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TO EUNICE, MY FAVORITE CONFUCIAN




INTRODUCTION


How Confucius Changed the World


I never expected a Chinese man who lived 2,500 years ago to crash my wedding.


In the spring of 2009, I married my longtime girlfriend, Eunice, who is a Korean-American journalist, and although the main ceremony was planned as a standard white-dress, Judeo-Christian affair, she also wanted to add a Korean ritual called a paebaek. Eunice would change into a traditional, brightly colored, flowing Korean gown known as a hanbok, and both of us would bow down before her parents. Then they would offer us a blessing and toss walnuts and dates into her billowing skirt as an encouragement of fertility.


When Eunice informed me about the paebaek I got a sick feeling in my stomach. I was extremely uncomfortable with bowing. The ritual demanded a highly stylized, obsequious, forehead-to-the-floor kind of bow. Growing up Jewish, I was taught that people should have respect for themselves and not bow down before anyone. The Bible’s Book of Esther, read during every Purim celebration, tells of how a vengeful Persian official almost annihilated the local Jews because one Jewish man refused to bow before him. Even God rarely merits a full prostration in modern Jewish religious practice. More commonly, we merely bend our knees and briefly dip our heads as a sign of deference to the Almighty. But in East Asia, bowing is a regular feature of everyday life, a routine method of being polite to others, especially those in authority. People bow to older family members, bosses in the office, government officials, even seniors at universities. A friend of mine who spent many years working in Tokyo once joked that “you know you’ve been in Japan too long when you start bowing while talking on the phone.”


Bowing to Eunice’s parents was not quite the same as these other, run-of-the-mill types, however. The gesture carried greater weight and meaning. In Korea, as in the rest of East Asia, parents are often treated with a degree of reverence rarely witnessed in the modern West. By bowing to Eunice’s father, I would be fulfilling my proper duty as the new son-in-law. If I refused, I’d be setting off a crisis before my wedding and instigating who-knows-what with my irate bride.


I could thank Confucius for my predicament. The famous Chinese philosopher, born in the sixth century BC and better known in China as Master Kong, or Kongzi, considered filial piety the foundation of a peaceful and prosperous society, and the continuing centrality of the concept is one of the most enduring of his legacies. According to Confucius, there is no more important relationship within society than that between father and son. The duty of a son (or in my case, a son-in-law) to show filial respect was paramount and among the most basic tenets of human virtue. The morals and rules of propriety learned within the family are easily transferable to society at large. If children acted with deference toward their parents, they would generally interact appropriately with others at school, work, or a dinner party. Confucius believed that if each member of a family understood and fulfilled his or her prescribed role, the entire world would find its proper order. In other words, by bowing to Eunice’s parents, I would be reinforcing harmony in society and contributing to nothing less than the cosmic balance between man, the world we live in, and Heaven itself.


Heavy stuff indeed. With so much importance embedded in the paebaek, I should have just kept my mouth shut and pressed my face to the floor. Confucius always expected people to comply with such social rituals, because he thought they formed the basis for peaceful, respectful interaction between different members of a community. But I guess I’m not a very good Confucian. I decided to take a chance and express to Eunice my discomfort with the deferential ceremony. Maybe I’d catch a break.


I should have known better. Although Eunice is far from being a traditional Korean girl—she was born and raised in the midwestern United States—she can suddenly become very Confucian, especially when it comes to her parents, for whom she cares deeply. When I told her of my misgivings about the paebaek, her Confucian heritage—those core family values that Korean parents instill in their children all over the world—came bubbling to the surface from some rarely tapped cistern buried within her. She considered the paebaek so important that the issue was nonnegotiable. “Get over it,” she shot back. I could practically hear the old sage rapping his cane on the floor and scolding me from the grave.


So, with difficulty, I set aside my reservations. The morning of the wedding, I asked her younger brother James for bowing lessons. I couldn’t just bow any way I wanted; it had to be the right kind of bow. We found an isolated hallway at our hotel, and James gave me an emergency tutorial. While still standing, place your hands at the forehead, with the thumbs and forefingers forming a triangle between them. Then, with your hands in that position—rather than helping you to balance—lower yourself onto your knees. Next, bend over until your hands and forehead are plastered to the floorboards. Maintain that position for a few seconds, lift up your head, again without using your hands, and remain on your knees until the parents have finished speaking.


As the paebaek began, my heart was racing. It was easily the most nerve-wracking moment of my wedding. The fact that my closest friends were watching probably didn’t help. But I got through the ceremony without embarrassing myself or insulting anyone, and it pleased Eunice’s father immensely. I took a deep breath of relief—until events took an unexpected turn. Eunice’s parents insisted that we repeat the paebaek with my own mother. Although my mother was well aware of my discomfort with the ceremony, she readily accepted and, much to my dismay, reveled in watching her son bow before her. I guess we’re all Confucians at heart.


CONFUCIUS’S ATTENDANCE AT my wedding ceremony is just one very minor example of the influence the great sage still wields today. Twenty-five hundred years after Confucius first expounded his ideas, they remain ensconced within the societies of East Asia, having survived endless political upheavals, economic metamorphoses, and a torrent of foreign doctrines, religions, and cultural influences. Although in recent decades East Asia has undergone fantastically accelerated modernization, there is still simply no way to interact with a Chinese, Korean, or Japanese person without understanding, and contending with, the ancient ideals of Confucius. His teachings can be discovered in ministerial offices and parliament houses, governing how officials craft policy and relate to their citizens; in corporate boardrooms and on factory floors, guiding CEOs on business strategy and human resources; in schoolrooms, dictating how teachers educate their students; and in bedrooms, intruding on relations between husbands and wives. Confucius influences how East Asians think about democracy, raise children, choose careers, socialize at the office, and understand their own identities. You can’t successfully conduct business, negotiate with a government official, make sense of the issues that arise when dating, or comprehend what motivates East Asians today without an appreciation of Confucius.


That, without question, makes Confucius one of the most important men who ever lived. His teachings shape the daily lives of well over 1.6 billion people today, nearly a quarter of the world’s population—in a huge geographic swath stretching from northern Japan down to Java in Indonesia. Only Christianity can claim to hold greater sway over modern global culture. Even as Asia has been bombarded by outside influences—from the Communist Manifesto to the Bible to Harry Potter, from mocha lattes to McDonald’s to Britney Spears, Confucius has endured, too much a part of daily life to be smothered, uprooted, or replaced. Confucius, then, ranks with Abraham, Jesus, Muhammad, and Siddhartha Gautama (better known as the Buddha), and Aristotle and Plato, as one of the founders of modern civilization.


Despite this reality, most westerners hardly know anything about Confucius. That lack of knowledge is actually quite dangerous. As Asia rises in global importance, with greater clout in the global economy and international geopolitics than the region has enjoyed in centuries, Confucius and the culture he created are rising with it. To contend with the newly empowered nations of East Asia, to understand what makes the region’s businessmen, politicians, and policymakers tick, the West needs to learn, more than ever before, about Confucius, his philosophy, and his legacy. What we in the United States and Europe have to appreciate is that East Asian civilization is constructed on an entirely different philosophical basis than our own—to a great degree, the teachings of Confucius.


