that is going to happen), but the context suggests that he may mean that GONGBO Liao’s action could hardly have any significant impact on the course of what was going to happen (i.e., one can read it as “he is almost nobody”). In saying this, Confucius was both denouncing GONGBO Liao and dissuading ZIFU Jingbo from undertaking such radical retaliation. See the entry on ming in the section on key terms for the Confucian view about destiny.

14.37子曰：「贤者辟世，其次辟地，其次辟色，其次辟 言。」 子曰：「作者七人矣。」

The Master said, “Worthy people keep away from the world. Next is to keep away from a place. Still next is to keep away from looks. Last is to keep away from remarks.”

The Master said, “There are seven who have done this.”

Some believe that the “seven” refers to the seven people mentioned in 18.8, that is, Boyi, Shuqi, Yuzhong, Yiyi, Zhuzhang, LIUXIA Hui, and Shaolian. Others believe that it refers to the seven Daoist-like hermits mentioned in the Analects: Changju and Jieni in 18.6, the old man in 18.7, the gatekeeper at Shimen in 14.38, the man carrying baskets in 14.39, the border warden at Yi in 3.24, and the madman of Chu, Jieyu, in 18.5.

The passage may look very Daoist. However, Confucius is not opposed to keeping away from danger when sacrificing oneself does not help (cf. 5.7, 5.21, 8.13, 14.1, 14.3, 15.7, 18.4).

Commentators have different takes about the four ways of withdrawing. HUANG Kan (in Lunyu Yishu 论语义疏) takes “next” literally as indicating a lower level of worthiness of the person. Hence, when the Way is not going in the state, a worthy person will keep away from the human world completely, a less worthy person will move to a different state, a still less worthy person will depart when they get hostile looks, and last comes those who will not leave until they are insulted by ill remarks. WANG Fuzhi (in Du Sishu Daquan Shuo 读四书大全说), however, believes “next” to be indicating lesser degrees of withdrawing. A worthy person may choose to withdraw himself more or less, depending on circumstances (see CHENG Shude, 1027). They both agree though that Confucius himself is different from the “seven” worthies or the Daoist-like hermits. He is, as Mencius puts it, a “timely sage” (Mencius, 5B:1). If the Way should fail to prevail, he might “get on a raft and float about on the sea” (5.7, i.e., “keep away from the world”). When he saw that the court of the Lu was hopeless, he left the state and started his great journey (18.4, i.e., “keep away from a place”). When Duke Ling of Wei 卫 asked him about military formations, he said “I never studied this” (15.1, i.e., “keep away from ill remarks”), and when the Duke looked at the flying goose during a conversation with him, he left (see “The Biography of Confucius” in Shiji, the Historical Records, by Sima Qian. This is to “keep away from hostile looks”).

14.38子路宿于石门，晨门曰：「奚自？」子路曰：「自孔氏。」曰：「是知其不可而为之者与？」

Zilu spent a night at Shimen. The morning gatekeeper said to him, “Where do you come from?”

Zilu said, “From the Kong [Confucius] house.”

“Is he the man who knows that it cannot be done and yet keeps doing it anyway?”

Shimen is an outer gate of the capital of Lu. The gatekeeper seems to share the same view with other Daoist-like figures in the Analects (14.32, 14.39, 18.5, 18.6). But his remark is an inspiring description of Confucius. As H. G. Creel says, what makes Confucius different from the knight of La Mancha who kept fighting windmills is that

Don Quixote was an echo of the past, imitating the knight-errantry that was at its last gasp. Confucius was a prophet of the future.… Assuredly his proper realm was that of ideas and of teaching them to others; he was incapable of the compromises necessary to put them into practice. But it was extremely important that he should try. The difference is that which distinguishes an officer who says, “Follow me!” from one who says “Advance!” If Confucius had stayed in Lu, enjoying a sinecure and strolling about with his pupils, he would have remained a preacher; by setting off on his hopeless quest he became a prophet. The picture of this venerable gentleman, in some respects still unsophisticated, setting off in his fifties to save the world by persuading the hard-bitten rulers of his day that they should not oppress their subjects, is in some ways ridiculous. But it is a magnificent kind of ridiculousness, found only in the great. (Creel, 51–52)

14.39子击磬于卫，有荷蒉而过孔氏之门者，曰：「有心 哉，击磬乎！」既而曰：「鄙哉，硁硁乎。莫己知 也，斯已而已矣。深则厉，浅则揭。」子曰：「果 哉，末之难矣。」

The Master was playing Qing 磬 in Wei. A man carrying baskets passed the door of Confucius, and said, “There is a laden heart. Someone is playing the Qing!”

A little later, he added, “How mundane, and stubborn! If no one takes notice of you, just stop, that is all. ‘If [the water is] deep, plunge; if [the water is] shallow, lift [your garments].’ ”

The Master said, “Sure! That does not sound difficult!”

Qing is a musical instrument made of a set of chime stones.

This is another case of encountering a recluse (cf. 14.32, 14.38, 18.5, 18.6, 18.7). The quote the recluse used is from the Songs, “Ballads of the State of Bei, The Gourd Has Bitter Leaves” (see Shisan Jing Zhushu, 302), implying that one should just go with the circumstances rather than insisting on the impossible ambition to transform the world. Cf. 8.7. The Master’s comment at the end has a tone of sarcasm in it.

14.40子张曰：「书云：『高宗谅阴，三年不言。』何谓 也？」子曰：「何必高宗，古之人皆然。君薨，百官总己以听于冢宰三年。」

Zizhang said, “The Book of Documents says, ‘When Gaozong stayed at the mourning hut, he spent three years without uttering words.’ What does that mean?”

The Master said, “Why must it be Gaozong? The ancients all did the same. After a sovereign passed away, all the officials would attend their duties under the direction of the prime minister for three years.”

Gaozong was King Wuding 武丁 of the Shang dynasty who reigned roughly between 1324 and 1264 BCE. During his reign, the Shang reached its peak of prosperity. When his father, King Xiaoyi 小乙, died, Wuding observed the ritual of three years’ mourning, during which he lived in a hut next to the grave, slept on a stalk mat, ate simple meals, wore plain clothes, and had no entertainment. In asking the question, Zizhang was probably inquiring indirectly about how the government was supposed to function during the King’s absence for three years; in so doing, he was implicitly expressing doubts about whether such a mourning ritual should still be observed. Confucius’ explanation shows how the community rises up in support of their ruler’s filiality. Cf. 17.21 for further discussion about the ritual.

14.41子曰：「上好礼，则民易使也。」

The Master said, “If rulers esteem ritual propriety, the common people will be easy to call for service.”

This remark further illuminates the preceding passage and explains why rulers should take rituals seriously. Cf. 1.2, 2.1, 2.20, 2.21, 12.17, 12.19, 13.4.

14.42子路问君子。子曰：「修己以敬。」曰：「如斯而已乎？」曰：「修己以安人。」曰：「如斯而已乎？」曰：「修己以安百姓。修己以安百姓，尧舜其犹病诸？」

Zilu asked about being an exemplary person (junzi 君子). The Master said, “Cultivate oneself in reverential carefulness.” “Is this all?” said Zilu.

“Cultivate oneself so as to bring peace to others,” was the reply.

“Is this all?” again asked Zilu.

The Master said, “Cultivate oneself so as to bring peace to all the people. To cultivate oneself so as to bring peace to all the people—wasn’t that even difficult for Yao and Shun to achieve?”

The passage entails three stages of achievement: The first is what an exemplary person is basically—exemplary in one’s attendance of matters in life. The second stage is to be able to extend one’s human-heartedness to benefit others, starting from one’s family. This is presumably what Confucius had in mind when he spoke about human-hearted persons (7.34) or shanren (7.26). The highest is to be a sage, who is able to benefit the multitude, ideally all the people. This passage anticipates the well-known eight steps of the Confucian project found in the Great Learning: interact with things, extend knowledge, make the will sincere, rectify the mind, cultivate the person, regulate the family, bring order to the state, and generate peace throughout the world.

Some commentators (such as LIU Baonan and HUANG Shisan) believe that junzi in this passage refers specifically to persons of high station.

14.43原壤夷俟，子曰：「幼而不孙弟，长而无述焉，老而不死，是为贼。」以杖叩其胫。

YUAN Rang was squatting on the floor with his legs opened, waiting. The Master said, “In youth not humble and deferential to elders as befits a junior; in growing up, having nothing worthy of being implemented (shu 述); living unto old age and yet not dying—these are to be a pest.” With this he rapped him on the shank with his staff.

YUAN Rang is believed to be a childhood friend of Confucius. According to the rituals of the time, sitting the way he did was gravely inappropriate for greeting a guest. This is one of the passages that give a lively portrayal of Confucius as a person. Rituals are supposed to be entirely situation sensitive. Confucius had warned that, in emphasizing ritual propriety, there is a danger of preponderance of wen over zhi (6.18). In an informal setting and dealing with a close relationship, overuse of ritual conveys a coldness that distances people from one another. Given Confucius’ particular relationship with YUAN Rang and YUAN Rang’s disrespectful gesture, it seems appropriate for Confucius to be straightforward and with YUAN Rang. It would be insincere, and hence improper, had Confucius put up with the impoliteness. Rapping him on the shank with his staff is not meant to punish him but rather to correct his gesture.

Some commentators take YUAN Rang to be “a sage of the exterior realm” (HUANG Kan) or a Daoist (ZHU Xi) who refuse to be constrained by ritual proprieties.

Shu 述 in this context may alternatively be taken as an abbreviation for chengshu 称述, complimented.

14.44阙党童子将命，或问之曰：「益者与？」子曰：「吾见其居于位也，见其与先生并行也，非求益者也，欲速成者也。」

A boy from the Que Village became a host-messenger. Someone asked about him, saying, “Is he a person who seeks progress?”

The Master said, “I have seen him occupying prominent seats; I have seen him walking side by side with his elders. He is not one who seeks to make progress. He is someone eager for quick results.”

A host-messenger is one who carries messages between host and guests. The ritual of the time was that certain seats were reserved for seniors, and juniors were supposed to walk a little behind their elders.
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15.1卫灵公问陈于孔子。孔子对曰：「俎豆之事，则尝闻之矣。军旅之事，未之学也。」明日遂行。

Duke Ling of Wei asked Confucius about [military] formations (zhen 陈). Confucius replied, “I have heard things about sacrificial vessels, but I have not studied military matters.” The next day, he took his departure.

Confucius purposefully used the pun in the word zhen陈, which could alternatively mean ritual display or arrangement of ritual vessels, to convey the point that a ruler should rely on human-heartedness and ritual propriety rather than military power. Moreover, Duke Ling of Wei “has lost the Way” (cf. 14.19) and was therefore not to be advised about using military force. Confucius’ departure shows his disappointment with the Duke (cf. 14.37).

SIMA Qian, in his “Biography of Confucius” in the Shiji (the Historical Records), tells an additional story: “Next day, the Duke was having a conversation with Confucius. Seeing that there was a line of geese flying in the sky, he raised his head and watched it, and his attention was not on Confucius. On this, Confucius took his departure.” The Duke’s attitude was not only disrespectful, it also shows that he was disinterested in what Confucius had to offer.



15.2在陈绝粮，从者病，莫能兴。子路愠见曰：「君子亦有穷乎？」子曰：「君子固穷，小人穷斯滥矣。」

In Chen, they ran out of food. The followers were so weak that they could not even stand up. With resentment, Zilu said, “Even exemplary persons have such adversity?”

The Master said, “Exemplary persons may indeed have adversity, but when petty people encounter adversity, they become reckless.”

The story was rendered differently in at least nine expanded versions, and three in the book of Zhuang Zi alone! Most of them take the basic scenario to elaborate on the standpoint of the Master. In one of the versions, the Master was said to be singing and playing music continuously despite the dreadful situation. Zilu and Zigong were puzzled by the Master’s apparent lack of embarrassment. The Master replied: “Exemplary persons are stranded only when they lose the Way. Now, upon reflection I find myself not without the sight of the Way, and facing difficulties I find myself lacking no virtue. Now the cold season has arrived, and snow and frost have fallen, so that we can tell how enduring pines and cypresses are. Isn’t it my fortune to have the narrow path at Chen and Cai?” Having said that, he picked up his lute and continued to play music. Inspired and encouraged by the Master, Zilu took up his shield and started to dance along with the rhythm, and Zigong said, “I did not realize how high is the sky and how low is the ground!” implying that the Master’s vision is as high as the sky (Zhuang Zi, 981).

In another version of the story, the Master is reported to have said to his disciples: “It is not merely my fortune; it is yours as well, my young friends. I heard that a ruler cannot become a king unless he endures hardship, and a hero cannot demonstrate his heroic deeds unless he faces danger. How do you know that this is not exactly where our determination will be generated and tested?” (Kong Zi Jiayu, 5.22)

Though the sources of the previously quoted versions of the story are not reliable for historical details, the spirit of the Master is captured in them.

15.3子曰：「赐也，女以予为多学而识之者与？」对 曰：「然。非与？」曰：「非也。予一以贯之。」

The Master said, “Ci [Zigong], do you think that I am one who learned a lot [of things] and memorized them all?”

Zigong replied, “Yes. Is it not true?”

“No. I implemented them through (guan 贯) one single thread.”

The statement “implemented through one single thread” also appears in 4.15. See the notes under that section for comments.

Here the focus is slightly different. In 4.15, it is about the Master’s Way in general, whereas in this section, it is more specifically about the way of learning. Yet in both places the key words are “one single thread,” which implies unity, and “implemented through,” which implies an emphasis on consistent and persistent practice.

The implications of this thesis are rich. On the philosophical level, it may suggest a thesis about the relationship between one and many. Song dynasty Confucian YANG Jingzhong 杨敬仲 makes this analysis:

Lao Zi says, “The Dao begets one.” At the stage of the Dao, one is not there yet. Even though one is not what the Dao is, it is close to the Dao. “Learning a lot [of things]” is not totally separated from the Dao, yet it is near the end of the causal chain. So these two (the one and the many) have huge differences. Nevertheless, the distinction only exists in the minds of those who are not truly enlightened. For the truly enlightened, many are one and one is many. This is perhaps what Confucius’ “implemented through one single thread” is all about. (See CHENG Shude, 1059)

On the practical level, the Master is teaching Zigong how to learn, or giving him a gongfu instruction. ZHU Xi says, “Confucius told Zigong this because he was concerned that Zigong only tried to learn a lot and did not know how to implement what is learned uniformly through one thread.… Yet without learning a lot, one has nothing to connect the one thread with” (Zhuzi Yulei, see CHENG Shude, 1058). This means that Confucius’ reply of “No” does not mean he did not learn a lot; it means that in addition to learning a lot, he implemented what he learned by means of one thread. Qing dynasty scholar LI Yu adds, “Just as when one eats a lot and does not digest, the person who tries to nurture the body ends up harming the body, when one learns a lot but does not digest, the person who tries to nurture the heart-mind ends up hurting the heart-mind” (Sishu Fanshen Lu 四书反身录, see CHENG Shude, 1060).

Also on the practical level, there is a difference between “holding on to one thread” and “implementing through one thread.” While the former is associated with adherence to an abstract principle, the latter is associated with consistent practice and the ability to proceed without blockage.

15.4子曰：「由，知德者鲜矣。」

The Master said, “You [Zilu], rare are those who know virtue/virtuosity now.”

This is similar to 6.29, where the Master sighed that rare was the virtue/virtuosity of zhongyong—hitting the mark constantly.

15.5子曰：「无为而治者，其舜也与？夫何为哉。恭己正南面而已矣。」

The Master said, “Is not Shun the one who governed effectively by non-action (wuwei 无为)? For what did he do? He seated himself reverently, facing due south. That is all.”

Shun was one of the ancient sage-kings that Confucius admired greatly. This is the only place that Confucius literally used wuwei—action by non-action—a notion more well known for its Daoist affiliation. It is non-action because in doing it the agent does not seem to be making effort or exerting any force. While the Daoist wuwei is to do things naturally and spontaneously, the Confucian wuwei is understood as accomplishing intended results by ritual proprieties enlivened by their virtue. Cf. 2.1, 2.4, 2.20, 12.19, 13.6.

As we mentioned before (in the notes for 2.1), Korean Confucian scholar JEONG Yakyong disagrees with the common interpretation. He believes that Confucius’ praise for Shun expresses admiration: “Having obtained twenty-two talented people and appointing them to appropriate positions, all under heaven was well governed, so in the end he had nothing to do but seat himself reverently, facing due south. This is to strongly emphasize that a government cannot do without getting good officers” (Jeong, vol. 58, 66).



15.6子张问行。子曰：「言忠信，行笃敬，虽蛮貊之邦行矣。言不忠信，行不笃敬，虽州里，行乎哉？立则见其参于前也，在舆则见其倚于衡也。夫然后行。」子张书诸绅。

Zizhang asked about effective conduct, the Master said, “If your words are wholehearted and trustworthy and your actions earnest and respectful, even in the barbarian states of Man and Mo your conduct will be effective. If your words are not wholehearted and trustworthy, and your actions are not earnest and respectful, even in your native place can your conduct be effective? When standing, visualize those two things as if they were in front of you; when riding, visualize them as if they were attached to the yoke. Then your conduct will be effective.”

Zizhang wrote the words down on his sash.

Cf. 13.19, where similar remarks appeared, also with reference to barbarian states. It is interesting to observe that in both places there is no mention of li, ritual propriety. Here we see Zizhang, again (as in 12.20), asking a question about successful external conduct but being instructed to pay attention to inward cultivation.

15.7子曰：「直哉史鱼。邦有道如矢，邦无道如矢。君子哉蘧伯玉。邦有道则仕，邦无道则可卷而怀之。」

The Master said, “Upright was Historian Yu, indeed! When the Way was in his state, he was like an arrow. When the Way was lost in the state, he was like an arrow. An exemplary person indeed is QU Boyu! When the Way was in his state, he served in office. When the Way was lost in the state, he could roll himself up and hide away.”

Both Historian Yu and QU Boyu were ministers of Wei 卫. Qu was a court history scribe, known for being unbendingly upright, like an arrow. He even remonstrated with his dead body: On his deathbed he said to his son that, even though he remonstrated numerous times to the Duke that he should promote the worthy official QU Boyu and demote the wicked MI Zixia, he failed to persuade the Duke. Therefore, his funeral should be only held in a side room. Hearing this at the funeral, the Duke felt ashamed and decided to correct his mistakes immediately, and he moved the funeral to the main hall. People like Historian Yu shaped a tradition in China. That is, historians did not simply record history in a “scientific” way. They mixed historical records with moral judgments and provided rulers with advice about what was permissible according to traditional moral standards. Through this process religious immortality was replaced by historical immortality. To be immortal and to receive rewards for good deeds and punishment for evil deeds began to be seen as leaving one’s good and evil deeds in the historical record for people to praise or condemn. As modern Confucian scholar XU Fuguan says, consequently nobles of the time were more afraid of the judgment of history than the judgment of the gods. Xu claims that Confucius played an important role in shaping this tradition. In editing the Spring and Autumn Annals, it is reported that Confucius sought “to differentiate right from wrong, to reward goodness and to punish evil and to use the judgment of history to direct the main orientation of history” (Xu 1979, 256).

QU Boyu appeared in 14.25, in which he was praised for constantly seeking to correct himself. Here he is admired for his wisdom. Though he is different from Historian Yu, Confucius values both but is more inclined to Qu’s way than Yu’s straightforward uprightness. Cf. 5.21, 8.13, 14.1, 14.3, 14.37.

15.8子曰：「可与言而不与之言，失人；不可与言而与之言，失言。知者不失人，亦不失言。」

The Master said, “When you can talk to a person and you do not, you lose a person. When you cannot talk to a person and you do, you lose your words. The wise person neither loses persons nor loses words.”

This is related to knowing people, which is almost taken as a defining feature of being wise (1.16, 6.21, 12.22, 20.3). But it is also related to knowing the appropriate time to talk (16.6). In other words, the saying is both about knowing whether someone is worth talking to and about seeing the right time to talk to someone. Talking to a person worth talking to at a wrong time is also to “lose your words.” The art of knowing the right person and the right time to talk is an important part of having discretion (9.30).

15.9子曰：「志士仁人，无求生以害仁，有杀身以成仁。」

The Master said, “Resolute educated persons (shi 士) and human-hearted persons will never seek to live at the expense of human-heartedness. Rather, they might sacrifice their lives to accomplish human-heartedness.”

When there is no alternative other than either losing one’s life or hurting human-heartedness, one should not be afraid of sacrificing one’s life. Of course, it is better if one can accomplish human-heartedness without losing one’s life (as in the case of GUAN Zhong, in 14.17). To sacrifice one’s life unwisely, as Zilu would, should not be encouraged (7.11).

The passage is often read as putting the priority on human-heartedness above one’s self interest. However, the dichotomy is misconceived. For Confucius, sacrificing one’s life to accomplish human-heartedness is to accomplish self-interest. As Mencius says,

Fish is what I want; bear’s palm is also what I want. If I cannot have both, I would rather take bear’s palm than fish. Life is what I want; rightness (yi 义) is also what I want. If I cannot have both, I would rather take rightness than life. (6A:10)

He also says, “Human-heartedness (ren 仁) is a person’s heart-mind (xin 心)” (6A:11), and heart-mind is the part of a person that has greater importance than the other parts (6A:15). Following simple logic, accomplishing human-heartedness is no other than accomplishing oneself. This is consistent with the Confucian relational notion of self, where a person’s existence extends beyond one’s own life through human relationships, mainly in one’s exemplary virtuous deeds, beneficial accomplishments, and one’s teachings, the so-called “three immortalities” (also see notes for 15.7 about immortality).

15.10子贡问为仁。子曰：「工欲善其事，必先利其器。居是邦也，事其大夫之贤者，友其士之仁者。」

Zigong asked about practicing human-heartedness (wei ren 为仁). The Master said, “Craftsmen who want to do their job well must first sharpen their tools. When you live in a state, serve the worthies among its ministers and make friends with the human-hearted among its educated people (shi 士).”

As tools are for craftsmen, the people one works with or befriends also affect the results of what one wants to do. This may seem inconsistent with Confucius’ remark, “To practice human-heartedness is dependent on oneself. How can it be dependent on others?” (12.1). In addition, the analogy here is about what one wants to do rather than what kind of person one wants to be. CHENG Shiquan doubts that probably Zigong’s question was about wei bang 为邦 (how to govern a state) rather than wei ren 为仁 (how to practice human-heartedness) (see CHENG Shiquan, 275).

But this section may be seen from both sides. The kind of people one associates with affects both one’s own person and things one wants to accomplish. Choosing whom to associate with is dependent on oneself and it is important exactly because it affects oneself. Kong Zi Jiayu has such a story:

The Master said, “After I die, Shang [Zixia] will become better on a daily basis, and Ci [Zigong] will become worse on a daily basis.”

Master Zeng asked, “Why would you say that?”

The Master said, “Shang likes to be with those who can make him better, but Ci likes to please those who are not as good as he is. If you don’t know the son, look at his father; if you don’t know a person, look at his friends; if you don’t know the ruler, look at what people he employs; if you don’t know a place, look at its trees and plants.” (Kong Zi Jiayu, 4.15)

In light of this, the Master’s answer in this section may well be a targeted one. Cf. 1.8, 9.25, 12.24, 16.4, 16.5.

15.11颜渊问为邦。子曰：「行夏之时，乘殷之辂，服周之冕，乐则韶舞。放郑声，远佞人。郑声淫，佞人殆。」

YAN Yuan [YAN Hui] asked how to govern a state. The Master said, “Follow the Xia calendar, ride the Yin [Shang] chariot, wear the Zhou ceremonial cap, and let music follow the model of the Shao Wu 韶舞. Cast off the songs of Zheng, and stay away from glib people. The songs of Zheng are licentious; glib people are dangerous.”

