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      Fingarette's Confucius, the Secular as Sacred caused a shock when it came out in the seventies.  His reference to magic in the interpretation of Confucius' thought, his insights in the workings of everyday rituals, and his challenging claims on the lack of moral choice in Confucius' Sayings were not only very refreshing but also extremely inspiring. It was a milestone in the study of Confucius, written by a philosopher far removed from ongoing sinological debates. Fingarette's thought-provoking little book is still a must-read for anybody interested in Confucianism and Chinese philosophy.

      —Carine Defoort, Professor in Sinology, University of Leuven, Belgium and the editor of Contemporary Chinese Thought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I first read the Analects, I really didn’t like its emphasis on li, “rituals,” which I thought defined proper conduct in an emphatically rigid manner.  I switched off, as they say.  Then, I discovered Herbert Fingarette’s Confucius: The Secular as Sacred, which discloses the transformative power of li in engendering an ethical community.  I have been reflecting on this ever since.  Fingarette’s seminal study has made a lasting impact on students of Chinese thought and comparative philosophy.  I think it is because it not only deepens our understanding of the Analects but also compels fresh interrogation of our assumptions about what makes us human and the ideal society.  This reissue is both welcome and timely.  Perhaps not unlike the time of Confucius, the world today certainly could use a stronger dose of li and ren, humaneness, in the hope of rebuilding trust, understanding and mutual respect across cultures.

      —Alan K.L. Chan, provost and J.S. Lee Professor of Chinese Culture, The Chinese University of Hong Kong.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The continual printing of a book proves its originality. Professor Herbert Fingarette's Confucius: The Secular as Sacred is such a seminal classic that not only has a far-reaching impact in the English academic circle but also inspires more students of Confucianism in the Chinese-speaking world. As the translator of its Chinese version, I have especially witnessed the latter.

      —Guoxiang Peng, Qiu Shi Distinguished Professor of Chinese Philosophy, Intellectual History and Religions, Director of International Xueheng Center for the Studies in Humanities, School of Philosophy, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou, China.
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        * * *

      

      Rarely has such a thin unassuming book had such a worldwide and age long destiny. Published fifty years ago, it has sparked off an intellectual revolution, and inspired generations of sinologists, although Herbert Fingarette wasn’t one himself. Just as it takes a true poet to understand another poet, it took a true philosopher like Fingarette to reach to the very core of Confucius’ teaching – possibly in even fewer words – and the heart has been beating steadily ever since. Long live Fingarette’s Confucius, the secular as well as the sacred !

      —Anne Cheng (who was lucky enough to come across this little book before she recklessly started grappling with her own rendition of the Analects into French), Collège de France, Chair of Chinese intellectual history.
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        * * *

      

      In the 1970’s, Herbert Fingarette sat down to reread the Analects and to his surprise discovered in Confucius not “a prosaic and parochial moralizer,” as he had imagined, but a philosopher ahead of his times, telling us distinctive “things not being said elsewhere; things needing to be said.” This “little classic” still has lessons to teach —modern lessons concerning the shape and misshape of human relationships, the loss and recovery of Nature, and the flowering of humanity.  In Fingarette’s words, Confucius gives us a vision of a “noble person who has given up self, ego, obstinacy and personal pride…a perspective of man and society which illuminates and deepens our vision of man’s distinctive nature and dignity.” Now, fifty years later, those things are in even more urgent need of being said again—even louder.   

      —Martin J. Verhoeven, Professor of Buddhist Classics, Dharma Realm Buddhist University.
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        * * *

      

      Herbert Fingarette didn’t identify with any school of philosophy.  He remained an independent thinker all of his life. He wrote on topics that were unusual in philosophy - like alcoholism, what makes a disease, and self-deception. And he wrote, most notably, on Confucius, using contemporary Western notions to open up the ideas of the ancient thinker. He exemplified in this way what it means to be a philosopher.

      —Hans Sluga, William and Trudy Ausfahl Professor Emeritus of Philosophy at UC Berkeley
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        * * *

      

      Fingarette’s is a rare accomplishment: he lets the Analects teach us something new, rather than show how it confirms views we already hold. To do so we must listen and read carefully, or risk losing the lessons Confucius has the potential to convey. Never have we needed these insights more than in the present moment. This re-issue of Fingarette’s classic work of scholarship will introduce these resonant lessons for a new readership. 

