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CONFUCIUS (551–479 BC), though of noble descent, was born in rather humble circumstances in the state of Lu in modern Shantung, at a time when imperial rule was breaking down. He was a great admirer of the Duke of Chou and looked upon himself as a transmitter of early Chou culture, rather than as an innovator. He taught a moral philosophy with man as the centrepiece. In order to meet his moral responsibility, he believed, a man must think for himself. This belief led Confucius to place as much emphasis on thinking as on learning. The central concept of his philosophy was the chün tzu, an ideal man whose character embodies the virtue of benevolence and whose acts are in accordance with the rites and Tightness. For Confucius, as for the whole of the Chinese tradition, politics is only an extension of morals: provided that the ruler is benevolent, the government will naturally work towards the good of the people.

After over ten years spent in travelling through the various states, Confucius, realizing that there was no hope of converting any of the feudal rulers to his way of thinking, returned to Lu where he spent the rest of his life teaching a group of gifted and devoted disciples.

In the Western Han, Confucianism became the orthodox philosophy and retained this position up until the twentieth century. Inevitably, his teachings became distorted in the course of time. The Lun yü, commonly known as the Analects, has been as widely read in China throughout the ages as the Bible has been in the West, and is the only reliable record of his teachings.

D. C. LAU read Chinese at the University of Hong Kong and in 1946 he went to Glasgow where he read philosophy. In 1950 he joined the School of Oriental and African Studies in London to teach Chinese philosophy. He was appointed in 1965 to the then newly-created Readership in Chinese Philosophy and in 1970 became Professor of Chinese in the University of London. In 1978 he returned to Hong Kong to take up the Chair of Chinese Language and Literature at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. In 1989, upon his retirement, he was appointed Professor Emeritus and started the monumental task of computerizing the entire body of extant ancient Chinese works. A series of some sixty concordances is scheduled to be completed by the end of 2001.
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Introduction

DESPITE his immense importance in the Chinese tradition, little that is certain is known about Confucius. The locus classicus for his life is his biography in Ssu-ma Ch’ien’s Shih chi (Records of the Historian) finished at the beginning of the first century B.C., but by then so much legend had gathered round the figure of the sage that little credence can be given to any of the events in it not independently confirmed by earlier sources. This being the case, we can consider reliable only what we can glean from the Lun yü – commonly known in English as the Analects of Confucius – itself and from the Tso chuan (The Tso commentary of the Spring and Autumn Annals). The Mencius can be used as a supplementary source. The facts are few.

Confucius was said to have been descended from a noble family in the state of Sung. In the early years of the eighth century B.C., one of Confucius’ ancestors died when the young duke of Sung who was in his charge was assassinated, and his descendants fled to Lu and settled in Tsou. In the Tso chuan under the tenth year of Duke Hsiang, it is recorded that one Shu He of Tsou held up the portcullis with his bare hands while his comrades made their getaway. The Shih chi, however, gives his name as Shu Liang He and added the information that he was Confucius’ father. Of Confucius’ mother nothing certain is known.

K’ung Ch’iu or K’ung Chung-ni, commonly known in the West as Confucius, was born in either 552 or 551 B.C., and was orphaned at a very early age. Of his youth little is known except that he was poor and fond of learning. He said, ‘I was of humble station when young. That is why I am skilled in so many menial things’ (IX.6), and ‘At fifteen I set my heart on learning’ (II.4).

In 517 B.C. Duke Chao of Lu had to flee the state after an unsuccessful attempt to make war on the Chi Family. It is likely that it was at this time when he was thirty-five that Confucius went to Ch’i. If he did, he soon returned to Lu.

It was in the time of Duke Ting of Lu (r. 509–494 B.C.) that he became the police commissioner of Lu. During his term of office two events took place which are recorded in the Tso chuan. First, he accompanied the Duke to a meeting with Duke Ching of Ch’i and scored a diplomatic victory. Second, he was responsible for the abortive plan to demolish the main city of each of the three powerful noble families.

It was probably in 497 B.C. that Confucius left Lu, not to return until thirteen years later. An account is given in the Analects of how he came to leave Lu: ‘The men of Ch’i made a present of singing and dancing girls. Chi Huan Tzu accepted them and staved away from court for three days. Confucius departed’ (XVIII.4). In the Mencius, however, a different account is given. ‘Confucius was the police commissioner of Lu, but his advice was not followed. He took part in a sacrifice, but, afterwards, was not given a share of the meat of the sacrificial animal. He left the state without waiting to take off his ceremonial cap.’ Mencius’ comment was: ‘Those who did not understand him thought he acted in this way because of the meat, but those who understood him realized that he left because Lu failed to observe the proper rites.’1 As Mencius was probably right in thinking that Confucius left on some transparent pretext, we need not be surprised if there is no agreement on the exact nature of the pretext.

Confucius first went to Wei, and during the next few years visited a number of other states, offering advice to the feudal lords, and, meeting with no success, returned to Wei in 489 B.C. It is not possible to determine how long Confucius stayed in each state as what little evidence there is tends to be conflicting. Confucius finally returned to Lu in 484 B.C. when he was sixty-eight. At last realizing that there was no hope of putting his ideas into practice, he devoted the rest of his life to teaching. His last years were saddened by the death first of his son and then of his favourite disciple, Yen Hui, at an early age. He himself died in 479 B.C.

Let us turn to Confucius’ teachings. Philosophers who are interested in morals can generally be divided into two kinds, those who are interested in moral character and those who are interested in moral acts. Confucius certainly has far more to say about moral character than moral acts, but this does not mean that the tightness of acts, in the last resort, is unimportant in his philosophy. But it does mean that in any account of Confucius’ philosophy it is reasonable to start with his views on moral character.

Before we proceed to look at what Confucius has to say about moral character, it is convenient, first of all, to dispose of two concepts which were already current in Confucius’ time, viz., the Way (tao) and virtue (te). The importance Confucius attached to the Way can be seen from his remark, ‘He has not lived in vain who dies the day he is told about the Way’ (IV.8). Used in this sense, the Way seems to cover the sum total of truths about the universe and man, and not only the individual but also the state is said either to possess or not to possess the Way. As it is something which can be transmitted from teacher to disciple, it must be something that can be put into words. There is another slightly different sense in which the term is used. The way is said also to be someone’s way, for instance, ‘the ways of the Former Kings’ (I.12), ‘the way of King Wen and King Wu’ (XIX.22), or ‘the way of the Master’ (IV.15). When thus specified, the way naturally can only be taken to mean the way followed by the person in question. As for the Way, rival schools would each claim to have discovered it even though what each school claimed to have discovered turned out to be very different. The Way, then, is a highly emotive term and comes very close to the term ‘Truth’ as found in philosophical and religious writings in the West.

There seems to be little doubt that the word te, virtue, is cognate with the word te, to get.2 Virtue is an endowment men get from Heaven. The word was used in this sense when Confucius, facing a threat to his life, said, ‘Heaven is author of the virtue that is in me’ (VII.23), but this usage is rare in the Analects. By the time of Confucius, the term must have already become a moral term. It is something one cultivates, and it enables one to govern a state well One of the things that caused him concern was, according to Confucius, his failure to cultivate his virtue (VII.3). He also said that if one guided the common people by virtue they would not only reform themselves but have a sense of shame (II.3).

Both the Way and virtue were concepts current before Confucius’ time and, by then, they must have already acquired a certain aura. They both, in some way, stem from Heaven. It is, perhaps, for this reason that though he said little of a concrete and specific nature about either of these concepts, Confucius, nevertheless, gave them high precedence in his scheme of things. He said, ‘I set my heart on the Way, base myself on virtue, lean upon benevolence for support and take my recreation in the arts’ (VII.6). Benevolence is something the achievement of which is totally dependent upon our own efforts, but virtue is partly a gift from Heaven.

Behind Confucius’ pursuit of the ideal moral character lies the unspoken, and therefore, unquestioned, assumption that the only purpose a man can have and also the only worthwhile thing a man can do is to become as good a man as possible. This is something that has to be pursued for its own sake and with complete indifference to success or failure. Unlike religious teachers, Confucius could hold out no hope of rewards either in this world or in the next. As far as survival after death is concerned, Confucius’ attitude can, at best, be described as agnostic When Tzu-lu asked how gods and spirits of the dead should be served, the Master answered that as he was not able even to serve man how could he serve the spirits, and when Tzu-lu further asked about death, the Master answered that as he did not understand even life how could he understand death (XI.12). This shows, at least, a reluctance on the part of Confucius to commit himself on the subject of survival after death. While giving men no assurance of an after life, Confucius, nevertheless, made great moral demands upon them. He said of the Gentleman3 of purpose and the benevolent man that ‘while it is inconceivable that they should seek to stay alive at the expense of benevolence, it may happen that they have to accept death in order to have benevolence accomplished’ (XV.9). When such demands are made on men, little wonder that one of Confucius’ disciples should have considered that a Gentleman’s ‘burden is heavy and the road is long’, for his burden was benevolence and the road came to an end only with death (VIII.7).

If a man cannot be assured of a reward after death, neither can he be guaranteed success in his moral endeavours in this life. The gatekeeper at the Stone Gate asked Tzu-lu, ‘Is that the K’ung who keeps working towards a goal the realization of which he knows to be hopeless?’ (XIV.38). On another occasion, after an encounter with a recluse, Tzu-lu was moved to remark, ‘The gentleman takes office in order to do his duty. As for putting the Way into practice, he knows all along that it is hopeless’ (XVIII.7). Since in being moral one can neither be assured of a reward nor guaranteed success, morality must be pursued for its own sake. This is, perhaps, the most fundamental message in Confucius’ teachings, a message that marked his teachings from other schools of thought in ancient China.

For Confucius there is not one single ideal character but quite a variety. The highest is the sage (sheng jen). This ideal is so high that it is hardly ever realized. Confucius claimed neither to be a sage himself nor even to have seen such a man. He said, ‘How dare I claim to be a sage or a benevolent man?’ (VII.34) and, on another occasion, ‘I have no hopes of meeting a sage’ (VII.26). The only time he indicated the kind of man that would deserve the epithet was when Tzu-kung asked him, ‘If there were a man who gave extensively to the common people and brought help to the multitude, what would you think of him? Could he be called benevolent?’ Confucius’ answer was, ‘It is no longer a matter of benevolence with such a man. If you must describe him, “sage” is, perhaps, the right word’ (VI.30).

Lower down the scale there are the good man (shan jen) and the complete man (ch’eng jen). Even the good man Confucius said he had not seen, but the term ‘good man’ seems to apply essentially to men in charge of government, as he said, for instance, ‘How true is the saying that after a state has been ruled for a hundred years by good men it is possible to get the better of cruelty and to do away with killing’ (XIII.11), and ‘After a good man has trained the common people for seven years, they should be ready to take up arms’ (XIII.29). On the one occasion when he was asked about the way of the good man, Confucius’ answer was somewhat obscure (XI.20). As for the complete man, he is described in terms applied not exclusively to him. He ‘remembers what is right at the sight of profit’, and ‘is ready to lay down his life in the face of danger’ (XIV.12). Similar terms are used to describe the Gentleman (XIX.1).

There is no doubt, however, that the ideal moral character for Confucius is the chün tzu. (gentleman), as he is discussed in more than eighty chapters in the Analects. Chün tzu and hsiao jen (small man) are correlative and contrasted terms. The former is used of men in authority while the latter of those who are ruled.4 In the Analects, however, chün tzu and hsiao jen are essentially moral terms. The chün tzu is the man with a cultivated moral character, while the hsiao jen is the opposite. It is worth adding that the two usages indicating the social and moral status are not exclusive, and, in individual cases, it is difficult to be sure whether, besides their moral connotations, these terms may not also carry their usual social connotations as well.

As the gentleman is the ideal moral character, it is not to be expected that a man can become a gentleman without a great deal of hard work or cultivation, as the Chinese called it. There is a considerable number of virtues a gentleman is supposed to have and the essence of these virtues is often summed up in a precept. In order to have a full understanding of the complete moral character of the gentleman, we have to take a detailed look at the various virtues he is supposed to possess.

Benevolence (jen) is the most important moral quality a man can possess. Although the use of this term was not an innovation on the part of Confucius, it is almost certain that the complexity of its content and the pre-eminence it attained amongst moral qualities were due to Confucius. That it is the moral quality a gentleman must posess is clear from the following saying.