Scholars and politicians in the West have for centuries studied the Greek philosophers (Aristotle, Plato, Socrates), the Bible and other Judeo-Christian works, and the thinkers who laid the foundation for modern society in the West, such as John Locke, Thomas Hobbes, and Adam Smith. Not so in East Asia. Historically, academics, writers, and state officials in that part of the world have read the Confucian classics, which provided the ideological backbone of East Asia’s governing institutions, the curricula of its academies, and the norms of social discourse. In China, knowledge of the Confucian canon, and the many commentaries and essays expounding on it, was traditionally a prerequisite for social and professional advancement, the basic education one had to have in order to be considered truly civilized. Chinese civil servants earned their jobs by mastering these classics for 1,900 years. In East Asia, it was Confucius, not Moses, who handed down the standards for human morality. It was Confucius, not Locke or Thomas Jefferson, who forged the relationship between citizen and state and the position of the individual in society. Confucianism has not been the sole influence on East Asian civilization. Buddhism, for instance, has played an important role. So have foreign religions and ideologies that arrived in the region over the past two hundred years, from Christianity to Marxism. And Confucius is far from Asian history’s only philosopher of brilliance. Laozi, the (perhaps mythical) founder of Daoism, is just one of several important thinkers whose influence can still be felt in Asian life. Yet no individual has held more sway over East Asia for such an extended period of time as Confucius. Indeed, the history of East Asian civilization is synonymous with the development of Confucian doctrine.


MOST OF US can probably name a teacher who had a dramatic influence over our lives. Dennis Harding at Clifton High School in New Jersey inspired my enduring interest in history, which motivates me to write books like this one almost thirty years after I sat in his classroom. I still occasionally meet him for breakfast at a diner near my parents’ house on my visits back home. Good teachers can do more than just get their students to balance an equation or recall the names of presidents. They can shape what people believe and how they conduct their lives; they can encourage a passion to learn and excel.


Confucius may be the greatest teacher in human history. Though at one point in his career he was a marginally successful statesman and government official, he spent most of his professional life teaching, and it was as a teacher that he left his indelible mark on Asia. The most famous text associated with him, the Analects, consists, for the most part, of snippets of conversations he had with his students while instructing them on virtue, good government, interpersonal relations, ethics, and history. What Confucius taught was the wisdom of Chinese antiquity, a timeless code of morality and gracious vision of humanity that can stir anyone reading his words today. His devoted students, convinced of the worth of his teachings, passed them on to another generation of students, who then repeated them to another. In every century following Confucius’s death, new generations of followers studied, commented upon, and, in some cases, dramatically refashioned the sage’s teachings. The result was a school of philosophy that became the dominant ethical foundation and governing ideology for East Asia. Confucius would not have become Confucius if his disciples had not propagated his ideas and nurtured his legacy.


Over the centuries, as Confucius became more and more integral to East Asian society, he also came to be seen as far more than a simple teacher. Confucius was transformed into the Supreme Sage, the founding father of Chinese civilization, and the “Uncrowned King,” one who, though he never held official sovereign authority, had been chosen by Heaven to rule. Every Chinese or Korean man who wished to be considered a true gentleman measured himself against Confucius. James Legge, the famous nineteenth-century British sinologist, wrote that in China, Confucius was “the one man by whom all possible personal excellence was exemplified, and by whom all possible lessons of social virtue and political wisdom are taught.”1 There were periods of Chinese history when Confucius was even considered something close to divine, like a superman with miraculous powers and a saintly appearance. One tale claimed that Confucius was the son of a spiritual being—a kind of Chinese Perseus. Sacrifices and ceremonies in Confucius’s honor have been conducted for some 2,000 years. Every town in China of any consequence boasted its own Confucian temple. Even emperors occasionally kowtowed before his shrine. The titles bestowed upon Confucius by the royal court grew outrageously lavish. From the simple “Duke,” awarded in AD 1, Confucius later became the “Accomplished Sage,” the “Greatest Sage and Ancient Teacher,” and then the “Classic Teacher, Accomplished, Illustrious, and Perfect Sage.” His descendants were granted noble status and ample landholdings by the state.


Such lofty praise and pompous ceremonial would likely have made Confucius blush. From what we know of the historical Confucius, he at no point claimed to be more than a man, and at times, he described himself as a less-than-perfect one. The master could be surprisingly self-deprecating—downplaying his intelligence, doubting his morality, and joking about his poverty. He never considered himself a true sage, let alone some sort of superhero. “In unstinted effort I can compare with others, but in being a practicing gentleman I have had, as yet, no success,” he once confessed.2


Uncovering the real Confucius, stripping away the myth and legend, rumors and accusations, fabrications and distortions, and the baggage heaped upon his back over two millennia, is no easy task. The Confucius of modern discourse is not the Confucius of the classical age; nor is he even the Confucius of a hundred years ago. “Every age has its own Confucius, and in each age there are several different kinds of Confuciuses,” wrote twentieth-century historian Gu Jiegang. “The figure of Confucius continually changes according to whatever the people of each age think or say about him. But most people are not at all aware of this, and they ultimately don’t understand what the real face of Confucius is.”3 The ability of Confucius to morph and adapt to the demands of each era has kept him a vital and engaging figure capable of withstanding centuries of change. But it has also turned him into something he probably never meant to be.


Confucius has been more a symbol than an actual man, for both his supporters and his enemies. He has been an icon of China’s cultural heritage, a totem of imperial government, the archetypal human being, the face of oppression, the voice of transformation, the patron of learning, a tool for public relations, a spiritual guide, and the emblem of everything grand and everything bad about China. He has been both a reactionary and a revolutionary, a dictator and a democrat, a feudal lord and a capitalist, a brilliant scholar and a simple fraud, a xenophobe and a globalist, a pillar of authority and a dangerous dissident, a model humanist and a destroyer of souls. He has been the cause of East Asia’s economic success and a cause of its economic failings, a cultural fundamentalist and a messianic visionary, the source of East Asia’s strengths and weaknesses. In the West, Confucius is perceived as the personification of Chinese civilization, the sagely purveyor of the ancient wisdom of the East, appropriately garbed in flowing robes and donning the long beard of the wise man. If Confucius came back to life today, he would scarcely recognize himself.


The Confucius we know today is not the creation of the Chinese alone. The modern Confucius is “a product fashioned over several centuries by many hands, ecclesiastical and lay, Western and Chinese,” said historian Lionel Jensen. By Jensen’s reckoning, Confucius is in part the creation of Jesuit missionaries who arrived in China in the sixteenth century. As they tried to make sense of this new and foreign civilization in a way they could understand, they manufactured a coherent “-ism,” with a great saint as its founder, in a form that the Chinese themselves had never envisioned. The name “Confucius” itself is a Jesuit invention, a strange transliteration of the Chinese Kong fuzi, a (rarely used) form of “Master Kong,” the “Kong” being his family name. The Confucius we know, Jensen asserted, is a “figment of the Western imagination.”4


THE DOCTRINE THAT Confucius espoused is no easier to define than the man himself, and for similar reasons. Just like the historical personality, Confucius’s teachings have been interpreted and reinterpreted, elaborated upon and expanded, again and again by countless thinkers, writers, and emperors, some of whom imported fashionable ideas and practices from competing doctrines and faiths. The result is that Confucianism has become a syncretic grab bag of traditions, ideologies, ceremonies, concepts, and beliefs, with divergent strands breaking off in their own directions and rival schools engaged in heated debates and disagreements. Asian peoples living in areas outside the Chinese mainland who drafted Confucius into their own cultures, such as the Koreans and Japanese, infused their homegrown practices and beliefs into his teachings as well.