Among the students, YAN Yuan was the most diligent and promising one. Compared to the Master’s answers to the same question from other students, this answer is the only one that summarizes what was the best from the three dynasties. This is, says Jin dynasty scholar GAN Bao 干宝 (?–336), because YAN Yuan was qualified to be a “King’s advisor” (see CHENG Shude, 1077).

The calendar of the Xia dynasty is a lunar calendar, which is based on cycles of the lunar phase. Compared to the other lunar calendars used in the subsequent dynasties, the Yin and the Zhou, the Xia calendar served the farmer best and was therefore considered to “match the numerical order of heaven (xia shu de tian 夏数得天)” (from a missing part of the Book of Zhou called “Zhou Yue,” see CHENG Shude, 1082). To this day, it is still followed in China, mainly in rural areas.

The Yin (Shang) dynasty chariot was simpler and sturdier than the Zhou’s, whereas the Zhou ritual cap is more elaborate but not overly luxurious. These two seem to symbolize, respectively, substance (zhi 质) and cultural refinement (wen 文). Cf. 6.18, 12.8, 15.18.

For the Shao, see the notes under 7.14. Wu 舞 in this text is dance, so it would literally mean the dance of Shao, but some believe it should be Wu 武, which is a different music (see the notes under 3.25). The songs of the state of Zheng are also mentioned in 17.18. For Confucius music is far more than merely a means of entertainment. It transforms people and the culture of a society (cf. 3.20, 17.11).

Beside the general aversion against glibness (cf. 1.3, 5.5, 5.25, 6.13, 6.16, 6.29, 11.25, 12.3, 13.27, 15.27, 16.4, 17.17, 17.18), Confucius’ remark about staying away from glib people was probably also out of concern that YAN Hui was kind to people and not eloquent, and that he might not be able to outsmart these people effectively.

15.12子曰：「人无远虑，必有近忧。」

The Master said, “A person who takes no thought about what is distant will surely have afflictions near at hand.”

Here distance should be understood primarily in terms of a temporal dimension, but it might be applied to spatial distances as well (e.g., in considering a domestic policy, one should also consider its international implications). The saying entails a holistic and dynamic (sometimes called “processional” in philosophy) perspective, a perspective that puts everything into its context and envisions future development.

15.13子曰：「已矣乎！吾未见好德如好色者也。」

The Master said, “Is it all over? I have never seen anyone who is fond of virtue (de 德) as much as sexual attraction (se 色).”

See the note for 9.18 where the same saying appeared.

15.14子曰：「臧文仲其窃位者与？知柳下惠之贤而不与立也。」

The Master said, “Was not ZANG Wenzhong a person who usurped an official position? He knew the worthiness of LIUXIA Hui, yet would not stand with him [in court].”

ZANG Wenzhong was the minister of justice in Lu. In contrast to GONGSHU Wenzi, who recommended his worthy subordinate to be promoted to a position equal to his rank (14.18), Zang knowingly suppressed his worthy subordinator LIUXIA Hui, which is worse than merely failing to recognize a worthy person. It was an abuse of the power of his office and a crime for the state of Lu. ZANG Wenzhong was also mentioned in 5.18. See 18.2 and 18.8 for more references to LIUXIA Hui.

15.15子曰：「躬自厚而薄责于人，则远怨矣。」

The Master said, “If you set a higher expectation on yourself and demand little from others, you will keep resentment away.”

Cf. 4.14, 4.17, 12.21, 13.25, 14.29, 14.30, 15.19, 15.21.



15.16子曰：「不曰如之何如之何者，吾末如之何也已矣。」

The Master said, “To those who do not say ‘What to do? What to do?’ I really don’t know what to do.”

“What to do” here may stand for concerns about very difficult problems (as if there is nothing one can do about them), or as it is more commonly understood, as speaking generally about being conscientious of what to do. Cf. 5.10, 7.8.

15.17子曰：「群居终日，言不及义，好行小慧，难矣哉！」

The Master said, “Those who stick together all day without touching upon the topic of what is right and are fond of displaying their petty cleverness—these people are difficult.”

This might be Confucius’ warning for his school, says LIU Baonan, but it can certainly also be taken as a general warning for everyone. Cf. 17.22.

15.18子曰：「君子义以为质，礼以行之，孙以出之，信以成之。君子哉！」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons take appropriateness (yi 义) to be substance (zhi 质), put it into practice through ritual propriety, express it with modesty, and complete it with trustworthiness. Such people are exemplary, indeed.”

Zhi 质 (substance) in this place may be taken as the basic disposition of the exemplary person (as Roger Ames puts it) or as the core of the person’s conduct, as it is in 4.10. In the latter case, it means that, no matter how impressive or insignificant an action is, it has to be right or appropriate. Otherwise the exemplary person would not do it. In contrast, a petty person would take profit-seeking as the core, or basic disposition, of his conduct.

15.19子曰：「君子病无能焉，不病人之不己知也。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons are disturbed by their own lack of ability. They are not disturbed by not being known.”

Cf. 1.16, 4.14, 14.30, 15.15, 15.21. This set of passages should be read together with 15.20 to get a more complete picture of Confucius’ position.

15.20子曰：「君子疾没世而名不称焉。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons dislike having their names not properly established (cheng 称) at the end of their life (moshi 没世).”

According to the common reading, cheng 称 stands for a good reputation, that is, not just a distinguished title, nor simply being famous. “If the exemplary person abandons human-heartedness, how can he deserve that name?” (4.5). In light of 15.19, leaving one’s name acclaimed should not be taken as the purpose of life; instead, it should be taken as an indication of having had a worthy life, for it is possible that one could have a worthy life but nevertheless be unrecognized by others, or worse, misunderstood and consequently suffer a bad reputation. This passage (and possibly 14.35 as well, where he sighs that no one knows him) shows that Confucius did wish to be recognized and understood, whether during his lifetime or posthumously. However, the main point of 15.20 is to urge people that they should strive to make their lives worthy of being known (cf. 9.23). See 12.20 for further comments about reputation.

A slightly different reading was held by Ming dynasty Confucian WANG Yangming. Reading the word cheng 称 in the fourth tone, as chèng, Wang takes the message to be about having one’s reality match one’s fame. He says that 15.20 “means ‘an exemplary person is ashamed of having his fame exceed his reality.’ If his reality does not match up to his fame and he is still alive, there is still a chance to catch up; but if he is dead, there is no such chance anymore” (Wang, 32).

Qing dynasty scholar YU Yue went further. He takes 15.20 to be specifically about posthumous titles. Yu believes that this remark points to the fact that “during the Spring and Autumn period, ministers of the states were often conferred glorious posthumous titles. To receive a big title for minute accomplishment is to let the name go beyond reality. That is why Confucius made this remark, so as to make it clear that Duke Zhou’s rule about posthumous titles must be followed—the titles should not be more glorious than reality” (see CHENG Shude, 1103).

Following YU Yue, but going even further, LI Zehou takes moshi 没世 as “dark age” and renders the saying as “Exemplary persons despise the dark age in which names do not match reality” (Li, 431). But this reading stretches the original Chinese wording too far. If his reading were right, the wording would be different.

15.21子曰：「君子求诸己，小人求诸人。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons place demand on themselves, whereas petty-minded persons place demand on others.”

Exemplary persons set high standards for themselves but are lenient to others. Whenever something goes wrong, they first seek their own responsibility or how they themselves could have done better. Cf. 14.24, 14.35, 15.15, 15.19, 20.1.

15.22子曰：「君子矜而不争，群而不党。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons have self-esteem but are not contentious; they socialize but do not form cliques.”

Cf. 2.14, 3.7. Reading 15.22 together with 13.23 where the Master advocates harmony but not conformity and 15.40 where he says those who pursue different ways cannot make plans together will likely lead to a more sophisticated understanding of the issues involved.

15.23子曰：「君子不以言举人，不以人废言。

The Master said, “Exemplary persons do not promote people simply because of what they say, nor do they discard what is said because of the person.”

It would be interesting to consider whether the words “promote” and “discard” in this statement can be switched and still make the same sense: Can we say “exemplary persons do not discard people simply because of what they say, nor do they promote what is said because of the person”?

Relating 15.23 to other passages in the Analects, we see a more complete picture of Confucius’ attitude about yan 言—speech. One should not only listen to what others say but also observe their countenance (12.20) and their deeds (5.10), because those who “have words” do not necessarily have virtues (14.4). However, one cannot know people without knowing how to listen to their words (20.3).

15.24子贡问曰：「有一言而可以终身行之者乎？」子曰：「其 恕乎！己所不欲，勿施于人。」

Zigong asked, “Is there a single word that may serve as guidance for practice during one’s entire life?” The Master said, “Is not reciprocity (shu 恕) such a word? Do not impose on others what you would not wish for yourself.”

See the notes under 12.2 and 6.30 for comments about the “Golden Rule” and 5.12 for Zigong’s own version of it.

Here shu 恕 is offered as a keyword to summarize the “method of becoming human-hearted” (6.30). The word shu, which also appeared in 4.15 as part of the “one thread” of the Master’s teaching, consists of two parts, the upper part ru 如 means “like,” “as if,” “resemble,” and the lower part, xin 心, means “heart-mind.” This etymological analysis helps us to understand that for Confucius, the application of the “Golden Rule” is to take one’s own heart as an analogy near at hand and to empathically extend one’s considerations to the wants and needs of others.

15.25子曰：「吾之于人也，谁毁谁誉？如有所誉者，其有所试矣。斯民也，三代之所以直道而行也。」

The Master said, “In dealing with people, whom did I disparage and whom did I praise? If I did praise some people, it is because they had more or less something to do with official positions (shi 试). As for the common people, they are the same as those that the Three Dynasties relied upon to move along the straight path.”

The “Three Dynasties” refer to the Xia, the Shang (Yin), and the Zhou. They are the earliest dynasties in Chinese history.

Commentators typically take the word shi 试 as subjecting something to a test or verification, and they hence understand the middle sentence as “If I did praise someone, it is because the facts have been tested or verified.” This reading makes Confucius sound like an empiricist. Though he would not say something if he had no ground for believing it, he would equally not say something simply because it was true. Whether he speaks or not is primarily dependent on what the words will lead to, that is, the practical implications of the words. Furthermore, such a reading makes the last sentence look odd, if not totally irrelevant. Consequently, many have tried very hard and have come up with awkward interpretations of the connection, or believed that the last sentence was simply misplaced here and suggested that it should rather be seen as part of the next passage.

By treating shi 试 as “official position,” as it is used in 9.7, the last sentence makes perfect sense. As WANG Chong says in his Lun Heng 论衡 (Balanced discourses), “During the Yao and Shun [ancient sage-kings] time, among the common people every single house could have someone worthy to be promoted. During the Jie and Zhòu [names of ancient tyrants] time, among the common people every single house could have someone deserve to be prosecuted” (see LIU Baonan, 344). The difference was not in the common people; it was in the rulers and government officials. They are the ones to be praised or blamed, not the common people (cf. 20.1, where the founding fathers of the Shang and the Zhou are quoted as saying that if the common people commit crimes, let him be blamed).

A noteworthy detail of this passage is that in the second sentence, Confucius mentions only praising but not blaming. ZHU Xi explains, in his Lunyu Huowen 论语或问 (Questions and answers about the Analects),

This is meant that one should be quick in praising the worthy and slow in condemning the evil. As the Book of Documents says, it would be better to fail to punish a bad person than to prosecute an innocent one. Suspicion of crimes should always start from the minimum, whereas suspicion of merits should always start from the maximum. It is also like the saying in the Spring and Autumn Annals that one should be better at praising the good than at condemning the evil. It means that Confucius is fond of praising others’ good and reluctant in criticizing others’ evil. (See CHENG Shude, 1108)

15.26子曰：「吾犹及史之阙文也，有马者借人乘之，今亡矣夫！」

The Master said, “Even I still saw blank spaces left by historians in their texts, and people who lent their horses to others to ride (cheng 乘). Nowadays, I am afraid there are no such things.”

Leaving spaces in texts when one is unsure is to await others to fill in the blanks, a sign of being cautious and serious, whereas letting others use one’s horse is to offer help to others. Both examples show that one can expect help from others, yet the first one shows strictness with oneself and honesty with regard to things one does not know (2.17, 13.3), and the second shows kindness to others and absence of possessiveness about one’s properties. Here we see another lament that the ancient way was lost. Cf. 4.22, 14.24, 17.16.

Some commentators (such as BAO Xian) interpret cheng 乘 as training, and hence read the second part of the first sentence as “people who own horses would seek aid from others to break horses for them.” This however, does not go well with the choice of words in the original text.

15.27子曰：「巧言乱德，小不忍则乱大谋。」

The Master said, “Clever words confound virtue. Inability to forbear (rěn 忍) small matters confounds great plans.”

Cf. 1.3 for “clever words” or “glib tongues.” See the notes under 3.1 for meanings of the word rěn 忍.

According to Confucius, one should only forbear in small matters, but not in things of great importance. In fact forbearance in small matters is exactly for accomplishing great plans (cf. 13.17).

15.28子曰：「众恶之，必察焉；众好之，必察焉。」

The Master said, “If there is someone that the multitude loathes, be sure to examine the matter carefully. If there is someone that the multitude loves, be sure to examine the matter carefully.”

Cf. 13.24.

15.29子曰：「人能弘道，非道弘人。」

The Master said, “It is humans who can broaden the Way, not the Way that can broaden humans.”

Broadening the Way is Confucius’ central concern. Traditionally, there are two main directions in interpreting Confucius’ view about the Way. One is to take the Way as a metaphysical entity external to humanity. For instance, HUANG Kan says, quoting CAI Mo, that “the Way silently stands still. It is up to humans to walk it or not. Humans can choose to walk on the Way, hence it is said ‘humans can broaden the Way.’ The Way does not choose humans to walk on it, hence it is said ‘it is not the Way that can broaden humans’ ” (see HUANG Kan, 409–410). Others take the Way as a principle inherent within human existence. Hence, ZHU Xi says, “There is neither the Way outside of humans nor humans outside of the Way” (Lunyu Jizhu 论语集注), “Humans are where the Way is. The Way is the principle that makes a human a human. They should not be viewed separately. Since humans have thoughts and awareness, they can broaden the principle in themselves, whereas the Way does not have its own body and location, how can it broaden humans upon whom the Way depends?” (Sishu Huowen 四书或问; both quotes can be found in CHENG Shude, 1117).

While both views can be developed from the ideas in the Analects and other early Confucian classics, they both tend to direct people’s attention to a metaphysical realm that was never of central concern to Confucius. The emphasis of 15.29 is on what humans can do rather than what metaphysically the Way is.

Confucius’ view about the Way, then, may be nothing but the human choice of the proper path to walk and to create. There is no Way prior to the human action of walking. The people in the “Three Dynasties” had already created such a path and it is dependent on later successors to broaden it. Taken in a spiritual sense, it is to create sacredness within the secular (cf. Fingarette’s Confucius: The Secular as Sacred). Taken in a philosophical sense, it suggests that there are no preestablished absolute criteria of right or wrong: the Way is humans’ own creation. Taken as concrete guidance of life, it can be applied to everything—for example, “It is not our identity that makes us dignified, it is we who can make our identity dignified.” “It is not our environment that can make our life good and meaningful; it is we who can make our environment good and meaningful.”

ZHENG Hao 郑浩 (1864–1947) offers an interesting comparative comment:

During Confucius’ time, Lao Zi and his followers say that humans model after heaven; heaven models after the Way; the Way models after what is spontaneously so (ziran 自然) [see chap. 25 of the Dao De Jing]. They also say that the Way acts by non-action and it leaves nothing undone. This is saying that “the Way can broaden people.” They believe that ritual propriety and rightness are created by humans and are therefore not to be valued. They wish to rely on no human efforts and simply let the Way take its spontaneous course, which will eventually result in the decline of human activities, and this is exactly what Confucius means by “it is not the Way that can broaden humans.” (See CHENG Shude, 1117)

15.30子曰：「过而不改，是谓过矣。」

The Master said, “Having faults yet not making corrections, that is a fault indeed.”

Everyone has faults, so it is more a matter of whether one is afraid of correcting oneself (1.8, 9.25). Exemplary persons’ faults are open (19.21), whereas petty people will always try to cover them up (19.8). Confucius himself confesses that he had faults and finds it a pleasure that he could be informed about his faults so that he may correct himself (7.31, 17.4). He praises YAN Hui highly that Hui never makes the same mistake twice (6.3), and he admires QU Boyu for his effort in trying to make fewer mistakes (14.25).

15.31子曰：「吾尝终日不食，终夜不寝，以思，无益，不如学也。」

The Master said, “I had focused on thinking a whole day without eating and a whole night without sleeping, but I got nothing out of it. It would be better learning.”

Although hunger and lack of sleep may impede one’s thinking, this is not what the passage means. “Without eating and sleeping” is just a literary use of language to strike the point of “thinking all the time.”

As 2.15 points out, learning and thinking should be in proper balance. Here the Master is not saying that one should only spend time on learning but not on thinking. He is stressing the importance of learning as a basis of one’s thinking, and by learning, he clearly had the traditional wisdom in mind as a main resource (11.25, 17.10). From here one may reflect further about the relationship between the value of independent thinking and the value of learning from others and from traditions. Immanuel Kant’s “What Is Enlightenment?” (which emphasizes the value of independent thinking) may well serve as a contrast to Confucius’ view on this.

15.32子曰：「君子谋道不谋食。耕也，馁在其中矣；学 也，禄在其中矣。君子忧道不忧贫。」

The Master said, “Exemplary persons seek the Way rather than food. With plowing, hunger lies therein; with learning, salary lies therein. Exemplary persons worry about the Way rather than poverty.”

Confucian scholars sometimes soften the middle part of this passage as “With plowing, there is the possibility of hunger; with learning, there is the possibility of salary.” As ZHU Xi puts it, “Plowing is for the sake of food, yet one may not get food out of it.…” But Confucius’ remark in 15.32 contains no words like “possible” or “may.” Perhaps here interpreters should not try too hard to gloss over an embarrassing historical limitation where physical laborers were typically poorer than those who lived on using their brain. Indeed, this is still largely the case in today’s world.

On the other hand, some critics of Confucius pick up this middle part as evidence that Confucius looked down upon physical labors. They misinterpret the passage as if it were saying that exemplary persons should pursue learning because it will lead to salary, just as many parents today will urge their children to get a college degree so that they may find better-paying jobs. But the main point of the whole passage (which is repeated at the beginning and the end) is exactly that exemplary persons should worry about the Way and NOT about food or salary.

A more balanced reading is that the Master was trying to help his students to set their mind on learning for the sake of the Way and ease their practical concern about not being able to make a living. As long as one sets one’s mind on learning, salary will come and hence should not be something that distracts one’s concentration on pursuing the Way. Cf. 2.18, 8.12, 13.4, 17.7.

15.33子曰：「知及之，仁不能守之，虽得之，必失之。知及之，仁能守之，不庄以莅之，则民不敬。知及之，仁能守之，庄以莅之，动之不以礼，未善也。」

The Master said, “When your wisdom reaches it, but your human-heartedness is inadequate to keep it, even though you may have gained it, you will surely lose it. When your wisdom reaches it, your human-heartedness is adequate to keep it, without presiding over it with dignity, the common people will not show respect. When your wisdom reaches it, your human-heartedness is adequate to keep it, and you preside over it with dignity, if you do not act in accordance with ritual propriety, that is still not good.”

Here Confucius lays out a comprehensive list of four qualities that was primarily intended for guiding rulers. However, as the word “it” (zhi 之) in the text is an indefinite, indexical term, the passage may be applied to a broader audience as well. In the text these four qualities unfold from the inside out, one layer after another. One may obtain an official position or business by intelligence (the mind), but it takes human-heartedness (loving and caring heart) to keep it. Human-heartedness in turn must be aided by a dignified appearance (respectful bodily countenance), and finally through the application of ritual propriety (refined form of conduct), to be effective. Cf. 2.20.

15.34子曰：「君子不可小知，而可大受也。小人不可大 受，而可小知也。」

The Master said, “An exemplary person may not be recognized for small matters, but may be entrusted with great responsibilities. The petty person may not be entrusted with great responsibilities, but may be recognized for small matters.”

This is about using people appropriately according to their abilities. It is not merely saying that exemplary persons can be entrusted with great responsibilities but the petty person cannot; it also says that one should not dismiss an exemplary person simply because he or she does not have the skill to do some small things, nor should petty persons be dismissed because they cannot be entrusted with great responsibilities. Cf. 2.12. On the other hand, one should not judge whether a person is exemplary by whether the person has trivial skills (Confucius himself had many skills, see 9.7), but one can judge whether a person is petty by if he can be entrusted with great responsibilities.

15.35子曰：「民之于仁也，甚于水火。水火，吾见蹈而死者矣，未见蹈仁而死者也。」

The Master said, “For the common people, human-heartedness is more vital than water and fire. [However,] I have seen people die from treading on water and fire, but I have never seen anyone die from treading the course of human-heartedness.”

See 15.9 for the importance of human-heartedness for one’s life. Commentators typically do not take “sacrifice their lives” for human-heartedness in 15.9 or “die from treading the course” for human-heartedness in this passage to mean literally the annihilation of life, but instead as “consummation of one’s life,” since accomplishing human-heartedness is to make one’s life truly human (see CHENG Shude, 1124).

As a description of fact, this saying may be questioned, for although Confucius probably never personally witnessed anyone die for human-heartedness, he clearly knew the stories of ancient worthies such as Boyi, Shuqi, and Bigan, who chose death to preserve their integrity. As an instruction, however, it points to the importance of human-heartedness by comparing it to the basic conditions of living, such as water and fire, and urging people to take human-heartedness as vital to their life as water and fire, if not more so. Human-heartedness is not remote from anyone; it is just a question of whether people really desire it and can consistently hold on to it (cf. 4.5, 4.6, 7.30).

15.36子曰：「当仁不让于师。」

The Master said, “Faced with a matter of human-heartedness, yield not even to your teacher (shi 师).”

The tradition of deference to one’s teacher as a virtue is assumed here as a point of comparison. In a culture where learning means cultivation of the person and a major way of cultivating the person is to follow the model of one’s teacher (exemplar), challenging a teacher is much more serious than it is in a culture where education is considered a matter of obtaining propositional knowledge. Perhaps because of this, HUANG Shisan argues that the word shi should be read as “the multitude,” which will make the statement to be “… one should not yield to the multitude.”

There are two ways of understanding what one “does not yield to.” One is that when you and the teacher or the multitude are all faced with a human-hearted endeavor, you should go ahead and do it, without politely letting other people have a chance first. The second is that when you see what is human-hearted yet your teacher or the multitude opposes it, you should still insist on doing the right thing. Whichever is the case, this is a clear expression about the priority of human-heartedness.

15.37子曰：「君子贞而不谅。」

The Master said, “An exemplary person is firm but not rigidly truthful.”

Again a point about trustworthiness should not be taken rigidly. Cf. 4.10, 13.20, 14.17, 17.8, 18.8, and the entry on xin in the section on key terms.

15.38子曰：「事君，敬其事而后其食。」

The Master said, “In serving the lord, give priority to performing your duties reverently over receiving compensation.”

This is the attitude of the subject toward the lord. Quoting the Book of Rites, chapter “Tan Gong,” LIU Baonan says, “Back then it was permissible for an officer to resign if not compensated. But if one were in an official position and disregarded his duties to the lord’s affairs simply because of not being satisfied with the compensation, that was gravely unacceptable” (Liu, 348). Cf. 3.19.