If the gentleman forsakes benevolence, in what way can he make a name for himself? The gentleman never deserts benevolence, not even for as long as it takes to eat a meal. If he hurries and stumbles, one may be sure that it is in benevolence that he does so. (IV.5)

In some contexts ‘the gentleman’ and ‘the benevolent man’ are almost interchangeable terms. For instance, it is said in one place that ‘a gentleman is free from worries and fears’ (XII.4), while elsewhere it is the benevolent man who is said not to have worries (IX.29, XIV.28). As benevolence is so central a concept, we naturally expect Confucius to have a great deal to say about it. In this we are not disappointed. There are no less than six occasions on which Confucius answered direct questions about benevolence, and as Confucius had the habit of framing his answers with the specific needs of the inquirer in mind, these answers, taken together, give us a reasonably complete picture.

The essential point about benevolence is to be found in Confucius’ answer to Chung-kung:

Do not impose on others what you yourself do not desire. (XII.2)

These words were repeated on another occasion.

Tzu-kung asked, ‘Is there a single word which can be a guide to conduct throughout one’s life?’ The Master said, ‘It is perhaps the word “shu”. Do not impose on others what you yourself do not desire.’ (XV.24)

By taking the two sayings together we can see that shu forms part of benevolence and, as such, is of great significance in the teachings of Confucius. This is confirmed by a saying of Tseng Tzu’s. To the Master’s remark that there was a single thread binding his way together, Tseng Tzu added the explanation, ‘The way of the Master consists in chung and shu. That is all’ (IV.15). There is another saying which is, in fact, also about shu. In answer to a question from Tzu-kung, Confucius said,

A benevolent man helps others to take their stand in so far as he himself wishes to take his stand, and gets others there in so far as he himself wishes to get there. The ability to take as analogy what is near at hand can be called the method of benevolence. (VI.30)

From this we can see that shu is the method of discovering what other people wish or do not wish done to them. The method consists in taking oneself – ‘what is near at hand’ – as an analogy5 and asking oneself what one would like or dislike were one in the position of the person at the receiving end. Shu, however, cannot be the whole of benevolence as it is only its method. Having found out what the other person wants or does not want, whether we go on to do to him what we believe he wants and refrain from doing to him what we believe he does not want must depend on something other than shu. As the way of the Master consists of chung and shu, in chung we have the other component of benevolence. Chung 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. Tseng Tzu said on another occasion, ‘Every day I examine myself on three counts,’ and of these the first is ‘In what I have undertaken on another’s behalf, have I failed to be chung?’ (I.4). Again, when asked how a subject should serve his ruler, Confucius’ answer was that he ‘should serve his ruler with chung’ (III.19). Finally, it is also said that in dealing with others one should be chung (XIII.19). In all these cases there is no doubt at all that chung means ‘doing one’s best’.6

Another answer Confucius gave to the question about benevolence was, ‘Love your fellow men’ (XII.22). As he did not elaborate, his meaning is not very clear. But fortunately he used this phrase again on two other occasions. In I.5 he said, ‘In guiding a state of a thousand chariots…avoid excesses in expenditure and love your fellow men; employ the labour of the common people in the right seasons.’ Again, the Master, according to Tzu-yü, once said ‘that the gentleman instructed in the Way loves his fellow men and that the small man instructed in the Way is easy to command’ (XVII.4). In the first case, the love for one’s fellow men (jen) is contrasted with the employment of the common people (min) in the right seasons, while in the second the gentleman’s loving his fellow men is contrasted with the small man’s being easy to command. If we remember that the small man was probably different from the common people, we cannot ride out the possibility that when Confucius defined benevolence in terms of loving one’s fellow men he did not have the common people in mind as well.7 Even if this is the case, it is perhaps not as strange as it may seem at first sight, and in order to see it in perspective, we should first take a look at the basis of Confucius’ system of morals.

Confucius had a profound admiration for the Duke of Chou8 who, as regent in the early part of the reign of his young nephew, King Ch’eng, was the architect of the Chou feudal system some five hundred years before Confucius’ time. It is beyond the scope of this introduction to discuss in detail the influence of the Duke on Chinese society and the Chinese political system. It is sufficient simply to single out for mention his most important contribution, the clan inheritance system known as tsung fa. Under this system, succession passes to the eldest son by the principal wife. Younger sons or sons by concubines become founders of their own noble houses. Thus the feudal lord stands to the king in a double relationship. In terms of political relationship he is a vassal while in terms of blood ties he is the head of a cadet branch of the royal clan. Political allegiance has as its foundation family allegiance. This social system founded by the Duke of Chou proved its soundness by the durability of the Chou Dynasty.

Following the footsteps of the Duke of Chou, Confucius made the natural love and obligations obtaining between members of the family the basis of a general morality. The two most important relationships within the family are those between father and son and between elder and younger brother. The love one owes to one’s parents is hsiao while the respect due one’s elder brother is t’i. If a man is a good son and a good younger brother at home, he can be counted on to behave correctly in society. Tzu-yü said,

It is rare for a man whose character is such that he is good as a son (hsiao) and obedient as a young man (t’i) to have the inclination to transgress against his superiors; it is unheard of for one who has no such inclination to be inclined to start a rebellion. (I.2)

He goes on to draw the logical conclusion that ‘being good as a son and obedient as a young man is, perhaps, the root of a man’s character’.

In later Confucianism an undue emphasis was put on being a good son, but we can see here that even in early Confucian teachings hsiao was one of the most basic virtues.

If being a good son makes a good subject, being a good father will also make a good ruler. Love for people outside one’s family is looked upon as an extension of the love for members of one’s own family. One consequence of this view is that the love, and so the obligation to love, decreases by degrees as it extends outwards. Geographically, one loves members of one’s own family more than one’s neighbours, one’s neighbours more than one’s fellow villagers, and so on. Socially, one loves members of one’s own social class more than those of another class. Thus it would not be surprising if benevolence was confined to one’s fellow men (jen), but what is much more important to remember is that this does not mean that one does not love the common people at all. One loves them, but to a lesser degree and, perhaps, in a different manner. In Confucius’ terminology, one should be generous (hui) to the common people (V.16). This is in keeping with Confucius’ general attitude towards obligations. Our obligation towards others should be in proportion to the benefit we have received from them. This seems to be the case even between parents and children. In commenting on Tsai Yü who wanted to cut short the three-year mourning period, Confucius said, ‘Was Yü not given three years’ love by his parents?’ (XVII.21). This may be taken to mean that the observance of the three-year mourning period is, in some sense, a repayment of the love received from one’s parents in the first years of one’s life. If this is so, it is not difficult to see why the obligations we owe to other people should also be in proportion to the closeness of our relationship to them. As to how a ruler should treat the common people, this is a topic to which we shall return.

Concerning the nature of benevolence, there is another answer given by Confucius which is of great importance because the question was put to him by his most talented disciple.

Yen Yüan asked about benevolence. The Master said, ‘To return to the observance of the rites through overcoming the self constitutes benevolence. If for a single day a man could return to the observance of the rites through overcoming himself, then the whole Empire would consider benevolence to be his. However, the practice of benevolence depends on oneself alone, and not on others.’ (XII.1)

There are two points in this definition of benevolence which deserve attention. First, benevolence consists in overcoming the self. Second, to be benevolent one has to return to the observance of the rites.

Take the first point first. It is a central tenet in the teachings of Confucius that being moral has nothing to do with self-interest To be more precise, to say that two things have nothing to do with each other is to say that there is no relationship whatsoever between them, either positive or negative. If being moral has nothing to do with pursuing one’s own interest, neither has it anything to do with deliberately going against it Why, then, it may be asked, is it so important to emphasize this lack of relationship between the two? The answer is this. Of all the things that are likely to distort a man’s moral judgement and deflect him from his moral purpose, self-interest is the strongest, the most persistent and the most insidious. Confucius was well aware of this. That is why he said, more than once, that at the sight of profit one should think of what is right (XIV.12, XVI.10 and XIX.1). In another context he warned men in their old age against acquisitiveness (XVI.7). He also asked, ‘Is it really possible to work side by side with a mean fellow in the service of a lord? Before he gets what he wants, he worries lest he should not get it. After he has got it, he worries lest he should lose it, and when that happens he will not stop at anything’ (XVII.15). Confucius came to the conclusion that he would not remain in undeserved wealth or position in spite of their being desirable objects (IV.5).

The point about returning to the observance of the rites is equally important. The rites (li) were a body of rules governing action in every aspect of life and they were the repository of past insights into morality. It is, therefore, important that one should, unless there are strong reasons to the contrary, observe them. Though there is no guarantee that observance of the rites necessarily leads, in every case, to behaviour that is right, the chances are it will, in fact, do so. To this point we shall return. For the moment, it is enough to say that Confucius had great respect for the body of rules which went under the name of li. That is why when Yen Yüan pressed for more specific details, he was told not to look or listen, speak or move, unless it was in accordance with the rites (XII.1). This, in Confucius’ view, was no easy task, so much so that ‘if for a single day a man could return to the observance of the rites through overcoming himself, then the whole Empire would consider benevolence to be his’.

There are two occasions when answers are given which emphasize another aspect of benevolence. When Fan Ch’ih asked about benevolence, the Master said, ‘The benevolent man reaps the benefit only after overcoming difficulties’ (VI.22). Similarly, when Ssu-ma Niu asked about benevolence, the Master said, ‘The mark of the benevolent man is that he is loath to speak,’ and then went on to explain, ‘When to act is difficult, is it any wonder that one is loath to speak?’ (XII.3). That he considered benevolence difficult can be seen from his reluctance to grant that anyone was benevolent He would not commit himself when asked whether Tzu-lu, Jan Ch’iu and Kung-hsi Ch’ih were benevolent (V.8). Nor would he grant that either Ling Yin Tzu-wen or Ch’en Wen Tzu was benevolent (V.19). He refused to claim benevolence for himself (VII.32). This is no more than one would expect from a man of modesty. However, he did say of Yen Yüan, ‘in his heart for three months at a time Hui does not lapse from benevolence,’ while ‘the others attain benevolence merely by fits and starts’ (VI.7). This emphasis on the difficulty of practising benevolence is echoed, as we have seen, by Tseng Tzu who described benevolence as ‘a heavy burden’ (VIII.7). But although Confucius emphasized the difficulty of practising benevolence, he also made it abundantly clear that whether we succeed or not depends solely on ourselves. As we have already seen, he said in answer to Yen Yüan’s question that ‘the practice of benevolence depends on oneself alone, and not on others’ (XII.1). He was quite clear that failure to practise benevolence was not due to lack of strength to carry it through. He said, ‘Is there a man who, for the space of a single day, is able to devote all his strength to benevolence? I have not come across such a man whose strength proves insufficient for the task’ (IV.6). Thus when Jan Ch’iu excused himself by saying, ‘It is not that I am not pleased with your way, but rather that my strength gives out,’ Confucius’ comment was, ‘A man whose strength gives out collapses along the course. In your case you set the limits beforehand’ (VI.12). Confucius stated his conviction unambiguously when he said, ‘Is benevolence really far away? No sooner do I desire it than it is here’ (VII.30). On the lines of the Odes

The flowers of the cherry tree,
How they wave about!
It’s not that I do not think of you,
But your home is so far away,

Confucius commented, ‘He did not really think of her. If he did, there is no such thing as being far away’ (IX.31). He must have made this comment with its possible application to benevolence in mind.

Besides benevolence there is a host of other virtues which the gentleman is supposed to possess, and we must discuss at least the more important of these. There are two virtues which are often mentioned together with benevolence. They are wisdom or intelligence (chih) and courage (yüng). For instance, Confucius said, ‘The man of wisdom is never in two minds; the man of benevolence never worries; the man of courage is never afraid’ (IX.29), and ‘There are three things constantly on the lips of the gentleman none of which I have succeeded in following: “A man of benevolence never worries; a man of wisdom is never in two minds; a man of courage is never afraid” ’ (XIV.28).

A man of wisdom is never in two minds in his judgement about right and wrong. A man who lacks wisdom, however, can easily mistake the specious for the genuine. This can happen with borderline cases where the application of a rule or a definition becomes uncertain, particularly in the sphere of morals. Take a concrete example. When a ruler gives his concubine the same privileges as his consort or his younger son the same privileges as the heir, doubt is sown in the minds of the people. To all outward appearance, the concubine is indistinguishable from the consort or the younger son from the heir. It takes a man of wisdom not to be perplexed by such phenomena. Another attribute of the wise man is that he has knowledge of men. In other words, he is a good judge of character. In the Chinese view, the most important factor contributing to the difficulty of predicting the future lies in the unpredictable nature of man. Thus, the study of human character, through which the only hope of gaining some degree of control over future events lies, was considered a matter of vital importance to the ruler, as the present and future stability of his state often depended on his choice of ministers. This kind of study of human character which was to become from the Eastern Han onwards one of the major preoccupations of Chinese thinkers, was already of great importance in Confucius’ day. Thus, when Fan Ch’ih asked about wisdom, the Master said, ‘Know your fellow men’ (XII.22).