The smorgasbord nature of Confucian thought has led to a long-running (and still unresolved) debate, among both Asians and non-Asians, over what exactly Confucianism is. Very often it is bunched together with other Eastern religions, such as Daoism and Buddhism. Visit a Confucian temple in China, South Korea, or Taiwan, and you’ll still find locals bowing before a shrine to Confucius in nearly the same way that they pray to the Buddha. Confucianism also offers a moral code to define and guide human behavior that is analogous to the Ten Commandments. “There is no ethical principle recognized in the West as valid that is not explicit or implicit in the Confucian teachings and no ‘Christian’ virtue that could not be preached from a Confucian text,” the sinologist Reginald Fleming Johnston, tutor to the last emperor of China, contended.5


Yet delve into Confucianism just a tad deeper, and equating the tradition with other religions, of the East or West, becomes problematic. Confucianism is missing the most obvious trappings of a modern religion. There is no real clergy, no defined “church,” and no central deity as a focus of worship. Although many East Asians will readily admit to being heavily influenced by Confucian philosophy, few call themselves “Confucians” in the same sense that followers of other major world religions would categorize themselves as, say, “Muslims,” “Christians,” or “Buddhists.” Park Kwang Young, a professor of Confucianism at Sungkyunkwan University in Seoul, South Korea, estimates that at least 100,000 South Koreans consider themselves to be religiously Confucian—by no means an insignificant number, but still a tiny fraction of the country’s population of 50 million. More often, East Asians will say they are Buddhists or Christians when asked about their religious affiliation, and relegate Confucianism to the realm of cultural or family traditions. From that perspective, Confucianism is not a religion, but a philosophy, a way of life, or an ethical teaching.


The role that Confucius plays in his own doctrine also muddies the picture. Unlike Moses or Muhammad, Confucius never claimed that his teachings were divinely revealed. He even appears to have purposely differentiated his teachings from religion. “The subjects on which the Master did not talk were extraordinary things, feats of strength, disorder, and spiritual beings,” one ancient text informs us. Confucius did not offer answers to the deep questions of human existence that have consumed the founders of other faiths—where we came from, why we are here, and where we are going. He never wove tales about the creation of the world or the origins of man. There is no Garden of Eden, no Exodus, no capturing of Mecca to act as a founding mythology. Nor did he speculate on the afterlife. Though apparently he believed in some form of life after death—he adopted the practice of ancestor worship, which was already common in China by his day—he never explicitly elaborated a view on the fate of the soul. In fact, he studiously evaded talking about death at all. When one disciple queried him on the topic, Confucius answered: “You do not understand even life. How can you understand death?”6


For Confucius, exerting energy on such matters was a waste of time. He was very much a man of the here and now, focused primarily on solving real issues people faced in the real world. He sought to instill morality in man, ensure good government, strengthen the family, and bring prosperity to society. His goal was to teach people to be virtuous and put that virtue to use by building a better society. Wild speculation about the unknowable was a distraction, in his opinion, from the more important (and more practical) task of making the world a more harmonious place.


Rather than pointing his followers toward the next world, Confucius wanted them engaged in this one. He promised no personal reward, material or spiritual, to those who adhered to his teachings. There were no heavenly gates, no beautiful virgins awaiting the pious, no assurances that the soul would be released from the bonds of the flesh. Nor, however, did Confucius threaten those who ignored his exhortations with horrific punishments. There is no devil in Confucianism, and no eternal damnation; nor can you be reborn as a sea slug. As scholar Lee Dian Rainey put it: “In the Confucian tradition, if someone behaves badly, the worst you can do is say to them: ‘Well, you are no gentleman!’” Confucius expected people to do the right thing because it was the right thing to do, not because they’d get paid off at some point in the future. The benefit received for a good deed was the knowledge that you had behaved honorably and perhaps done some good for the world. The Confucian experience was very much a quest for moral self-perfection. “The superior man examines his heart, that there may be nothing wrong there, and that he may have no cause for dissatisfaction with himself,” explained one classic Confucian text. “That wherein the superior man cannot be equaled is simply this—his work which other men cannot see.”7


The sometimes clinical practicality of Confucius led Legge to declare that the sage was “unreligious” and that his teachings had made the Chinese the same. “By the coldness of his temperament and intellect,” Legge wrote, “his influence is unfavorable to the development of ardent religious feeling among the Chinese people generally.” Yet, at the same time, Confucius did seem to believe that he was on a divinely ordained mission to spread the truth and save the world. He perceived himself as the last man alive who possessed the ancient knowledge to restore peace to China, and thus as humanity’s final hope. That role, he believed, gave him a sort of godly protection. One passage in an ancient text tells us that when Confucius was under siege from hostile men from a place called Kuang, his life seemed to be in danger, but Confucius did not fret. Heaven would protect him so he could fulfill his purpose. “Is not culture invested here in me?” Confucius exclaimed. “If Heaven does not intend this culture to be destroyed, then what can the men of Kuang do to me?” He once complained that the men of his day misunderstood him and his ways, but he took solace in the hope that he was appreciated by the divine: “If I am understood at all, it is, perhaps, by Heaven.”8


Buried within Confucius’s words are seeds of something bigger than a mere moral code—a wider, grander connection between man and the universe. At the very heart of Confucius’s philosophy is a belief in the power of the individual. If people act with virtue, the entire world will be at peace. Conversely, a chaotic society plagued by destitution and war is the result of selfishness and immorality. In Confucius’s eyes, man does have a role to play in the cosmos—what we do every day has an impact on everything around us. We don’t just wander about aimlessly bumping into each other, with no purpose or meaning. What we do determines the difference between wealth and poverty, war and peace, order and disorder, justice and injustice. The virtuous acts of one person can have an almost magical quality to change the world.


Looking over all is something Confucius refers to as “Heaven.” He doesn’t define what Heaven is with any clarity, but he hinted that “Heaven” is a willful force punishing wrongdoers and rewarding do-gooders, much like the Judeo-Christian God—a notion that later Confucians embraced. Borrowing a concept from Chinese antiquity, the Confucians believed that a virtuous king received the “Mandate of Heaven”—the divine right to rule—which could be rescinded if a king was cruel or incompetent. Over the centuries, other tidbits of religiosity in Confucius’s words got teased out into a more complex cosmology. Confucius’s often bare-bones utterances took on spiritual depth. His teachings became more than just a how-to guide for gentlemanly behavior; they were rewritten into a quest for sagehood. Perhaps Confucianism is not a religion in the same sense as the Judeo-Christian faiths or Hinduism and its outgrowths. But neither can we say that Confucianism is sterile, devoid of spirituality, or unable to address the fundamental questions facing mankind.