15.39子曰：「有教无类。」

The Master said, “In offering instruction, there is no classification.”

Confucius’ remark here is not necessarily referring to discrimination in social classes; it may apply to all kinds of classifications, including race, gender, age, and so on, and may even include classification of subject matter or “disciplines.” The protocol of nondiscrimination was well implemented by the Master himself. Among his students, there were people like MENG Yizi, a member of the “Three Houses” in Lu, and SIMA Niu, a noble from the state of Song, who was even given a town by the State of Qi as his fief when he went there in exile (see Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Ai, Year 14”). There were also those from jianmin 贱民, “the lowest class,” like RAN Yong and Zizhang. There were successful business men like Zigong, and men like YAN Hui and his father YAN Lu, who were always in dire straits (11.19). There were those from the northern states, like Zixia of Wei and Zizhang from Chen, and people from the south, like Ziyou, from the state of Wu. There were also huge age discrepancies among his students, from those who were more than fifty years younger than Confucius, such as SHUZHONG Hui 叔仲会 and GONGSUN Long 公孙龙,19 to the oldest ones, like QIN Shang 秦商, who was only four years younger than the Master, and Zilu, who was nine years younger. There were people in attendance with the Master regularly; among them some were lifelong followers, such as YAN Hui and RAN Boniu, and others who would come and go, alternating between studying and taking jobs or doing both at the same time, such as Zixia, Ziyou, Zigong, and RAN Qiu. There were also others who were not considered the Master’s students but would consult the Master occasionally when they had specific questions. Of the latter kind, there were rulers of states, government officials, and common fellows (bifu 鄙夫). When someone asked, “How come the people at your Master’s gate are so varied in kind?” Zigong replied, “An exemplary person anticipates others with one’s own person rectified. He does not reject those who want to come, nor does he stop those who want to leave. Furthermore, just as there are more sick people at the gate of a good physician, and there is more crooked wood beside the press-frame, this is the reason for having all varieties of people” (Xun Zi, 30.6). Cf. 7.7 and Luke 5:31 of the Bible.

15.40子曰：「道不同，不相为谋。」

The Master said, “Those who pursue different ways (dao 道) cannot consult each other.”

This is an important additional point to the theses about seeking “harmony but not conformity” (13.23) and “socialize but not form cliques” (15.22).

One ambiguity here is whether it is meant to be “those … are unable to …,” which is descriptive, or “those … should not …,” which is prescriptive. Most commentators seem to go with the descriptive interpretation. “Cannot consult each other” does not mean that they cannot have respectful and engaging conversation, or that they cannot be in harmonious relations. Cf. 2.16, 9.30, 18.6, 18.7, and the entry on he 和 in the section on key terms.

15.41子曰：「辞，达而已矣。」

The Master said, “In language, all that is required is to get the message through.”

“All that is required” may be targeted toward glibness and not letting the “refined form” eclipse the substance (cf. 6.18). “Get the message through” is not limited to providing information. In Confucius’ mind, words are used to do things. They perform functions in transforming people, regulating human relations, setting expectations, conveying feelings, and so on. Hence, it is important to get “through,” that is, to be effective. Cf. 13.3.

15.42师冕见，及阶，子曰：「阶也。」及席，子曰：「席也。」皆坐，子告之曰：「某在斯，某在斯。」师冕出，子张问曰：「与师言之道与？」子曰：「然。固相师之道也。」

Music master Mian came to visit. When he approached the steps, the Master said, “Here are the steps.” When he approached his seat, the Master said, “Here is your seat.” When all were seated, the Master told him, “So and so is here; so and so is there.”

When music master Mian left, Zizhang asked, “Is it the way to talk to a music master?”

The Master said, “Yes. This is indeed the way to assist a music master.”

Professional musicians in ancient China were always blind, because they were believed to have a more acute sensibility to sound. This allowed blind people to have a way to make a living (for a similar reason, gatekeepers were often crippled men). This is a passage that touches on rituals other than what is defined by social status. From here one may also infer ways to treat other differently abled people. Also notice that in this case Confucius served a dual status: as a host and as a guide. Apparently, he took up the latter without being requested.

 

季氏第十六 Book 16

16.1季氏将伐颛臾，冉有、季路见于孔子曰：「季氏将有事于颛臾。」孔子曰：「求，无乃尔是过与？夫颛臾，昔 者先王以为东蒙主，且在邦域之中矣，是社稷之臣 也，何以伐为？」冉有曰：「夫子欲之，吾二臣者皆不欲也。」孔子曰：「求，周任有言曰：『陈力就列，不能者止。』危而不持，颠而不扶，则将焉用彼相矣？且尔言过矣。虎兕出于柙，龟玉毁于椟中，是谁之过与？」冉有曰：「今夫颛臾，固而近于费，今不取，后世必为子孙忧。」孔子曰：「求，君子疾夫舍曰欲之而必为之辞。丘也闻有国有家者，不患寡而患不均，不患贫而患不安，盖均无贫，和无寡，安无倾。夫如是，故远人不服，则修文德以来之。既来之，则安之。今由与求也，相夫子，远人不服而不能来也；邦分崩离析而不 能守也；而谋动干戈于邦内。吾恐季孙之忧，不在颛臾，而在萧墙之内也。」

The Ji House was going to launch a military expedition to attack Zhuanyu. RAN You [RAN Qiu] and Jilu [Zilu] came to see Confucius, and said, “Ji is about to take action against Zhuanyu.”

Confucius said, “Qiu [RAN Qiu], is it not your fault? In regard to Zhuanyu, their head was appointed by a former king to preside over the sacrifices to the Dongmeng. Moreover, being within the territory of our state, its ruler is a subject of the state. What reason is there for attacking it?”

RAN You said, “Our master wanted to. Neither of us two officers wanted to do so.”

Confucius said, “Qiu [RAN Qiu], ZHOU Ren once said, ‘Those who can present their power, step into the ranks. Those who cannot, retire.’ If you cannot support him when he is in danger, and you cannot stabilize him when he is about to fall, what’s the point for him to employ you as his aides? Moreover, what you said was wrong. When a tiger or rhinoceros escapes from its cage; or a tortoise shell or piece of jade is ruined in its box, whose fault is it?”

RAN You said, “But at present, Zhuanyu is strong and close to Bi. If it is not taken today, it will be a threat to our descendants.”

Confucius said. “Qiu [RAN Qiu], an exemplary person hates those who, instead of saying that they want something, always frame up excuses for it. I have heard that the head of a state or family worries not about having little but about unfair distribution (bujun 不均), not about scarcity [of population] but about instability. For when distribution is fair, there will be no poverty; when there is harmony, there will be no scarcity [of people]; and when there is stability, there will be no downfall. Because of this, if remote people are not submissive, then cultivate culture and virtue to attract them. Once they come over, make them secure. Now you, You [Zilu] and Qiu, in assisting your master, cannot attract remote people when they are not submissive, cannot preserve the state when it is falling apart; instead, you plan to use military forces within the state. I am afraid that the trouble of Jisun [the Ji House] lies not in Zhuanyu, but within the screen walls of its own court.”

Zhuanyu was a small vassal state of Lu, located at the east of Lu under the foot of Mount Meng, hence known as Dongmeng. To preside over the sacrifices to the Dongmeng means to be in charge of the territory. Both RAN Qiu and Zilu were employed by the Ji House at the time, though RAN Qiu, being its steward, was in a position higher than Zilu. Of the two, RAN Qiu was also more talented in political skills (6.8, 14.2) than Zilu. Hence, the Master’s criticisms were mainly directed toward RAN Qiu. ZHOU Ren, whom the Master quoted, was a historian of antiquity.

ZHU Xi explains that

At the time the Ji House had two-fourths of the state of Lu, and the other two belonged to the Meng House and the Shu House, leaving the Duke of Lu nothing but the small vassal state [of Zhuanyu], and yet the Ji House was attempting to take it over. Hence, Confucius pointed out that since Zhuanyu was appointed by a former king, it could not be attacked; since it was within the territory of the state of Lu, there was no reason to attack it; and since its ruler was a subject of the state, the Ji House had no authority to attack it. (ZHU Xi 1992, 167)

This passage contains numerous additional important points. One is the familiar teaching that people should always think about their own responsibility rather than blaming others (cf. 15.15). It does not mean others have no fault in the matter. In this case, the head of the Ji House was certainly also responsible for the attempt. Had the person talking to Confucius been the head of the Ji House, the Master would have spoken differently.

Another is the thesis that one should use culture and virtue to attract people rather than using force to control people. Whether people from afar are attracted to a state or not is an important indication of the quality of government or a ruler’s level of cultivation (cf. 13.16, 17.25). The difference between using moral force and physical force or administrative orders is that the former brings harmony and security, while the latter triggers disharmony and eventually leads to the breakdown of a state or human relationships (cf. 2.3). This is a thesis well developed by Mencius in his teachings about wang dao 王道, the Way of a true King, and ba dao 霸道, the way of a leader of feudal lords. “When people submit to force, they do so not willingly but because they are not strong enough. When people submit to the transforming influence of morality, they do so sincerely, with admiration in their hearts” (Mencius, 2A:3). The real threat to a state or a person is from an internal lack of culture and virtue rather than from external threats.

Still another point is that the harmony and security of the people are more fundamentally dependent upon fair distribution of wealth than on material abundance. The word jun 均 in this passage, which I rendered as “fair,” does not refer to an absolute even distribution of wealth but rather that wealth is distributed equitably. In an ideal Confucian society, the distribution of wealth contains a welfare system in which the needy (such as the elderly and the disabled) are provided for, and the contribution one makes to society is not merely for one’s own profit (see Li Ji, “Li Yun 礼运,” Legge 1967, I. 364–366). This is not a society in which no one is richer than others.

16.2孔子曰：「天下有道，则礼乐征伐自天子出；天下无道，则礼乐征伐自诸侯出。自诸侯出，盖十世希不失矣。自大夫出，五世希不失矣。陪臣执国命，三世希不失矣。天下有道，则政不在大夫。天下有道，则庶人不议。」

Confucius said, “When the Way is under heaven, rituals, music, and punitive expeditions are authorized from the Son of Heaven. When the Way is lost under heaven, rituals, music, and punitive expeditions are authorized from the feudal lords. When these things are authorized by a feudal lord, rarely will he not lose that prerogative in ten generations. When these things are authorized by a minister, rarely will he not lose that prerogative in five generations. When these things are authorized by a minister’s house steward, rarely will he not lose that prerogative in three generations. When the Way is under heaven, government will not be in the hands of ministers. When the Way is under heaven, the common people will not dispute [about state affairs].”

This is criticism of the political disorder at the time, particularly the Three Houses that usurped the ducal power of Lu. The numbers in this passage are meant as rough estimates rather than literal descriptions or predictions, though they coincidently match numerous historical facts (see CHENG Shiquan, 293–4).

Notable about this passage is not so much that authority should come from its proper source (cf. 8.14, 14.26) but that some matters are supposed to be authorized from the top down. If there is no question that decisions about military expedition should come from the highest authority, it is less clear about rituals, and it is more puzzling why music must be sanctioned at all from any authority, not to mention from the very top. The importance of rituals, at a personal level, is that they serve as the external form through which human-heartedness can be properly expressed, and the practice of rituals helps the transformation of a person (i.e., as a means of moral education). At the social level, they harmonize human relations. At the political level, they are the fabric of a political order. Any ritual pertaining to the latter is therefore vital to the stability of government. As for music, it has a transforming power throughout the culture and the society (15.11). At a time when most people were illiterate, music was conceivably more important in shaping a culture. King Wu of Zhou was said to have included tyrant Zhòu’s “abandoning the music of his ancestors and creating licentious sounds to displace and confound proper sounds” as one of the reasons for declaring war against the Yin (Shang) (SIMA Qian 1972, Shi Ji, “Zhou Benji 周本纪,” vol. 4, 72). His brother, Duke Zhou, helped him to establish the Zhou culture. It is recorded that he “rectified and promoted rituals and music and thereby reformed the system. Consequently, the people were harmonious, and the voices of praises were everywhere” (SIMA Qian 1972, Shi Ji, “Zhou Benji 周本纪,” vol. 4, 76). In 17.4, Confucius half-jokingly commented on the application of music in a small town as “killing a chicken with an ox-knife,” which reveals how powerful music was in his mind. Cf. 17.11.

The end of the passage has been read alternatively as “When the Way is under heaven, the common people will not criticize the government,” which more clearly leaves room for seeing praise coming from the common people. In light of the nature of the Confucian ideal governing with virtue, ritual, and music that transform the people and the society without visible force, it is more likely that this means people would not even notice the existence of their government, much like when shoes fit, one does not feel them.



16.3孔子曰：「禄之去公室五世矣。政逮于大夫四世矣。故夫三桓之子孙微矣。」

Confucius said, “Official salaries have not been conferred from the ducal house for five generations. The administrative power has fallen to the hands of ministers for four generations. Hence, the descendants of the Three Huans are declining.”

“The Three Huans” refers to the Three Houses, as they were all descendants from Duke Huan of Lu (r. 711–694 BCE). ZHU Xi explains the reason that they must be declining with a quote from SU Shi: “Strength comes from stability; stability comes from clear distinction between the superior and the subordinate. Now the feudal lords and ministers all infringe on the powers of their superiors, and hence they will have no authority to command their subordinates. That is why they will all lose their power before long” (ZHU Xi 1992, 168–169). Cf. 16.2.

16.4孔子曰：「益者三友，损者三友。友直，友谅，友多闻，益矣。友便辟，友善柔，友便佞，损矣。」

Confucius said, “Three kinds of friendships are beneficial, and three kinds of friendships are injurious. Friendship with the upright, friendship with the trustworthy, and friendship with the broadly learned—these are beneficial. Friendship with the flattering, friendship with the insinuatingly soft, and friendship with the glib-tongued—these are injurious.”

Cf. 1.8, 15.10, 16.5, and the notes under these passages. See also 9.25, 9.30, 12.24.

16.5孔子曰：「益者三乐，损者三乐。乐节礼乐，乐道人之善，乐多贤友，益矣。乐骄乐，乐佚游，乐宴乐，损矣。」

Confucius said, “Three kinds of enjoyment are beneficial, and three kinds of enjoyment are injurious. Enjoyment in attuning oneself in accord with rituals and music, enjoyment in commending the goodness of others, enjoyment in having many worthy friends—these are beneficial. Enjoyment in extravagant pleasures, enjoyment in idle wandering, enjoyment in the pleasures of feasting—these are injurious.”

This section parallels 16.4 in structure. Neither section seems to intend to be taken as providing complete lists of the good and bad kinds of friendship and enjoyment. Obviously, one can add to the lists, such as one should seek friendship with the wise, the benevolent, the generous, and not seek friendship with the foolhardy, the selfish, and the envious. One can also add that one should take pleasure in being corrected, in being entrusted with worthy responsibilities, in contributing to the well-being of society, and not take pleasure in inflicting pain on others, in seeing others lose and fail, in taking advantage of others or in living on the wealth created by others. The lists can go on and every reader can try to add to them. The same can be said about the next three passages (16.6–8).

16.6孔子曰：「侍于君子有三愆：言未及之而言谓之躁，言及之而不言谓之隐，未见颜色而言谓之瞽。」

Confucius said, “There are three errors in serving exemplary persons (junzi 君子). To speak when it is not the time to speak—this is called being rash. To not speak when it is time to speak—this is called concealing. To speak without looking at the countenance [of the person one is addressing]—this is called being blind.”

Some take junzi 君子 here to be referring to people of high station—a social status that the term originally referred to before Confucius turned it into a moral concept. But it also makes sense the other way. The advice may be taken generally for all speech. Cf. 15.8.

16.7孔子曰：「君子有三戒：少之时，血气未定，戒之在色；及其壮也，血气方刚，戒之在斗；及其老也，血气既衰，戒之在得。」

Confucius said, “Exemplary persons guard against three things. In youth, their physical vitality (xueqi 血气) has not yet settled, so the thing to guard against is lust. When they reach their prime, their physical vitality is full of vigor, so the thing to guard against is being contentious. As they become old, their physical vitality is declining, so the thing to guard against is being covetous.”

This is one of the two passages in the Analects where the Master talks directly about health (the other place, to a lesser degree, is 6.23), though all Confucian virtues are related to the overall well-being of a person understood holistically as both the mind and the body. The term xueqi 血气 literally means blood (xue) and vital energy (qi). Later, Mencius developed a theory about qi that is closely associated with moral cultivation: A person full of moral integrity and strong will has a powerful qi that can “fill the space between the Earth and heaven” (Mencius, 2A:2). Qi has been developed into one of the most fundamental concepts in traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), and Confucius and Mencius’ holistic way of thinking, particularly their vision about the connection between moral cultivation and personal health, helped shape the very foundation of TCM.

16.8孔子曰：「君子有三畏：畏天命，畏大人，畏圣人之言。小人不知天命而不畏也，狎大人，侮圣人之言。」

Confucius said, “Exemplary persons are in awe of three things—in awe of the mandate of heaven, in awe of great people, and in awe of the words of sages. Petty persons do not know the mandate of heaven and hence are not in awe of it. They scorn great people and mock the words of sages.”

This is another occurrence of tianming 天命, after 2.4 (cf. the entry on tianming in the section on key terms). In this context, tianming does not refer to a ruler’s possession of the right to rule. It means, as HUANG Kan puts it, “that doing good things will lead to hundreds of auspicious results, doing bad things will lead to hundreds of misfortunes. Going for the auspicious and against misfortunes—that is the mandate of heaven. This is why exemplary persons are in awe of tianming” (HUANG Kan, 432).

“Great people” may refer either to those in high-ranking official positions (ZHENG Xuan) or those who are virtuous (HE Yan), or those who are both in high-ranking positions and virtuous (ZHU Xi). From 13.20, we see that Confucius considers “those engaged in government” in his day to be “only containers intended to measure their incomes.” This would support the second and the third interpretation. However, these interpretations will make the sentence overlap with the next one about sages. The first interpretation may be defended as respecting the high official positions rather than particular individuals who happen to occupy them. These people deserve respect because of the positions they occupy. Official positions are key points in a society. Like acupuncture points in a human body, they connect different parts of the society and, through them, social energies can be mobilized.

The words of sages may not sound eloquent or even convincing, but the mere fact that they are uttered by sages should be reason enough for not taking them lightly. Their words reveal their embodied virtues and penetrating insights. The ability to appreciate them is not easy to obtain. It entails that ethics is not merely a matter of having a right theory or right teachings, but also about “attuning the ears” so that good teachings will not only be heard but also recognized and made effective. There is an apparent dilemma in this: Without the sense of awe, one is not going to appreciate the sayings of sages, yet without appreciation of the sayings of sages, how can one be in awe of them? A solution is perhaps in looking beyond what people say to how they live their lives (cf. 5.10).

16.9孔子曰：「生而知之者上也，学而知之者次也，困而学之，又其次也。困而不学，民斯为下矣。」

Confucius said, “It is best if one is born with knowledge. Next is to gain knowledge through learning. Still next is to learn after bumping into difficulties. Bumping into difficulties and still not learning, such people end up being the lowest.”

Confucius does not seem to believe that there are actually people born with knowledge. Here he is more encouraging people to learn rather than classifying people into different classes. The message can be plausibly read as: do not wait until you bump into difficulties, much less refuse to learn even after bumping into difficulties. Cf. 7.20, 7.28.



16.10孔子曰：「君子有九思：视思明，听思聪，色思温，貌思恭，言思忠，事思敬，疑思问，忿思难，见得思义。」

Confucius said, “An exemplary person has nine things to think about: In looking, think about seeing clearly; in listening, think about hearing distinctly; in countenance, think about gentleness; in demeanor, think about respectfulness; in speech, think about being wholehearted; in conducting things, think about diligence; in doubt, think about asking others; in anger, think about its aftermath; in seeing gain, think about appropriateness.”

Since nine is the largest single-digit number, it is often used to indicate “uttermost.” Hence, the message here is not actually limited to “nine things to think about,” but refers to “everything to think about.” “Thinking about” here may be read as “do not forget.” Cf. 1.5, 2.7, 5.16, 7.38, 8.4, 13.19, 14.13, 15.6, 19.1.

16.11孔子曰：「『见善如不及，见不善如探汤』。吾见其人矣，吾闻其语矣。『隐居以求其志，行义以达其道』，吾闻其语矣，吾未见其人也。」

Confucius said, “ ‘On seeing what is good, strive for it as if unable to catch up; on seeing what is not good, recoil from it as if testing boiling water’—I have seen people like this, and I have heard words like these. ‘Living in retreat to pursue their aspiration; practicing what is appropriate to unblock the Way’—I have heard words like these, but I have not seen people like this.”

The second half of this passage is sometimes taken to be a critique of the recluses who hide away. Though they claim to practice what is appropriate to unblock the Way, by hiding themselves away from human society, they abandon their social responsibilities, like the ones that Zilu criticizes in 18.7. Yet since Confucius is not against the idea of hiding from danger when the Way does not prevail (cf. 5.7, 8.13, 15.7), it seems more convincing to take Confucius’ comment to be saying that the second statement is more difficult to achieve, and the words of some people do not match their actions.

16.12齐景公有马千驷，死之日，民无德而称焉。伯夷、叔齐饿于首阳之下，民到于今称之。[『诚不以富，而只以异 』，]其斯之谓与？

Duke Jing of Qi had a thousand teams of four horses each, but on the day of his death, he did not have any virtuous legacies (de 德) that people could praise him for. Boyi and Shuqi died from hunger at the foot of Shouyang Mountain, and people, down to the present time, praise them. [“If it was not for wealth, it could only be for the sake of distinction.”] Is this what it is all about?

For Duke Jing of Qi (r. 547–490 BCE), see 12.11. According to the ritual of the time, the Duke’s possession of horses (four thousand) even exceeded the number of horses that the King was supposed to have. For Boyi and Shuqi, see the notes for 5.23, and cf. 7.15 and 18.8.

In the received version of the Analects there is no quotation from the Book of Songs in the passage, and hence the concluding sentence is puzzling. CHENG Yi suggests that this quote, which is found in 12.10 but does not seem fit there, is probably a misplaced bamboo strip that ought to belong here (see ZHU Xi 1992, 171). Although the quote was originally a complaint of an abandoned wife (that the husband went for another woman not for the sake of wealth but for novelty), it can be used to hint at something different—If people’s praise of a person has nothing to do with the person’s wealth, it must be for other distinctions, namely, the person’s virtues. This is a typical way Confucius stretches the Songs to convey moral messages.

This passage suggests a this-worldly and relational idea of immortality that is quite different from immortality achieved through personal survival of death. One can become “immortal” by leaving virtuous legacies behind. Of course evil deeds would be remembered as well. While the punishment for evil in other religions is eternal suffering in hell, in the culture shaped by Confucianism it is the continuing condemnation from the people. (Cf. 15.20)

16.13陈亢问于伯鱼曰：「子亦有异闻乎？」对曰：「未也。尝独立，鲤趋而过庭。曰：『学《诗》乎？』对曰：『未也。』『不学《诗》，无以言。』鲤退而学《诗》。他日又独立，鲤趋而过庭，曰：『学礼乎？』对曰：『未也。』『不学礼，无以立。』鲤退而学礼。闻斯二者。」陈亢退而喜曰：「问一得三：闻《诗》，闻礼，又闻君子之远其子也。」

CHEN Kang [Ziqin] asked Boyu, saying, “Have you heard anything special in addition [from your father]?”