But is wisdom acquired? It is true, Confucius said, ‘Those who are born with knowledge are the highest. Next come those who attain knowledge through study. Next again come those who turn to study after having been vexed by difficulties. The common people, in so far as they make no effort to study even after having been vexed by difficulties, are the lowest’ (XVI.9), but he made no claim to be amongst those born with knowledge. In fact he explicitly rejected this when he said, ‘I was not born with knowledge but, being fond of antiquity, I am quick to seek it’ (VII.20). He further said this of himself, ‘I use my ears widely and follow what is good in what I have heard; I use my eyes widely and retain what I have seen in my mind. This constitutes a lower level of knowledge’ (VII.28). He did not seem to have granted that anyone was actually born with knowledge. All he did was to leave open the possibility of there actually being such a category of people. Judging by the tremendous emphasis he placed on learning, what mattered to him was that it was possible to acquire knowledge through learning. Learning, is, to him, a process that can never be completed. As Tzu-hsia said, ‘A man can, indeed, be said to be eager to learn who is conscious, in the course of a day, of what he lacks and who never forgets, in the course of a month, what he has mastered’ (XIX.5). Indeed, according to Confucius, ‘A man is worthy of being a teacher who gets to know what is new by keeping fresh in his mind what he is already familiar with’ (II.11).

The most important thing in our attitude towards knowledge is being honest with ourselves. Confucius said to Tzu-lu, ‘Yü, shall I tell you what it is to know? To say you know when you know, and to say you do not when you do not, that is knowledge’ (II.17). On another occasion when Tzu-lu offered what Confucius considered an ill-judged comment, he admonished him by saying, ‘Where a gentleman is ignorant, one would expect him not to offer any opinion’ (XIII.3). For his part, Confucius never proposed anything that was not founded on knowledge. ‘There are’, he said, ‘presumably men who innovate without possessing knowledge, but that is not a fault I have’ (VII.28). This responsible attitude towards knowledge is most important to the teacher. One of the counts that Tseng Tzu daily examined himself on was, ‘Have I passed on to others anything that I have not tried out myself?’ (I.4).

Courage was counted one of the major virtues. This is clear from the following saying attributed to Confucius in the Chung yüng (The Mean) ‘Wisdom, benevolence and courage, these three are virtues universally acknowledged in the Empire.’9 In the Analects Confucius’ attitude towards courage is, in fact, much more critical. True, it is an indispensable virtue in a gentleman if he is to see his moral purpose through, because he has to pursue that purpose fearlessly, and only ‘the man of courage is never afraid’ (IX.29, XIV.28). ‘Faced with what is right, to leave it undone,’ according to Confucius, ‘shows a lack of courage’ (II.24). Hence Confucius said, ‘A benevolent man is sure to possess courage,’ but he goes on immediately to add, ‘A courageous man does not necessarily possess benevolence’ (XIV.4). Courage is, indeed, a double-edged sword. In the hands of the good, it is a means to the realization of goodness, but in the hands of the wicked, it is equally a means to the realization of wickedness. To put this in even stronger terms, neither great goodness nor great wickedness can be accomplished by men devoid of courage. Confucius showed that he was well aware of this. He said, ‘Unless a man has the spirit of the rites…in having courage he will become unruly’ (VIII.2). On another occasion he said of the gentleman ‘He dislikes those who, while possessing courage, lack the spirit of the rites’ (XVII.24). Equally, ‘being fond of courage while detesting poverty will lead men to unruly behaviour’ (VIII.10). Courage, to be a virtue, must be in the service of morality. Hence, when asked whether the gentleman considered courage a supreme quality, Confucius answered, ‘For the gentleman it is morality that is supreme. Possessed of courage but devoid of morality, a gentleman will make trouble while a small man will be a brigand’ (XVII.23).

There remain two major virtues to be dealt with. First, there is hsin. This is a concept which has no exact equivalent in English. To be hsin is to be reliable in word. An important part of this has, of course, to do with promise-keeping. But when Confucius talks of being hsin in word (I.7, XIII.20, XV.6), he means more than that. To be hsin in word applies to all one’s words. It concerns, besides promises, resolutions concerning future conduct, or even plain statements of fact. Not to carry out a resolution is to fail to be hsin; to have made a statement not borne out by facts – whether they be present or future facts – is equally to fail to be hsin.

In this connection, Confucius often opposes the terms yen (word) and hsing (deed). For one’s deed to fail to match one’s word is to fail to be hsin. Hence the importance of seeing to it that one lives up to one’s word. ‘The gentleman is ashamed of his word outstripping his deed’ (XIV.27), and ‘claims made immodestly are difficult to live up to’ (XIV.20). Hence ‘in antiquity men were loath to speak’ ‘because they counted it shameful if their person failed to keep up with their words’ (IV.22). The safest course to take is never to make any claims until the deed is done. Thus, the gentleman ‘puts his words into action before allowing his words to follow his action’ (II.13). Confucius’ general advice is that one should be quick to act but slow to speak (I.14, IV.24).

Concerning hsin there is one saying which is particularly interesting. Yü Tzu said, ‘To be trustworthy in word (hsin) is close to being moral in that it enables one’s words to be repeated’ (I.13). The tragedy of the boy who cried ‘Wolf!’ is that when he repeated his cry nobody took him seriously because he was not hsin on the previous occasions. Being trustworthy in word is close to being moral precisely because of this aspect of trustworthiness, and it is to this aspect that Yü Tzu wanted to draw our attention.10 But to say that trustworthiness in word is close to being moral is to say that the two are not identical. There are bound to be cases where an inflexible adherence to the principle of trustworthiness in word will lead to action that is not moral. Confucius describes ‘a man who insists on keeping his word and seeing his actions through to the end’ as showing ‘a stubborn petty-mindedness’ (XIII.20).

Second, there is ching (reverence). This is a rather ancient concept. In early Chou literature ching describes the frame of mind of a man taking part in a sacrifice. It is different from that shown in other religions. In other religions, there is fear and abject submission in face of the power of the deity. Ching, on the other hand, is born of the awareness of the immensity of one’s responsibility to promote the welfare of the common people. It is a combination of the fear of failing in the responsibility one is charged with and the solemn single-mindedness directed towards the satisfactory discharging of that responsibility. In the Analects, ching still shows a remnant of this connection with religion. There is one passage in which it is mentioned in connection with sacrifice. Confucius said, ‘To keep one’s distance from the gods and spirits while showing them reverence can be called wisdom’ (VI.22). Otherwise, ching is mentioned always in connection with affairs of government and the service of one’s superiors.

Ching, reverence, is to be distinguished from kung, respectfulness. The latter is a matter of visible appearance and manner. Kung is mostly mentioned in connection with the observance of the rites. For instance, the gentleman ‘is respectful towards others and observant of the rites’ (XII.5), and he is said to turn his thought to ‘appearing respectful when it comes to his demeanour’ (XVI.10), A man should be respectful in his intercourse with others because by so doing he can hope to be spared insults and humiliations. ‘If a man is respectful he will not be treated with insolence’ (XVII.6). ‘To be respectful is close to being observant of the rites in that it enables one to stay clear of disgrace and insult’ (I.13).

This more or less completes the account of the major moral virtues which go into the make-up of the gentleman. I have, however, deliberately left yi to the end. Yi is a word which can be used of an act in which case it can be rendered as ‘right’, or it can be used of an act an agent ought to perform in which case it can be rendered as ‘duty’, or it can be used of an agent in which case it can be rendered as ‘righteous’ or ‘dutiful’. When used in a general sense, sometimes the only possible rendering is ‘moral’ or ‘morality’. In a sense most of the words denoting moral virtues can be applied to both agents and acts. Nevertheless, in this respect, yi is different from other moral words. Let us contrast it with benevolence, for instance. Of course an act as well as an agent can be described as benevolent, but benevolence is basically a character of agents and its application to acts is only derivative. A benevolent act is the act of a benevolent man. As a character of moral agents, benevolence has more to do with disposition and motive than objective circumstances. The reverse is true of lightness. Rightness is basically a character of acts and its application to agents is derivative. A man is righteous only in so far as he consistently does what is right. The rightness of acts depends on their being morally fitting in the circumstances and has little to do with the disposition or motive of the agent. It is here that the distinction between agent-ethics and act-ethics becomes relevant. Earlier we have said that Confucius was more interested in the moral virtues of men than in the moral qualities of their acts. But no moral system can be solely based on moral virtues, and Confucius’ system is no exception. We have seen that in the question of self-interest, the opposition is between profit and rightness. Again, in the test whether courage is a virtue it is yi that is the standard. Although Confucius does not state it explicitly, one cannot help getting the impression that he realizes that in the last resort yi is the standard by which all acts must be judged while there is no further standard by which yi itself can be judged. After all, even benevolence does not carry its own moral guarantee. ‘To love benevolence without loving learning is liable to lead to foolishness’ (XVII.8). As we shall see, the object to be pursued in learning, in this context, is likely to have been the rites, and the rites, as rules of conduct, can, in the final analysis, only be based on yi. We can say, then, that in Confucius’ moral system, although benevolence occupies the more central position, yi is, nevertheless, more basic.

No account of the gentleman will be complete unless something is said about his attitude towards t’ien (Heaven) and t’ien ming (Heaven’s Decree), but this task turns out to present some difficulty. First, apart from t’ien ming – literally Heaven’s command – ming is also used by itself, and there seems to be a basic difference between the two expressions. Second, the term t’ien ming is to be found only twice in the Analects, and it is difficult to rest an interpretation on such a scanty basis. However, the attempt has to be made as the distinction between t’ien ming and ming seems vital to the understanding of Confucius’ position.

Although t’ien ming occurs only twice in the whole of the Analects, it is fortunate for us that it is a term of considerable antiquity. The belief in the Decree of Heaven most probably goes back to a time considerably before the founding of the Chou Dynasty towards the end of the second millenium B.C. The theory concerning the Decree of Heaven was, however, most probably an innovation on the part of the Duke of Chou. According to this theory, Heaven cares profoundly about the welfare of the common people and the Emperor is set up expressly to promote that welfare. He rules in virtue of the Decree of Heaven and remains Emperor only so long as he fulfils that purpose. As soon as he forgets his function and begins to rule for his own sake, Heaven will withdraw the Decree and bestow it on someone more worthy. Thus the Decree of Heaven is a moral imperative and, as such, has nothing to do with the agency of Heaven in bringing about what comes to pass. The only development by Confucius’ time was that the Decree of Heaven was no longer confined to the Emperor. Every man was subject to the Decree of Heaven which enjoined him to be moral and it was his duty to live up to the demands of that Decree. Confucius said, ‘At fifty, I understood (chih) t’ien ming’ (II.4). This implies that t’ien ming is something difficult to understand, but it also shows unmistakeably that it can be understood. The only other mention of t’ien ming in the Analects is when Confucius said that it was one of the things the gentleman stood in awe of (XVI.8).

Whether ming was simply used as an abbreviation for t’ien ming in early texts, there is no doubt that by Confucius’ time, it had developed into a term with a different and independent meaning. This meaning is best illustrated by the saying quoted by Tzu-hsia in a conversation with Ssu-ma Niu: ‘life and death are a matter of ming; wealth and honour depend on Heaven’ (XII.5). The context shows that ming is used in the sense of Destiny and that Heaven is only a synonym for ming. There is a remark by Mencius where Heaven and Destiny are also juxtaposed as synonyms which can serve as a gloss on these terms. Mencius said, ‘When a thing is done though by no one, then it is the work of Heaven; when a thing comes about though no one brings it about, then it is decreed’ (V.A.6).11 Thus there are certain things which are brought about, not by human agency, but by Destiny. These are things over which human endeavour has no effect. Whether or not a man is going to end up with wealth, honour and long life is due to Destiny. No amount of effort on his part will make any difference to the outcome. Thus, in the context of the fortunes of an individual, ming is his lot. For instance, twice Confucius said of Yen Yüan who died young that ‘unfortunately his allotted span (ming) was a short one’ (VI.3, XI.7). Again, he rebuked Tzu-kung for refusing to accept his lot (ming) and indulging in speculation (XI.19). The reason why so much importance is attached to ming is this. If a man is convinced that all the desirable things in life are due to Destiny, he is more likely to see the futility of pursuing them and instead bend his efforts to the pursuit of morality. Morality is the only object a man ought to pursue because being moral lies in making just such an effort and not in the successful outcome of one’s action. This is the meaning of the saying, ‘A man has no way of becoming a gentleman unless he understands Destiny (chih ming)’ (XX.3). The phrase chih ming (understanding Destiny) looks very much like the phrase chich t’ien ming (understanding Heaven’s Decree) which, we have seen, Confucius used of himself at the age of fifty; but the meaning, in fact, is very different in the two cases. To understand Heaven’s Decree is to understand why Heaven should so decree, but to understand Destiny is to know that certain things in life come under the sway of Destiny and that it is futile to pursue them.