Ultimately, whether Confucianism is a religion or not depends on the definition of religion. The West has tended to compare Confucius’s teachings to its own religions. That began as soon as the West learned about Confucius. Those first Jesuit missionaries to arrive in China watched Chinese people bowing reverently and making offerings at Confucian shrines and wondered if they had discovered some sort of native religion, but after further investigation, they determined that the Chinese were not worshipping Confucius as a god, but merely paying respect to him as a great sage. They declared Confucian rites to be social, not religious, practices. To the Jesuits, this meant that honoring Confucius and following Jesus were compatible; Chinese converts to Christianity could both attend church and burn incense at a Confucian shrine. Other Christian missionaries from competing orders, the Franciscans and the Dominicans, came to the opposite conclusion, however. They witnessed Chinese families worshipping their ancestors and declared that Confucianism was a religion after all—worse still, a form of paganism—and, therefore, that Chinese Christian converts should have to renounce their favorite sage. The ensuing “Rites Controversy” lasted for more than a century. Eventually, in 1715, Pope Clement XI issued a papal bull ruling against the Jesuits and declaring that Chinese converts could not participate in Confucian ceremonies. An angered Chinese emperor reciprocated by banning most Christian missionaries from the country.


Those who profess to be religiously Confucian think the Western approach to understanding Confucianism is all wrong. Confucius’s teachings cannot simply be compared to Judeo-Christian faiths. “Most religions have books that tell you that if you follow what is in them, you will be saved. We have books, too, but they don’t tell you that,” Sungkyunkwan’s Park, a self-proclaimed practicing Confucian, told me outside the university’s Confucian shrine. “In other religions, you need a god and ceremonies, but Confucianism is about doing your best in the world we live in. Everything is based on a self-critique of your own behavior. You believe you have to be nice, to be good to other people, to be generous. It is about following Confucius’s teachings.”


DESPITE HIS LOFTY stature, Confucius has not always been a beloved figure. Perhaps no other founder of a major faith or philosophy has generated as much controversy as he has. Asians and non-Asians alike have lambasted Confucius as the source of all the ills of the civilization he created. Confucius has been blamed for suppressing women, stifling innovation, impoverishing peasants, encouraging despotism, and sparking financial crises. It is because of Confucius, his critics have claimed, that China failed to develop capitalism before the West and fell behind the United States and Europe in technology. Many modern East Asians, imbibing Western ideas on civil liberties and political freedom, have perceived Confucius as an impediment to democracy and human rights in the region.


How much of the criticism is fair? Confucius’s legacy is not entirely positive, especially from a Western point of view. The societies that sprang from his philosophy are incredibly hierarchical. Those awarded a position of superiority—fathers, husbands, rulers—have used and abused Confucius’s teachings to exert control over those who were condemned to subordinate status—children, wives, and citizens. Almost all East Asian governments (until recently) have been centralized and dictatorial. The inflexibility of Confucian-influenced governments has often forced the downtrodden to turn to violence as the only way to compel political change. Women, made subordinate in Confucianism’s ideal social structure, have had an awful time breaking into public life. Many women in East Asia have been denied an education or a career; too many have been snuffed out at birth or while still in the womb by their own parents. Confucian corporate management practices, in which junior staffers are suppressed by a top-down decision-making structure, have impeded the ability of East Asian companies to innovate and compete. Throughout East Asian living rooms, executive suites, and school-houses, strict Confucian hierarchy leads to all sorts of cruel behavior. After years of getting bullied by his seniors in a Korean high school, my brother-in-law James would simply proclaim: “Confucius ruined my life.”


I have personally witnessed some of the destructive behaviors that Confucianism has wrought. During the second half of the 1990s, I served as the correspondent in Seoul for the Wall Street Journal. With me for part of the time were two Korean women, neither of whom appeared terribly traditional. Both had lived outside of their country for long periods of time. I got fooled, however, by their outward appearance of westernization. They quickly adopted the Confucian hierarchy expected in a Korean office in the way they related to each other. The senior hazed and harassed her junior, dumped work onto her, and forced her to complete personal errands. The young reporter was too terrified to come to me for support. I sensed the tension and tried to make the bureau operate in a more relaxed American fashion, encouraging open discussion and evenhandedly applying office rules on such matters as working hours—but to no avail. I simply couldn’t beat Confucius.


Nor could my female colleagues. I watched all the women who worked in the bureau suffer indignities in the normal course of doing their jobs. They had to endure condescension, browbeating, and inappropriate sexual advances. On one occasion, a staff writer rightfully seethed when two Hyundai executives inconsiderately invited us to lunch at a restaurant where scantily clad women kneeled and served the food. On another, a reporter returned to the office in a fury after (male) journalists forced her from her prized seat at the front of a briefing room to the back benches. I supported them the best I could, but discrimination against women was so widespread that it was simply part of doing business in Korea.


Confucius’s reputation has been badly tarnished by such injustices. To many people today, he seems hopelessly authoritarian, misogynistic, and conservative, a man whose time came and went a long, long time ago, his ideas out of touch and out of date with modern society. Many East Asians believe the region cannot be modern with Confucius still so much a part of life, and simply don’t want anything to do with his teachings. “Confucianism is an historical relic,” Yan Zhang, a Chinese tech entrepreneur, told me over burgers in Beijing. “It is dysfunctional. The central tenets are in contradiction to the ideals of modern society.”


Still, damning Confucius for such prejudicial social practices isn’t completely justified. His teachings have been so twisted and distorted by centuries of self-interested emperors, scholars, and officials that in some cases they have deviated drastically from the sage’s own positions and gotten him attacked for things he never advocated and would never support. Li Dazhao, one of the founders of China’s Communist Party and a stiff twentieth-century critic of the great sage, admitted as much. “We are launching an attack not upon Confucius himself but upon the Confucius whom the past successive emperors have molded into a political idol and authority—not upon Confucius himself but upon the Confucius whom the emperors have invested with a tyrannical soul,” he wrote. As a result, some modern scholars have tried to separate Confucius the man and philosopher from the Confucians who followed him, and his original teachings from the Confucianism that was created over centuries of Chinese history. Holding Confucius responsible for all of the wrongs committed in his name is akin, then, to blaming Muhammad for the 9/11 terror attacks, or Jesus for the Spanish Inquisition. “It cannot be denied that, over the centuries, Confucianism acquired a lot of dogmas and developed authoritarian tendencies,” conceded Confucian scholar D. C. Lau. “But it would be as grossly unfair to lay these at Confucius’s door as to blame Jesus for the excesses of the Church in later ages.”9


Fair or unfair, however, globalization has not been kind to Confucius. The Western ideas that have seeped into East Asian society over the past two hundred years have caused many in the region to rethink the value of their Confucian heritage. Western political and social philosophies brought in very different concepts of family and gender relationships, systems of government and education, and methods of corporate governance. Democracy has taken hold, as have American notions of gender equality, personal freedoms, and the rule of law. East Asian nations are being profoundly altered by these new ideas. Democracy movements have toppled authoritarian regimes across East Asia. Women are increasingly fighting for their proper place in politics and the corporate world. For much of the past two centuries, East Asians have equated progress with westernization, striving to copy its economic, political, and social systems. Capitalism and industrialization became the tools to end poverty and gain clout on the world stage, electoral politics the ideal for choosing leaders and navigating divisions in society. The route to success no longer passed through Confucian academies, but through Harvard and Yale. Being westernized, in language, dress, and social life, has been the mark of being modern and competitive. Politicians and reformers across East Asia have sought to uproot Confucian influence, at times violently, in their quest for life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Many East Asians no longer wished to be Confucius, as they had for centuries on end. They wished to forget him.