Boyu replied, “No. Once he was standing alone when I passed the hall with hasty steps, and he said to me, ‘Have you learned the Songs?’ I replied, ‘Not yet.’ He said, ‘Not learning the Songs, you will not know how to speak.’ I retired and learned the Songs. Another day, he was again standing alone when I passed by the hall with hasty steps, he said to me, ‘Have you learned the rituals?’ I replied, ‘Not yet.’ He said, ‘If you do not learn the rituals, you will not be able to establish yourself.’ I retired and learned the rituals. I have heard these two things from him.”

CHEN Kang retired, and with delight he said, “I asked one thing, but I got three. I heard about the Songs, about the rituals, and also about the way an exemplary person maintains a distance from his son.”

Boyu was Confucius’ only son, aka KONG Li or Li (cf. 11.8, 17.10). CHEN Kang, perhaps Zigong’s disciple (cf. 1.10, 19.25), was curious about whether the son had got any special instruction from the father. Boyu’s answer shows that the Master did not have secret teachings for his son that he would not teach others. In fact, the Master’s instructions to his son are very basic. This, together with the last remark by CHEN Kang, is usually taken as the Master’s non-favoritism, but it may also be understood in light of the tradition, “In antiquity people taught one another’s sons.” As the aforementioned quote (in the notes for 13.28) from Mencius says, “Father and son should not demand goodness from each other. To do so will estrange them, and there is nothing more inauspicious than estrangement between father and son” (Mencius, 4A:18). For the importance of the Songs, see 1.15, 2.2, 3.8, 3.20, 7.18, 8.8, 13.5, 17.9, 17.10, and the notes under them.



16.14邦君之妻，君称之曰「夫人」，夫人自称曰「小 童」。邦人称之曰「君夫人」，称诸异邦曰「寡小 君」，异邦人称之亦曰「君夫人」。

The wife of the lord of a state is addressed by him as “Lady,” and the lady calls herself “Small Child.” The people of the state address her as “Lady of the Lord.” To the people of other states, the lord refers to her as “My Minor Lord.” The people of other states also address her as “Lady of the Lord.”

The reason that the lady calls herself “Small Child” is to show modesty, as if she was not yet knowledgeable and capable, like a child.

This passage seems very different from any other passages in the book and is therefore suspected as not belonging to the book; it might be a passage from the Book of Rites misplaced here. However, it does illustrate how sophisticated the ritual of addressing people was at the time, which can serve as a note to Confucius’ thesis about rectification of names (cf. 13.3).

 

阳货第十七 Book 17

17.1阳货欲见孔子，孔子不见，归孔子豚。孔子时其亡 也，而往拜之，遇诸涂，谓孔子曰：「来，予与尔 言。」曰：「怀其宝而迷其邦，可谓仁乎？」曰：「不 可。」「好从事而亟失时，可谓知乎？」曰：「不 可。」「日月逝矣，岁不我与。」孔子曰：「诺，吾将仕矣。」

YANG Huo wished to see Confucius, but Confucius would not see him. He then sent Confucius a piglet. Choosing a time when YANG Huo would not be at home, Confucius went to acknowledge the gift but unexpectedly met him on the way.

YANG Huo said to Confucius, “Come here, I want to speak with you.” He then asked, “Hiding one’s treasure and letting his state go astray—can this be called human-hearted? I’d say not. Anxious to be engaged in public service and yet repeatedly missing the opportunity—can this be called wise? I’d say not. The days and months are passing away, and the years do not wait for us.”

Confucius said, “All right, I will take public office.”

YANG Huo (aka YANG Hu, cf. the notes for 9.5), a steward of the Ji House, was usurping the power of the Ji House, which in turn had usurped the power of the state of Lu. He was trying to recruit Confucius to work for him. Because his power was illegitimate, Confucius did not want to see him, but receiving a gift from YANG Huo ritually obligated Confucius to pay YANG Huo a visit to acknowledge the gift. By choosing a time when YANG Huo was not at home, Confucius tried to fulfill the obligation without meeting up with him, but he ended up accidentally bumping into him on the road. The conversation that followed was basically YANG Huo chiding Confucius. Since what YANG Huo said was reasonable, it was again ritually difficult to decline. Confucius chose to give YANG Huo a straightforward positive answer, yet his answer did not mean that he agreed to work for YANG Huo! The whole story shows vividly how Confucius maintained his integrity and the observance of ritual propriety tactically.

Because of the brevity of the original text (which is understandable given that, at the time, text were generally written on bamboo strips), it is unclear whether the answers “I’d say not” in the middle of the passage were by YANG Huo or by Confucius. Most commentators believe they were YANG Huo’s words. One reason for this is that the last answer in the conversation has “Confucius said,” but the previous two do not.

17.2子曰：「性相近也，习相远也。」

The Master said, “By nature (xing 性), humans are similar; through habitual conduct, they diverge widely.”

This is the only place where Confucius talked about xing, human nature. This reminds us of 5.13, which says that Confucius’ discourse on xing and the Way of heaven cannot be heard. Notice that, like his later successors Mencius and Xun Zi, Confucius believes humans are born similar. There is a natural equality between all humans, a view that has far-reaching social and political significance (see Munro 1969). Yet unlike Mencius or Xun Zi, who discussed human nature extensively and claimed that human nature is either good (Mencius) or bad (Xun Zi), Confucius only says that humans are similar in nature. The emphasis here is clearly on the malleability of humans, especially when they are young (cf. 17.26); hence, social influences and education are important in shaping a person (cf. 1.8, 1.15).

17.3子曰：「唯上智与下愚不移。」

The Master said, “Only the wise above and the foolish below do not swerve.”

This is often taken as a discriminatory statement because the words “above” and “below” seem to imply that those who are above are always wise and those who are below are always foolish. During the Cultural Revolution in China (1966–1976) this passage was taken as hard evidence that Confucius was an elitist, and his teachings were an ideology of the ruling classes. Others, with reference to 16.9, take the Master to be making the distinction between those who are born with knowledge (above) and those who refuse to learn (below) in his mind.

In light of 17.2, humans are similar in their nature, so the “above” and “below” in this passage should not be taken to mean that people from different social classes are born with different natures, or that some are always smart and some are always foolish. They should more plausibly be read as indicating levels of practical wisdom displayed in one’s attitude. As WANG Yangming comments, the phrase “do not swerve” does not mean that these people cannot change. It means rather that they do not want to change (Wang, vol. 1, 33). The wisest do not want to change because they have found the Way. The most foolish do not see they need to improve or can improve, so they do not want to change either. Read in this way, the saying actually entails a warning not to be foolish. Reading this passage, those who do not want to change will have to ask, am I the wisest or the most foolish? If you are not the wisest, then why not change yourself and make improvement? CHENG Yi says, in interpreting this passage:

The so-called “most foolish” are of two kinds: Those who lack self-confidence (zibao 自暴) and those who give up on themselves (ziqi 自棄). With willingness to cultivate oneself to become good, no one will find it impossible to change. Even the most unintelligent and confused can gradually strive to be better. But those who lack self-confidence refuse to believe [that they can improve], and those who give up on themselves refuse to act [on the belief that they can improve]. (CHENG Yi, 24)

Of course there is actually a third, very common kind: those who have too much self-confidence (ziao 自傲 or zikuang 自狂). They feel they are good enough and thus see no need to improve themselves.



17.4子之武城，闻弦歌之声。夫子莞尔而笑，曰：「割鸡焉用牛刀。」子游对曰：「昔者偃也闻诸夫子曰：『君子学道则爱人，小人学道则易使也。』」子曰：「二三子，偃之言是也。前言戏之耳。」

The Master came to the town of Wu. Hearing the sound of stringed instruments and chanting, the Master smiled and said, “Why use an ox-knife to kill a chicken?”

Ziyou replied, “In the past I heard from you, Master, that ‘when people of high station (junzi 君子) learn about the Way (dao), they will love their fellow people; when the common people learn about the Way, they will be easy to command.’ ”

The Master said, “My young friends, Yan [Ziyou]’s words are right. What I said was only joking.”

Ziyou, Confucius’ disciple, was the Magistrate of the town of Wu (cf. 6.14). “Using an ox-knife to kill a chicken” is a metaphor, apparently meaning that that there is no need to use formal music and rituals to administrate a small town like this. Under this reading, music is a powerful tool for transforming a society.

The passage is commonly taken as an example that the Master openly acknowledges his mistakes. Some, however, suspect that it entails the Master’s subtle lament that a talented man like Ziyou was only employed to govern a small town. Additionally, it seems to suggest that, in spite of his ambitious ideals and great ideas, the Master did not have the political status to implement them. He might be lamenting that he was like an ox-knife not being used to its potential, like the incongruously decorous and dignified musicians in the town of Wu.

17.5公山弗扰以费畔，召，子欲往，子路不说，曰：「末之也已，何必公山氏之之也！」子曰：「夫召我者，而岂徒哉！如有用我者，吾其为东周乎！」

When GONGSHAN Furao was holding Bi as his base to stage a revolt, he invited the Master, and the Master was inclined to go. Zilu was upset, and said, “If we have nowhere to go, so be it! Why must you go to Gongshan?”

The Master said, “Can one invite me for no reason? If anyone employs me, may I not make another Zhou of the East?”

GONGSHAN Furao was the magistrate of Ji House’s fief Bi County. According to the “Biography of Confucius” in the Historical Records by SIMA Qian, he took hold of Bi to revolt against Ji, who was known for usurping the power of the ducal house of Lu. Since there was a possibility of using this opportunity to restore the ducal power, the Master was inclined to go. He said, “[King] Wen and [King] Wu [of the Zhou dynasty] started their cause [to overthrow the Shang] from Feng and Gao and became kings. Now even though Bi is small, maybe it will do!” However, the action of revolt was supposed to be taken only when it is fully justifiable (such as the ruler being totally incorrigible). That is why Confucius eventually did not go.

“Zhou of the East” means the Zhou kind of government and society in the East, as the state of Lu was located at the East of the original center of the Zhou. Cf. 17.1, 17.5.

17.6子张问仁于孔子，孔子曰：「能行五者于天下为仁 矣。」请问之。曰：「恭、宽、信、敏、惠。恭则不侮，宽则得众，信则人任焉，敏则有功，惠则足以使人。」

Zizhang asked Confucius about human-heartedness. Confucius said, “One who can practice five things everywhere under heaven is human-hearted.”

When Zizhang begged to ask what they were, he said, “Respectfulness, leniency, trustworthiness, quickness in action, and beneficence. If you are respectful, you will not be insulted. If you are lenient, you will win the multitude. If you are trustworthy, people will put trust in you. If you are quick in action (ming 敏), you will accomplish things. If you are beneficent, you will be able to employ others.”

There is an alternative reading of ming 敏, which is “quick in judgment.” Though both readings make sense, the Master has talked about ming more frequently in reference to action (cf. 1.14, 4.24). Parts of this passage are repeated in 20.1.



17.7佛肸召，子欲往。子路曰：「昔者由也闻诸夫子曰：『亲于其身为不善者，君子不入也。』佛肸以中牟畔，子之往也如之何？」子曰：「然，有是言也。不曰坚乎，磨而不磷；不曰白乎，涅而不缁。吾豈匏瓜也哉？焉能系而不食。」

BI Xi summoned the Master, and the Master was inclined to go. Zilu said, “I have heard you say, Master, that ‘exemplary persons will not enter the circle of those who do bad things.’ Now BI Xi is holding possession of Zhongmou to stage a revolt. How do you justify going to him?”

The Master said, “Yes, I did make such a remark. But is it not said that if a thing is really hard, grinding will not make it thin? Is it not said that if a thing is really white, dyeing will not make it black? Am I a gourd (paogua 匏瓜)? How can I be hanging there, not being served as food?”

BI Xi was the magistrate of Zhongmou, a fief of Minister ZHAO Jianzi of Jin. The Master’s response to this invitation is similar to his response to GONGSHAN Furao in 17.5 but different from his response to YANG Huo in 17.1. There has been a significant amount of study of historical details to explain the difference. There is indeed a fine line between associating with decadent people and, as a result, being stained by them versus associating with them in order to make use of them for a good cause. Confucius was torn between taking the risk of associating himself with a bad cause and losing the opportunity to realize his dream.

There is a very different interpretation of the last part of the passage, which takes it to be “How can I be hanging there without eating?” This would imply that the Master was looking for an official salary. Though the Master never denies the need for making a living, this interpretation diminishes his motivation and it is inconsistent with the overall teachings of the Master (cf. 7.12, 7.16).

An alternative reading of paogua is that it refers to a set of celestial stars shaped like a gourd.

17.8子曰：「由也，女闻六言六蔽矣乎？」对曰：「未也。」 「居，吾语女。好仁不好学，其蔽也愚；好知不好学，其蔽也荡；好信不好学，其蔽也贼；好直不好学，其蔽也绞；好勇不好学，其蔽也乱；好刚不好学，其蔽也狂。」

The Master said, “You [Zilu], have you heard the six terms and their six latent flaws?”

Zilu replied, “I have not yet.”

“Sit down, and let me tell you. The latent flaw in being fond of human-heartedness (ren 仁) without being fond of learning is that it leads to foolishness. The latent flaw in being fond of wisdom (zhi 知) without being fond of learning is that it leads to dissipation. The latent flaw in being fond of trustworthiness (xin 信) without being fond of learning is that it leads to harm’s way. The latent flaw in being fond of uprightness (zhi 直) without being fond of learning is that it leads to bluntness. The latent flaw in being fond of courage (yong 勇) without being fond of learning is that it leads to disruptiveness. The latent flaw in being fond of steadfastness (gang 刚) without being fond of learning is that it leads to recklessness.”

Each specific virtue comes with its own latent flaw; hence, all virtues need to be accompanied by learning. Notice that conversely each vice may come with some latent merit as well (cf. 8.16, 13.21, 17.16).

The emphasis on learning resembles Socrates’ view that all virtues are ultimately dependent on knowledge. It is important to keep in mind that Confucian learning is not primarily the acquisition of intellectual knowledge about truth; it is more about the acquisition of the ability to use discretion and the disposition to act appropriately (quan 权, cf. 9.30).

This passage may be taken to argue against reading Confucius as a virtue ethicist, as his ethics is not just about individual virtues; it is about building character or learning the gongfu of life, which is less likely to lend itself to compartmentalization. Taking him as a virtue ethicist may run the risk of overlooking the interrelationships between virtues and failings within a person’s character.

17.9子曰：「小子何莫学夫《诗》？《诗》可以兴，可以观，可以群，可以怨。迩之事父，远之事君，多识于鸟兽草木之名。」

The Master said, “Young fellows, why don’t you study the Songs? The Songs can lead to inspiration, can stimulate observation, can increase sociability, and can express dissatisfaction. Close at hand they can help you to serve your father, and away in the distance they can help you to serve your lord. From them you can be better acquainted with the names of birds, beasts, grasses, and trees.”

The point is quite clear that studying the Songs increases one’s overall literacy, which is the foundation of a learned person. But being literate is much more than simply knowing how to read. The four functions of the Songs Confucius named here later became measures used by traditional Chinese literary critics. They are well illustrated by Confucius himself and his disciples (see, e.g., 1.15, 2.2, 3.8, 3.20, 8.3, 16.12).

17.10子谓伯鱼曰：「女为《周南》、《召南》矣乎？人而不为《周南》、《召南》，其犹正墙面而立也与？」

The Master said to Boyu, “Have you mastered ‘South of Zhou’ and ‘South of Zhao’? Those who do not master ‘South of Zhou’ and ‘South of Zhao’—wouldn’t they be like standing in front of a wall?”

Boyu was Confucius’ son, aka KONG Li. In a previous passage we have seen how Confucius instructed him to learn the Songs (16.13). “South of Zhou” and “South of Zhao” are important sections of the Songs. The former contains eleven songs and the latter fourteen, all about early Zhou society, life, rituals, and policies. These songs were commonly used in various ceremonies, so a person who did not master them would not be able to participate in those events, and even if they did go to those events, they would be like “standing in front of a wall,” unable to see (understand) anything. Some scholars such as LIU Baonan believe that, since the majority of the songs in these two sections are about the way of husband and wife, Confucius’ remark might be offered to Boyu when he was about to marry, and the basic message behind it is that, as the Zhongyong states, “The Way of exemplary persons begin with the relationship between husband and wife” (see LIU Baonan, 375, and CHENG Shude, 1214–1215), which can be compared with the relationship between the yin and the yang—two opposite aspects of a whole that are muturally dependent and reciprocal.



17.11子曰：「礼云礼云，玉帛云乎哉？乐云乐云，钟鼓云乎哉？」

The Master said, “When we say ‘rituals, rituals,’ are we merely speaking about jade and silk? When we say ‘music, music,’ are we merely speaking about bells and drums?”

Most commentators interpreted the passage as showing the importance of the substance (zhi 质) of rituals and music over their refined forms (wen 文) of expression. HUANG Kan, for instance, quotes WANG Bi’s words, saying that jade and silk are merely the means for expressing respect; bells and drums are merely means for achieving harmony. Because at the time people focused on the forms of expression at the expense of the substance, Confucius made such a remark. HUANG Kan also quotes MIAO Bo 缪播 (Han dynasty, specific dates unknown), who says, “In using jade and silk to implement rituals, once rituals are implemented, jade and silk may be forgotten. In using bells and drums to perform music, once music is performed, bells and drums can be discarded” (see HUANG Kan, 458). While these explanations certainly make good sense, care must be taken not to split the form and the substance. Given what Confucius says about wen and zhi in 6.18 and Zigong’s remark about them in 12.8, it seems more accurate to interpret the passage as a reminder not to reduce the importance of rituals and music to the mere forms of expression. At the same time, it also reminds people that the significance of these forms of expression is far more than what they appear to be—that is, just jade, silk, bells, and drums. Their importance is exactly in expressing rituals and music.

17.12子曰：「色厉而内荏，譬诸小人，其犹穿窬之盗也与？」

The Master said, “Appear to be firm but inwardly weak—such people, to draw an analogy from petty people, are like burglars who dig holes in people’s walls.”

HUANG Kan explains that when burglars steal from others, they appear daring and yet inside they are afraid of being caught (see HUANG Kan, 458). Like burglars, those who appear stern are usually inwardly weak.



17.13子曰：「乡愿，德之贼也。」

The Master said, “Village worthies (xiangyuan 乡愿) are thieves (zei 贼) of virtue.”

A “village worthy,” explains Mencius, is a hypocrite who simply tries to look good in front of everyone. The person may have no evil intentions but is more dangerous to true virtue because,

if you want to censure him, you cannot find anything; if you want to find fault with him, you cannot find anything either. He shares with others the practices of the day and is in conformity with the sordid world. He appears to be conscientious and faithful, and looks like having integrity in his conduct. He is liked by the multitude and is self-righteous. (Mencius, 7B:37)

Indeed, the person may even be taken as a role model because he appears to be right all the time, but his “virtuous” deeds are merely in conformity with (and hence “honest to” or “faithful to”) what is deemed “good” by the majority, and there is nothing virtuous from the inside of the person. The village worthies are dangerous because they are easily confused with the truly virtuous. By stealing (which is another meaning of the word zei 贼) the title of being virtuous, they can injure the truly virtuous more than those who oppose virtue openly and purposefully.

Although this is the only appearance of the term xiangyuan in the Analects, there are several other passages directly and analogically referring to this type of person or action (cf. 11.21, 12.20, 13.23, 13.24, 15.28, 17.18).

17.14子曰：「道听而涂说，德之弃也。」

The Master said, “To spread what one hears right along the street where one goes, that is to throw away virtue.”

This has been taken either as spreading unsubstantiated gossip or as telling or teaching others about things that one has not personally understood through practice.



17.15子曰：「鄙夫可与事君也与哉？其未得之也，患得 之；既得之，患失之。苟患失之，无所不至矣。」

The Master said, “How is it possible to serve one’s lord alongside such common fellows? When they have not obtained what they want, they worry about how to get it. When they have got it, they worry about losing it. When they worry about losing it, there is nothing they won’t do.”

Here “what they want” refers primarily to official positions, but it can be taken to cover all extrinsic gains, such as wealth and fame. Confucius is not saying that one should not care about this, nor is he saying that one should always be content and never worry about anything. The point is rather that one’s pursuit of the Way should be the primary aim and it should not be bogged down or disturbed by extrinsic gains. Cf. 7.37.

17.16子曰：「古者民有三疾，今也或是之亡也。古之狂也肆，今之狂也荡；古之矜也廉，今之矜也忿戾；古之愚也直，今之愚也诈而已矣。」

The Master said, “In ancient times, people had three types of shortcomings. Today, even these shortcomings can perhaps no longer be found. The ancients who were impetuous were unreserved, today’s impetuous people are reckless; the ancients who were self-esteemed were restrained, today’s self-esteemed are resentful and irritable; the ancients who were stupid were straightforward, today’s stupid are nothing but devious.”

Besides being another lament about the decline of culture (rather than the difference of human nature, cf. 15.25, 17.2), the passage shows again that shortcomings and merits are not sharply separated (cf. 8.16, 17.8), and we see Confucius make fine distinctions such as between being unreserved and being reckless (cf. 2.14, 13.23, 13.26, 17.24, 20.2).

Qing scholar PAN Deyu 潘德舆 (1785–1839) points out further that to say that “today’s stupid are nothing but devious” entails that to be devious is stupid. They mistake deceiving others to be wise. But when he quoted Mencius’ saying that “the heart-mind of telling right and wrong is the sprout of wisdom” (Mencius, 2A:6) and Xun Zi’s saying that “to recognize as right what is right and as wrong what is wrong is called ‘wisdom.’ To regard as wrong what is right and as right what is wrong is called ‘stupidity’ ” (Xun Zi, 2.3, Knoblock, vol. 1, 153) to support the idea (see CHENG Shude, 1225), he failed to notice that this is a step further. Here the “stupid” one is not he who is unable to tell right from wrong, but he who deliberately deceives others about right and wrong.

17.17子曰：「巧言令色，鲜矣仁。」

The Master said, “Glib words and insinuating appearance are seldom associated with human heartedness.”

This is a repeat of 1.3.

17.18子曰：「恶紫之夺朱也，恶郑声之乱雅乐也，恶利口之覆邦家者。」

The Master said, “I detest that purple takes the place of vermilion. I detest that the sound of Zheng confounds classic music. I detest that sharp tongues ruin states and families.”

Vermilion is now commonly known as “China red.” It was used as the color of official robes during the Zhou dynasty. During the Spring and Autumn period, the mixed color of purple started to be used to replace vermilion as the color of nobility’s dress. What Confucius detests here is actually the loss of the proper ritual order symbolized by the color. For the sound of Zheng and sharp tongues, see the notes for 15.11.

17.19子曰：「予欲无言。」子贡曰：「子如不言，则小子何述焉？」子曰：「天何言哉。四时行焉，百物生焉。天何言哉！」

The Master said, “I wish to say nothing.”

Zigong said, “If you, Master, do not speak, what shall we disciples have to implement?”

The Master said, “Does heaven (tian 天) say anything? Yet the four seasons rotate, and hundreds of things grow. Does heaven say anything?”

According to LU Deming 陆德明 (550–630), the word tian 天 appeared in the “Lu Analects” as fu 夫 (which would make the statement “What to say?” or “What is the point of saying anything?”). It is believed that ZHENG Xuan changed it to tian according to how the word appeared in the “Old Analects” (see LU Deming, 24, and ZHU Weizheng, 118).

One may interpret heaven as a metaphor for a ruler who governs the rotation of four seasons and the growth of myriad things. But it would be a stretch to take it to be more than a metaphor, namely, literally as a Being in a transcendent realm rather than the rotation of the four seasons and the growth of myriad things themselves.