The difference between t’ien ming and ming can be summed up in this way. T’ien ming, as moral imperative, is concerned with what man ought to do; ming, in the sense of Destiny, has to do with the bringing about of what comes to pass. T’ien ming, necessarily difficult to understand is, nevertheless, understandable; ming is a total mystery. What t’ien ming enjoins we ought to obey; what falls within the domain of ming we should leave alone.

If ming and t’ien ming are terms different in meaning, equally there are two different senses of t’ien (Heaven), each correlated with one of the two terms. We have already seen that Heaven was used as a synonym of Destiny in Tzu-hsia’s remark. This is also the case in lamentations and exclamations of faith. Take these two cases for instance. When Yen Yüan died, Confucius said, ‘Alas! Heaven has bereft me! Heaven has bereft me!’ (XI.9). However, when Jan Po-niu was stricken with a horrible disease, Confucius said, ‘It must be Destiny!’ (VI.10). In these two remarks, Heaven and Destiny seem to be interchangeable terms. On the other hand, there are cases where Heaven seems very different from Destiny. For instance, when his life was endangered in Sung, Confucius said, ‘Heaven is author of the virtue that is in me. What can Huan T’ui do to me?’ (VII.23). On the occasion when Tzu-lu was slandered he, however, said, ‘What can Kung-po Liao do in defiance of Destiny?’ (XIV.36). The two remarks seem to me to be very different in meaning. In the latter case, Confucius was, in effect, saying, ‘What will be will be.’ In the former, however, he was saying that Heaven had endowed him with special virtue so that he could shoulder the t’ien ming of awakening the Empire to its moral purpose and that if Huan T’ui was allowed to kill him Heaven would be frustrating its own purpose.

Heaven, as a synonym of ming, is the agency which brings about what comes to pass, but where moral purpose and moral imperative are concerned, Heaven is the source of the Decree. Whether in the last analysis it is the same Heaven that is responsible both for events that are destined and for the issuing of moral imperatives, and further whether ming as Destiny which brings about what comes to pass has also an imperative aspect, we have no way of deciding, but what is important is that, for practical purposes, between them ming and t’ien ming define for us the legitimate sphere of human endeavour. Earlier we have seen the importance of the distinction between li (profit) and yi (lightness). The distinction between ming and t’ien ming is, in effect, the same distinction viewed from a different angle. Li pertains to ming and is, therefore, not a proper object of pursuit. Yi pertains to t’ien ming and is, therefore, something we ought to follow.

So far we have only dealt with the moral qualities of the gentleman. To give these qualities their fullest realization the gentleman must take part in government. This, however, does not mean that the arduous process of self-cultivation is a mere means to the end of personal preferment. Hence, Confucius said, ‘It is not easy to find a man who can study for three years without thinking about earning a salary’ (VIII.12), and he showed approval when Min Tzu-ch’ ien considered himself not yet ready when offered a post (VI.9). But as a man can only be prepared for office through studying, in so far as he studies he is, in fact, preparing himself for an official career at the same time (XV.32). Study and the holding of office are the twin activities inseparable from the concept of the gentleman. ‘When a man in office finds that he can more than cope with his duties, then he studies; when a student finds that he can more than cope with his studies, then he takes office’ (XIX.13). But that a man should have adequately prepared himself for office is not the only precondition for his actually taking office. The times must be right as well. For a man to be so keen that he is ready to take office whether order prevails in the state or not is condemned by Confucius. ‘It is shameful,’ he said, ‘to make salary your sole object, irrespective of whether the Way prevails in the state or not’ (XIV.1). The reason is that when the Way does not prevail in a state one can only stay in office by bending one’s principles. If one does not do so one is liable to be putting oneself in danger. In such a situation, one’s only choice is to stay clear of trouble, devoting oneself to the pursuit of the highest moral standard in one’s life as a private citizen. Shih Yü was straight as an arrow whether the Way prevailed in the state or not. All Confucius was willing to grant him was that he was straight. In contrast, Ch’ u Po-yü who took office when the Way prevailed in the state but allowed himself to be furled and put away when the Way fell into disuse was described by Confucius as gentlemanly (XV.7). This is an attitude we find Confucius expressing time and time again. ‘The Master said of Nan-jung that when the Way prevailed in the state he was not cast aside and when the Way fell into disuse he stayed clear of the humiliation of punishment’ (V.2). Ning Wu Tzu was intelligent when the Way prevailed in the state, but appeared stupid when it did not. Confucius’ comment was, ‘Others may equal his intelligence, but they cannot equal his stupidity’ (V.21). The way to stay clear of trouble while maintaining one’s moral integrity, according to Confucius, is this. ‘When the Way prevails in the state, speak and act with perilous high-mindedness; when the Way does not prevail, act with perilous high-mindedness but speak with self-effacing diffidence’ (XIV.3). This is in keeping with his general view that one should not concern oneself with matters of government unless they are the responsibility of one’s office and Tseng Tzu’s view that the gentleman does not allow his thoughts to go beyond his office (XIV.26). That he considered this no easy advice to follow is shown by his saying to Yen Yüan, ‘Only you and I have the ability to go forward when employed and to stay out of sight when set aside’ (VII.11).

However, when the Way prevails in the state, it is not only one’s duty to take office, but the taking of office is the culmination of the years of preparation for just such an eventuality. Thus, according to Confucius, not only is it ‘a shameful matter to be rich and noble when the Way falls into disuse in the state’, it is equally ‘a shameful matter to be poor and humble when the Way prevails in the state’ (VIII.13).

The ultimate purpose of government is the welfare of the common people (min). This is the most basic principle in Confucianism and has remained unchanged throughout the ages. The promotion of the welfare of the common people begins with satisfying their material needs. ‘Tzu-kung asked about government. The Master said, “Give them enough food” (XII.7). In order to achieve this aim, the labour of the common people must be employed in the right seasons (I.5), i.e., they must not be taken away from their work on the land during the busy seasons. In broader terms, Tzu-ch’an was said to be generous in caring for the people and just in employing their services (V.16). But besides the necessities of life, the common people must also be provided with sufficient arms. However, before they can be sent to war, they must also be given adequate training. Confucius said, ‘To send the common people to war untrained is to throw them away’ (XIII.30). As to what this training consists of we are not told. Although the training the ruler gives the common people is likely to be very different from the teaching Confucius gives his disciples, it is inconceivable that this training should be exclusively of a military nature. It must include a strong moral element. Otherwise, it is difficult to see why it should take so long, for, according to Confucius, ‘After a good man has trained the common people for seven years, they should be ready to take up arms’ (XIII.29).12 However, food and arms are not the most important things the people should have. Above all, they must have trust in the ruler and must look up to him. In answer to Tzu-kung’s question about government, Confucius said, ‘Give them enough food, give them enough arms and the common people will have trust in you.’ When he was asked which of the three should be given up first, his answer was, ‘Give up arms.’ This is no surprise given Confucius’ attitude towards the use of force in war, but his next answer is surprising. When pressed to say which of the remaining two should be given up first, his answer was, ‘Give up food.’ He then went on to explain, ‘Death has always been with us since the beginning of time, but when there is no trust the common people will have nothing to stand on’ (XII.7).

This emphasis on the moral basis of government is fundamental to Confucius’ teaching. He said,

Guide them by edicts, keep them in line with punishments, and the common people will stay out of trouble but will have no sense of shame.

Compulsion and punishment can, at best, ensure outward conformity. The common people will stay clear of trouble not because they are ashamed of doing wrong but because they fear punishment. In contrast to this:

Guide them by virtue, keep them in line with the rites, and they will, besides having a sense of shame, reform themselves. (II.3)

When the people reform themselves and have a sense of shame, the law and its attendant threat of punishment need never be invoked.

Guidance by virtue, however, cannot be effective unless the ruler sets a moral example for his people. Here, perhaps, we should take note of the fact that the Chinese word cheng (to govern) and cheng (to correct) are cognate.

Chi K’ ang Tzu asked Confucius about government. Confucius answered, ‘To govern (cheng) is to correct (cheng). If you set example by being correct, who would dare to remain incorrect?’ (XII.17)

There is a positive and a negative point to this. The negative point is that if the ruler fails to be correct himself but insists on punishing his subjects for being incorrect, he will be setting himself above the law and the common people will be conscious of the injustice. The positive point is that the common people always look up to their betters and if those in position of authority set an example this will be imitated even if the people are not ordered to do so. This point comes out clearly in the following passage:

The Master said, ‘If a man is correct in his own person, then there will be obedience without orders being given, but if he is not correct in his own person, there will not be obedience even though orders are given.’ (XIII.6)

Moral example is far more effective than edicts, and where edicts contradict the example, it is the example that the common people will heed rather than the edicts. This point is most persuasively put by Confucius on another occasion.

Chi K’ ang Tzu asked Confucius about government, saying, ‘What would you think if, in order to move closer to those who possess the Way, I were to kill those who do not follow the Way?’

Confucius answered, ‘In administering your government, what need is there for you to kill? Just desire the good yourself and the common people will be good. The virtue of the gentleman is like wind; the virtue of the small man is like grass. Let the wind blow over the grass and it is sure to bend.’ (XII.19)

Here, Confucius was talking about ‘the small man’ – who presumably enjoyed political power though he belonged to the class of the ruled – and not about the common people, but what is true of the small man will a fortiori be true of the common people. Moral example has an influence which, though imperceptible, is, in fact, irresistible. It is, therefore, of the greatest importance to put the upright in position of authority. In answer to the question put to him by Duke Ai, ‘What must I do before the common people will look up to me?’ Confucius said, ‘Raise the straight and set them over the crooked and the common people will look up to you. Raise the crooked and set them over the straight and the common people will not look up to you’ (II.19). On another occasion, in talking to Fan Ch’ ih, Confucius enlarged on the point. The raising of the straight and setting them over the crooked ‘can make the crooked straight’ (XII.22). Tzu-hsia, to whom Fan Ch’ ih reported the remark, illustrated the saying from history. By raising the straight to positions of authority, Shun and T’ ang put those who were not benevolent at a distance.

Since moral influence works in an imperceptible manner, the ideal ruler is often characterized not only as doing nothing but as appearing to the populace as having done nothing for which he could be praised. ‘The rule of virtue can be compared to the Pole Star which commands the homage of the multitude of stars without leaving its place’ (II.1). T’ ai Po abdicated his right to rule, ‘yet he left behind nothing the common people could acclaim’ (VIII.1). Yao was the king who modelled himself upon Heaven which alone is great, yet ‘he was so boundless that the common people were not able to put a name to his virtues’ (VIII.19). This description of the ideal ruler is very like that offered by the Taoists but the two are really very different. The Taoist ruler genuinely does nothing because the Empire functions best when left alone. The Confucian ruler only appears to do nothing because the moral influence he exerts works imperceptibly.

We cannot leave the subject of government without discussing Confucius’ attitude towards the common people (min). He did not disguise the fact that, in his view, the common people were very limited in their intellectual capacity. He said, ‘The common people can be made to follow a path but not to understand it’ (VIII.9). They cannot understand why they are led along a particular path because they never take the trouble to study. He said, ‘Those who are born with knowledge are the highest. Next come those who attain knowledge through study. Next again come those who turn to study after having been vexed by difficulties. The common people, in so far as they make no effort to study even after having been vexed by difficulties, are the lowest’ (XVI.9). It is not surprising that Confucius should have taken such a view. Study, as conceived by Confucius, is an arduous process which is never accomplished. The common people are greatly handicapped. They rarely have the capacity and practically never the opportunity. When on the rare occasion they have both the capacity and the opportunity, they are unlikely to be able to put up with the hardship. Confucius described how his favourite disciple, Yen Hui, was able to pursue unswervingly his studies in these words. ‘How admirable Hui is! Living in a mean dwelling on a bowlful of rice and a ladleful of water is a hardship most men would find intolerable, but Hui does not allow this to affect his joy. How admirable Hui is!’ (VI.11).