AT FIRST GLANCE, East Asians appear to have been quite successful in that endeavor. Everywhere you look in the region today, tradition seems to be melting away in an onslaught of global culture. Japanese kimonos and Korean hanboks have been relegated to weddings and other occasional ceremonies; East Asians don the business suits, Nike sneakers, and miniskirts worn by everyone else in the world. Korean and Chinese pop stars rap and dance to the same hip-hop beats heard in the United States and Europe. Chinese families aspire to own Buicks and iPhones and eat KFC. My in-laws’ house in Seoul looks like it could be in the Chicago suburbs. The only signs that you are in Korea are the smell of kimchi wafting from the kitchen and, during the biting winter, the traditional heated floors. Sitting next to the Christmas tree in the living room one holiday season, my brother-in-law Steve tried to convince me that Confucianism, and Asian culture more generally, are being wiped away by Western imports. “Look around,” he said. “Nothing here is Asian.”


My response was that looks can be deceiving. Sure, many Asians desire BMWs and Ivy League diplomas, like most people around the world. But as became apparent at my wedding, Confucius remains entrenched just under the layer of Starbucks coffee cups, Sex in the City DVDs, and Brooks Brothers shirts. Confucius has been so much a part of life in the region for such an astonishing period of time that, as was true with my wife, he regularly shows himself in the ways in which East Asians interact with each other and the world around them every day. Following Confucian precepts comes so naturally to East Asians that they simply consider them the ordinary features of daily life.


Moreover, the new wealth the region now enjoys is convincing East Asians to revisit their ancient culture with fresh, more confident eyes. No longer does success automatically equate with westernization; East Asians are finding new value in their old practices, teachings, and traditions. “The 200 years of Western colonization and domination of Asia was like pouring concrete slabs over Asia’s history,” Kishore Mahbubani, dean of the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy at the National University of Singapore, and one of Asia’s most influential academics, told me over lunch in Beijing. “For Asia to modernize, Asia had to reject its past. Asia’s past was a burden so they focused on learning the best of the West. But now that they have succeeded, they are in a position to reengage with their past in a different way. You have to develop what I call ‘cultural confidence.’ What Asia is doing is finally drilling through those slabs and reconnecting back with its past. There will be a kind of cultural renaissance taking place in Asia.” He calls this trend “the most significant thing happening in Asia today.”


Some see the whole idea that Confucius has become irrelevant as a form of cultural imperialism, something beaten into the minds of Asians and non-Asians alike by centuries of Western dominance of global political and social discourse. If the ideas of Western philosophers, such as Aristotle or Kant, are still considered useful today, why not Confucius’s? The only reason we believe otherwise, asserts Li-hsiang Lisa Rosenlee, a Taiwan-born philosophy professor at the University of Hawaii, is because of a global bias against non-Western modes of thought or traditions. “The point for me is that this sort of disparity in the treatment of Western and non-Western philosophers itself is indicative of the colonial attitude that sees the non-Western world as victims bound to their useless traditions waiting for the West to propel them into modernity,” Rosenlee said in an email.


Modern history tells us there is no good reason for East Asians to feel that way. Confucian societies have been arguably the most successful in the world since World War II. South Korea, China, and other East Asian countries have registered the highest economic growth rates in history, wiping out centuries of poverty in a few decades and giving them new clout in the global economy. Confucian values such as thrift and a devotion to hard work have gotten the credit. East Asian countries have benefited from exceptionally strong governance compared to most developing nations, owing in part to a predilection among the most talented to seek public service—a preference inspired by Confucius. East Asian students are flooding into the world’s best universities thanks to the obsession for learning that is very much a Confucian legacy. Companies in Confucian societies are ferocious competitors, in part because of Confucian-influenced management and labor practices. What has emerged as a result of East Asian prosperity and stability is an alternative model for a modern society—a Confucian model—that challenges the idea that the best institutions, customs, and ideas come from the West. East Asian politicians and thought-leaders are proudly asserting that copying the West isn’t the only method of achieving progress and attaining global influence, and that Western ideals are not necessarily universal and appropriate for all. “In the world of tomorrow,” Mahbubani told me, “we’re going to move from a mono-civilization of the world, of Western domination, to a multi-civilization, of many successful civilizations.”


The result is that Confucius’s influence, unexpectedly, is on the rise. The Confucius who recently seemed so antiquated to many East Asians is now becoming intriguing again. In China, which has attempted to purge itself of Confucius for much of the past hundred years, Confucian ceremonies have been resurrected and Confucian education revived. Communist Party cadres now bow at Confucius’s shrines just as imperial mandarins did for 1,900 years. This isn’t to say that the controversies and debates about the value of Confucius have died away. His resurrection in some instances must be observed with a dose of cynicism. In China and elsewhere, those in power are attempting to again misuse Confucius to suit their own aims and justify behavior that the great sage would have found revolting. The tussle between globalization and Confucius is as fierce as ever. As East Asians rediscover their ancient culture, they are trying to decide which traditions will help in modern times and which ones will not, and how to mesh the new priorities and ideals imported from the West with the values inherited from their Confucian heritage. The fact is that the development of East Asia—politically, economically, and socially—will to a great degree be determined by how modern East Asians come to terms with Confucius.


However this happens, the consequences will be global. After 150 years of westernization, many East Asians have come to believe that their own traditions have value and wisdom that the West can no longer afford to dismiss. Citing the benefits of China’s Confucian legacy, scholar Zhang Weiwei proudly proclaimed in the New York Times that “it may be time now for the West . . . to ‘emancipate the mind’ and learn a bit more about or even from China’s big ideas, however extraneous they may appear, for its own benefit.”10


I have gone through that process myself. Yes, there are aspects of Confucius’s thought that today seem backward, even terrifying. But the same could be said about the Bible. What we in the Judeo-Christian tradition have done, however, is reinterpret the wisdom in the Bible so that it has meaning for us today. There is no reason we shouldn’t do the same with the teachings of Confucius. In his words, too, can be found a humanistic vision of mankind applicable to any time period, political system, or culture. There is a timelessness, a universality, to the teachings of Confucius that holds meaning whatever your nationality, ethnicity, or religion. Confucius is a man who is as important for the future as he has been in the past.




Part One


Confucius Becomes Confucius




Chapter One


Confucius the Man


          How can I allow myself to be treated like a gourd which, instead of being eaten, hangs from the end of a string?


—Confucius


In 500 BC, Confucius notched the most impressive victory of his political career. He was then a minister in the state of Lu, located in the area of what is now Shandong Province in eastern China. Lu and its neighbor, the state of Qi, had been embroiled in a series of often bloody disputes, but after nine years of discord the two governments decided it was finally time to settle their differences. A summit between the rulers of the two states was arranged to take place in Xiagu, a somewhat untamed region along the Lu-Qi border. The ruler of Lu, Duke Ding, appointed Confucius as his master of ceremonies for the conference—a natural choice, as the learned scholar was considered the realm’s ultimate expert on matters of ritual practice. One summer day, Confucius and the duke set off for Xiagu with high expectations that peace was at hand.