Traditional commentators typically take this to be saying that the Way of heaven manifests itself in everything, and it should not be sought merely in the words of the sages or the classics. One should model oneself after heaven and the sages. It does not mean, however, that words play no function in the Confucian way of instruction.

One may want to pay attention to the emotional content of the passage also. When the Master repeated “does heaven say anything?” he seemed to be expressing something more than the literal meaning of the words—something that he did not wish to say! Relate this to the context of his life: it may be taken as a lament, or a protest against the darkness of the age and the fact that though he was ambitious to change the world, he was not given any chance to do it.

17.20孺悲欲见孔子，孔子辞以疾。将命者出户，取瑟而 歌，使之闻之。

RU Bei wished to see Confucius, but Confucius declined on the grounds of being ill. But just when the messenger was stepping out of the door, the Master took his lute and sang, making sure that he heard it.

It is unclear why Confucius does not want to see RU Bei. One explanation is that, as a stranger, ritually he was supposed to approach Confucius through an intermediate introduction. According to Qing scholar JIAO Yuanxi 焦袁熹 (1661–1736), using illness as an excuse was a commonly accepted gentle way of declining a request and should therefore not be taken as being insincere. Usually the declined party would get it. However, since there could be real illness, Confucius wanted to make it clear that he was not ill. This would therefore paradoxically show Confucius’ sincerity (see CHENG Shude, 1231). Whatever the actual reason, commentators agree that Confucius was using an indirect communication: He was making the person aware of being refused, yet doing it in a gentle way. In the Chinese culture that Confucius and other great minds of his time shaped together, being indirect is not considered necessarily less good than being direct; to the contrary, it could be considered civilized, whereas being direct could be considered harsh and lacking civility. The exercise of the art of indirect communication is not easy. It should by no means be taken as a green light for making false statements in general. Cf. 2.5, 2.22, 7.15, and the “village honest” in 17.13.

17.21宰我问：「三年之丧，期已久矣。君子三年不为礼，礼必坏；三年不为乐，乐必崩。旧谷既没，新谷既升，钻燧改火，期可已矣。」子曰：「食夫稻，衣夫锦，于女安乎？」曰：「安。」「女安，则为之。夫君子之居丧，食旨不甘，闻乐不乐，居处不安，故不为也。今女安，则为之。」宰我出，子曰：「予之不仁也！子生 三年，然后免于父母之怀。夫三年之丧，天下之通丧也。予也有三年之爱于其父母乎？」

ZAI Wo asked, “The three-year mourning period is too long. If an exemplary person abstains from observances of ritual propriety for three years, ritual proprieties will be lost. If he abstains from music for three years, music will fall apart. Within one year the old grains will be consumed, the new grains will be available, and a cycle of using different wood for procuring fire will be completed. That would be good enough.”

The Master said, “If you were to eat fine rice and wear embroidered clothes, would you feel at ease?”

“I would,” replied ZAI Wo.

The Master said, “If you would feel at ease, then do it. When exemplary persons are in mourning, they are not aware of the good taste when eating fine food, they do not feel joy when listening to music, and they do not feel at ease when lodging at home. That is why they do not do these things. But now you feel at ease, then you do it.”

ZAI Wo went out, and the Master said, “How lacking in human-heartedness Yu [ZAI Wo] is! It takes three years before an infant is able to leave the arms of its parents. The three years’ mourning is universally observed under heaven. Didn’t Yu receive three years of loving care from his parents?”

See the notes for 14.40 about the three-year mourning ritual for one’s parents. Here we see a more direct contest against the ritual. There is evidence that the ritual was not universally practiced in antiquity as Confucius had argued (see Mencius, 3A:2). KANG Youwei even argued that it was Confucius’ creation (Kang, 269–271). No doubt, Confucius’ endorsement of the ritual influenced wider acceptance and enforcement of the ritual later during the Han dynasty. The “cycle of using different wood for procuring fire” in different seasons was also a ritual.

A number of points in this passage are worth reflection. One is the legitimacy of ZAI Wo’s argument. The practice is a typical example of traditional rituals that not only served no apparent practical purpose but were even a hindrance to practical life. Putting the specifics of the particular mourning ritual aside, a general point to keep in mind is: The function of rituals is not in their direct usefulness, just as a handshake is not literally for touching the hands.

Another notable point of interest is that, facing ZAI Wo’s question, the Master did not appeal to the possible existence of spirits or deities. Instead of saying that abandoning the ritual may offend the spirits of one’s parents (cf. 7.21), he directed ZAI Wo’s attention to his inward feelings. What one obtains from such an inward reflection is not knowledge about what is or might be out there, but one’s feelings inside. On the one hand, it allows a possible development of subjectivity that is more self-determined than mere submission to external authorities, and this is also linked to the Confucian approach to developing sacredness from within and from the secular. On the other hand, it also illustrates that if upon inward reflection one were to come up with an answer like ZAI Wo did, there is not much Confucius could do, whereas in other religions, the fear of punishment from deities would likely provide more immediate and effective constraints on people.

Still another interesting point is that, as CHEN Shaoming 陈少明 notices, in the conversation the Master first appealed to ZAI Wo’s inward reflection of his feelings, and after being stunned by ZAI Wo’s response, and seeing that ZAI Wo simply left without paying attention to the obvious sarcasm in his response, he went a different direction, that is, explaining the reason for the ritual—that it takes three years for a newborn baby to stand on its own feet. Ideally, feeling and reason should go together, but which one should go first is an interesting question to ponder (see Chen 2007). People commonly believe that children have a moral obligation to be filial because they owe their life and the favor of being cared for to their parents. But Jane English (1979) makes a thought-provoking counterargument: Since we did not ask our parents to be born and to be taken care of, we do not owe them anything. While her view can be contested, ZHANG Xianglong 张祥龙 brings up a very different, phenomenological observation: The bonding between parents and children in people’s early stage of life is the basis for a relational sense of personal identity and meaning of life (see ZHANG Xianglong, chap. 8). In other words, it is not merely an arbitrary moral imperative, but a way of obtaining the meaning of life through one’s relationships, primarily with one’s parents.

17.22子曰：「饱食终日，无所用心，难矣哉！不有博弈者乎？为之，犹贤乎已。」

The Master said, “Hard are the people who stuff themselves with food the whole day, without applying their mind to anything! Are there not games called Bo and Yi? Even doing these would be better than doing nothing.”

Bo and Yi are ancient games. Bo is lost to history, while Yi, known as Weiqi 围棋 (literally, “siege”) or its Japanese name, Go, is still very much alive. Weiqi is arguably the most sophisticated game to have ever existed in human history, replete with philosophical implications about life and strategy, despite the fact that its rules are simple. One reason that the Master did not have very high regard for these games is that they tend to induce a competitive mentality, though they surely exercise one’s brain. Another possible reason is that they belong to “minor ways,” which tend to bog a person down in their journey on the great Way. Cf. 15.17, 19.4.



17.23子路曰：「君子尚勇乎？」子曰：「君子义以为上。君子有勇而无义为乱，小人有勇而无义为盗。」

Zilu said, “Do exemplary persons uphold courage?”

The Master said, “Exemplary persons hold rightness to be of supreme importance. Having courage but without rightness, a person of high station (junzi 君子) will commit rebellion. Having courage but without rightness, a common person will commit robbery.”

Commentators believe that this conversation took place when Zilu had just met Confucius, and, being a very courageous and upright person, he was probably trying to show off his merits in front of the Master. But the Master reminds him what he needs to work on. Cf. 5.7, 7.11, 8.2, 8.10, 11.3, 11.22, 14.4, 17.8, 17.24.

This is a passage in which the term junzi is used in mixed ways with regard to whether it means “exemplary persons” or “persons of high social stations.” While the first occurrence of the term in Zilu’s question could mean either one or both, the second should mean “exemplary person,” and the third should mean “person of high station.”

17.24子贡曰：「君子亦有恶乎？」子曰：「有恶。恶称人之恶者，恶居下流而讪上者，恶勇而无礼者，恶果敢而窒者。」曰：「赐也亦有恶乎？」「恶徼以为知者，恶不孙以为勇者，恶讦以为直者。」

Zigong said, “Do exemplary persons also have people they detest?”

The Master said, “They do. They detest those who babble about other’s faults; they detest those who stay below but slander their superiors; they detest those who are brave but have no regard for ritual proprieties; they detest those who are resolute and daring to the degree of being relentless.”

Then the Master asked, “Ci [Zigong], do you also have people you detest?”

“I detest those who plagiarize other’s ideas to claim themselves wise. I detest those who are immodest and take that as being brave. I detest those who expose others’ unseemly secrets and take it as being upright.”

KANG Youwei explains that “since the Sage loves people broadly, that is why Zigong asks whether he would detest anyone” (Kang, 272). This issue is also touched on in 4.3 and 4.4.

“Plagiarize other’s ideas to claim themselves wise” is meant to include things like saying “I know” when actually one was just being told so (Jeong, 21). In doing so, not only is the person being dishonest: by showing no appreciation for other’s instructions, after a few times people will no longer be willing to instruct the person (see 3.15 for a contrast).

17.25子曰：「唯女子与小人为难养也。近之则不孙，远之则怨。」

The Master said, “It is only girls (女子 nü zi) and petty people who are the most difficult to provide for. Being close to them, they become immodest; maintaining a distance from them, they complain.”

No passage in the Analects has triggered more criticism for Confucius’ discrimination against women than this one. Putting women in the same category with petty persons is logically flawed, because “women” is a descriptive natural category of gender, while “petty persons” is a moral category of evaluation. Furthermore, it is also obviously a discriminatory generalization. This passage has been quoted by later Confucians to justify gender bias and therefore has indeed performed the function of being a ground for women-oppressive practices. Some scholars suspected that the term nü zi refers to female servants rather than to women in general, since at the time a term common for women in general was furen 妇人.20 But even if it were true, still, why single out female servants? Some others have argued that instead of reading 女 in this passage as nü (female), it should be read as ru 汝, which means “you,” because in ancient times the character 女 was most often used for ru 汝, and among the eighteen other occurrences of the word 女 in the Analects, seventeen of them are used as ru (you). According to this reading, the passage would mean, instead, “It is only you young boys and petty persons who are the most difficult to provide for,” where “you boys” refers to his disciples. Nevertheless, this reading brings in another puzzle, as it is hard to explain why the Master would classify his disciples together with petty persons. LIAO Mingchun argues that instead of referring to women in general, the statement should be read as “those women who are like petty-minded persons are difficult to provide for” (see Liao, chap. 3).

Whether we take the passage to be about women or not, we should not miss the instructive message under the surface. As WANG Xuan says in his Sishu Quanyi 四书诠义 with regard to this passage, “This is saying that in cultivation of the person and regulating the family, nothing can be taken lightly or taken for granted. Do not think that servants and concubines are low in social status, and therefore they can be used in any way you like and be treated carelessly” (see CHENG Shude, 1244). This is the perspective of reading a passage more as an instruction about how to live one’s life rather than as a description of facts. From this perspective, the passage is more a reminder that one should ideally be able to make even those who are most difficult to provide for “happy, if they are nearby, and attracted, if they are at a distance” (13.16). Song dynasty scholar LÜ Zuqian 吕祖谦 (1137–1181) also made this very clear when he wrote:

Thinking about how to deal with such people [those who are difficult to provide for], the most difficult thing is to be firm yet not harsh. Usually people cannot be firm without being harsh. In order to be firm, they have to make special effort. This is just like the teaching of being “gentle yet dignified.” Ordinary people usually have to constrain themselves in order to appear dignified. If they behave in an unconstrained way, they will not be dignified. Only with deep cultivation of one’s nature and disposition can a person be naturally firm and dignified. If what is inside the person is not sufficiently cultivated, the person will have no recourse but to artificial efforts. The reference to being “commanding yet not fierce” is quite similar in meaning. (Lü, 14–15)

Here “gentle yet dignified” and “commanding but not fierce” are both from the Analects: “The Master was gentle, yet dignified; commanding, yet not fierce; respectful, yet at ease” (7.38). This “at ease” says even more than “follow my heart’s wishes without overstepping the boundaries” (2.4). For not to overstep the boundaries is still about how cultivation affects oneself, that is, how it enables one not to overstep the boundaries, yet the passages we have just quoted (17.25, 7.38, 13.16) require one to be naturally both firm in discipline and attractive to those who are most difficult to provide for, even in the most tedious aspects of their daily personal lives, so that they will be happy if they are close and attracted if they are at a distance. Reading the passage as a reminder to cultivate oneself rather than as a description of fact, 17.25 looks more consistent with the rest of the book and the overall spirit of Confucianism.

17.26子曰：「年四十而见恶焉，其终也已。」

The Master said, “When a person at forty still provokes dislikes, it is hopeless.”

A person becomes less malleable as one gets older, which can be bad, as one is less likely able to improve; but it is not necessarily a bad thing, as one may not be as easily tempted by seductions. The passage is not to be read merely as a descriptive statement. Taking it as a lament, the Master may be referring to his own situation (cf. 5.7, 9.9). Taking it as a warning, he is urging people to cultivate themselves early in life. Taking it as a challenge, he could be inviting people to disprove the statement by showing that they can still improve themselves in old age. Cf. 9.23.




微子第十八 Book 18

18.1微子去之，箕子为之奴，比干谏而死。孔子曰：「殷有三仁焉。」

Viscount Wei departed from him; Viscount Ji fell to being a slave to him; Bigan remonstrated against him to his death. Confucius said, “The Yin had three men of human-heartedness.”

All three men lived at the end of the Shang (Yin) dynasty when the notoriously cruel and dissipated tyrant King Zhòu ruled. Historical records inform us that Viscount Wei was the King’s eldest brother. After he remonstrated numerous times with King Zhòu and was not listened to, he withdrew from the court in order to preserve services in the family ancestral temple. Viscount Ji was the King’s uncle. Also remonstrated and not listened to, he decided not to leave, since his departure would amount to getting sympathy from the people by publicly exposing the King’s evil. Instead, he feigned madness and fell to being a slave. Bigan, also an uncle of the King, remonstrated persistently for three days without leaving the court and was consequently killed brutally by the King. After the Zhou overthrew the Shang, Viscount Wei was appointed by the Zhou court to be the lord of his homeland, the state of Song, and Viscount Ji the lord of Choson in the Korean Peninsula. Though these three men chose different courses of action, they were all devoted to human-heartedness appropriate to each of their situations. Cf. 9.30, 14.16, 14.17, 15.9.

18.2柳下惠为士师，三黜，人曰：「子未可以去乎？」曰：「直 道而事人，焉往而不三黜；枉道而事人，何必去父母之邦。」

When LIUXIA Hui served as a criminal judge, he was thrice dismissed from his office. Someone said, “Can you not, sir, just leave?”

He said, “Serving people in the upright way, where can I go without being thrice dismissed? Serving people in a crooked way, why would I need to leave my home state?”

Cf. 15.14 for a reference to LIUXIA Hui and a reason for his not being recognized. See also 18.8 for Confucius’ comment on him, where the Master concludes, “I have no preconception of what is permissible or what is not.” Confucius’ own path clearly let him leave his home state.

18.3齐景公待孔子，曰：「若季氏，则吾不能；以季孟之间待之。」曰：「吾老矣，不能用也。」孔子行。

About how he should treat Confucius, the Duke Jing of Qi said, “To treat him the way we do to the Ji House, that I cannot do. I will treat him at the level between the chiefs of the Ji and the Meng Houses.” [On a later occasion,] he said, “I am too old to employ him now.” Upon this, Confucius took his departure.

This would have occurred somewhere around when the Duke of Qi was sixty and Confucius was in his thirties. From an earlier reference to Duke Jing of Qi in 12.11, he was inclined to Confucius’ teachings. Historical records also show that he was trying to employ Confucius but was dissuaded by his ministers. Being too old to employ him was likely an excuse. The Ji and the Meng Houses were two of the three most powerful houses in the state of Lu, which had virtually taken over the power of the ducal house of Lu. The chief of the Ji House was the prime minister and the chief of the Meng House was minister of military affairs. Given the kind of person that Duke Jing of Qi was, it was so unlikely that he would treat Confucius at the level between these two that some scholars believe this passage to be a later insertion (cf. 16.12).

18.4齐人归女乐，季桓子受之，三日不朝，孔子行。

The men of Qi sent as a gift a group of female entertainers. JI Huanzi accepted it, and for three days no court was held. Confucius took his departure.

“The men of Qi” refers to the court of Qi, or more specifically Duke Jing of Qi. The gift was sugarcoated poison intended to corrupt Duke Ding of Lu and his prime minister JI Huanzi. The incident took place in the fourteenth year of Duke Ding’s reign, that is, 496 BCE.

18.5楚狂接舆歌而过孔子曰：「凤兮凤兮，何德之衰！往者不可谏，来者犹可追。已而，已而！今之从政者殆而！」孔子下，欲与之言。趋而避之，不得与之言。

A madman of Chu, Jieyu, passed by Confucius, singing,

“Oh phoenix! Oh phoenix!

How your virtuosity has declined!

No use to rebuke what has already past;

But what is to come can still be chased.

Give it up! Give it up!

Peril (dai 殆) awaits those who now engage in government.”

Confucius stepped down, wishing to speak with the man, but he hastened away, avoiding contact. So the Master did not get to speak with him.

This is one of a series of encounters Confucius had with Daoist-like recluses. See 14.38–39 and 18.6–7 for the other encounters recorded in the Analects. There are other, more detailed accounts of the “madman of Chu” Jieyu in books such as Zhuang Zi, Xun Zi, Chu Ci 楚辞, and the Historical Records, where he was described as a man feigning madness in order to stay away from being implicated in politics and to protect himself from the chaos of society. The fact that he compared Confucius to a phoenix, an auspicious divine bird, shows his high respect for the Master. The song was thus intended to convince Confucius to stop trying and protect himself from harm.

Based on the description of the encounter between Confucius and Jieyu in the book of Zhuang Zi, Qing dynasty scholar DAI Wang 戴望 (1837–1873) interprets dai as “suspicion,” which would render the sentence “Those in the government have no trust [in you].” This reading, explains LIU Baonan, associates the song with the story in the “Biography of Confucius” in the Historical Record, that the King Zhao of Chu intended to grant Confucius a position but was dissuaded by his prime minister Zixi who was concerned that, had Confucius succeeded in restorying the kingdom of Zhou, the state of Chu would lose the extended territories beyond what was originally granted by the court of Zhou (Liu, 390–391). Cf. 14.9.

18.6长沮、桀溺耦而耕，孔子过之，使子路问津焉。长 沮曰：「夫执舆者为谁？」子路曰：「为孔丘。」曰：「是 鲁孔丘与？」曰：「是也。」曰：「是知津矣。」问于 桀溺。桀溺曰：「子为谁？」曰：「为仲由。」曰：「是 鲁孔丘之徒与？」对曰：「然。」曰：「滔滔者天下皆是也，而谁以易之。且而与其从辟人之士也，岂若从 辟世之士哉？」耰而不辍。子路行以告。夫子怃然 曰：「鸟兽不可与同群，吾非斯人之徒与而谁与？天下有道，丘不与易也。」

Changju and Jieni were plowing the field side by side, when Confucius passed by them and sent Zilu to ask the whereabouts of the place to cross the river.

Changju said, “Who is the man holding the reins over there?”

Zilu said, “It is KONG Qiu.”

“Is it the KONG Qiu of Lu?”

“Yes.”

“Then he must know where to cross the river already.”

Zilu then asked Jieni, and Jieni said, “Who are you, sir?”

Zilu said, “I am Zhongyou [Zilu].”

“Are you not the disciple of KONG Qiu of Lu?”

“I am.”

Jieni said, “Turbulent floodwater is surging everywhere under heaven. Who is able to change this? Besides, rather than following a man who avoids some people here and there, would it not be better to follow those who avoid the world altogether?” With this he went on to cover up the seeds without stopping.

Zilu went back and reported it. The Master sighed, saying, “One cannot be in the same herd with birds and beasts. If I am not with my fellow humans, with whom shall I associate? If the world had the Way, I would not be involved in changing it.”

According to ZHU Xi, this encounter happened when Confucius was returning to Cai from Chu.

Different from the well-intentioned madman in 18.5, we notice sarcasm in the words of Changju, for he certainly did not really mean that Confucius actually knew where to cross the river; instead, he was mocking the Master’s intelligence. Jieni’s tone also differs from the madman’s, as while the madman showed his concern for Confucius’ safety, Jieni was mocking Confucius for simply wasting his time. Confucius’ remark at the end echoes what he says in 15.40: “Those who pursue different ways cannot lay plans for one another.” However, this does not mean that Confucius had no respect for them, as they at least kept themselves pure (cf. 14.37).

18.7子路从而后，遇丈人，以杖荷蓧。子路问曰：「子见夫子乎？」丈人曰：「四体不勤，五谷不分，孰为夫子？」植其杖而芸。子路拱而立。止子路宿，杀鸡为黍而食之，见其二子焉。明日，子路行以告。子曰：「隐者也。」使子路反见之。至，则行矣。子路曰：「不仕无义。长幼之节，不可废也；君臣之义，如之何其废之？欲洁其身，而乱大伦。君子之仕也，行其义也。道之不行，已知之矣。」

Zilu fell behind when he was following the Master. Seeing an old man carrying a weeding tool on his shoulder with a staff, Zilu asked, “Sir, have you seen my Master?”

The old man said, “If one does not keep his four limbs busy, he would not be able to distinguish the five kinds of grain. Who is your Master?” Then he stuck his staff in the ground and went on weeding. Zilu, cupping his hands in a gesture of respect, stood by.

The old man kept Zilu for the night in his house. Killing a chicken and preparing millet, he fed him and presented his two sons to him.

Next day, Zilu went on his way and reported his encounter. The Master said, “That man must be a recluse,” and he sent Zilu back to see him again. But when Zilu got there, the old man was gone.

Zilu said, “To avoid taking office is to ignore rightness (yi 义). If the relations between the old and the young may not be neglected, how can one set aside the rightness between the ruler and the subject? Wishing to maintain personal purity, one undermines that great relation. Exemplary persons take office in order to do what is right. As for the fact that the Way is not prevailing, we know that already.”

Most translations follow ZHU Xi in taking the old man’s first reply as a criticism of Zilu, saying that he does not know how to farm. During the Cultural Revolution, this reading was also extended to criticize Confucius for his disregard of the importance of physical labor. However, as numerous commentators point out, it is odd for the old man to criticize someone he just met. The old man must be saying that if he were to stop keeping his own limbs busy, he would not be able to differentiate weeds from the grains. A farmer could not afford to constantly pay attention to the travelers on the road (see CHENG Shude, 1274).

Apparently, the old man recognized what was right or appropriate between the old and the young, as he returned Zilu’s respectful gesture by asking him to stay for the night, and formally presented his two sons to him. Zilu’s final remarks took it from there to make the point that appropriateness between ruler and subject is a greater relation. If the former cannot be ignored, much less should the latter.

Commentators have different speculations about the final remarks. Some believe that they were delivered to the old man’s two sons so that they could pass the words along to the old man. Others speculate that they look more like the Master’s, especially the concluding statement. HUANG Kan combines the two and believes that they were the words that the Master asked Zilu to convey to the old man (see HUANG Kan, 486).

18.8逸民：伯夷、叔齐、虞仲、夷逸、朱张、柳下 惠、少连。子曰：「不降其志，不辱其身，伯夷、叔齐与？」谓「柳下惠、少连，降志辱身矣。言中伦，行中虑，其斯而已矣。」谓「虞仲、夷逸，隐居放言，身中清，废中权。我则异于是，无可无不可。」

Of the recluses, there were Boyi, Shuqi, Yuzhong, Yiyi, Zhuzhang, LIUXIA Hui, and Shaolian. The Master said, “The ones who neither compromised their aspirations nor allowed disgrace upon their persons were perhaps Boyi and Shuqi.”