      —Leigh K. Jenco, Professor of Political Theory, London School of Economics and Political Science, Department of Government.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This is the first book I recommend to anyone interested in Confucius’s thought and one that I return to, again and again. Fingarette is attuned to the moral, social, political, and even religious, aspects of the Analects. He is able, in a way that never ceases to delight and amaze, to make sense of all of them together. It is as though he holds a magical key of his own to Confucius’ vision.

      —Loubna El Amine, Assistant Professor, Department of Political Science, Northwestern University.
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      How to begin to write about a book that changed my life?  Perhaps it is best to begin with this little-known fact: that Fingarette had submitted his Confucius: the secular as sacred to “sixteen or seventeen” publishers, all of whom rejected it, on the advice of well-known experts in the field of Chinese philosophy.  Those reviewers registered cogent objections: Fingarette was an interloper in the field, an autodidact who had taught himself classical Chinese (initially to teach the Laozi to undergraduates, very suspicious).  His book presented a generalist’s view addressed to general readers.  The significance of the Analects he sought to explicate could be taken for granted, and thus further exploration would not likely prove to be profitable.  And, finally, what light could the latest EuroAmerican philosophical theories shed on the inscrutable world of Chinese antiquity anyway?

      Certainly, nothing in my two previous encounters with Confucius had prepared me for Fingarette’s Confucius: the secular as sacred, the first book I read by him.  I first met Confucius in a Great Books class at Stanford University required of all first-year students.  Assigned Arthur Waley’s translation of the Analects, I recall pressing my teacher to justify the inclusion of this book in a year-long course on literary pieces of enduring value; the Analects in no way seemed more than a haphazard collection of disjointed observations, none of any profundity.  (Like me, Fingarette found the Confucius of the Analects upon first acquaintance repellent, a “prosaic and parochial moralizer.”)1  My second encounter occurred in Taiwan, where I was reading prohibited archaeological journals from the PRC under the tutelage of a brilliant language teacher in a tiny cubicle reserved for such purposes, in a training center on the National Taiwan University campus.  By sheer coincidence, early on during the Chinese Civil War of 1949-1952, my teacher had fled with her family from Qufu, Shandong, the home of Confucius—the symbolic center of the virulent Pi-Lin, Pi-Kong (“Anti-Lin Biao, Anti-Confucius”) campaign of 1972-1974.  One issue of the archaeological journal featured grainy images of the political campaign set among Qufu’s major architectural sites, so my teacher asked me quietly, knowing full well that she would be breaking the law, if she could spirit that one issue out of the cubicle overnight to show it to her mother.  It had been over a quarter-century since her mother had gotten news from Qufu, and if the journal did not bring good news, at least it was news.  In sum, Confucius as teacher pushing an ill-conceived and incoherent agenda and Confucius as the running dog of the reactionary elites.  I was hardly anxious to learn more.

      It was a year or two later when Henry Rosemont, Jr., came to Princeton University, where I was enrolled as a Ph.D. student in East Asian Studies, and he happened to mention a “wonderful little book” he had just reviewed.  (Until the day he died, it was Henry’s pride and joy that he was the first to champion Fingarette’s book, when his peers had panned it in print.)  On his advice, I thought I might as well look at it, at eighty-two pages, the risk was minimal.  And so it came to pass that I now divide my life into BF (Before Fingarette) and AF (After Fingarette), for the book upended nearly every lesson I had been schooled in, even as it summoned warm memories of nearly every rich communal experience that I had relished.  Post-Fingarette, I could no longer assume that I was “an individual, autonomous rational being,” and especially so, as a feminist scholar impatient with the patriarchy.  Other books since Confucius have confirmed or elaborated ideas I met through Fingarette—books by Joseph Levenson, Bernhard Williams, Wendell Berry, Hans Sluga, Elizabeth Anscombe, Ann Swidler, and Raymond Geuss come immediately to mind—but none have packed such a punch.

      So what did Fingarette have to say that was so striking?  We would do well to begin where he begins:

      Confucius can be a teacher to us today… He tells us things not being said elsewhere, things needing to be said.  He has a new lesson to teach … My primary aim—and joy, when successful—has been to discover what is distinctive in Confucius, to learn what he can teach me, not to seek that somewhat pedantic pleasure that we can find in showing that an ancient and alien teacher anticipated some point that is already quite familiar to us (pp. vii, viii).