The leaders of Qi, however, had ulterior motives. Duke Jing, the ruler of Qi, and his advisers saw the Xiagu conference as an opportunity to grab an advantage over Lu, so, according to one historical record, they concocted a nefarious scheme. One of Duke Jing’s ministers convinced him to enlist a local, non-Chinese tribe called the Lai to kidnap Lu’s ruler. Confucius, he contended, was too weak and gutless to stop them. “[Confucius] is acquainted with ceremonies, but has no courage,” the minister told Duke Jing. “If you employ some of the natives of Lai to come with weapons and carry off the marquis of Lu, you will get from him whatever you wish.” Duke Jing set the trap in advance of Confucius’s arrival.


The plotters, however, badly underestimated Confucius. Naturally wary, Confucius insisted that Duke Ding take no chances and plan for the worst by bringing the senior and junior war ministers to the summit. “I have heard that in peace men should prepare for war; in war they should prepare for peace,” Confucius told the duke. Duke Ding heeded his advice and brought the ministers.


After their arrival in Xiagu, the conference began auspiciously enough. In a display of mutual respect, the two dukes bowed politely to each other, then ascended three stairs to seats placed on an earthen platform. Just as the negotiations were about to begin, however, the officials from Qi set their plot in motion. A group of well-armed Lai warriors approached the platform in a threatening manner. “Men with pennants, feathers, spears, halberds, swords and shields advanced to the roll of drums,” an ancient historian recounted. Confucius immediately sensed that his ruler was in danger and boldly ordered that the Lai intruders be repulsed. Duke Ding, he reminded the Qi leadership, had agreed to attend the summit on terms of friendship, and the arrival of such barbarous tribesmen would thwart any attempts at a peace settlement. Confucius went on to scold Qi’s duke for the indecency of his actions. “Weapons of war should not come near a friendly meeting,” he lectured. “As before the spirits, such a thing is inauspicious; in point of virtue, it is contrary to what is right; as between man and man, it is a failure in propriety. The ruler [of Qi] must not act thus.” Cowed by Confucius’s reprimand, Duke Jing was compelled to call off his scheme to kidnap Duke Ding and commanded the Lai to depart.


The humiliated duke of Qi now found himself at a serious disadvantage in the peace negotiations—a position that Confucius deftly exploited. The two states inked an alliance, but in return for Lu’s commitment to the treaty, Confucius bluntly demanded that Qi restore to Duke Ding’s control three districts it had taken from Lu in battle. The members of the Qi delegation had no choice but to comply. In disgrace, they trudged back to their capital. Duke Jing berated his ministers for the embarrassing debacle with a nod to Confucius’s wisdom. “In Lu, they use the gentleman’s way to guide their prince,” he complained, “while all you teach me is the barbarian way.”1


Although the ancient historical records offer somewhat different details of what exactly transpired at Xiagu—one version adds the salacious (but improbable) claim that Confucius ordered the execution of the Lai intruders2—they all agree on the result: the summit was a resounding triumph for Confucius. He had employed all of his many skills and talents—his deep knowledge of state affairs, his courage and intellectual vigor, his vast learning—to the great benefit of his ruler and state. The outcome of the summit propelled Confucius to the pinnacle of his power in Lu politics.


Only three years later, however, Confucius fled Lu with a small party of supporters, never again to hold office in his home state. He was unable to convince Duke Ding to take his philosophy and its message of moral governance seriously, so, frustrated, he resigned from his ministerial post and left Lu to seek another Chinese ruler who might take heed of his advice. Years would pass, but no matter how many hundreds of miles he traveled, Confucius never found his virtuous prince. Despite his tireless efforts, he ultimately failed in his lifelong mission to reform a broken and chaotic China.


There is obvious irony here. What makes Confucius so fascinating as a historical figure is just how little impact he had on China during his own lifetime. The ideas that would come to be equated with Chinese civilization drew few adherents during his day. Confucius’s real life provides barely a glimpse of the commanding role he would come to play in the history of Asia. Instead, his story offers an unexpected but telling starting point in what would prove a convoluted, controversial 2,500-year biography, replete with setbacks and successes, compromises and confrontations, reversals and revivals.


Nevertheless, the events of Confucius’s life are of utmost significance. What Confucius did and said shaped Chinese civilization. In later years, both the sage’s devoted adherents and his most bitter enemies dissected, analyzed, and reanalyzed his life story, searching for either nuggets of wisdom to guide them in their careers and reinforce their philosophical positions or damning evidence to attack Confucian principles and promote their own. His followers transformed Confucius’s life, into a model life, his behavior into the gold standard of virtue and righteousness. What happened 2,500 years ago resonated down through the centuries to the modern day, influencing East Asians’ patterns of action and thought. To understand East Asia, we have to understand Confucius the man.


DISCOVERING THE REAL Confucius is not so easy. As is the case with most figures of antiquity, all we know today about the historical Confucius is from sources that provide no more than fragments of the events of his life. Much of that information is of dubious reliability. Confucius probably left no written records of his own, much like Jesus, so everything we know about him was most likely scribbled down by others. In some cases, these accounts were written long after his death by people who could not possibly have firsthand knowledge of the man or his life. The material is in many cases highly biased, since it was compiled either by Confucius’s loyal supporters, who were determined to inflate the wisdom and power of their hero, or by hostile critics, who were committed to doing just the opposite.


The first person to attempt a complete biography of Confucius was Sima Qian, one of China’s greatest historians, who devoted a chapter to him in his monumental Records of the Historian. Yet this text was written some 350 years after Confucius’s death, when his life was already clouded by myth and legend. Sima Qian, an unabashed fan of Confucius, also likely exaggerated his hero’s influence in early Chinese history. Much of Sima Qian’s narrative is thus considered suspect. Some biographical details can be found in the Analects, the text most closely associated with Confucius and considered the most trustworthy source on the sage and his ideas. Inside are tantalizing fragments about the events of Confucius’s life—some attributed directly to him. But even the authenticity of the Analects must be questioned, as it, too, was compiled after Confucius’s passing. Scholars have spent centuries scrutinizing the details spread among various ancient texts in an attempt to separate fact from falsehood, biography from hagiography, and the real Confucius from the legend.


We know quite a bit more about the times in which Confucius lived, called the Spring and Autumn Period, which lasted from 771 to roughly the mid-fifth century BC, than we know about the man himself. The violence and tremendous social upheaval that marked these three centuries shaped the course of Confucius’s life, thought, and philosophy. His primary goal was to restore peace and tranquility to a country that had descended into barbarity. His teachings are dominated by theories of good government, which, if put into practice, Confucius believed would bring prosperity and stability to a dispirited and exhausted China. It is impossible to separate Confucius from the time in which he lived, or Confucianism from the age in which it was born.


The tumult resulted from the disintegration of the ruling Zhou Dynasty. By Confucius’s time, the Zhou had probably been ruling China for five centuries, but the power of the Zhou royal house had greatly deteriorated. The dynasty’s governing system was based on a feudal structure, meaning that lords loyal to the house administered different parts of the empire in its name. In theory, that system still prevailed during Confucius’s day, with the various dukes officially proclaiming themselves to be vassals of the Zhou emperors. In reality, the Zhou empire had effectively broken apart into numerous sparring states—148 are mentioned in the ancient annals—with the emperor commanding little actual control outside of his own capital. The country descended into incessant conflicts and intrigues as the many noble families ruling the many petty kingdoms all competed for territory and riches.