Confucius may not have had too high an opinion of the intellectual and moral capacities of the common people, but it is emphatically not true that he played down their importance in the scheme of things. Perhaps, it is precisely because the people are incapable of securing their own welfare unaided that the ruler’s supreme duty is to work on their behalf in bringing about what is good for them. The common people should be treated with the same loving care given to babies who cannot fend for themselves. This is stated in a memorable remark in the Book of History quoted by Mencius: the ancient rulers acted ‘as if they were tending a new-born babe’.13 Mencius describes such rulers as father and mother to the people. It is thus undeniable that Confucius advocated a strong paternalism in government and this remained unchanged as a basic principle throughout the whole history of Confucianism.

The importance of the common people and their welfare is emphasized time and time again in the Analects. For instance,

Tzu-kung said, ‘If there were a man who gave extensively to the common people and brought help to the multitude, what would you think of him? Could he be called benevolent?’

The Master said, ‘It is no longer a matter of benevolence with such a man. If you must describe him, “sage” is, perhaps, the right word. Even Yao and Shun would have found it difficult to accomplish as much.’ (VI.30)

If we remember in what esteem Yao and Shun were held by Confucius and how unwilling he was to grant the epithet “sage” to anyone, we can see the immense significance of the remark. Finally, Confucius said that if he praised anyone, one might be sure that he had been put to the test. The test turns out to be the governing of the common people, for he went on to say, ‘These common people are the touchstone by which the Three Dynasties were kept to the straight path’ (XV.25). The sole test of a good ruler is whether he succeeds in promoting the welfare of the common people.

So far we have looked only at the moral qualities indispensable to the gentleman, but the ideal of the gentleman is wider than that of the moral man. More is necessary if we are to have the perfect gentleman. In order to understand this, we must first take a look at a pair of terms, wen and ckih. Chih is the easier of the two to understand. It is the basic stuff or native substance a thing or a man is made of. Wen is more difficult to grasp because of its far-ranging application. In thefirstplace wen signifies a beautiful pattern. For instance, the pattern of the stars is the wen of heaven, and the pattern on the skin of a tiger is its wen. Applied to man, it refers to the beautiful qualities he has acquired through education. Hence the contrast to chih. What a man acquires through education covers a wide range of accomplishments. It includes skills like archery and charioteering, writing and mathematics, but the most important fields are literature and music, and conduct befitting the gentleman. Literature in Confucius’ time meant basically the Odes, while music for Confucius was the music performed on court occasions and sacrificial ceremonies. Behaviour befitting the gentleman meant observance of the rites which included amongst other things the code of correct conduct. Besides denoting the accomplishments of an individual, wen can also be used for the culture of a society as a whole. Thus wen is a word with a wide range of meanings covered by a variety of words in English, such as ornament, adornment, refinement, accomplishment, good breeding and culture.

It is not enough for a man to be born with good native substance. A long process of nurture is necessary to give him the breeding that is indispensable to the gentleman. When Chi Tzu-ch’ eng said, ‘The important thing about the gentleman is the stuff he is made of. What does he need refinement for?’ Tzu-kung’s comment was that one could not separate refinement from the stuff, for ‘the pelt of a tiger or a leopard, shorn of hair, is no different from that of a dog or a sheep’ (XII.8). What Tzu-kung is saying is that it is the total qualities of the gentleman – stuff as well as refinement – that distinguish him from the small man, and it is futile to separate the stuff from the refinement in the mistaken attempt to single it out as the basic factor. Elsewhere we find Confucius emphasizing the importance of the balance between the two elements. He said, ‘When there is a preponderance of native substance over acquired refinement, the result will be churlishness. When there is a preponderance of acquired refinement over native substance, the result will be pedantry. Only a well-balanced admixture of these two will result in gentlemanliness’ (VI.18).

There is one place where a remark of Confucius’ throws some light on the nature of this native substance. He said, ‘The gentleman has morality as his basic stuff and by observing the rites puts it into practice…Such is a gentleman indeed’ (XV.18). Here we see that the relation between chih and wen corresponds to the relation between morality (yi) and the rites (li). It is not enough for a man to be inclined towards doing what is right by nature, it is essential that he should be versed in the way this inclination can be given refined expression. A man may have a strong urge to show respect towards another man in a given society, but unless he knows the code of behaviour by which this respect is given expression, he will either fail completely to express it or, at most, succeed only in expressing it in a manner not altogether acceptable in that society. This brings out an important point about the rites. Morality does not only consist in action which affects the welfare of other people. It also sometimes requires behaviour which expresses an attitude towards them. This accounts for the fact that the word li, though it includes the moral code, is more appropriately rendered in English as ‘rites’ or ‘ritual’.

As we have seen, besides the observance of the rites, the most important part of wen is poetry and music. That is why when an equivalent had to be found to the Western term ‘literature’, the expression used was naturally ‘wen hsüeh’. This may be a convenient point at which to take a look at Confucius’ attitude to poetry and music, as the influence he exercised on subsequent ages was immense. The first point that should be made is that in Confucius’ time the connection between poetry and music was a close one. Though there was bound to be music which did not involve words, all poetry could probably be sung. For this reason, Confucius had probably the same attitude towards both.

Let us begin with the following passage:

The Master said of the shao that it was both perfectly beautiful and perfectly good, and of the wu that it was perfectly beautiful but not perfectly good.’ (III.25)

We can see from this passage that Confucius required of musk, and, by implication, of literature, not only perfect beauty but perfect goodness as well The shao was the music of Shun who, chosen for his virtue, succeeded to the throne through the abdication of Yao, while the wu was the music of King Wu who, in spite of his virtue, won the Empire only after resorting to force – hence the name wu ‘military force’. For this reason the former was not only perfectly beautiful but also perfectly good while the latter, though perfectly beautiful, left something to be desired in its goodness. That Confucius should consider the wu inferior to the shao is not surprising if we remember his abhorrence of force which was said to be among the things he never talked about (VII.21).

For Confucius perfect goodness was more important than perfect beauty. Whether a piece of music is acceptable or not depends on its moral quality. Perfect beauty is important because it is the only appropriate vehicle for conveying perfect goodness. It is to perfectly beautiful music that one can listen with joy, but it is only when perfect goodness is fused with perfect beauty that joy can be experienced which goes beyond our expectations.

The Master heard the shao in Ch’ i and for three months did not notice the taste of the meat he ate. He said, ‘I never dreamt that the joys of music could reach such heights.’ (VII.14)

It is no accident that the music that enthralled Confucius should be precisely the shao that he praised for its perfect goodness as well as its perfect beauty.

When asked how a state should be governed, Confucius said, ‘As for music, adopt the shao and the wu. Banish the tunes of Cheng and keep plausible men at a distance. The tunes of Cheng are wanton and plausible men are dangerous’ (XV.11). He further said, ‘I detest purple for displacing vermillion. I detest the tunes of Cheng for corrupting classical music I detest clever talkers who overturn states and noble families’ (XVII.18).

There is no doubt that Confucius detested ‘the tunes of Cheng’, but he did so not because of their lack of beauty but because of their wantonness. It should be noted that each of the things Confucius detested bore a superficial resemblance to the proper thing, and it is because of this superficial resemblance that the specious can be mistaken for the genuine. Confucius’ abhorrence is directed against this spuriousness. The ‘tunes of Cheng’ are grouped with ‘clever talkers’ and ‘plausible men’, since like ‘clever talkers’ and ‘plausible men’, the ‘tunes of Cheng’ are capable of worming their way into our favour if we are not on our guard. They are, then, not unattractive as music. In the end it is not the lack of beauty but the lack of goodness that marks the kind of music typified by the ‘tunes of Cheng’.

The ‘tunes of Cheng’ certainly did not refer to the music alone. What is said about the tunes applies to the words as well, the wantonness being as much in the meaning of the words as in the allure of the music In contrast to the tunes of Cheng, we find Confucius praising the Kuan chü with which the Odes open:

In the Kuan chü there is joy without wantonness, and sorrow without self-injury. (III.20)

This shows that it was not the expression of pleasure as such but the expression of immoderate pleasure that was the reason for Confucius’ condemnation of the tunes of Cheng. By contrast, the Kuan chü is an example of the expression of pleasure and sorrow in exactly the right measure.

Confucius summed up his views on poetry in the following words:

The Odes are three hundred in number. They can be summed up in one phrase:

Swerving not from the right path. (II.2)

Edification, however, is not the only purpose which poetry serves. Amongst other things, the Odes ‘may serve to stimulate the imagination’ (XVII.9). When reading poetry, one becomes alive to the underlying similarity between phenomena which, to the unimaginative, appear totally unconnected.

Tzu-hsia asked,

‘Her entrancing smile dimpling,
Her beautiful eyes glancing,
Patterns of colour upon plain silk.

What is the meaning of these lines?’

The Master said, ‘The colours are put in after the white.’‘

Does the practice of the rites likewise come afterwards?’

The Master said, ‘It is you, Shang, who have thrown light on the text for me. Only with a man like you can one discuss the Odes.’ (III.8)

The Master praised Tzu-hsia for his understanding of the Odes because he saw that just as in a painting the colours are put in after the outline is sketched in white so the refinement of observing the rites is inculcated in a man who is already born with the right substance.14

The Odes have another use and that is to enable a man to speak well. Confucius’ son reported a conversation he once had with his father. ‘Have you studied the Odes?’ ‘No.’ ‘Unless you study the Odes, you will be ill-equipped to speak’ (XVI.13). The Odes was an anthology every educated man was thoroughly acquainted with, so an apt quotation from it could be used to convey one’s meaning in polite or delicate situations. An ability to speak through the guise of a quotation was particularly useful in diplomatic exchanges. It is for this reason that Confucius said, ‘If a man who knows the three hundred Odes by heart…proves incapable of exercising his own initiative when sent to foreign states, then what use are the Odes to him, however many he may have learned?’ (XIII.5).

This way of using the Odes is not limited to diplomatic occasions. In criticizing the ruler and his government, one should also resort to quotations from the Odes. As the anonymous author of the Preface to the Kuan chü put it, ‘The one who speaks gives no offence, while the one who hears can take warning’.15 This is important in political systems where offence given to those in power can easily get a man into serious trouble. There is a further advantage. When one’s true meaning is couched in a quotation it is always possible for one to deny, at a subsequent date, that any such meaning was ever intended. For this reason, such practices have continued to the present day.

There is a good example of this manner of veiled speaking in the Analects. Prince K’ uai K’ ui, the son of Duke Ling of Wei, fled to Chin after an unsuccessful attempt on the life of Nan Tzu, the notorious wife of his father. On the death of Duke Ling, K’ uai K’ ui’s son, Che, known in history as the Ousted Duke, succeeded his grandfather. With the backing of the Chin army, Prince K’ uai K’ ui installed himself in a border city in Wei, waiting for an opportunity to oust his son. Jan Yü wanted to know whether Confucius was on the side of Che, but since both he and Confucius were visitors to the state it was not fitting for them to be seen openly discussing the politics of Wei, and if a straight question was put to him, Confucius would in all likelihood have refused to answer. Tzu-kung who had the reputation of a skilful speaker (XI.3) volunteered to go and find out. This is how the conversation went.

He went in and said, ‘What sort of men were Po Yi and Shu Ch’ i?’

‘They were excellent men of old.’

‘Did they have any complaints?’

‘They sought benevolence and got it. So why should they have any complaints?’

There was not a word about Wei, but Tzu-kung was satisfied that he had got the answer. He came out and said, ‘The Master is not on his side’ (VII.15). Po Yi and Shu Ch’ i were the sons of the lord of Ku Chu. The father intended Shu Ch’ i, the younger son, to succeed him, but when he died neither of his sons was willing to deprive the other of the succession and they both fled to the mountains and led the lives of recluses. By approving of Po Yi and Shu Ch’ i in their attempt to yield the succession each to the other, Confucius was implicitly disapproving of Che who was engaged in an unseemly struggle with his own father for the throne.

So far we have only looked at the moral teachings of Confucius in connection with his ideal of the gentleman. There is, however, another side to his teaching which has been largely neglected by scholars who write about Confucius. This is his concern with what might be described as matters of method. At the heart of this aspect of his teaching is the opposition between hsüeh (learning) and ssu (thinking).