      Fingarette’s first two chapters then asked us to entertain three novel ideas: that first, participation in communal rituals, when we let them serve their purposes, represent the highest individual expression of our common humanity, elevating mundane exchanges to the level of a quasi-divine (in his word “magical”) efficacy;2 second, neither rational choice theory nor game theory can elucidate the magical quality of such engagements, and the typical resorts to the “subjective-psychologistic reading” of the Analects or the predication of “self-sufficient, individual souls who happen to consent to a social contract” (p. 7) ring false;3 and third, careful consideration of ritualized interactions polished and honed through long practice strengthen the conviction that there is no alternative to Holy Rite, if we aim to fulfill our potentials as human beings: to become an object worthy of contemplation and emulation, a Holy Vessel.4  Immediately, Fingarette transported us from the cruel world of coercion, manipulation, and dominance to new settings where “subtle and intelligent” performances akin to music were marvelous in their effects, yet simultaneously de-mystified (pp. 52-53).  The heady pleasures to be gained from following the Way —not the least of them, sweet release from the irksome task of constantly re-inventing ourselves—keep us on the path.  In this way, Fingarette removed the binary that pits self-sacrifice or “altruism” against self-fulfillment – one of the modern binaries designed to efface the sense that family and friends, as the very air we breathe, merit our care and concern, for plainly self-interested reasons.5  A few changes in wording disclosed an entire field of practice we had overlooked.

      Nonetheless, over the years it has been far from easy for me to accept Fingarette’s insistence that a love of li [“authentic ritual”] rooted in a keen awareness of the ritual’s inherent transformative power was not a choice.6  As a clever girl, I mentally raised the objection that the graph for “behavior” in the earliest writing in China, the oracle bone inscriptions, depicts a crossroads, the perfect metaphor for choosing between viable alternatives.  So for long decades my teaching syllabi omitted chapter 2.  Gradually, I have come to see what Fingarette was arguing, crossroads or no crossroads: if we would find our true humanity in undertaking constructive actions on behalf of our common humanity, rather than look to some elusive “core being” perpetually at odds with a recalcitrant world, we must forge and temper our dedication to that real world and welcome “old friends” therein, amidst death and destruction and all manner of existential dilemmas.  For by Fingarette, there is no genuine option: either one follows or fails.7  Worse, even the finest calculations get us nowhere and can, in fact, undermine motivations to act, as the Confucius of the Analects observed.  It was not for nothing that he cautioned his disciples to “think twice,” but not thrice about what to do.  Acting on impulse was no good, but prolonged introspection or deliberations about abstractions deterred us from acting as we needed to do.  Response and responsibility – these were key to Fingarette’s inquiries, always, but there was something more: a preoccupation with humanistic education and its role in character formation.8

      So, in two rousing chapters, Fingarette challenged the academics who had portrayed the early Confucians adopting a “totally choregraphed lifestyle, where the formalities of ritual guided action from one’s first step outdoors in the morning to the time one lay down at night.”9  No portrait of the Confucius of the Analects or of his disciples can be further from the truth, Fingarette countered.  If we hope to become that “Holy Vessel” we must trust to our own dignity and that of others (“You want to be established yourself, then seek to establish others; you with to advance, then advance others”).10  “Coparticipants in li” (p. 16) are “to be completely open to the other” (p. 16).  For, when all is said and done, a person can securely enjoy the status of a person of dignity, a dignitary, only if he or she spends time in a community with others who are no less dignified, at least potentially (“Virtue will invariably bring neighbors”).11  It’s as simple and as complex as that.  Perhaps it should not have surprised me, then, that the Ceremonies and Etiquette, the oldest book of etiquette in China, stipulates no fewer than fifteen rounds of polite dialogue in order to level the playing field on which guest and host bob and bow.  And while all training (think learning to talk or play an instrument or swimming) is tough at first, much of it being haptic knowledge gained through modeling ourselves on good teachers who cheer us on, the thrill of feeling oneself at ease in a sound, in the water, or in one’s own skin tends to outweigh the occasional frustrations soon enough.  And taking that first step opens doors that one had not spied earlier.