However, the political disorder of Confucius’s day and the two centuries that followed also sparked a flowering of intellectual debate that produced some of the most important philosophical movements in human history. Dismayed by the chaos around them, creative Chinese thinkers launched a search for answers to the many ills plaguing their nation, delving into an intense exploration of the basic questions facing human society and existence. What is the proper role of government, and how should people be governed? What is the true nature of man—good or evil? Does humanity possess a special place in the universe, and if so, what is its purpose? This intellectual development laid the foundation for a tradition of philosophy and literature that came to form the basic elements of thought in most of East Asia, a body of work every bit as influential as those that emerged from the Greek city-states and the Indian subcontinent. Confucius’s teachings were a part of this blossoming of innovative thought. His voice, however, was just one of many. Others were more influential at the time and for centuries afterward. Eventually, Confucius emerged from this contest of competing philosophies as East Asia’s dominant sage, but his victory was a long, slow process that lasted some 1,500 years, and that, in certain respects, was never fully complete.


CONFUCIANS HAVE TRADITIONALLY believed that the sage descended from royalty—none other than the ruling family of the Shang Dynasty, the first imperial government in China for which hard evidence survives of its existence. After the Shang fell and the Zhou rose, Confucius’s distant ancestors were initially rulers of the state of Song within the new dynasty’s feudal order. But the clan fell out of favor in Song, forcing his great-grandfather to flee to Lu. Some scholars argue that this distinguished lineage was probably fabricated by Confucian devotees in an attempt to link their master to historical figures of power and prestige. Whatever Confucius’s distant heritage, by the time he was born, his family, the Kongs, had lost any regal status it might once have held. Confucius was a member of a class of low-ranking officials—of loftier stature than mere commoners, but well below the elite aristocracy. Sima Qian tells a story about Confucius as a young adult trying to attend a feast held by one of Lu’s noble families, the Ji, but being turned away because of his lowly social standing. “The Ji clan is entertaining gentlemen,” Confucius was curtly informed. “You are not included.”3 In an age when birth counted for more than smarts, Confucius’s pedigree had a profound impact on both the events of his life and the nature of his teachings. He became an advocate of merit over birthright, a champion of the notion that being a true gentleman depended on learning and moral bearing rather than wealth, title, and family lineage. Although today he is often considered an archconservative, in his own time Confucius was on the cutting edge of social change.


Confucius’s beginnings may not have just been humble, but scandalous. His father, Shuliang He, was a well-regarded war hero. His exploits (or so we’re told) included a feat of Herculean strength in which, during one battle, he held a heavy gate aloft so that his fellow soldiers could escape a trap. By the time of Confucius’s birth, his father was probably quite elderly. He is said to have held the relatively minor post of prefect of a small town called Zou, not far from Qufu, Lu’s capital, in eastern China. According to a source of later vintage, Shuliang He had already had nine daughters with a first wife, and one son, Mengpi, with a concubine. But Mengpi was disabled or deformed—he had “a very distressed foot”—and thus he was not considered an acceptable heir. So Shuliang He, late in life, went in search of a woman who could bear him a proper son. He approached a local family, the Yan, seeking one of its three young girls as a new wife. Their father readily agreed to a match. “He has a height of ten feet and (because of) his martial prowess, I eagerly seek to establish a bond with him,” Father Yan told his daughters. “While he is advanced in age and curmudgeonly, I doubt you would be unsatisfied. Of the three of you, who is able to be his wife?” The older daughters wisely kept quiet, but the youngest, Zhengzai, responded, “Since it is from you, Father, that it is fixed, why then do you ask?” Only such a dutiful daughter, her father decided, could be a suitable bride, and he chose her to marry Shuliang He.4


Here’s where the tale becomes potentially sordid. Sima Qian leaves us with a juicy tidbit suggesting that China’s greatest sage was an illegitimate child, conceived when the couple consorted “in the wilds,” not in Shuliang He’s bed, as a proper consummation should be. Not all scholars adhere to this common interpretation. Historian Lionel Jensen, for instance, proffers the idea that Sima Qian was attempting to infuse Confucius’s birth story with an air of mysticism by placing it “in the wilds.” However Sima Qian’s words are to be understood, he made no mention of any formal betrothal between Shuliang He and the teenage girl from the Yan family.5


Later admirers of Confucius, possibly uncomfortable with his undistinguished origins, transformed his conception and birth into a miraculous event. One story, woven during the Han Dynasty (206 BC to AD 220), replaces Confucius’s real father with a magical deity, in a way reminiscent of the myths of the ancient Greeks, in which Zeus consorted with beautiful women and conceived superhuman beings. “Confucius’s mother, [Yan] Zhengzai, once while taking a walk happened upon the mound of a large tomb, where she fell asleep and dreamed that she received an invitation from a Black Emperor,” the tale goes. “She went to him and in her dream had intercourse with him. He spoke to her, saying: ‘Your confinement will take place within a hollow mulberry tree.’ When she awoke she seemed to feel (pregnant) and (later) gave birth to Confucius within a hollow mulberry. This is why he [Confucius] is called the First Sage.” Other literary inventions tell us that Confucius’s arrival on earth was, like Jesus’s, heralded by portents of the newborn’s future greatness. Eclipses, dragons, and heavenly beings announced his coming. The birth was surprisingly painless, and the baby Confucius emerged with an inscription on his chest proclaiming he would become a supreme scholar.6


In the standard accounts, Confucius’s early years were anything but glorious. Shuliang He died when Confucius was only a toddler, and his mother had to raise him on her own. Yan and her young child were shunned by Shuliang He’s family after his death—perhaps more evidence that her relations with Shuliang He might have been illicit. Sima Qian tells us that Yan didn’t even inform Confucius about the location of his father’s grave. (When Yan died many years later, Confucius had to locate the site with the help of a stranger so he could bury his mother beside him.)7


We know almost nothing about Confucius’s childhood. Sima Qian related that the young Confucius enjoyed playing with vessels used in ancestral sacrifices, which he lined up carefully as if preparing for a temple ceremony. The one thing that is clear is Confucius’s early commitment to his studies. “At 15 I set my heart on learning,” Confucius tells us.8 That simple decision changed the history of the world.


WHAT CONFUCIUS CHOSE to study were writings and rituals that even by his time were considered ancient. In his quest for solutions to the travails of the China of his day, Confucius looked back in time to a period he perceived as a golden age, when the nation had been unified and at peace—the early years of the Zhou Dynasty. To Confucius, the founders of the Zhou, and rulers from even earlier times, were sage-kings who governed with virtue and wisdom. The reason why China had descended into chaos, Confucius believed, was that the current rulers of the nation had abandoned the ways of the Zhou. Thus he spent much of his life studying the philosophy, history, literature, and ceremonial practices of Chinese antiquity, with the aim of reintroducing those traditions into Chinese society.


Confucius may have been one of the few remaining experts on Zhou customs and culture during his time. According to Sima Qian, Confucius visited the Zhou capital to observe the ancient rites firsthand so that he would be better able to preserve and disseminate them. Confucius’s political career was a long (and ultimately unsuccessful) mission to convince the kings, dukes, and ministers of China’s warring states to learn from their ancient predecessors and govern based on their ideas and rituals. Confucius therefore served as a vital link between the China of distant antiquity and the China of more modern times. As a historian, he searched for the lessons of the past; as a revivalist, he strove to propagate a proud cultural legacy that was in danger of being completely obliterated. To a certain extent, he was a cultural fundamentalist, motivated by an unswerving belief that only the traditions of Chinese antiquity offered the antidote to modern evils.