Before we can see the significance of this opposition we must, first of all, find out what constituted learning. A brief look at the difficulties one encounters in translating the word hsüeh will prove illuminating. The natural choice in English for an equivalent is the verb ‘to learn’, but very often one is forced by the demands of the English language to use ‘to study’ instead. The reason is this. The verb ‘to learn’ needs an expressed object. For instance, we do not say, ‘He learns.’ We can, of course, say, ‘He learns quickly,’ or ‘He is willing to learn,’ but these are special cases where the focal point of the sentence is not in the word ‘learn’. We do, on the other hand, say, ‘He studies.’ There is, however, another difference between ‘learning’ and ‘studying’. We tend to ‘learn’ some things but ‘study’ others. For instance, a child learns to walk but an entomologist studies the behaviour of ants. We learn something practical; we study something theoretical. In learning the focus is on the learner; in studying the focus is on the subject. In learning something new, a man improves himself. He either acquires a new skill or. becomes more proficient in an old one. In studying, a man acquires new knowledge but this new knowledge need not make any difference to him as a practical man. This difference in usage between ‘learn’ and ‘study’ is relevant to the understanding of hsüeh. Hsüeh is much closer to ‘learning’ than to ‘studying’. Like learning, hsüeh makes a difference to a man as a person. It is an activity that enables a man to acquire a new skill or become more proficient in an old one. But in the Confucian context the most important point to remember is that hsüeh enables a man to become a better man morally. Thus morals, in the Confucian view, are akin to a skill. They can be transmitted from teacher to pupil. It is because of this possibility that Confucius placed so much emphasis on hsüeh. Although ‘learn’ is much more satisfactory an equivalent for hsüeh than ‘study’, an attempt to keep rigidly to the use of ‘learn’ can itself give rise to difficulties. When, for instance, Confucius talks about hsüeh shih, it is natural to render this as ‘to study the Odes’, but this, as we have seen, changes a practical activity to a theoretical one. Yet to render the phrase as ‘to learn the Odes’ suggests learning the Odes by heart. Though this certainly is part of the meaning, it definitely is not the whole or even the most important part of the meaning. As we have seen, the main purpose of hsüeh shih is both to improve one’s sensibility and to enable one to use lines from the Odes to convey one’s meaning in veiled terms.16 Thus, sometimes the translator is hard put to it to find a suitable equivalent for hsüeh.

Learning is concerned with the accumulated wisdom of the past. Although this does not exclude theoretical knowledge, the emphasis, as is to be expected, is on moral insight. Moral insight is mainly epitomized in the form of precepts. The rites were, of course, a code of just such precepts, though there must also have been precepts falling outside this code. That the rites formed a major part of what one has to learn is confirmed by two passages in the Analects. In the first one Confucius said, ‘Unless a man has the spirit of the rites in having courage he will become unruly, and in being forthright he will become intolerant’ (VIII.2). However, in the other he said, ‘To love forthrightness without loving learning is liable to lead to intolerance’ (XVII.8). The two sayings are practically identical except that in one we have ‘the rites’ while in the other we have ‘learning’.

If it plays such an important part in Confucius’ teaching why is it that learning does not figure more frequently in the Analects than it actually does? This is because ‘learning’ is not the only term that is used for the activity. Very often Confucius uses wen (to hear) and, very occasionally, chien (to see) instead.17 In particular, ‘hearing’ is used where the learning of specific precepts is concerned or where learning is contrasted with putting into practice what is learned. Here are examples of having been taught a specific precept.

The Master said, ‘I have heard it said, A gentleman gives to help the needy and not to maintain the rich in style.’ (VI.4)

Ch’ en Ssu-pai said, ‘I have heard that the gentleman does not show partiality. Does he show it nevertheless?’ (VII.31)

Tzu-hsia said, ‘I have heard it said: life and death are a matter of Destiny; wealth and honour depend on Heaven.’ (XII.5)

Confucius said, ‘What I have heard is that the head of a state or a noble family worries not about underpopulation but about uneven distribution, not about poverty but about instability.’ (XVI.1)

Tzu-yü answered, ‘Some time ago I heard it from you, Master, that the gentleman instructed in the Way loves his fellow men and that the small man instructed in the Way is easy to command.’ (XVII.4)

Tzu-lu said, ‘Some time ago I heard it from you, Master, that the gentleman does not enter the domain of one who in his own person does what is not good.’ (XVII.7)

Tzu-chang said, ‘That is different from what I have heard. I have heard that the gentleman honours his betters and is tolerant towards the multitude and that he is full of praise for the good while taking pity on the backward.’ (XIX.3)

The connection between hearing and putting into practice what one has heard is clearly brought out in the following passages.

The Master said, ‘Use your ears (wen) widely but leave out what is doubtful; repeat the rest with caution and you will make few mistakes. Use your eyes (chien) widely and leave out what is hazardous; put the rest into practice with caution and you will have few regrets.’ (II.18)

Before he could put into practice something he had heard, the only thing Tzu-lu feared was that he should be told something further. (V.14)

The Master said, ‘It is these things that cause me concern…inability, when I am told (wen) what is right, to move to where it is.’ (VII.3)

The Master said, ‘…I use my ears widely and follow what is good in what I have heard; I use my eyes widely and retain what I have seen in my mind.’ (VII.28)

Tzu-lu asked, ‘Should one immediately put into practice what one has heard?’ (XI.22)

The connection between learning and putting into practice what one has learned is a close one, because amongst the things one learns are precepts and what would be the point of learning a precept if one made no attempt to put it into practice? Hence Confucius’ concern over his inability to move to a new position as soon as he has learned that it is morally right, and Tzu-lu’s fear of a backlog building up if precepts come at a brisker pace than he can cope with. But this does not mean that one should put a precept into practice simply because it is a precept. One should, first of all, think deeply about its tightness. That is why Confucius is constantly giving the advice that one should choose from what one has learned only what is good and leave out what is doubtful. The only way to do so is through thinking. This brings us back to the subject of learning and thinking. There is a well-known saying in the Analects, ‘If one learns from others but does not think, one will be bewildered. If, on the other hand, one thinks but does not learn from others, one will be in peril’ (II.15). One must learn from wise men of the past and the present, but, at the same time, one must try to improve on what one has learned. Although both learning and thinking are indispensable, Confucius seems to consider learning to be, in some sense, more basic. He said, ‘I once spent all day thinking without taking food and all night thinking without going to bed, but I found that I gained nothing from it. It would have been better for me to have spent the time in learning’ (XV.31). Here Confucius is saying that if we were to indulge in a one-sided pursuit, then learning would be more rewarding than thinking. A moment’s reflection will show that this is not an unreasonable view. If one’s aim is to make advances in knowledge, both thinking and learning are equally necessary, but in cases where one has no such aim, through learning one can at least gain something by acquainting oneself with what is already known, but one is unlikely to make any gains at all if one thinks in vacua.

Let us take an example which illustrates the way Confucius thought about the existing rites.

The Master said, ‘A ceremonial cap of linen is what is prescribed by the rites. Today black silk is used instead. This is more frugal and I follow the majority. To prostrate oneself before ascending the steps is what is prescribed by the rites. Today one does so after having ascended them. This is casual and, though going against the majority, I follow the practice of doing so before ascending.’ (IX.3)

Here we have a clear case of Confucius taking a critical look at the rites. He concluded that in the one case he was prepared to follow the majority, but not in the other. He came to this conclusion by going back to the principles underlying the rites concerned. In the second case, the underlying principle is respect, while in the first case there is frugality as well. That respect should be the underlying principle of a rite is only to be expected, but that frugality should be such a principle may seem surprising until we remember Confucius’ answer to a question about the basis of the rites. Part of this answer was, ‘With the rites, it is better to err on the side of frugality than on the side of extravagance’ (III.4). All things being equal, it is better to be frugal. The black silk cap is more frugal but loses nothing in respect. Hence Confucius’ approval. Prostration after ascending the steps, on the other hand, is casual, in other words, less respectful, and has no compensating gains. Hence Confucius’ disapproval.

As we have seen, precepts are often introduced by the formula, ‘I have heard it said.’ Very often, however, this formula is dispensed with, particularly in cases where the precept is to be examined. In such cases, the question, ‘What do you think of this saying?’ is simply posed. For instance,

Tzu-kung said, ‘“Poor without being obsequious, wealthy without being arrogant.” What do you think of this saying?’

The Master said, ‘That will do, but better still “Poor yet delighting in the Way, wealthy yet observant of the rites.” ’(I.15)

Here the precept cited by Tzu-kung concerns the overcoming of poverty and wealth as obstacles to a moral character. Confucius examines the precept in this spirit and proposes an improved version.

Someone said,

‘Repay an injury with a good turn.

What do you think of this saying?’

The Master said, ‘What, then, do you repay a good turn with? You repay an injury with straightness, but you repay a good turn with a good turn.’ (XIV.34)

Here Confucius is criticizing the existing precept ‘Repay an injury with a good turn’ for being over-generous, leaving nothing with which to repay a good turn. It is enough, in Confucius’ view, that we should not be motivated by vindictiveness. What Confucius is advocating is the middle way between vindictiveness and excessive generosity.

From these examples where Confucius examined existing precepts critically we can glean something of his general approach to the problem of the rule and the principle. In Confucius’ day if one were to state the problem it would be natural to state it in terms of li (the rites) and yi (rightness). We have already touched on the relationship between the two in the context of the morality of acts and agents. Now we shall take a closer look at this relationship. The rites are a code of rules of behaviour. Although as something handed down from antiquity, the rites carried great authority, nevertheless, this authority cannot guarantee their rightness. Whether they are right or not depends on whether they measure up to the demands of rightness. Rightness, on the other hand, is the standard by which all acts have, in the last resort, to be measured. Thus there is an intimate relationship between li and yi. Confucius’ critical examination of existing precepts is precisely the subjection of rules to the yardstick of rightness. But why should a rule which had been found right in the past be subjected to fresh scrutiny? The answer is this. First, a rule once formulated in precise terms cannot adapt itself to changing circumstances. What was right in a previous age need not continue to be right in a subsequent age. This awareness that rules have to keep pace with changing times is clearly felt by Confucius. He said, ‘The Yin built on the rites of the Hsia. What was added and what was omitted can be known. The Chou built on the rites of the Yin. What was added and what was omitted can be known’ (II.23). Here we can see that although the rites of a subsequent age were based on those of the previous one, because of the lapse of time new rules had to be added and obsolete ones omitted. This awareness that what is appropriate changes with the times was one of the outstanding features of Confucius’ thought, so much so that Mencius describes him as ‘the sage whose actions were timely’ (Mencius, V.B.1). Second, circumstances may arise where one rule comes into conflict with another. Such a conflict can only be resolved by appealing to basic moral principle. Third, even with a rule which may be satisfactory in itself, there are occasions when the observance of it conflicts with the spirit behind the rule. For all these reasons, one has to be constantly on the alert to the possibility that a rule may need rethinking at any moment and on any occasion. So far we have only looked at the problem from the point of view of the subordination of rule to principle. Equally, principle cannot do without rules which give it effect. Moral principles need to be put into effect, and any act that puts a moral principle into effect will, in fact, be an exemplification of some rule or other. This is, as we have seen, particularly so where the purpose of an act is to show a certain attitude, e.g., respect. No action is inherently a sign of respect. An action can only serve to show respect given a certain convention and a convention can only be stated in a rule. Thus while a rule can remain right only if it is constantly measured against the demands of principles, a principle cannot do without rules if it is to be put into effect. This dialogue between rule and principle constitutes the essence of Confucius’ moral thinking.

In this connection, Confucius’ approach may have something to offer in the debate whether morals are objective or conventional. The argument runs something like this. If morality is conventional it has no objectivity. One can only judge moral rules within the conventions of a given social system of which they form part. There is no way of adjudicating between different systems. On the other hand, if morality is objective, how we come to know these objective realities poses epistemological problems. Confucius’ approach seems to offer a way out. All moral rules have implicit in them some principle or principles. A rule can thus always be judged by its success in realizing these principles. In other words, moral rules have built-in standards by which they can be judged. If they are found wanting, this points to the way of their improvement. On the other hand, the implicit principles are ideals which become clearer to us as they are used as standards to criticize the rules. We gain greater insight into a moral principle by discovering the inadequacies of the rules which give it effect.

Apart from reflecting on moral insights of the past, dunking also is important if we are to be able to see connections between phenomena that may seem unconnected at first sight. We have seen that this is important both in the sphere of literature and in the sphere of morals. In literature, we have seen that the Odes can stimulate the imagination so that we can see underlying similarities between disparate phenomena. In morals, it is by means of the method of shu that we can hope to be able to practise benevolence, and shu consists in using ourselves as analogy to find out about the likes and dislikes of other human beings. Confucius would not tolerate any student who, because he failed to think, was unable to discover new applications for known principles. He said, ‘When I have pointed out one corner of a square to anyone and he does not come back with the other three, I will not point it out to him a second time.’ Indeed, Confucius believed so much in the value of the student making the utmost effort to think things out for himself that he said on the same occasion, ‘I never enlighten anyone who has not been driven to distraction by trying to understand a difficulty or has not got into a frenzy trying to put his ideas into words’ (VII.8). We have seen that Confucius praised Tzu-hsia as someone worth discussing the Odes with (III.8). In praising Tzu-kung in similar vein he added this remark, ‘Tell such a man something and he can see its relevance to what he has not been told’ (I.15). This is also the quality essential to a teacher. ‘A man is worthy of being a teacher who gets to know what is new by keeping fresh in his mind what he is already familiar with’ (II.11).