      It was these pleasures that Fingarette meant to convey, rather than onerous duty.  Not so long ago, I spent most of a spring weekend trying to figure out where a funny and smart book, The Wrong of Rudeness, had messed up, when the author, Amy Olberding, came to recapitulate the project of the early Confucians, and of the Analects of Confucius, the main subject of Fingarette’s artful probe.  In the end, it was this: for Olberding, the goal of Confucius and Xunzi was “to become a good person,” and the Analects was a roadmap to that individual, laudable, and rational end.  What does a good person look like for Olberding?  A modern American liberal, who espouses such “prosocial virtues” as respect, consideration, and tolerance, and chooses to abide by such virtues, over and over again, no matter how burdensome the choice.  I admire Olberding’s version of Pilgrim’s Progress and Lord knows I need it, as I often find myself being uncivil.  But her preoccupation with the internal “feedback loop” process whereby a person acquires the emotional and cognitive prerequisites for “good manners” has remarkably little to do with the antique project envisioned in the Analects or articulated by Confucius’s early followers, Xunzi, for example.12  For the Confucians reckoned that “deep, archaic” responses (p. 63) to inherited institutions (many of them enjoyable spectacles) render it more satisfying and less arduous for ordinary people of little imagination or willpower to commit to decent enough communal norms, despite the destruction wrought by the incompetents, misanthropes, connivers, and outright villains.13  Those Confucians astutely realized that there will never be enough “good people,” absent strong societal supports nudging the herd (a crowd that, unsurprisingly, often includes the current powerholders) in constructive directions.  So for them, the main interest lies in “living the big values [collectively],” not in achieving them person by person.  According true dignity to all, regardless of station (as in Analects 12/2), is but fair, when we human beings require a multitude of others, both living and dead, to guide and sustain us in each of our favorite endeavors.  Mere politeness does not cut it.  (Driving that point home is the 1965 Cambridge Union debate between James Baldwin and William F. Buckley, with both participants the epitomes of politeness, but Buckley scoffing at the notion that Americans outside his class, whether black or white, merit decent treatment by virtue of their equal standing as citizens.)14

      That debate shows us something: to be a true conservative who would “warm up the old” (wengu 溫故) is to uphold the radical spirit informing the classical teaching, while reformulating the pledge in appeals to others.15  At best, the earlier pronouncements can serve as signposts, for the highest form of humanity denoted by the term li “fuses cultural forms with personal experience to make something new yet enduring,” as Fingarette put it (p. 16), via attitudes of good faith and respect.16  Watering down the message is no help at all, nor is sticking to rules, for to ignore the specificities of the unfolding situation is to lose the context wherein the radical spirit must dwell.  Virtuosity in li requires nothing less than identifying, selecting, modifying, and combining formulas in ways that are ling 靈—agile, nimble, inspired—acknowledging the pluralities and refusing to settle for the mechanical or reductive.  Continual improvisations after ardent waiting and attentive listening: that’s “warming up the old,” leaving the person equally attuned to the past, present, and future, revealing the creative in the created.  And while new regimes may be imposed, older structures remain, some fully operational and others lying latent just below the surface.  Other futures beckon, in other words, once we have surveyed the immense range of human arrangements that history offers our imagination.17

      Eventually I met Herb, first through a sharp email exchange and then in person, after he had retired and moved to Berkeley.  In the email introducing myself, I asked Herb (Professor Fingarette, as he was then to me) whether he would categorize himself as a pragmatist.  In no uncertain terms, he replied that he was not a pragmatist and emphatically not a joiner.  Herb’s aversion to labels was a consistent thread in our conversations afterwards.  Another thread has me circling back to Baldwin, who bemoaned the America’s “addiction to irreality,”18 our sense that in earlier ages a few mythic heroes lived exquisite lives of freedom, that is, freedom from interference by others. As a philosopher of responsibility, Fingarette taught me this: to think carefully about what we owe each other in the human community is to see each other and ourselves as clearly as is humanly possible, given our evident propensity for self-deception.19  Greater clarity about what counts, not ceaseless striving after perfection, will help us confront the “hard problems” (our troublesome human diversity, death).

      Still, I wonder what gave Herb the serene confidence that he had something important to impart.  After a steady stream of rejection letters, I myself would have thrown a manuscript into the nearest trash can.  Surely part of that confidence came from knowing that his wife Leslie had devised in conversation with him a most spare and elegant style.  Leslie’s death, in fact, was to present Fingarette with his final intellectual puzzle: how could he, a confirmed atheist, be so certain that she remained fully present by his side in death?  Membership in the human community does not untangle such conundrums, but a sense of the promise the gift of life holds, if we would but act on the premise that all of us merit inclusion in its charmed circles.

      
        
        Michael Nylan

        Berkeley, CA

        April 30, 2023
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