In following this course, Confucius set the precedent for formal education in China for nearly 2,500 years. No man could claim to be cultured or learned without engaging in intense study of Chinese classical literature, history, and philosophy—a canon defined by Confucius and his followers. Knowledge of these subjects became the primary route to government service, and thus to social and financial advancement in the empire. For centuries on end, Chinese boys spent their youths hunched over some of the same poems and tracts that Confucius and his disciples had eagerly studied, with dreams that those texts would set them on the path to wealth, status, and power.


At the beginning of his career, however, Confucius had little opportunity to employ his extensive learning. In his first jobs, he managed the granaries of the noble Ji clan, the most influential family in Lu, and later, their livestock. Lacking money or social status, he was probably lucky to get a post in the service of Lu’s nobles in the first place. “I was of humble station when young,” Confucius once explained. “That is why I am skilled in many menial things.” Yet he impressed his employers. “He measured the grain fairly,” according to Sima Qian, and “the animals flourished.” His work earned him the attention of the Lu government, and he was named minister of works—which gave him an opportunity to operate on a larger stage.9


That was, after all, Confucius’s primary professional goal. His life was a nearly nonstop quest for senior government office and high-level influence—a perch from which he could proselytize his ideas on good government. Many of the conversations he had with China’s dukes and ministers were in essence job interviews, with Confucius attempting to impress them with his wisdom and advice. Here, again, Confucius’s life laid down a path for future Confucians. Throughout the entire imperial age in China, Confucians and Confucianism became inexorably intertwined with the art of statecraft. The Confucians strove to attain positions as professional civil servants and court advisers, and when they succeeded, they crafted policy and dominated the vast machinery of the Chinese state. Being a proper Confucian, in fact, practically obligated an educated Chinese man to enter national service.


On the surface, that sounds honorable, but in practice, the Confucians’ unquenchable thirst for political power—and their tremendous success in attaining it—led in the end to their ultimate fall from grace in modern times. Confucius’s own life story highlights the dangers. Despite his commitment to virtue and propriety, Confucius was not above the factional contests and maneuverings in a conflict-ridden China. That stance forced him to make hard choices between his career and his convictions. In the end, the sage chose to stand by his principles, a decision that caused him to suffer privations and humiliations time and again. Not all Confucians, however, could hold fast to his example. For centuries to come, Confucians would wrangle with the same difficult choices, but too many of them lacked Confucius’s inner fortitude and allowed their craving for political power to overwhelm their commitment to the sage’s virtuous teachings. To maintain the ear of the emperor, they often were too quick to sacrifice their beliefs, or even worse, to twist them to suit the needs of the imperial court. The recurrent contradiction between the demands of politics and their philosophy left the Confucians morally compromised. This legacy would come to taint Confucius—with serious consequences for his standing in East Asian society.


Confucius’s tireless search for positions of influence also exposed aspects of his personality that diverge greatly from his image. Confucians have often believed that he possessed boundless intelligence, unwavering conviction, and unparalleled virtue, that he was a man unmatched in human history. “Since there were living men until now, there never was another Confucius,” wrote Mencius, one of China’s greatest Confucian philosophers.10 But what we find in China’s ancient texts is a much more human figure, with all of mankind’s usual frailties, foibles, and failings. The real Confucius comes across as something of a social climber and self-promoter, constantly networking and schmoozing in his efforts to land a good job. He at times appears as an arrogant, insufferable know-it-all who lectures and hectors those around him with irritating persistence. Confucius also has moments of weakness, when he doubts his abilities and courage.


Confucians have tended to give their Uncrowned King a pass on these imperfections. His goal—the restoration of peace in China and the advancement of virtue in society—was just and noble, so it is possible to see his ends as justifying his means. Yet it also becomes clear that one reason why Confucius ultimately failed in his grand mission was that he had an abrasive personality. Rather than endearing himself to those in authority and winning them over to his thinking, he alienated people in power and fomented resistance. For a man so committed to politics, he was a singularly poor politician. This tendency may have been obvious to some of his contemporaries. According to a story from Sima Qian (considered apocryphal by historians today), Confucius met Laozi, the elderly founder of Daoism, while on his visit to the Zhou capital, and the experienced philosopher warned him about his confrontational approach. “Let me offer you a few words of advice,” Laozi told Confucius. “A shrewd observer, prone to criticize others, risks his own life. A learned man who exposes the faults of others endangers himself. A filial son must never thrust himself forward, and neither may a good subject.”11 If this meeting did happen, Confucius ignored Laozi’s advice, and he landed in hot water again and again as a result.


This shortcoming became abundantly clear as Confucius’s stature grew. When Confucius was thirty years old, Duke Jing of Qi (the same who later schemed against Confucius at the Xiagu summit) visited Lu, and upon meeting Confucius, asked him how one small Chinese state, called Qin, had once managed to become a major regional power. (Duke Jing hoped to follow Qin’s example.) Confucius embarked on a historical lecture about meritocracy. The Qin ruler, he noted, had placed a freed slave in charge of his government, purely because he thought the man was the most capable. “Judging by this,” Confucius said, “he was worthy to be a king—being a conqueror was not good enough for him.”12 A story with noble sentiments, perhaps, but one suspects that in imparting this tale, Confucius was angling for a job.


Confucius’s lobbying continued in Qi five years later. A political dispute in Lu forced its ruler to flee to Qi, and Confucius joined him. There the conversations between Confucius and Duke Jing continued. Impressed by Confucius’s wisdom, Duke Jing wished to grant him a fiefdom in Qi. But Confucius had alienated Qi’s chief minister, Yan Ying—not surprisingly, since the sage was plotting for his job—and this rival worked to undermine him at court. Confucius, Yan Ying told the duke, was not suited for high office. “A beggar who roams the land talking is not a man to entrust with affairs of state. To adopt his way of reforming the state would not be putting the common people first.” Duke Jing thereafter cooled on Confucius, their discussions on government ceased, and the sage never received his fiefdom. Eventually, the duke flatly informed Confucius that he had no future in Qi. “I am old,” the duke said. “I cannot make use of your services.”13


Confucius was compelled to return to Lu, where his luck wasn’t much better. Unable to secure a government post, he spent the next several years teaching. By this time, Confucius’s knowledge of history and culture had attracted numerous students—the people who would become his cherished disciples. They were a diverse bunch, hailing from a wide range of backgrounds and social classes, and some were quite poor. But they shared a common interest in advancing their education and a firm belief in Confucius’s wisdom.


How many disciples Confucius had over the course of his life has been a subject of great debate. Sima Qian tells us that Confucius amassed 3,000 students, though modern scholars believe this figure is almost certainly inflated. Mencius mentions 70, which is a more likely estimate, but scholar D. C. Lau, in his study of the Analects, counted only 25 in the text, and even some of those merit only a passing mention. What we do know is that a small coterie of these students became fiercely loyal to Confucius. They believed that his philosophy was the best way to solve China’s political and social problems, and they committed themselves to his cause. The conversations they had with their teacher, recorded and handed down to us in the Analects, are the primary source on Confucius’s ideas today. These disciples remained devoted to Confucius until his death, and after he passed on, they carried on his message and his work, leading to the creation of Confucianism.14
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