Intelligence is something Confucius valued greatly. His highest praise was reserved for Yen Hui who was not only superior to his fellow disciples in moral attainment but also in intelligence. When Tzu-kung who was himself a man of no mean intelligence remarked, ‘How dare I compare myself with Hui? When he is told one thing he understands ten. When I am told one thing I understand only two,’ Confucius consoled him by saying, ‘You are not as good as he is. Neither of us is as good as he is’ (V.9).

Confucius was both a great thinker and a great human being. As a thinker he held up an ideal for all men. This consisted of perfecting one’s own moral character. Realizing this ideal involves not only being benevolent to other individuals but also – working unstintingly for the welfare of the common people. For this Confucius could hold out no hope of a reward either in this life or in the next. The reward lies in the doing of what is good, and this constitutes the joy of following the Way. He had great respect for the wisdom of the past but he did not accept it uncritically. For him the only way of making progress is to reflect on what has been handed down to us from the past. He was anything but dogmatic: he ‘refused to entertain conjectures or insist on certainty; he refused to be inflexible or to be egotistical’ (IX.4). In characterizing himself he said, ‘I have no preconceptions about the permissible and the impermissible’ (XVIII.8). It cannot be denied that, over the centuries, Confucianism acquired a lot of dogmas and developed authoritarian tendencies, but it would be as grossly unfair to lay these at Confucius’ door as to blame Jesus for the excesses of the Church in later ages.

Confucius was modest about his own achievement. He said, ‘How dare I claim to be a sage or a benevolent man?’ (VII.34). In spite of this modesty, he must have realized his own ideal to a great extent. Otherwise, it would be impossible to account for the reverence and affection shown him by his disciples who were widely different in talent and temperament.

Yen Hui, who was outstanding in morals and intelligence said, when Confucius thought he had died in an armed siege, ‘While you, Master, are alive, how would I dare to die?’ (XI.23). He described the ideal of the Master and his method of teaching as follows:

The more I look up at it the higher it appears. The more I bore into it the harder it becomes. I see it before me. Suddenly it is behind me.

The Master is good at leading one on step by step. He broadens me with culture and brings me back to essentials by means of the rites. I cannot give up even if I wanted to, but, having done all I can, it seems to rise sheer above me and I have no way of going after it, however much I may want to. (IX.11)

Tzu-kung, the man of the world who had a successful career both as a diplomat and as a merchant, made this comment when someone disparaged Confucius,

Chung-ni cannot be defamed. In other cases, men of excellence are like hills which one can climb over. Chung-ni is like the sun and the moon which one has no way of climbing over. Even if someone wanted to cut himself off from them, how could this detract from the sun and the moon? It would merely serve the more to show that he did not know his own measure. (XIX.24)

He further said,

The Master cannot be equalled just as the sky cannot be scaled…In life he is honoured and in death he will be mourned. How can he be equalled? (XIX.25)

Tseng Tzu, the disciple who took his moral responsibility so seriously (VIII.7), said, according to the Mencius, this of Confucius:

Washed by the River and the Han, bleached by the autumn sun, so immaculate was he that his whiteness could not be surpassed. (III.A.4)

Mencius echoed this sentiment when he said,

Ever since man came into this world, there has never been one greater than Confucius. (II.A.2)

For his part, Confucius never claimed to be either superior in intelligence or in moral qualities. He said, ‘I was not born with knowledge but, being fond of antiquity, I am quick to seek it’ (VII.20), and ‘In a hamlet often households, there are bound to be those who are my equal in doing their best for others and in being trustworthy in what they say, but they are unlikely to be as eager to learn as I am’ (V.28). In both sayings, all he would claim was his eagerness to learn. This was matched only by his eagerness to teach. He said, ‘Quietly to store up knowledge in my mind, to learn without flagging, to teach without growing weary, these present me with no difficulties’ (VII.2). Again, in denying he was a sage, he said, ‘Perhaps it might be said of me that I learn without flagging and teach without growing weary’ (VII.34). As a teacher he was capable of both criticizing his disciples with firmness as well as speaking to them in jest. When Tsai Yü took a nap in the daytime Confucius said, ‘A piece of rotten wood cannot be carved, nor can a wall of dried dung be trowelled’ (V.10). Again, when the same disciple doubted the wisdom of the three-year mourning period, Confucius said, ‘How unfeeling Yü is!…Was Yü not given three years’ love by his parents?’ (XVII.21). On the occasion Confucius went to Wu Ch’eng and found Tzu-yü teaching the people music, he poked fun at him by saying, ‘Surely you don’t need to use an ox-knife to kill a chicken.’ When Tzu-yü took this seriously and started defending his action, Confucius admitted that he was only joking (XVII.4).

The predominant impression one gets of Confucius from the Analects is a man whose life was full of joy. When the governor of She asked Tzu-lu what kind of man Confucius was, Tzu-lu made no answer. Confucius’ comment was,

Why did you not simply say something to this effect: he is the sort of man who forgets to eat when he tries to solve a problem that has been driving him to distraction, who is so full of joy that he forgets his worries and who does not notice the onset of old age? (VII.19)

He describes this joy in more concrete terms when he said,

In the eating of coarse rice and the drinking of water, the using of one’s elbow for a pillow, joy is to be found. Wealth and rank attained through immoral means have as much to do with me as passing clouds. (VII.16)

There is no doubt that part of this joy came from the pursuit of the Way. Confucius said, ‘At seventy I followed my heart’s desire without overstepping the line’ (II.4). When after a lifetime of moral cultivation he found that what he desired naturally coincided with what was moral, that he should have experienced joy is understandable. But the joy was not confined to the moral side of his life. On the occasion when he was with a group of disciples, Confucius asked them to state what they would like to do. When they had finished, Confucius showed that his sympathies were with Tseng Hsi who said,

In late spring, after the spring clothes have been newly made, I should like, together with five or six adults and six or seven boys, to go bathing in the River Yi and enjoy the breeze on the Rain Altar and then to go home chanting poetry. (XI.26)

Here is a man who, indeed, appreciated the joys of living.

Anyone who has read the sayings of Confucius carefully and without prejudice will surely find it difficult to recognize the diehard conservative and arch-villain that he has sometimes been made out to be. Confucius is, perhaps, yet another instance of the proverbial prophet.

D.C.L.


THE ANALECTS



BOOK I

1. The Master said, ‘Is it not a pleasure, having learned something, to try it out at due intervals? Is it not a joy to have friends come from afar? Is it not gentlemanly not to take offence when others fail to appreciate your abilities?’

2. Yü Tzu1 said, ‘It is rare for a man whose character is such that he is good as a son and obedient as a young man to have the inclination to transgress against his superiors; it is unheard do for one who has no such inclination to be inclined to start a rebellion. The gentleman devotes his efforts to the roots, for once the roots are established, the Way will grow therefrom. Being good as a son and obedient as a young man is, perhaps, the root of a man’s character.’ [l]2

3. The Master said, ‘It is rare, indeed, for a man with cunning words and an ingratiating face to be benevolent.’

4. Tseng Tzu said, ‘Every day I examine myself on three counts. In what I have undertaken on another’s behalf, have I failed to do my best? In my dealings with my friends have I failed to be trustworthy in what I say? Have I passed on to others anything that I have not tried out myself?’

5. The Master said, ‘In guiding a state of a thousand chariots, approach your duties with reverence and be trustworthy in what you say; avoid excesses in expenditure and love your fellow men; employ the labor of the common people only in the right seasons.’

6. The Master said, ‘A young man should be a good son at home and an obedient young man abroad, sparing of speech but trustworthy in what he says, and should love the multitude at large but Cultivate the friendship of his fellow men.3 [l] if he has any energy to spare from such action, let him devote it to making himself cultivated.’

7. Tzu-hsia said, ‘I would grant that a man has received instruction who appreciates men of excellence where other men appreciate beautiful women, who exerts himself to the utmost in the service of his parents and offers his person to the service of his lord, and who, in his dealings with his friends, is trustworthy in what he says, even though he may say that he has never been taught.’

8. The Master said, ‘A gentleman who lacks gravity does not inspire awe. A gentleman who studies is unlikely to be inflexible.

‘Make4 it your guiding principle to do your best for others and to be trustworthy in what you say Do not accept as friend anyone who is not as good as you.

‘When you make a mistake, do not be afraid of mending your ways.

9. Tseng Tzu said, ‘Conduct the funeral of your parents with meticulous care and let not sacrifices to your remote ancestors be forgotten, and the virtue of the common people will incline towards fullness.’

10. Tzu-ch’in asked Tzu-kung, ‘When the Master arrives in a state; he invariably gets to know about its government. Does he seek this information? Or is it given him?’

Tzu-kung said, “The Master gets it through being cordial, good, respectful, frugal and deferential. The way the Master seeks it is, perhaps, different from the way other men seek it.’

11. The Master said, ‘Observe what a man has in mind to do when his father is living, and then observe what he does when his father is dead. If, for three years, he makes no changes to his father’s ways, he can be said to be a good son.’5

12. Yü Tzu said, ‘Of the things brought about by the rites, harmony is the most valuable. Of the ways of the Former Kings, this is the most beautiful, and is followed alike in matters great and small, yet this will not always work: to aim always at harmony without regulating it by the rites simply because one knows only about harmony will not, in fact, work.’

13. Yü Tzu said, ‘To be trustworthy in word is close to being moral in that it enables one’s words to be repeated.6 To be respectful is close to being observant of the rites in that it enables one to stay clear of disgrace and insult. If, in promoting good relationship with relatives by marriage, a man manages not to lose the good will of his own kinsmen, he is worthy of being looked up to as the head of the clan.’7

14. The Master said, ‘The gentleman seeks neither a full belly nor a comfortable home. He is quick in action but cautious in speech.8 He goes to men possessed of the Way to be put right. Such a man can be described as eager to learn.’

15. Tzu-kung said, “‘Poor without being obsequious, wealthy without being arrogant.” What do you think of this saying?’

The Master said, “That will do, but better still “Poor yet delighting in the Way,[2] wealthy yet observant of the rites.” ’

Tzu-kung said, “The Odes say,

Like bone cut, like horn polished,

Like jade carved, like stone ground.

Is not what you have said a case in point?’

16. The Master said, ‘Ssu, only with a man like you can one discuss the Odes. Tell such a man something and he can see its relevance to what he has not been told.’

The Master said, ‘It is not the failure of others to appreciate your abilities that should trouble you, but rather your failure to appreciate theirs.’


BOOK II

1. The Master said, “The rule of virtue can be compared to the Pole Star which commands the homage of the multitude of stars without leaving its place.’

2. The Master said, “The Odes are three hundred in number. They can be summed up in one phrase,

Swerving not from the right path.’1

3. The Master said, ‘Guide them by edicts, keep diem in line with punishments, and the common people will stay out of trouble but will have no sense of shame. Guide them by virtue, keep them in line with the rites, and they will, besides having a sense of shame, reform themselves.’

4. The Master said, ‘At fifteen I set my heart on learning; at thirty I took my stand; at forty I came to be free from doubts; at fifty I understood the Decree of Heaven; at sixty my ear was atuned;2 at seventy I followed my heart’s desire without overstepping the line.’

5. Meng Yi Tzu asked about being filial. The Master answered, ‘Never fail to comply.’

Fan Ch’ih was driving. The Master told him about the interview, saying, ‘Meng-sun asked me about being filial. I answered, “Never fail to comply.” ’

Fan Ch’ih asked, ‘What does that mean?’

The Master said, ‘When your parents are alive, comply with the rites in serving them; when they die, comply with the rites in burying them; comply with the rites in sacrificing to them.’

6. Meng Wu Po asked about being filial. The Master said, ‘Give your father and mother no other cause for anxiety than illness.’

7. Tzu-yu asked about being filial. The Master said, ‘Nowadays for a man to be filial means no more than that he is able to provide his parents with food. Even hounds and horses are, in some way, provided with food. If a man shows no reverence, where is the difference?’

8. Tzu-hsia asked about being filial. The Master said, ‘What is difficult to manage is the expression on one’s face. As for the young taking on the burden when there is work to be done or letting me old enjoy the wine and the food when these are available, that hardly deserves to be called filial’

9. The Master asked, ‘I can speak to Hue all day without his disagreeing with me in any way. Thus he would seem to be stupid. However, when I take a closer look at what he does in private after he has withdrawn from my presence, I discover that it does, in fact, throw light on what I said. Hue is not stupid after all.’