With respect to LIUXIA Hui and Shaolian, he said, “They compromised their aspirations and suffered disgrace, but their words were in accord with proper relationships, and their actions were in accord with careful considerations. That is how much they accomplished.”

With respect to Yuzhong and Yiyi, he said, “Hiding themselves in seclusion, and letting go of their words, they preserved their purity and acted with discretion. I am different from all these. I have no preconception of what is permissible or what is not.”

For Boyi and Shuqi, see the notes under 5.23, 7.15, and 16.12. For LIUXIA Hui, see 15.14 and 18.2. Little is known about the other four.

“Letting go of their words” (fang yan 放言) is ambiguous. Some commentators take it to mean to remain silent about worldly affairs, and others take it to mean to speak their minds freely. Conflicting as these two seem to be, both make sense: The first is plausible since it is consistent with their choice of hiding themselves in seclusion, while the latter makes sense also, for it could be said that they chose to live in seclusion so that they could speak their minds freely.

The key point here is Confucius’ final remark. Mencius says, “Confucius was the sage whose actions were timely” (5B:1). He “was such that he would take office, or would remain in a state, would delay his departure or hasten it, all according to circumstances” (2A:2). Cf. 4.10, 9.30.

18.9大师挚适齐，亚饭干适楚，三饭缭适蔡，四饭缺适 秦，鼓方叔入于河，播鼗武入于汉，少师阳、击磬襄入于海。

Grand music master Zhi went to Qi; second course master Gan went to Chu; third course master Liao went to Cai; fourth course master Que went to Qin; drum master Fangshu went to the [Yellow] River area; hand-drum master Wu went to the Han River area; junior master Yang and chime-stone player Xiang went toward the sea.

These eight men were all court musicians, though not much more is known about them. Speculations range from their being musicians from the court of the last King of Shang (eleventh century BEC) when the dynasty collapsed, to their being Confucius’ contemporaries from the court of Duke Ai of Lu (for example, master Zhi was likely the same person mentioned in 8.15, and if so, obviously Confucius attended his performance). All speculations share one view, though, that is, that the musicians must be running away from a declining or even collapsing court, because it shows that classic court music was no longer appreciated. The traditional Confucian way of describing such decline is: “Rituals collapsed and music ruined.” On this, Ames and Rosemont comment: “It is difficult to keep good music and bad government together” (269).

18.10周公谓鲁公曰：「君子不施其亲，不使大臣怨乎不以。故旧无大故，则不弃也。无求备于一人。」

Duke Zhou said to the Duke of Lu, “Persons of high station (junzi 君子) do not neglect their relations. They do not make great ministers complain that they are ignored. They do not abandon old acquaintances except for major faults. They do not demand all-around perfection in any single person.”

This is supposed to be Duke Zhou’s exhortation to his son, Boqin 伯禽, who was about to leave the capital of the Zhou to assume his office as the first Duke of Lu. Cf. 8.2.

18.11周有八士：伯达、伯适、仲突、仲忽、叔夜、叔夏、季随、季騧。

The Zhou had eight educated persons (shi 士): Boda, Bokuo, Zhongtu, Zhonghu, Shuye, Shuxia, Jisui, and Jigua.

These eight men were four sets of twins from the same family, listed in the order of their age, beginning with the eldest and ending with the youngest. They all served as distinguished officers in the Zhou court.

Although these eight were remarkable, the statement should not be taken to mean that they were the only eight educated persons in the Zhou.

 

子张第十九 Book 19

This is the only book that consists entirely in sayings of Confucius’ disciples, mainly from Zizhang, Zixia, Ziyou, ZENG Shen (Master Zeng), and Zigong. One can reasonably conclude that the book is a relatively late addition to the text, recorded by the disciples’ own disciples.

19.1子张曰：「士见危致命，见得思义，祭思敬，丧思 哀，其可已矣。」

Zizhang said, “Educated persons (shi 士), on facing a critical moment, are prepared to sacrifice their lives; on seeing gain, will think of rightness (yi 义); in offering sacrifice, will think of being reverent; in mourning, will think of grief. Such persons are decent enough (ke 可).

Notice that “decent enough” means both commendable and not yet reaching the highest ideal. Cf. 3.4, 3.12, 3.26, 14.12, 16.10, 19.14.

19.2子张曰：「执德不弘，信道不笃，焉能为有？焉能为亡？」

Zizhang said, “Holding virtue but not seeking to broaden it, believing in the Way but not earnestly living up to it—What difference does it make to have such a person? What difference does it make not to have such a person?”

HUANG Kan explains the last statement as: “The world would not lose anything without such a person, nor would it gain anything from having such a person” (HUANG Kan, 496). LI Yu reflects on it, saying,

Every time when I read the Analects to this point, I feel an overwhelming sense of alarm and regret, ashamed of myself for not having seen the Way clearly, not having accomplished the establishment of virtues, regret that my life has been so ordinary and mundane, that I have not benefited the world, but instead spent my time in vain and just waited for my death. What difference do I have from grasses and trees? (See CHENG Shude, 1302)

19.3子夏之门人问交于子张。子张曰：「子夏云何？」对曰：「子夏曰：『可者与之，其不可者拒之。』」子 张曰：「异乎吾所闻：君子尊贤而容众，嘉善而矜不能。我之大贤与，于人何所不容？我之不贤与，人将拒我，如之何其拒人也？」

The disciples of Zixia asked Zizhang about associating with people. Zizhang asked, “What does Zixia say?”

They replied, “Zixia says: ‘Associate with those who are acceptable, and reject those who are not acceptable.’ ”

Zizhang said, “This is different from what I have learned: Exemplary persons exalt the worthy and are tolerant of the multitude. They praise the good and sympathize with the incompetent. If I am a great worthy, whom can I not bear to be with? If I am not a worthy, others will reject me. What people do I get to reject?”

We already see in 1.8 and 9.25 the thesis about not seeking friends from those who are not as good as oneself. Here we see additional points for reflection. While many commentators take Zizhang’s view as correct and Zixia’s as incorrect, some point out that they both heard their teachings from Confucius. Because Zixia was an overly lenient person, the Master taught him that he should learn not to take in everyone, whereas Zizhang tended to be overly selective, so the Master told him that he should tolerate more broadly. Neither of their statements reflects the entirety of the Master’s teaching. Still others believe that these two are both right, as Zixia’s approach is more about how to make friends, whereas Zizhang’s is about how to associate with the common people broadly; Zixia’s is appropriate for beginners, as they are more vulnerable to bad influences, whereas Zizhang’s is for well-cultivated persons, because they will not only be able to resist bad influences but also be able to transform those who are not good. But even the last view still does not look good enough. In ZHU Xi’s view, even for beginners, one should only keep a distance from those who are not acceptable; rejecting them is a harmful way of associating with people. On the other hand, even for well-cultivated people, they still have to cut off ties with those who are gravely evil (Lunyu Huowen, see CHENG Shude, 1304).

19.4子夏曰：「虽小道，必有可观者焉；致远恐泥，是以君子不为也。」

Zixia said, “Even in minor ways there is always something worth seeing. It is only because of the fear of being attached to them when one has a long journey to go that exemplary persons do not do them.”

The main idea in this passage is to focus on the “long journey” and avoid being bogged down by minor attractions on the way (cf. 6.13, where the Confucius cautioned Zixia not to be a petty ru). Controversies arise in what should be considered as “minor” ways—do they refer to things like agriculture (cf. 13.4), medicine, game playing (cf. 17.22), arts and crafts, or alternative doctrines (cf. 2.16)? Also worth considering is the relationship between “minor ways” and the great Way. Are they separate, that is, those who travel on the great Way will literally not do the “minor ways,” or rather that the great Way can be achieved through the minor ways as long as one is not attached to the minor details so much so that one forgets the main Way?

19.5子夏曰：「日知其所亡，月无忘其所能，可谓好学也已矣。」

Zixia said, “A person who, from day to day, recognizes what is yet to be learned, and from month to month, does not forget what is already attained, may be said to love learning.”

Recognizing what is yet to be learned is to acquire the new, while not forgetting what is already attained is to review the old. Both are necessary in the process of learning (cf. 2.11), but the important message in this statement is the constancy of effort on a daily basis. A person who has great ambition yet lets the days slip by will not accomplish anything. Cf. 9.17, 9.19, 9.21–22.

19.6子夏曰：「博学而笃志，切问而近思，仁在其中矣。」

Zixia said, “Learning broadly and having a firm aspiration, inquiring earnestly and reflecting on the things nearby—human-heartedness is in such a course.”

Cf. 2.15, 2.18. “Reflecting on things nearby” means to associate what they learn with the current reality of life and not simply to retain them as abstract doctrines. This statement anticipates a later, more elaborate version in the Zhongyong, which says,

Learning broadly, inquiring earnestly, reflecting carefully, differentiating clearly, and practicing diligently. If there is something that is yet to be learned, or having been learned but not yet been mastered, do not stop. If there is something that is yet to be inquired, or having been inquired but not yet been understood, do not stop. If there is something that is yet to be reflected on, or having been reflected on but not yet been grasped, do not stop. If there is something yet to be differentiated, or having been differentiated but not yet been made clear, do not stop. If there is something yet to be practiced, or having been practiced but not yet been done diligently, do not stop. While others can do it with one effort, I will put in a hundred times the effort. While others can do it with ten times the effort, I will put in a thousand times the effort. If anyone can follow this way, even the dull will surely become bright, and even the weak will surely become strong. (Chap. 20)



19.7子夏曰：「百工居肆以成其事，君子学以致其道。」

Zixia said, “Just as craftsmen in all professions dwell (ju 居) in their shops to complete their work, exemplary persons engage in learning to reach their Way.”

This is a warning for those who talk about the Way yet without serious engagement in learning. Some suspect that there is another word ju missing in the second sentence, after junzi (exemplary persons), because in that way, the language of the whole passage will be smoother. If this is the case, then the second sentence should read “Exemplary persons dwell in schools in order to reach their Way.”

19.8子夏曰：「小人之过也必文。」

Zixia said, “When petty-minded persons make mistakes, they will always gloss over them.”

This is in direct contrast with exemplary persons, who allow their mistakes to be exposed to the light and are never afraid of correcting themselves (cf. 1.8, 7.31, 14.25, 15.30, 19.21).

19.9子夏曰：「君子有三变：望之俨然，即之也温，听其言也厉。」

Zixia said, “Exemplary persons have three alternate appearances. From a distance, they look dignified; approached up close, they are warm; listening to their words, they are firm.”

Compare this with 7.38 (and cf. 8.4, 20.2), where the Master is described as “gentle, yet dignified; commanding, yet not fierce; respectful, yet at ease.” It is not that exemplary persons would change their appearances all the time; it is rather that through cultivation, they can have all these synthesized in one person. This is how they are able to make people from afar attracted to them and those nearby respect them (cf. 17.25).



19.10子夏曰：「君子信而后劳其民；未信，则以为厉己 也。信而后谏；未信，则以为谤己也。」

Zixia said, “Exemplary persons gain trust (xin 信) before they make their people labor. Without trust, people will think that they are imposed upon. They gain trust before they remonstrate. Without trust, the lord will think that he is being vilified.”

The remarks point to the fact that trust is a basis for social life. In going to school, we trust that the teachers know the subjects they teach. In taking medication, we trust that the lables are correctly attached to each content. In playing sports, we trust that the rules are fair. In appealing to the legal system, we trust that the laws are just. Without trust these social institutions would not work. Indeed, without trust people cannot even speak to each other, because verbal communication depends on the trust that people are using words in a similar way. How to build trust, therefore, is of great importance to the effectiveness of a person’s social conduct and the proper function of a society.

Zixia’s remarks imply that without trust we will not only be unable to achieve what we want, but also our actions may even lead to negative consequences. When you point out to someone that he is wrong, you are not only stating a fact but also doing something to the person—it can help the person to correct his wrong, or it may trigger a reverse psychology, a negative feeling that makes it harder for the person to change. The result will depend on whether you are trusted or not.

Zixia’s remarks here do not rule out the possibility that despite being trustworthy, a person may still not be trusted. Being trustworthy is a quality of the person, yet being trusted at least in part depends also on others. Cf. the entry on xin (trustworthiness) in the section on key terms.

19.11子夏曰：「大德不逾闲，小德出入可也。」

Zixia said, “As long as one does not transgress the major virtues, it is acceptable to have some latitude in minor virtues.”

According to HAN Ying, Confucius had made this statement, so Zixia might have heard it before (Han Shi Wai Zhuan, see CHENG Shude, 1316). It is in the same spirit of 13.25, where demanding all-around perfection is said to be characteristic of petty persons (cf. 18.10). LI Yu adds that this is supposed to be a way of viewing others; as for a person’s self-cultivation, small virtues are not negligible, for if one were not careful about details in one’s conduct, it would eventually bog down one’s major virtues (Fan Shen Lu, see CHENG Shude, 1318). Passage 19.11 may also be related to the thesis about being flexible and using discretion along with varying circumstances (cf. 9.30, 18.8). In this latter sense, having latitude in minor virtues may even be necessary for exercising major virtues.

An alternative interpretation of this passage is: “Those who possess great virtue will not transgress the boundaries, whereas the people of lesser virtue will cross the line here and there, which is acceptable.” This interpretation is more in line with Confucius’ famous statement in his autobiography, “At seventy, I could follow my heart’s wishes without overstepping the boundaries” (2.4).

19.12子游曰：「子夏之门人小子，当洒扫应对进退，则 可矣，抑末也。本之则无，如之何？」子夏闻之 曰：「噫，言游过矣！君子之道，孰先传焉？孰后倦焉？譬诸草木，区以别矣。君子之道，焉可诬也？有始有卒者，其惟圣人乎？」

Ziyou said, “The disciples and followers of Zixia are good enough in sprinkling and sweeping, in responding and answering, and in advancing and receding. But these are the tips of branches. They are left without the roots. What can one do about them?”

Upon hearing about the remark, Zixia said, “Alas! YAN You [Ziyou] is mistaken. On the way of becoming an exemplary person, what should be taught first, and what should be put behind later? Like grasses and trees, they must be differentiated according to their kinds. How can the Way of an exemplary person be slandered? Is it not sages alone who can complete the journey from the beginning to the end?”

Ziyou ridicules Zixia for teaching his disciples only the minor rituals and mannerisms, and not the more fundamental teachings. Zixia’s reply points both toward the need for gradual progress from the very basic to advanced levels of learning, and the need for separating who is ready to be taught about what. The ambiguity of the concluding statement allows it to be read either as “who can complete the journey step by step all the way to the end,” or as “who can complete the journey regardless of what to learn first or at the end.” But even if the latter, the message is still that since sages are so rare, most people have to follow the stages, beginning with building a solid foundation.

While most commentators take Zixia to be correct, Xun Zi’s description of both schools is worth looking at:

Wearing their caps in perfectly correct form, maintaining their countenance in perfect equanimity, they sit there all day long as though they were about to gag on a bit but say nothing—such are the base ru of the school of Zixia.

Evasive and timorous, disliking work, lacking integrity, shameless, interested only in food and drink, they insist that “an exemplary person naturally would not engage in manual labor”—such are the base ru of the school of Ziyou. (Xun Zi, 6.13)

KANG Youwei adds,

[The school of Zixia] lasted for about a hundred years, and its way spread to Xihe (West of the Yellow River), but we don’t hear about any great achievement from its followers. Is this perhaps because it stuck too rigidly to the rules? … Among Ziyou’s successors, there were Zisi and Mencius. They are the mainstream of the Confucian Way. By developing the theory that human nature is the mandate of heaven and the Way is to follow this nature, they pointed directly to the original heart-mind. Is not this what “getting to the root” is all about? Comparing the two in this way, then Ziyou’s ridicule of Zixia is not mistaken. However, beginning students should be engaged in learning the easier and the nearby, such as the names of objects, basic mathematics, reading the Songs, and learning music. Song dynasty scholars wanted their beginning students all engaged in learning about embodying the original heart-mind as human nature and the mandate of heaven; that is mistaken. [From this perspective,] then Zixia’s remarks were realistic. (Kang, 290)

To Kang’s comments, we may add that the advanced learning of human nature and the mandate of heaven must still come down to be implemented in daily activities. If the “original heart-mind” is the root in the sense of being the source of goodness, daily life activities are the root in the sense of final manifestation of goodness, the ground on which goodness can find its real significance. Cf. 6.13, 13.17.

19.13子夏曰：「仕而优则学，学而优则仕。」

Zixia said, “Having taken care of (you 优) official duties, one should devote oneself to learning. Having conducted (you) learning, one should take up official duties.”

At the time, official positions were often inherited without having to go through schooling first. Once put into a position, certainly the official duties must take precedence, but in order to do one’s official work well, one must engage in learning. On the other hand, those who have conducted learning have a responsibility to serve the public. ZHENG Ruxie further takes the two to be in a “substance versus function” relation:

Learning is the substance and taking official duties is the function. The reason that one is able to have spare energy after taking care of official duties is because one has learned. It is not that one can pursue an official career separated from learning, nor is it that one can conduct learning separated from public service. (See CHENG Shude, 1325)

19.14子游曰：「丧致乎哀而止。」

Ziyou said, “Mourning should stop when it has fully expressed grief.”

Mourning was considered a form (wen 文) for expressing grief (zhi 质, or substance). When the form overwhelms the substance, it becomes empty, so the statement is reminding people that “mourning should not stop until it fully expresses grief.” When the substance overwhelms the form, it becomes an excess, so the statement becomes a reminder that “mourning should not continue after grief is fully expressed” (cf. 6.18). Quoting 3.4 of the Analects, “In mourning, it is better to express deep sorrow than be particular on tedious formalities,” Song dynasty YANG Shi adds that, of the two, it is better to let the grief linger longer after the mourning ritual ends (see ZHU Xi 1992, 195).

19.15子游曰：「吾友张也为难能也，然而未仁。」

Ziyou said, “My friend Zhang [Zizhang] is difficult to emulate, yet is still short of human-heartedness (ren 仁).”

There are two opposite interpretations of this passage. Most commentators take it to be saying that Zizhang is able to do difficult things, yet he is short of being human-hearted (cf. 14.1). Human-heartedness is not necessarily difficult (cf. 4.6, 7.30). Zizhang is described by Confucius as “going to excess” and being “suave” (11.16, 11.18). WANG Kaiyun, however, argues that it is not denouncing Zizhang. To the contrary, it is saying that Ziyou himself was only able to appreciate his “difficult” side and was unable to reach his human-heartedness. Wang’s reading requires some stretch of the original sentence, yet it could avoid the difficulty of explaining how Confucius’ close disciples would criticize each other. Cf. 19.16.

19.16曾子曰：「堂堂乎张也，难与并为仁矣。」

Master Zeng said, “How majestic is Zhang [Zizhang]! It is difficult to practice human-heartedness along with him.”

Like the previous passage, this one also has two opposite interpretations. ZHU Xi and most others take it to be saying that Zizhang had more outward countenance than he had internal human-heartedness, hence it would not be rewarding to practice human-heartedness along with him (cf. 11.18). An exemplary person should be “steadfast, enduring, simple, and reticent” (13.27), having more internal substance than outward appearance. WANG Kaiyun, again (cf. 19.15), disagrees. He takes it to be saying that it is hard to match up with Zizhang’s high level of human-heartedness. In support of Wang’s reading, CHENG Shude adds that it was quite an accomplishment for Zizhang, who was forty-eight years younger than Confucius, to make his school one of the eight branches of Confucianism after Confucius died. Furthermore, Master Zeng was a modest person who was never fond of criticizing others. It would be odd for him to criticize Zizhang (CHENG Shude, 1328).

19.17曾子曰：「吾闻诸夫子：人未有自致者也，必也亲丧乎？」

Master Zeng said, “I heard from the Master: People hardly exert themselves to the full extent, except perhaps on the occasion of the death of their parents.”

An alternative reading of this is, “Even those who would not normally exert themselves to the full extent will do so on the occasion of the death of their parents.” Whichever is the proper reading, the message remains the same: Love of parents is one of the most basic human feelings. What follows from this is that filial piety as a root of human-heartedness has a deep phenomenological and psychological base. It does not have to be preached merely as a moral imperative. There is no better soil for developing broader compassion than starting from family love.

19.18曾子曰：「吾闻诸夫子：孟庄子之孝也，其他可能 也；其不改父之臣与父之政，是难能也。」

Master Zeng said, “I heard from the Master: Of the filial conduct of MENG Zhuangzi, it is possible to emulate other aspects, but the way he kept his father’s ministers and his father’s policies unchanged is difficult to emulate.’ ”

MENG Zhuangzi was a minister of Lu, a member of the Three Houses. See 1.11 and 4.20, as well as the notes, for “not changing one’s late father’s way for three years.” Here what is “difficult to emulate” is, according to HU Yin 胡寅 (1098–1156), that “when MENG Zhuangzi succeeded to his father’s title, there were sure to be ministers and policies passed down from his father that were not to his advantage. If it were other people, they would have to change these, but MENG Zhuangzi was able to hold the position without having to make these changes” (see CHENG Shude, 1330).



19.19孟氏使阳肤为士师，问于曾子。曾子曰：「上失其 道，民散久矣。如得其情，则哀矜而勿喜。」

The chief of the Meng House appointed YANG Fu to be a criminal judge, and the latter consulted Master Zeng. Master Zeng said, “Those above have lost the Way, and the people have been disintegrated for a long time. When you find the truth of any accusation, be aggrieved and sympathize with them, and do not take delight in it.”

YANG Fu was a disciple of Master Zeng. An official should feel grief and sympathize with criminals because if the government had not lost the Way, these people would be less likely to commit crimes. Cf. 12.17–19, 15.25, 20.1.

19.20子贡曰：「纣之不善，不如是之甚也。是以君子恶居下流，天下之恶皆归焉。」

Zigong said, “Zhòu’s wickedness was not as monstrous as has been said. This is why an exemplary person hates to dwell in the low stream, because all the filth (è 恶) of the world will gather there.”

Zigong’s statement is likely true. The notorious reputation of Zhòu, the last king of the Shang dynasty, may well be an exaggeration, partly due to King Wu’s political need to mobilize the people to overthrow the regime. On the other hand, Zigong’s statement is also a warning: There is a reason for the filth to flow upon him, because he placed himself in the “low stream.” While it is unfair or unjust for a person to be blamed for something he did not do, an exemplary person should also reflect on the reason one becomes vulnerable to that (cf. 4.7).

Some commentators take è 恶 to be referring to the bad people who gathered around Zhòu. This makes sense, and it relates to the thesis about being cautious in choosing friends (cf. 1.8, 16.4, 16.5).



19.21子贡曰：「君子之过也，如日月之食焉。过也，人皆见之；更也，人皆仰之。」

Zigong said, “Exemplary persons’ faults are like the eclipses of the sun and the moon. When they err, people all see it; when they make corrections, people all look up to them.”

The metaphor of the eclipse of the sun and the moon suggests that exemplary persons do not try to cover up their errors. Furthermore, it implies that correcting one’s own error is something admirable that makes people look up to you. Cf. 1.8, 7.31, 15.30, 19.8.

19.22卫公孙朝问于子贡曰：「仲尼焉学？」子贡曰：「文武之道，未坠于地，在人。贤者识其大者，不贤者识其小者。莫不有文武之道焉。夫子焉不学？而亦何常师之有？」

GONGSUN Chao of Wei asked Zigong, saying, “From whom did Zhongni [Confucius] get his learning?”

Zigong replied, “The Way of Wen and Wu has not fallen to the ground. It is still there among the people. The worthy remember its major tenets, and the unworthy remember the minor ones, so the Way of Wen and Wu is nowhere not to be found. Where could not the Master learn from? Yet, what regular teacher did he have?”

GONGSUN Chao was a minister of Wei. “Zhongni” is commonly believed to be Confucius’ style name, but some suspect that it was his posthumous title. This way of addressing the Master is found only in this and the following three passages in the Analects, hence they are believed to be statements made after Confucius had died.

The Way of Confucius is rooted in the spirit of the ancient sage-kings, including but not limited to the way of King Wen and King Wu, the founding fathers of the Zhou. Their names and “Zhou” were often used to represent the culture, because it was during their time that the culture reached its maturity (cf. 3.14, 8.20).

The Master had no single regular teacher but learned from others broadly. This can be seen in 3.15, 7.20, 7.22, 7.28, and 7.32.

19.23叔孙武叔语大夫于朝曰：「子贡贤于仲尼。」子服景伯以告子贡。子贡曰：「譬之宫墙，赐之墙也及肩，窥见室家之好。夫子之墙数仞，不得其门而入，不见宗庙之美，百官之富。得其门者或寡矣。夫子之云，不亦宜乎？」

SHUSUN Wushu spoke to other ministers at court, saying, “Zigong is worthier than Zhongni [Confucius].”

ZIFU Jingbo told Zigong about it. Zigong said, “To use the palace wall as an analogy. My wall is as high as shoulders over which one can peep at the attraction of the houses and homes. The Master’s wall is many times higher. Without going through the gate, one cannot see the beauty of the ancestral temple or the splendor of the rich array of official buildings. However, only a few can gain entry. Was not the remark of the master [SHUSUN Wushu] no surprise?”

SHUSUN Wushu was a minister of Lu, a member of the Three Houses that took control of the state. Zigong, one of Confucius’ most accomplished students, was known for his success in business (cf. 11.19) and his ability in speech (cf. 1.15, 7.15, 11.3). He was also emerging as a talented statesman. ZIFU Jingbo was a minister of Lu and possibly also a disciple of Confucius, who appeared in 14.36 for his willingness to help Confucius.

SHUSUN Wushu’s belittling remark about Confucius was probably a reaction to the Master’s attempt to undermine the power of the Three Houses (cf. 14.21, 14.36), but LIU Baonan thinks that it reflects Zigong’s great achievement in self-cultivation, which made others believe that he had surpassed his master. Zigong’s reply entails that it takes insight to recognize greatness, especially for the kind of greatness that does not manifest itself in worldly success but rather in the most ordinary daily activities. The Zhongyong says, “There is nothing more visible than what is hidden and nothing more manifest than what is subtle” (chap. 1). Zigong’s wall analogy should not be taken too literally, as people who failed to see the inside of the Master’s greatness might not even realize the existence of a “wall” that was blocking their vision. Another point worth considering is that comparing Zigong’s characterization of Confucius’ greatness (both in this passage and the next one) with YAN Hui’s (in 9.11), we find Yan’s to be more concrete, rooted in his deep absorption in the practice of the Master’s Way, whereas Zigong’s (especially 19.24) almost makes the Master god-like, which is probably the beginning point of the long history of deification of Confucius.

19.24叔孙武叔毁仲尼。子贡曰：「无以为也。仲尼不可 毁也。他人之贤者，丘陵也，犹可踰也。仲尼，日月也，无得而踰焉。人虽欲自绝，其何伤于日月乎？多见其不知量也。」

SHUSUN Wushu vilified Zhongni [Confucius]. Zigong said, “There is no way he could succeed in doing this. Zhongni cannot be vilified. The worthiness of other people is like hills and mounds that may be stepped over, but Zhongni is like the sun or the moon, which no one can find a way to step over. Although a person may wish to shut himself off [from their radiance], what harm will it do to the sun or the moon? It would only show that he does not know his own limits.

While this passage is specifically about the greatness of Confucius, it reveals a distinctive view about human dignity in general—Human dignity is more an achievement than a natural attribute that everyone is gifted with. As Mencius puts it, “Seek and you will find it; let go and you will lose it” (Mencius, 6A:6). It can be inalienable not because others are unable to treat us cruelly, nor because we are born with privileges; it is because as long as we maintain what is human ourselves, no one can diminish it. The humiliation inflicted on us by others shows their lack of humanity, not our lack of dignity (cf. 1.13, 12.1, 17.6). Confucius says, “The exemplary person does not speak of more than he can accomplish and does not behave across the line of proper conduct; people revere him without being forced to” (Li Ji, chap. 27). Mencius also says, “Human-heartedness brings honor; cruelty brings disgrace. Now people who dwell in cruelty while disliking disgrace are like those who are content to dwell in a low-lying place while disliking dampness. If one dislikes disgrace, one’s best course of action is to honor virtue and to respect exemplary persons.” “There is neither good nor bad fortune that is not brought upon a person by him or herself.” He quotes from the Book of Songs, “Long may he be worthy of heaven’s mandate and seek for himself much good fortune” (2A:4), and compares the cultivation of human-heartedness to archery: “An archer makes sure his stance is correct before letting fly the arrow, and if he fails to hit the mark, he does not hold it against his victor. He simply seeks the cause within himself” (2A:7). On the other hand, if a person is disrespectful himself, then it is hard to avoid insult. Mencius quotes the Tai Jia, which says, “When heaven sends down calamities, there is hope of weathering them; when man brings them upon himself, there is no hope of escape” (2A:4). The dignity is universal in the sense that everyone has it as long as one maintains what is human by oneself. In this sense human dignity can be universally shared by everyone. Meanwhile, it is not impervious to injuries—ultimately, we are the ones who can bring damage to our human dignity.

Of course this does not mean that we do not need any protection for maintaining the conditions under which we can live a dignified life, nor does it mean we do not need to fight against injustice. It shows that, strictly speaking, what external cruelty hurts is not the victim’s dignity itself. A rape victim should feel angry, but not ashamed. To be clear on this point is itself a protection for victims, because only by recognizing this would we not naively believe that since human dignity is inalienable, it does not need careful protection, nourishment, and cultivation. Cf. 5.1.

19.25陈子禽谓子贡曰：「子为恭也，仲尼岂贤于子乎？」子贡曰：「君子一言以为知，一言以为不知，言不可不慎也。夫子之不可及也，犹天之不可阶而升也。夫子之得邦家者，所谓立之斯立，道之斯行，绥之斯来，动之斯和。其生也荣，其死也哀。如之何其可及也？」

CHEN Ziqin said to Zigong, “You are only being deferential. How can Zhongni [Confucius] be worthier than you?”

Zigong said, “Exemplary persons cannot afford to be careless about what they say. For one remark they may be deemed wise, and for another remark they may be deemed ignorant. Our Master cannot be matched just as the sky cannot be reached by climbing a stairway. Had the Master acquired a state or a noble house, it would just be like the saying goes: ‘Raise them, they would stand up; guide them, they would move forward; pacify them, they would come over; mobilize them, they would respond harmoniously (he 和). In life, he was glorious (rong 荣); in death, he was mourned.’ How is it possible to match him?”

CHEN Ziqin (aka CHEN Kang), likely Zigong’s disciple, appeared in 1.10, where he questioned why, when the Master traveled to a state, he always got to hear about how it was governed, and in 16.13, where he suspected that Confucius had kept special instructions for his son only. Here we see him again, with a suspicion of the Master’s worthiness.

Two words in this passage have different readings. One is he 和, which can be read either as “harmony” or as “to respond.” Here the translation tries to capture both. Another is rong 荣, which some commentators believe to be actually le 乐, happiness, because not only were the two words used interchangeably in ancient texts, reading it as happiness would match the second half of the sentence better—“In life, people were happy; in death, people were sad.”

In addition to correcting Ziqin’s mistaken impression, Zigong’s words entail a further important point: Even sages who can transform the world would have to depend on being in certain social positions to implement and manifest their transformational power.

 

尧曰第二十 Book 20

This book looks different from the others both in content and in its style of language. It is more fragmented and less consistent in style. The first part of 20.1 resembles the Book of Documents, the language of which is uncharacteristic of the Analects. The overall structure (or the lack of it) of the book indicates that it is probably added to the Analects as an appendix, perhaps by disciples of Zizhang.

20.1尧曰：「咨！尔舜！天之历数在尔躬，允执其中。四海困穷，天禄永终。」

Yao said, “Oh! you Shun! Heaven’s order of succession now rests in your person. Hold fast devotedly to the center of it. If all within the four seas suffer hardship and poverty, heaven’s blessings shall come to a perpetual end.”

This was a decree issued by the ancient sage-king Yao to his successor Shun. “Heaven’s order of succession now rests in your person” means that the mandate of heaven was bestowed upon Shun, and it was from this point dependent on him to either carry it on or lose it. “Hold fast to the center of it” is typically taken to mean faithfully maintaining the position of being proper and straight (BAO Xian and HUANG Kan), neither in excess nor in deficiency (ZHU Xi). According to the book of Zhongyong, Confucius had remarked, “Is not Shun a man of great wisdom? … Grasping both ends, and exercising the middle to the people, is this not what made him a Shun?” (chap. 6). Seen in 20.1, perhaps the idea known as zhongyong originated from Yao (see the entry in the section on key terms and 6.29). An alternative reading takes “center” as the commanding flagpole that symbolizes power, hence rendering the statement as “exercising the power bestowed by heaven fairly and justly” (LIAO Mingchun, 240). “The four seas” stands for “the entire kingdom.”

The last statement, as it stands in our translation, is a warning. The mandate of heaven is not permanent. Bestowed only on those who possess the virtues and virtuosities for bringing harmonious order and prosperity to the people, it is no less a relegation of responsibility than a blessing from heaven. It will be withdrawn once the person proves to be disqualified as a ruler. Implicit in this is the idea that if all within the four seas suffer hardship and poverty, the ruler should either step down or the people would be justified to overthrow him. Indeed, in light of the saying “Heaven sees through the eyes of the people, heaven listens through the ears of the people” (Shu Jing, 292), people’s uprising can be taken as a sign of heaven’s withdrawal of the mandate!

There is, however, an alternative reading of this last statement: “Your rule extends to the limit of the four seas, and heaven’s blessing shall last forever” (BAO Xian, see CHENG Shude, 1349). Although it looks like the opposite of the previous reading, there will be no conflict if it is taken as a good wish rather than a description.

舜亦以命禹。

Shun also used the same language in issuing the decree to Yu.

Succeeding Yao, Shun became another sage-king, and when he retired, he ceded the throne to Yu, who controlled the devastating flood through years of dedicated leadership and made great personal sacrifice for the people and the kingdom.

曰：「予小子履，敢用玄牡，敢昭告于皇皇后帝，有 罪不敢赦。帝臣不蔽，简在帝心。朕躬有罪，无以万方；万方有罪，罪在朕躬。」

[Tang] said, “I, your child Lü, venture to offer a black bull as sacrifice and boldly state openly to you, the Most Reverent Sovereign Above: Those who have committed crimes, I dare not pardon, and I will not conceal your subjects in obscurity. The examination of them is by your heart-mind (xin 心). If I do wrong, let not the people of the ten thousand regions be implicated. If the people of the ten thousand regions do wrong, the blame is on me.”

Tang was the founding father of the Shang dynasty. According to many early texts such as Mo Zi, Xun Zi, Lüshi Chunqiu, and Huainan Zi, this passage should be a prayer for rain in a big drought shortly after Tang’s defeat of Jie, the last tyrant of the Xia dynasty. However, KONG Anguo believes it to be the pledge Tang made in a sacrifice before he launched the expedition to attack Jie. “Those who have committed crimes” and “your subjects” are believed to refer to Jie and his followers, respectively.

Here we see the origin of the idea that the common people should not be blamed; instead, it is the ruler who should be held responsible for the crimes committed by the common people (cf. 15.25). What is noteworthy here is that the statement comes from a ruler, showing a great sense of responsibility for the world, a spirit that Confucianism inherited.

周有大赉，善人是富。「虽有周亲，不如仁人。百姓有过，在予一人。」

The Zhou was endowed with great gifts, enriched by an abundance of excellent persons.

[King Wu said,] “Although there are close relatives, it is better to have human-hearted persons. If the people make mistakes, let the blame be put upon me only.”

We have seen in 8.20 that the Zhou were gifted with ten competent ministers. Some commentators take the first line as “The Zhou gave generous gifts and thereby excellent persons were enriched.”

The rest of the passage is King Wu’s pledge to the army and the various states before he took on his punitive expedition against the last king of the Shang dynasty, the tyrant Zhòu. “Exemplary persons” include people of the Shang dynasty such as Viscount Wei and Viscount Ji; both of them were later appointed to important positions by King Wu (cf. 18.1).

谨权量，审法度，修废官，四方之政行焉。兴灭国，继绝世，举逸民，天下之民归心焉。

Attend carefully to scales and measures of volume, examine the laws and statutes, restore the discarded offices, and government orders will thereby be carried out throughout the kingdom.

Revive demolished states, reestablish broken lines of succession, promote recluses from their seclusion, and the hearts of all the people under heaven will thereby be turned toward you.

Most commentators believe that these are sayings of Confucius, although, as YANG Bojun argues convincingly, the evidence for this is not that the same text appeared in a Han dynasty book with the prefix of “Confucius said”;21 it is because the literary style of these lines is different from the preceding sections in 20.1. The question remains, however, that even if these were Confucius’ sayings, they could either be his general teaching or his description of King Wu’s rule. If the latter were the case, the lines should read “He attended carefully …”

For the second paragraph, HUANG Kan explains:

The new King should restore the states for those whose state was unjustifiably demolished; he should find heirs for the worthy whose line of succession was terminated so as to let them continue to receive ritual offerings; and he should promote talented and virtuous people from obscurity to become officials in the court. Being able to do these three things, the hearts of all the people will turn toward the King and come with their family to live under the King’s reign. (HUANG Kan, 520)

所重：民、食、丧、祭。

Things to be taken seriously are: the people, food, mourning, and sacrifice.

See notes under 1.9, 3.11, and 17.21 for the importance of mourning and sacrifice.

宽则得众，信则民任焉，敏则有功，公则说。

Being lenient, one will win the multitude. Being trustworthy, one will be entrusted by the people. Being quick in action, one will have accomplishments. Being impartial, the public will be happy.

The second sentence, “Be trustworthy, one will be entrusted by the people,” is suspected to be misplaced here, since it was not in several early copies of the Analects. This part is largely a repeat of 17.6.

20.2子张问于孔子曰：「何如斯可以从政矣？」子曰：「尊五美，屏四恶，斯可以从政矣。」子张曰：「何谓五美？」曰：「君子惠而不费，劳而不怨，欲而不贪，泰 而不骄，威而不猛。」子张曰：「何谓惠而不费？」子曰：「因民之所利而利之，斯不亦惠而不费乎？择可 劳而劳之，又谁怨？欲仁而得仁，又焉贪？君子无众寡，无小大，无敢慢，斯不亦泰而不骄乎？君子正其衣冠，尊其瞻视，俨然人望而畏之，斯不亦威而不猛乎？」子张曰：「何谓四恶？」子曰：「不教而杀谓之 虐；不戒视成谓之暴；慢令致期谓之贼；犹之与人 也，出纳之吝谓之有司。」

Zizhang asked Confucius, saying, “What must a person be like in order to be qualified to engage in government?”

The Master said, “Uphold five excellences, and banish four vices, a person like that may be engaged in government.”

Zizhang said, “What are the five excellences?”

The Master said, “Exemplary persons are beneficent without being wasteful, they put people to work without causing resentment, they have desires but are not greedy, they maintain dignified ease without being arrogant, and they are commanding without being fierce.”

Zizhang said, “What is meant by being beneficent without being wasteful?”

The Master replied, “To benefit the people where they can be benefited, is this not beneficent without being wasteful? To choose those who can labor to put to work, who will have resentment? To desire human-heartedness and obtain human-heartedness, how is this being greedy? Exemplary persons, whether in dealing with many people or few, or with things great or small, dare not to take them lightly, is this not having dignified ease without being arrogant? Exemplary persons dress their robes and caps correctly and are dignified in their looks, is this not being commanding without being fierce?”

Zizhang asked, “What are the four vices?”

The Master said, “To execute those who have not been educated is called cruelty. To expect success from those who were not given advanced counsel is called impetuous. To be tardy in issuing orders yet abruptly enforce time limits is called detrimental. To reward people and yet do it in a stingy way is called acting like a clerk.”

Never in other places in the Analects has the Master given so detailed instruction. While most of the statements here are self-explanatory around the familiar themes of making high demands on oneself, being lenient on others, and taking up the responsibility to the people while one is in official position, the last remark brings up a point never seen anywhere else in the Analects. ZHU Xi has some illuminating comments about this remark:

When a reward is to be offered, then offer it; when something should be done, then do it. During the time one hesitates and delays because of reluctance to make the expenditure, one could lose the opportunity to do it. When LI Jiang pleaded Emperor Xianzong of the Tang dynasty to swiftly award the generals and soldiers of WEI Bo’s army, he said, “If you wait to give them the award after they come to request it, the gratitude will no longer be paid to you.” This is exactly what this means.… When a clerk does the accounts for funds received or makes payments, being stingy and not daring to make decisions by himself is what his job requires. Yet a ruler is running a large-scale government, so he should never do anything like that. When something needs to be done, he should resolutely do it. (Zhuzi Yulei, see CHENG Shude, 1375)

20.3子曰：「不知命，无以为君子；不知礼，无以立也；不知言，无以知人也。」

The Master said, “Those who do not recognize (zhi 知) destiny (ming 命) have no way of becoming exemplary persons; those who do not understand (zhi 知) ritual propriety have no way of establishing themselves; those who do not comprehend (zhi 知) words have no way of knowing others.”

As we mentioned in the note for 2.4, the word ming could either mean destiny or, as an abbreviation of tianming, the mandate of heaven. The former means, as Mencius characterizes it, things that happen naturally, independent of human efforts (Mencius, 7A:2). The latter means an endowment or decree that entitles one to certain privileges as well as responsibility. As we mentioned before, the Zhongyong specifically identified tianming with “the nature [of human beings and things] (xing 性).” According to this interpretation, the subtle but important difference between ming and tianming is that the former points to the objective conditions in which humans live (though it does not exclude the possibility that humans can affect it through their efforts), and the latter is the inherent nature endowed in humans by heaven that allows humans to live a proper way of life. Recognizing destiny is to know one’s limits and to live accordingly. Recognizing the mandate of heaven is to know that humans are gifted by tian with the natural tendencies and potentials, the development of which will allow people to affect their life positively and lead to human flourishing. It is also important to understand the connection between the two. Mencius says,

It is due to our nature that our mouths desire sweet taste, that our eyes desire beautiful colors, that our ears desire pleasant sounds, … But there is also destiny (ming 命) [whether these desires are satisfied or not]. The exemplary person does not say they are man’s nature [and insist on satisfying them]. The virtue of humanity in the relationship between father and son, the virtue of righteousness in the relationship between ruler and minister, …—these are [endowed in people in various degrees] according to destiny. But there is also man’s nature. The exemplary person does not [refrain from practicing them and] say they are matters of destiny. (Mencius, 7B:24)

Qing dynasty scholar JIAO Xun elaborates the theses, saying,

The ordinary people’s suffering of hunger and cold is constrained by destiny; exemplary persons create destiny so that people will no longer be hungry and cold. The ordinary dull and unworthy men and women are constrained by destiny; exemplary persons create destiny so that these people will no longer be dull and unworthy.… Seeing people in hunger and cold but being unable to provide them with subsidy, seeing people being dull and unworthy but being unable to enlighten them, simply believing that there is nothing one can do, this is “not recognizing ming.” Those who do not recognize ming have no way of becoming exemplary persons. (Lunyu Bushu, see CHENG Shude, 1375–1376)

Here we observe that recognizing destiny and recognizing the mandate of heaven are brilliantly combined together—the exemplary person’s recognition of ming is to first know the destiny of the people and, second, to know one’s mandate of heaven, which is to ming (to order, to affect) people’s destiny!

With regard to ritual proprieties and establishment of oneself, see 16.13.

As for the thesis about comprehending words and knowing people, Mencius has a wonderful illustration. When he was asked what he was good at, Mencius said that he was good at cultivating his vital energy and at comprehending words. When further asked what he meant by comprehending words, he said, “From biased words I can see wherein the speaker is blind; from immoderate words, wherein he is ensnared; from heretical words, wherein he has strayed from the right path; from evasive words, wherein he is at his wits’ end” (Mencius, 2A:2).

The same word zhi 知 is translated here as “recognize,” “understand,” and “comprehend,” with consideration for the subtle differences between the things that are known. The reason for not translating zhi as “know” is that in all these three occurrences, the word means more than merely knowing something cognitively. To recognize destiny is to acknowledge it, to understand ritual proprieties is to have the embodied disposition to act accordingly, and to comprehend words is to be able to draw implications from them.

Though it is hard to say that the recorders of the Analects purposefully placed this remark as the ending to the Analects, it seems quite appropriate: Without understanding Confucius’ words we have no way of knowing who he really is.


Notes

Preface

1. SHI Yongmao 石永楙 (1909–1975) speculates that the original text must have had a more logical order, but due to the fact that the text was written on bamboo strips, over the ages they fell apart, resulting in its present chaotic form. Through extensive research, he rearranges the passages and claims this to be recovery of the original order (see Shi). LIN Yutang 林语堂’s The Wisdom of Confucius, on the other hand, simply tries to provide a systematic look to the Analects by rearranging its passages according to their subject matter.

2. In Zengguang Xianwen 增广贤文 (Extended worthy aphorisms), collected by anonymous editors during the Ming and Qing dynasties.

Conventions

1. For instance, 14.1 says, “Xian asked about shame.” Xian is the given name of YUAN Xian, who is typically addressed by his peers by his style name Zisi, or, by those who are less intimately related, YUAN Si. Given the way names were typically used at the time, we can quite reasonably infer that this saying was recorded by YUAN Xian himself.

2. See a nice Wikipedia article, “Debate on Traditional and Simplified Chinese Characters,” that summarizes the arguments from both sides (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Debate_on_traditional_and_simplified_Chinese_characters, accessed 28 June 2016).

3. One nice version in traditional characters accompanied by James Legge’s English translation is accessible for free on the internet, through the Chinese Text Project, at http://ctext.org/analects.

4. It happens that the name of the last tyrant king of the Shang dynasty 纣 and the name of the Zhou dynasty 周 came out in identical romanization, though in Chinese they are two different characters.

Introduction

1. See Yuri Pines, Foundations of Confucian Thought, chapter 2, “Heaven and Man Part Ways: Changing Attitudes toward Divine Authority,” for a detailed articulation of the change.

2. See Qingjie Wang (2013) for an analysis of the view that the term “Confucius” was created or manufactured by Western missionaries to China. He points out that the term “Kong Fuzi” had been widely used in China long before the missionaries arrived.

What this small section contains is but a sketchy outline of his life. For more detailed biographies of Confucius in English, see Annping Chin 金安平, The Authentic Confucius, and Michael Nylan and Thomas Wilson, Lives of Confucius. The latter shows how stories about Confucius’ life have evolved over time up to the present day.

3. A style name (zi 字) is traditionally given to Chinese (typically males) when they become adults. According to Li Ji 礼记, the Book of Rites, after a man becomes an adult, it is disrespectful for others of the same generation to address him by his given name.