10. The Master said, ‘Look at the means a man employs, observe die path he takes and examine where he feels at home.3 In what way is a man’s true character hidden from view? In what way is a man’s true character hidden from view?’

11. The Master said, ‘A man is worthy of being a teacher who gets to know what is new by keeping fresh in his mind what he is already familiar with.’

12. The Master said, ‘The gentleman is no vessel.’4

13. Tzu-kung asked about the gentleman. The Master said, ‘He puts his words into action before allowing his words to follow his action.’

14. The Master said, ‘The gentleman enters into associations but not cliques; the small man enters into cliques but not associations.’

15. The Master said, ‘If one learns from others but does not think, one will be bewildered. If, on the other hand, one thinks but does not learn from others, one will be in peril.’

16. The Master said, ‘To attack a task from the wrong end can do nothing but harm.’

17. The Master said, ‘Yü, shall I tell you what it is to know. To say you know when you know, and to say you do not when you do not, that is knowledge.’

18. Tzu-chang was studying with an eye to an official career. The Master said, ‘Use your ears widely but leave out what is doubtful; repeat the rest with caution and you will make few mistakes. Use your eyes widely and leave out what is hazardous; put the rest into practice with caution and you will have few regrets. When in your speech you make few mistakes and in your action you have few regrets, an official career will follow as a matter of course.’

19. Duke Ai asked, ‘What must I do before the common people will look up to me?’

Confucius answered, ‘Raise the straight and set them over the crooked5 and the common people will look up to you. Raise the crooked and set them over the straight and the common people will not look up to you.’

20. Chi K’ang Tzu asked, ‘How can one inculcate in the common people the virtue of reverence, of doing their best and of enthusiasm?’

The Master said, ‘Rule over them with dignity and they will be reverent; treat them with kindness and they will do their best; raise the good and instruct those who are backward and they will be imbued with enthusiasm.’

21. Someone said to Confucius, ‘Why do you not take part in government?’

The Master said, ‘The Book of History says, “Oh! Simply by being a good son and friendly to his brothers a man can exert an influence upon government.”6 In so doing a man is, in fact, taking part in government. How can there be any question of his having actively to “take part in government”?’

22. The Master said, ‘I do not see how a man can be acceptable who is untrustworthy in word? When a pin is missing in the yoke-bar of a large cart or in the collar-bar of a small cart, how can the cart be expected to go?’

23. Tzu-change asked, ‘Can ten generations hence be known?’

The Master said, ‘The Yin built on the rites of die His. What was added and what was omitted can be known. The Choux built on die rites of the Yin. What was added and what was omitted can be known. Should there be a successor to the Choux, even a hundred generations hence can be known.’

24. The Master said, ‘To offer sacrifice to the spirit of an ancestor not one’s own is obsequious.

‘Faced with what is right, to leave it undone shows a lack of courage.’


BOOK III

1. Confucious said of the Chi Family, ‘They use eight rows of eight dancers each1 to perform in their courtyard. If this can be tolerated, what cannot be tolerated?’

2. The Three Families2 performed the yung3 when the sacrificial offerings were being cleared away. The Master said,

‘In attendance were the great lords,

In solemn dignity was the Emperor.

What application has this to the halls of the Three Families?’

3. The Master said, ‘What can a man do with the rites who is not benevolent? What can a man do with music who is not benevolent?’

4. Lin Fang asked about the basis of the rites. The Master said, ‘A noble question indeed! With the rites, it is better to err on the side of frugality than on the side of extravagance; in mourning, it is better to err on the side of grief than on the side of formality.’

5. The Master said, ‘Barbarian tribes with their rulers are interior to Chinese states without them.’

6. The Chi Family were going to perform the sacrifice to Mount T’ai.4 The Master said to Jan Ch’iu,5 ‘Can you not save the situation?’

‘No. I cannot.’

The Master said, ‘Alas! Who would have thought that Mount T’ai would suffer in comparison with Lin Fang?’6

7. The Master said, ‘There is no contention between gentlemen. The nearest to it is, perhaps, archery. In archery they bow and make way for one another as they go up and on coming down they drink together. Even the way they contend is gentlemanly.’

8. Tzu-hsia asked,

‘Her entrancing smile dimpling,

Her beautiful eyes glancing,

Patterns of colour upon plain silk.7

What is the meaning of these lines?’

The Master said, ‘The colours are put in after the white.’

‘Does the practice of the rites likewise come afterwards?’

The Master said, ‘It is you, Shang, who have thrown light on the text for me. Only with a man like you can one discuss the Odes’

9. The Master said, ‘I am able to discourse on the rites of the Hsia, but the state of Ch’i8 does not furnish sufficient supporting evidence; I am able to discourse on the rites of the Yin, but the state of Sung does not furnish sufficient supporting evidence. This is because there are not enough records and men of erudition. Otherwise I would be able to support what I say with evidence.’

10. The Master said, ‘I do not wish to witness that part of the ti sacrifice9 which follows the opening libation to the impersonator.’10

11. Someone asked about the theory of the ti sacrifice. The Master said, ‘It is not something I understand, for whoever understands it will be able to manage the Empire as easily as if he had[3] it here,’ pointing to his palm.

12. ‘Sacrifice as if present’ is taken to mean ‘sacrifice to the gods as if the gods were present.’

The Master, however, said, ‘Unless I take part in a sacrifice, it is as if I did not sacrifice.’

13. Wang-sun Chia said,

‘Better to be obsequious to the kitchen stove

Than to the south-west corner of the house.11

What does that mean?’

The Master said, ‘The saying has got it wrong. When you have offended against Heaven, there is nowhere you can turn to in your prayers.’

14. The Master said, ‘The Chou is resplendent in culture, having before it the example of the two previous dynasties.12 I am for the Chou.’

15. When the Master went inside the Grand Temple,13 he asked questions about everything. Someone remarked, ‘Who said that the son of the man from Tsou14 understood the rites? When he went inside the Grand Temple, he asked questions about everything.’

The Master, on hearing of this, said, ‘The asking of questions is in itself the correct rite.’

16. The Master said,

‘In archery the point lies not in piercing the hide,15

For the reason that strength varies from man to man.

This was the way of antiquity.’

17. Tzu-kung wanted to do away with the sacrificial sheep at the announcement of the new moon. The Master said, ‘Ssu, you are loath to part with the price of the sheep, but I am loath to see the disappearance of the rite.’

18. The Master said, ‘You will be looked upon as obsequious by others if you observe every detail of the rites in serving your lord.’

19. Duke Ting asked, ‘What is the way the ruler should employ the services of his subjects? What is the way a subject should serve his ruler?’

Confucius answered, ‘The ruler should employ the services of his subjects in accordance with the rites. A subject should serve his ruler by doing his best.’

20. The Master said, ‘In the khan chü16 there is joy without wantonness, and sorrow without self-injury.’

21. Duke Ai asked Tsai Wo about the altar to the god of earth. Tsai Wo replied, ‘The Hsia used the pine, the Yin used the cedar, and the men of Chou used the chestnut (li), saying that it made the common people tremble (li).’

The Master, on hearing of this reply, commented, ‘One does not explain away what is already done, one does not argue against what is already accomplished, and one does not condemn what has already gone by.’

22. The Master said, ‘Kuan Chung was, indeed, a vessel of small capacity.’

Someone remarked, ‘Was Kuan Chung frugal, then?’

‘Kuan Chung kept three separate establishments, each complete with its own staff. How can he be called frugal?’

‘In that case, did Kuan Chung understand the rites?’

‘Rulers of states erect gate-screens; Kuan Chung erected such a screen as well. The ruler of a state, when entertaining the ruler of another state, has a stand for inverted cups; Kuan Chung had such a stand as well. If even Kuan Chung understood the rites, who does not understand them?’

23. The Master talked of music to the Grand Musician of Lu, saying, ‘This much can be known about music. It begins with playing in unison. When it gets into full swing, it is harmonious, clear and unbroken. In this way it reaches the conclusion.’

24. The border official of Yi requested an audience, saying, ‘I have never been denied an audience by any gentleman who has come to this place.’ The followers presented him. When he came out, he said, ‘What worry have you, gentlemen, about the loss of office? The Empire has long been without the Way. Heaven is about to use your Master as the wooden tongue for a belL’17

25. The Master said of the shao18 that it was both perfectly beautiful and perfectly good, and of the wu19 that it was perfectly beautiful but not perfectly good.

26. The Master said, ‘What can I find worthy of note in a man who is lacking in tolerance when in high position, in reverence when performing the rites and in sorrow when in mourning?’


BOOK IV

1. The Master said, ‘Of neighbourhoods benevolence is the most beautiful. How can the man be considered wise who, when he has the choice, does not settle in benevolence?’

2. The Master said, ‘One who is not benevolent cannot remain long in straitened circumstances, nor can he remain long in easy circumstances.

‘The benevolent man is attracted to benevolence because he feels at home in it. The wise man is attracted to benevolence because he finds it to his advantage.’

3. The Master said, ‘It is only the benevolent man who is capable of liking or disliking other men.’

4. The Master said, ‘If a man sets his heart on benevolence, he will be free from evil.’

5. The Master said, ‘Wealth and high station are what men desire but unless I got them in the right way I would not remain in them. Poverty and low station are what men dislike, but even if I did not get them in the right way I would not try to escape from them.1

‘If the gentleman forsakes benevolence, in what way can he make a name for himself? The gentleman never deserts benevolence, not even for as long as it takes to eat a meal. If he hurries and stumbles one may be sure that it is in benevolence that he does so.’

6. The Master said, ‘I have never met a man who finds benevolence attractive or a man who finds unbenevolence2 repulsive. A man who finds benevolence attractive cannot be surpassed. A man who finds unbenevolence repulsive can, perhaps, be counted as benevolent, for he would not allow what is not benevolent to contaminate his person.

‘Is there a man who, for the space of a single day, is able to devote all his strength to benevolence? I have not come across such a man whose strength proves insufficient for the task. There must be such cases of insufficient strength, only I have not come across them.’3

7. The Master said, ‘In his errors a man is true to type. Observe the errors and you will know the man.’[l]

8. The Master said, ‘He has not lived in vain who dies the day he is told about the Way.’

9. The Master said, ‘There is no point in seeking the views of a Gentleman4 who, though he sets his heart on the Way, is ashamed of poor food and poor clothes.’

10. The Master said, ‘In his dealings with the world the gentleman is not invariably for or against anything. He is on the side of what is moral.’

11. The Master said, ‘While the gentleman cherishes benign rule, the small man cherishes his native land. While the gentleman cherishes a respect for the law, the small man cherishes generous treatment.’5

12. The Master said, ‘If one is guided by profit in one’s actions, one will incur much ill will.’

13. The Master said, ‘If a man is able to govern a state by observing the rites and showing deference, what difficulties will he have in public life?[4] If he is unable to govern a state by observing the rites and showing deference, what good are the rites to him?’

14. The Master said, ‘Do not worry because you have no official position. Worry about your qualifications. Do not worry because no one appreciates your abilities. Seek to be worthy of appreciation.’

15. The Master said, ‘Ts’an! There is one single thread binding my way together.’

Tseng Tzu assented.

After the Master had gone out, the disciples asked, ‘What did he mean?’

Tseng Tzu said, ‘The way of the Master consists in doing one’s best and in using oneself as a measure to gauge others. That is all’

16. The Master said, ‘The gentleman understands what is moral. The small man understands what is profitable.’

17. The Master said, ‘When you meet someone better than yourself, turn your thoughts to becoming his equal When you meet someone not as good as you are, look within and examine your own self.’

18. The Master said, ‘In serving your father and mother you ought to dissuade them from doing wrong in the gentlest way. If you see your advice being ignored, you should not become disobedient but remain reverent. You should not complain even if in so doing you wear yourself out.’

19. The Master said, ‘While your parents are alive, you should not go too far afield in your travels. If you do, your whereabouts should always be known.’

20. The Master said, ‘If, for three years, a man makes no changes to his father’s ways, he can be said to be a good son.’6

21. The Master said, ‘A man should not be ignorant of the age of his father and mother. It is a matter, on the one hand, for rejoicing and, on the other, for anxiety.’

22. The Master said, ‘In antiquity men were loath to speak. This was because they counted it shameful if their person failed to keep up with their words.’

23. The Master said, ‘It is rare for a man to miss the mark through holding on to essentials.’

24. The Master said, ‘The gentleman desires to be halting in speech but quick in action.’

25. The Master said, ‘Virtue never stands alone. It is bound to have neighbours.’

26. Tzu-yu said, ‘To be importunate with one’s lord will mean humiliation. To be importunate with one’s friends will mean estrangement.’
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