4. What is offered here is merely a sketch of the long history of Confucianism with little more concreteness than a chart. Readers may refer to Yong Huang’s “Confucius in Historical Context” and Ronnie L. Littlejohn’s Confucianism: An Introduction for more comprehensive introductions to the history of Confucianism.

5. Readers may want to refer to A. C. Graham’s Disputers of the Tao, 53–64, for a discussion about the reliability of Mencius’ depiction of the historical Yang Zi, or Yangist ideas. According to Graham, Mencius’ account is overly simplistic and misleading. A Yangist “is at any rate an individualist concerned to benefit his own person and leave others to do the same,” but not the kind of “selfish man who prefers his own comfort to taking office and benefiting the people” (Graham, 59).

6. The Book of Songs, the Book of Documents, the Book of Rites, the Book of Changes, and the Spring and Autumn Annals.

7. Many Chinese held such beliefs, but they were not developed by Chinese thinkers to the extent one finds in Buddhist thinkers.

8. The Chinese word xin 心 is best translated as “heart-mind” because even though it literally means “heart,” in Chinese xin performs the function of both thinking and feeling.

9. Translation of the term li as “principle” has been challenged by some scholars. Stephen C. Angle (2009) and Brook A. Ziporyn (2012, 2013), for instance, have both used “coherence” instead. John Berthrong (2013) translates it as “coherent principle” or “pattern.” Since the Chinese term li is associated with veins in jade, marble, wood, and so on, it may also be translated as “inherent tendency.” Furthermore, since this tendency is not something dead, like a mosaic, but dynamic, Joseph Needham translate it as “organism” (Needham, 558). Yong Huang goes a step further, arguing that li as the ultimate reality is immanent in everything, not as their essence or substance but as their life-giving activity. Hence, he prefers to translate it as “creativity” (Yong Huang 2014, 201, 221). Here I use “principle” only because it is a more familiar term.

10. See Michael Nylan’s The Five “Confucian” Classics.

11. Leibniz, in particular, was fascinated by the fact that the binary arithmetic he invented was already contained in the Yi Jing 易经 (I Ching), or the Book of Changes, where the broken line, the symbol for yin, and the unbroken line, the symbol for yang, can replace 0 and 1, respectively. He wrote with excitement that “this shows that the ancient Chinese have surpassed the modern ones in the extreme, not only in piety (which is the basis of the most perfect morality) but in science as well” (Cook and Rosemont, 133).

12. Readers interested in understanding the role of dogmatized Confucianism during the Ming-Qing period may want to read Kai-Wing Chow 周佳荣’s The Rise of Confucian Ritualism in Late Imperial China and Benjamin Elman’s From Philosophy to Philology: Intellectual and Social Aspects of Change in Late Imperial China.

13. See Chung-ying Cheng and Nicholas Bunnin, eds., Contemporary Chinese Philosophy.

14. In the early 2000s, the government advocated yiren weiben 以人为本, “take people as the root,” and he 和, “harmony,” as the primary principles of its policies. Both ideas bear clear marks of Confucianism.

15. While readers can refer to the works of John Makeham and E. Bruce Brooks and A. Taeko Brooks for detailed studies on the subject, I can mention one indication of this here. Passage 8.4 of the Analects is about ZENG Shen’s words to MENG Jingzi at his deathbed. ZENG Shen was one of the youngest disciples of Confucius, forty-six years younger than the Master, and he lived for about seventy years. Furthermore, “Jingzi” was Meng’s posthumous title, so the passage must have been recorded after the latter’s death. From this, it is evident that this passage must have been written after Meng Jingzi’s death, by ZENG Shen’s disciples.

16. Throughout the Analects ZENG Shen is addressed as “Master Zeng,” except when he was addressed by Confucius, and records of his sayings and deeds in the Analects exceed the records of any other disciple of Confucius. From this, it is safe to say that Zeng’s disciples had a heavy hand in the formation of the book.

17. They are the two other disciples honored as “Master” in the Analects: YOU Ruo is called Master You in 1.2, 1.12, and 1.13. “Master Ran” appears in 6.4 and 13.14. It is not totally clear whether this refers to RAN You or RAN Yong (Zhonggong), but it seems more likely to be referring to the latter (see the notes under 6.4 for explanation). As for still another disciple, MIN Ziqian, being referred to as a “Master,” we have reason to believe that it was a mistake. Even though the received version of the Analects has “Min Zi” in 11.13, meaning “master Min,” several other versions had his full name, MIN Ziqian, in the same place.

18. Hearing this, however, Confucius’ disciple Zigong said, “Is not the Lord going to die in Lu? The Master said, ‘To be wrong in ritual propriety leads to confusion, and to be wrong in using names leads to fault. To be wrong in one’s will is confusion; to be wrong in one’s position is a fault.’ When he was alive, the Lord could not use him; when he is dead, he eulogized him. That is a transgression of ritual propriety. In calling himself ‘the Lonely Me,’ he transgressed the proper way of using names” (Zuo Zhuan, “Duke Ai, Year 16,” Legge 1991, 846)—According to the prerogative of ritual at the time, only the King was supposed to use it for self-reference.

19. See John Makeham, Transmitters and Creators: Chinese Commentators and Commentaries on the “Analects,” for solid scholarly research on four of the most influential commentaries by HE Yan, HUANG Kan, ZHU Xi, and LIU Baonan/LIU Gongmian.

20. For example, the book of Zhuang Zi also contains sayings attributed to Confucius, but many of these sayings are inconsistent with the ideas in the Analects. Judging from this, together with Zhuang Zi’s literary style and the spirit of Zhuang Zi’s thought, we know that they are not to be taken seriously as Confucius’.

21. The first English version of the Analects appeared in London almost a century after Ricci’s Latin translation, in 1691, with the title The Morals of Confucius, a Chinese Philosopher. It was converted by a British translator named Randal Taylor from the Latin version of Confucius, Sinarum Philosophus (Confucius, Philosopher of the Chinese), originally translated by Belgian Jesuit missionary to China Phillippe Couplet (1623–1693) and a group of Jesuits, and the French version of La Morale de Confucius, Philosophe de la Chine (1688) by Pierre Savouret (see Mungello, 247–299). This version is seldom mentioned now except for the sake of reviewing the history.

Because of the “rites controversy,” a dispute within the Catholic Church from the 1630s to the early eighteenth century about whether Chinese folk religion rites and offerings to ancestors were compatible with Catholicism, which resulted in Pope Clement XI’s decision to prohibit Chinese Catholic converts from performing traditional Chinese rituals, and in response, the Chinese emperor Kangxi’s banning of Christian missions in China, the culture exchange between China and the West (Europe) was interrupted for about a century. In the early nineteenth century, British missionary to India Joshua Marshman (1768–1837) published The Works of Confucius, Containing the Original Text, with a Translation (the book is only volume 1, containing books 1–9 of the Analects; he did not translate the rest of the Analects). Shortly after appeared David Collie’s (?–1828) The Chinese Classical Work Commonly Called the Four Books. These two versions were influential for a while. R. W. Emerson read the Analects from Marshman’s, and he selected twenty-one passages from it to publish in the magazine The Dial (1843, April). American sinologist S. W. Williams (1812–1884), on the other hand, used Collie’s for his groundbreaking work, The Middle Kingdom. Both versions, however, were soon overshadowed by the newer version by James Legge.

22. James Legge (1815–1897) was a British missionary to China. With help from Chinese scholar WANG Tao 王韬 (1828–1897) and others, Legge translated and published a huge collection of The Chinese Classics, which contained all “Four Books” and “Five Classics” of the Confucian tradition. The first volume, which contained the Analects, Great Learning, and the Zhongyong (which he translates as The Doctrine of the Mean), was published in Hong Kong in 1861. It has been reprinted many times, and until now, remains in print and is available on the internet for free.

23. It is one thing to argue, on the basis of textual analysis, that the Chinese notions such as di or shangdi resemble early Western conceptions of divinity, as Kelly Clark and Justin Winslett have done (see Clark; Clark and Winslett); it is quite another to translate these terms as “God” without clarifying for a Western audience that the generic divinity found in the texts has only a very small subset of the attributes of the Christian God.

24. For example, he translated tianming 天命 (mandate of heaven) as “the Laws of God” and shengren 圣人 (sage) as “holy men.” In translating the statement “有朋自远方来，不亦乐乎？ (To have companions coming from far distances, is it not delightful?)” (1.1) as “A greater pleasure still is when friends of congenial minds come from afar to seek you because of your attainments,” he turned a rhetorical question into a declarative statement, added his personal judgment that this pleasure is “greater still” than the previous one stated in the passage, and added the clause “because of your attainments,” which is totally absent from the original statement. In his translation of the book, he eliminated all Chinese proper names, replacing the names of Zigong, Zixia, Master You, Master Zeng, among others, all with “a disciple of Confucius,” and consequently impoverished a dimension of critical importance to the original work—the book as an illustration of moral exemplars with very specific personalities (see Olberding 2012).

Around that time there were a few other English translations of the Analects, such as William Jennings (1847–1927), The Confucius Analects: A Translation, with Annotations and an Introduction (London: George Routledge and Sons, 1895); Lionel Giles (1875–1958), The Sayings of Confucius: A New Translation of the Greater Part of the Confucian Analects (London: John Murray, 1907); Leonard Arthur Lyall (1867–?), The Sayings of Confucius (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1909); William Edward Soothill (1861–1935), The Analects of Confucius (Edinburgh: Oliphant, Anderson, & Ferrier, 1910). The merits of these translations are now only mentioned sporadically by scholars in special related fields. Over all, these translations no longer serve as access to the Analects for Western readers, with the exception of Soothill’s, recently made available by Dover.

25. For example, his translation of the contrast between zhou 周 (inclusive) and bi 比 (partisan) in 2.14 as “see a question from all sides without bias” and “see a question only from one side.”

26. One strategy he used was the “ideogrammic method,” breaking Chinese characters into their composite parts and then freely interpreting the meaning of these words according to the parts. One typical example is his translation of 7.37. By breaking the character tan 坦 in “君子坦荡荡” (Exemplary persons are tranquil and broad-minded) to its component parts: land, sun, and level, he translates the line as “the proper man: sun-rise over the land, level, grass, sun, shade, flowing out.” This is a poet’s creative imagination, not a translation.

27. For example, his choice of using “good” to translate ren 仁, is problematic on numerous counts.

28. The tendency was already seen in Socrates’ famous statement “The only good is knowledge and the only evil is ignorance.” But as Pierre Hadot points out, early Greeks overall took philosophy as a way of life rather than intellectual discourse (see Hadot). The intellectualist tendency became dominant mainly during the modern period after Descartes.

29. Readers may want to read Amy Olberding, Moral Exemplars in the “Analects”: The Good Person Is That, for an excellent articulation of the point.

30. Which is in contrast to theoretical or propositional knowledge. The contrast is variously put as “know-how” versus “know-that,” “tacit knowledge” versus “explicit knowledge,” and “procedural knowledge” versus “declarative knowledge.” Despite their overlap, none of these contrasts are exactly the same.

31. Readers are encouraged to refer to “Appendix IV: A Bibliographical Essay” in Henry Rosemont’s A Reader’s Companion to the Confucian Analects for selected “fingers” with the author’s helpful evaluative comments.

Key Terms

1. See Graham, 19, and Chan 1955, 296. Based on the same historical evidence, Graham interprets ren as being noble, whereas Chan interprets it as kindness. I think they may both be right: What makes a person truly noble is the civilized, kind manner in which he or she deals with people.

2. See Huaiyu Wang 2012 for an excellent elaboration of this point.

3. See Yu 2010 for a more detailed analysis.

4. See Chan 1955, 308–309, for a nice summary of their relevant statements.

5. In addition to the literature cited earlier, TU Weiming’s essay “The Creative Tension between Jen [ren] and Li” is highly influential and a must-read.

6. For a recent scholarly debate about the Confucian value of xiao and social justice in English, see the articles in the special symposium on filial piety in Dao: A Journal of Comparative Philosophy 7.1 and 7.2 (2008). See also Roger T. Ames and Henry Rosemont Jr., “Family Reverence (xiao 孝) in the Analects: Confucian Role Ethics and the Dynamics of Intergenerational Transmission” (2014), and their translation of the Xiaojing, The Chinese Classic of Family Reverence, for articulation of xiao and its ethical implications.

7. See Stephen Angle and Michael Slote, eds., Virtue Ethics and Confucianism, for a good collection of essays on the topic.

8. See Ni 2009 for a more detailed analysis.

9. The history of the term has been a controversial topic. Readers can refer to CHEN Lai 陈来 (1952–)’s “说说儒 [On the origin of ru]” and Yong Huang’s “Confucius in Historical Context” for summaries of the controversy.

10. See Huang 2007 for a comprehensive summary of the controversy.

11. For example, 1.11, 4.20, 6.12, and 15.40 use the word in the neutral sense, and 3.24, 4.8, 6.24, and 8.13 use the word in the evaluative sense.

12. Although, as P. J. Ivanhoe points out, there is a slight difference between Confucius and Mencius, in comparison, Confucius shows a greater “admission of struggle and doubt” than Mencius (see Ivanhoe 1988, 158–159).

13. Readers should refer to Christopher Lupke, ed., The Magnitude of Ming: Command, Allotment, and Fate in Chinese Culture, especially the articles in that volume by David Schaberg, Michael Puett, and Lisa Raphals, for nuanced examination and articulation of the concept.

14. Among contemporary Confucian scholars, Herbert Fingarette stands out as the most prominent advocator of the importance of li (see his seminal work, Confucius: The Secular as Sacred). Another powerful advocator of li is Robert C. Neville (see his Ritual and Deference: Extending Chinese Philosophy in a Comparative Context).

15. Hansen’s essay, “Chinese Language, Chinese Philosophy, and ‘Truth,’ ” is controversial but very thought-provoking.

16. Tang and King Wu are founders of the Shang and Zhou dynasties, respectively, and Jie and Zhòu are the tyrants whom they overthrew.

17. One of them is SIMA Huantui, who tried to kill Confucius in the state of Song (see 7.23).

18. In addition to Chad Hansen’s aforementioned essay, readers may refer to Hansen’s book, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought; John Makeham, Name and Actuality in Early Chinese Thought; Chung-ying Cheng 成中英, “论孔子的正名思想 [On Confucius’ thought about Zhengming]”; and Roger Ames, “Paronomasia: A Confucian Way of Making Meaning,” for further information and reflection about the Confucian philosophy of language.

19. “Facing due south” is a ritual position as, according to ancient Chinese tradition, south is the direction in which the superior’s seat faces.

20. Readers can refer to Edward Slingerland’s Effortless Action: Wu-wei as Conceptual Metaphor and Spiritual Ideal in Early China and Trying Not to Try: The Art and Science of Spontaneity for articulations of the concept in general, and his “Crafts and Virtues: The Paradox of Wu-wei in the Analects” for the Confucian account of wuwei in particular. Those who would like to learn about the connection between the concept and modern cognitive science can refer to Brian Bruya’s Effortless Attention: A New Perspective in the Cognitive Science of Attention and Action.

21. See Li 2014, 23–27, for a detailed analysis.

22. Obviously derived from 12.5 of the Analects.

23. Readers may refer to Chenyang Li’s The Confucian Philosophy of Harmony for a detailed articulation and examination of the concept.

24. Occasionally, yue also covers painting, sculpture, architecture, and so on (see GUO Moruo, 5–6).

25. There is much less study done on the role of music in Confucian teachings than on the role of ritual proprieties, although the two are often mentioned together by Confucius. One reason for this, says Huaiyu Wang 王怀聿, “is that music remains a formidable subject matter for most researchers. After all, scholars of Confucianism and Chinese history are rarely endowed with sufficient musical gifts and aptitudes to fully comprehend and elucidate the rich implications of ancient artworks of and treatises on music” (Huaiyu Wang 2010, 115). Wang makes the remark in his review of JIANG Wenye 江文也’s book 孔子的乐论 [A discourse on Confucius’ music], to stress how valuable the book is as it is written by an accomplished musician and composer deeply familiar with ancient Chinese classics. For those who cannot read Jiang’s book because of the language barrier, Wang’s book review is itself a good resource. Johanna Liu’s “Art and Aesthetics of Music in Classical Confucianism,” on the other hand, gives a more philosophically informed treatment of the subject.

26. European Enlightenment thinkers such as Leibniz, Wolff, and Voltaire have used the name of Confucius to advocate their ideas. They argued that under the influence of Confucianism, China had abandoned inherited aristocracy a long time ago. In America, Thomas Jefferson proposed, as the keystone of the arch of American government, an education system that shows remarkable similarities to the Chinese keju system (see Creel, 4–5). The father of the Chinese democracy movement SUN Zhongshan 孙中山 (SUN Yat-sen) also said that “Confucius and Mencius are advocators of democracy” (SUN Zhongshan, 10).

27. In recent decades, a lot of literature has been created around the topic of the modern relevance of Confucian political philosophy. Among the English-language books on the subject, William Theodore de Bary’s The Trouble with Confucianism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991), de Bary and TU Weiming, eds., Confucianism and Human Rights (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), Sor-hoon Tan’s Confucian Democracy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2004), and Daniel A. Bell and Chenyang Li, eds., The East Asian Challenge for Democracy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013) are highly influential.

28. For example, according to the Book of Rites, wives of ordinary men “should call themselves bizi 婢子 [a servant person]” (in “Qu Li II,” Legge 1967, 113).

29. A philosophical discussion of sagehood that compares the Neo-Confucian theories on the topic with the views of contemporary philosophers is Stephen C. Angle’s Sagehood: The Contemporary Significance of Neo-Confucian Philosophy.

30. Most scholars nowadays follow D. C. Lau in taking zhong as “doing one’s best” (Lau 1979, 16), rather than as loyalty, so as to avoid confusing zhong with blind obedience. But as Raymond Dawson says, the word “loyal” does not necessarily entail blind obedience either (see Dawson, xxii). In addition, the action name “doing one’s best” precludes interpreting zhong as a dispositional commitment.

31. See Yanming An, The Idea of Cheng (Sincerity/Reality) in the History of Chinese Philosophy, for a book-length study of the concept.

32. I owe this point to Eric Colwell, a former graduate student of mine at the University of Hawai‘i.

33. See Munro’s Images of Human Nature, chapter 3, “The Mirror and the Body: Internal Knowledge and External Embodiment,” especially 97–111. Tu’s view about “embodied knowledge” can be seen in many of his works, among which is a collection of his lectures titled To Know Confucianism with the Body 体知儒学. Inspired by his view, a conference was held on the topic in Zhongshan University in 2006, resulting in a collection of essays published with the title Embodied Knowledge and the Humanities 体知与人文学 (CHEN Shaoming 2008).

34. One should be aware, however, that these expressions did not appear until the Han dynasty.

35. Of the scholars who contributed to the general idea, the most well known are the twentieth-century European philosophers Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908–1961) and Michael Polanyi (1891–1976).

36. One highly recommended additional reading on the topic is Henry Rosemont’s small essay “On Knowing” in his book A Reader’s Companion to the Confucian Analects.

37. ZHU Xi: “yong means ordinary and constant” (Zhu 1992, “Zhongyong Zhangju,” 1). CHENG Yi: “Admitting of no change is called yong” (Legge 1971, 382). ZHENG Xuan “takes yong 庸 in the sense of yong 用, ‘to use,’ ‘to employ,’ which is first given to it in the dictionary [XU Shen, Shuowen Jiezi, 128], and is found in the Shujing I.i. par. 9” (Legge 1971, 382). For a more detailed discussion of the term, see Ni 2004.

Analects

1. It remains uncertain whether the preface attached to HUANG Kan’s Lunyu Yishu is authentic or not. However, the preface raises rich and interesting methodological issues about the study of classics that range across phonology, paleography, and etymology and apparently exerted far-reaching influences on Japan and China in the eighteenth century. See Benjamin Elman, “One Classic and Two Classical Traditions: The Recovery and Transmission of a Lost Edition of the Analects.”

2. Citing the “Zhengshuo 正说” chapter of WANG Chong 王冲 (492–567)’s Lun Heng 论衡 (Balanced discourses), Shi claims that the book began to be referred to as Lunyu since the time of KONG Anguo 孔安国 (156–74? BCE) when he taught the book to a man named Fuqing 扶卿 (see Shi 12). Makeham suspects that it may actually be a little earlier, roughly around 150–140 BCE (Makeham 1996, 11–13).

3. The other one is Master Zeng (cf. 1.4, 1.9).

4. Munro’s essay “Unequal Human Worth.” See also his The Concept of Man in Early China for a detailed articulation and discussion of how the early Chinese notion that humans are all naturally equal is compatible with their view about the unequal worth of men and the necessity of social hierarchies.

5. This is paraphrased from Xing’s interpretation. See Xing, 2458.

6. Slingerland translates he as “harmonious ease.” Soothill even directly translates he as “naturalness.” See Kupperman (2002) for a detailed account of this reading.

7. It is different from the sacrifice for heaven or shangdi, the Lord-on-High. The Zhongyong clearly put them in two different categories (see the Zhongyong 19).

8. See Fung, 43–44. Nivison’s objections to the view are mainly from two considerations: Quoting a passage from the Great Learning, “What you would dislike in your inferior, do not use in serving your superior,” Nivison says that, first, this is saying exactly what the positive version says: “serve your superiors as you would have your inferiors serve you.” In other words, there is no clear line between the negative and the positive. Second, he says that the Chinese Golden Rule has “something formal to be appreciated,” for it does not say “treat another as you would have that other treat you,” but “treat another as you would have anyone else related to you as you are to that other treat you” (Nivison, 65).

9. See Ivanhoe 2002 for a detailed discussion on these different interpretations of 5.13.

10. Readers may refer to Sor-hoon Tan’s “Tradition and Creativity in the Analects” for an extensive discussion about the passage and its related issues. Among the modern scholarship, KANG Youwei’s Kongzi gai zhi kao 孔子改制考, KAIZUKA Shigeki’s Kōshi 孔子, and H. G. Creel’s Confucius and the Chinese Way are pioneers of the innovator interpretation in modern China, postwar Japan, and the modern West, respectively.

11. Readers may refer to Vincent Shen, “The Fading of Political Theology and the Rise of Creative Humanism,” for a more detailed introduction to Confucius’ relationship with the Book of Changes.

12. Interestingly, Kang omitted the sentence “Zhuang Zi was blinded by nature and was insensible to human beings.”

13. See Yong Huang 2008 and LIAO Mingchun 2014 for more detailed analysis of various different interpretations of 8.9.

14. Readers may consult Brooks and Brooks’ essay “Word Philology and Text Philology in Analects 9:1” for more varieties of interpretations and their analysis.

15. Note that NAKAE Toju was strongly influenced by WANG Yangming’s School of Heart-mind.

16. See PENG Guoxiang 2009 for an excellent analysis.

17. Readers may refer to Hui-chieh Loy, “Analects 13.3 and the ‘Doctrine of Correcting Names,’ ” for a detailed analysis of the passage.

18. English readers may refer to the articles in Dao: A Journal of Comparative Philosophy, March 2007 (6.1), March 2008 (7.1), and June 2008 (7.2), and the journal of Contemporary Chinese Thought, Fall 2007 (39.1).

19. This is a person different from the logician with the same name who is famous for the paradoxical proposition “A white horse is not a horse.”

20. Refer to Chenyang Li’s The Sage and the Second Sex for the issue about Confucianism and gender. Pages 3–4 of the book discuss the interpretation of nüzi.

21. Yang used numerous examples to show that during the Han, people would always start with “Confucius said” when they quote the Analects, regardless of whether the quoted sayings were words of Confucius or of his disciples. Yang speculates that it was perhaps because the Analects had another title, called Confucius, just like the book of Mencius (see Yang, 215–216).
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