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       ONFUCIUS CONCENTRATED ON LIVING LIFE AS WELL AS he knew how. He wished only to be granted a few more years so that, he said, “when I reach the age of fifty, I may try to understand the principles of change and I shall be able to steer clear of making serious mistakes.” It was learning, therefore, and a desire to perfect himself, together with an awareness that this life was the only occasion he had to fulfill his wish and promise, that distinguished him. Perhaps there were other men, contemporaries, who wanted the same things, but none desired them as strongly as Confucius and none was as determined as he to scour all the knowledge passed down to him—history, poetry, ritual practice, and music—so that he might understand what was essential and enduring about human nature and the human lot and “steer clear of making serious mistakes.”

      Men like Confucius were not destined to have fame. Their concerns lacked immediate appeal. Who, after all, would want to work hard for self-knowledge and self-reform, which offered neither relief from the uncertainty of life nor solace when death seemed inevitable? Even admirers told Confucius that their strength gave out when they tried his way. Yet to have just a few listeners who were willing to mull over what was said and to suggest to the world the merits in those words would give the speaker, even after he died, a chance to demonstrate that he could matter. Such was the case with Confucius. Still, he would have been astounded by the extent of his influence over time and the height of his stock in a world he left long ago. And he would have been troubled by the overuse of his every utterance, and by the stories written about him—even those meant to enlarge his stature.

      Until the mid-twentieth century, China was so inseparable from the idea of Confucius that her scheme of government and society, her concept of the self and human relationships, and her construct of culture and history all seemed to have originated from his mind alone. To outsiders like us, Confucius is evocative not only of China but also of concepts such as family, education, teacher, scholar, scholarship, refinement, humility, civility, order, obedience, the father, women oppressed, repression of impulses, conformity, timidity, weakness. We give him credit for all that has gone right and wrong in China because we do not really know him. That is the reason why I wrote this book. I wanted to know Confucius, and I wanted the book to be a discovery. Since the beginning of my teaching career, I had been drawn to his thinking, to his love of learning, and to his attempt to keep the idea of the moral within human reach. Yet, at the same time, I wanted him to be within my reach; I wanted him to take me to his teachings. And so, for two decades, I wandered through early books and their commentaries, scouting for leads that might yield a little bit more of Confucius. As I was writing this book, the drive became a tighter search for an authentic Confucius.

      Confucius was born in 551 BC, toward the end of an era the Chinese referred to as “the Spring and Autumn.” His family name was Kong; he was given the personal name of Qiu and the courtesy name of Zhongni. Since the seventeenth century, Master Kong, or Kong-fuzi, has been known in the West by the Latinized form Confucius. The place he called home was Lu. Lu was a regional state in northeast China—one of many that were bound to the imperial court of the Zhou dynasty through history, culture, family ties, and moral obligation. There is adequate material on the state of Lu and the history of the Zhou—especially the second half of that long dynasty, the Eastern Zhou, the period pertaining to our story—but reliable sources on the life of Confucius are scarce because he had only a weak link to the powerful men of his time and a minor role in their political ventures and so was rarely mentioned in their records. Yet I decided, from early on, that the story I wanted to tell would have to come from those sources. If that meant there would be important gaps in this version, I would have to accept it.

      The most conspicuous gap concerns Confucius’ marriage. Early treatments of Confucius’ life imply that his marriage ended in divorce, but we cannot know for sure if that is true, as these sources were written at least three hundred years after the fact. We can only present the divorce as one possibility of what might have happened. What’s more, topics such as marital relationships and divorce, which are of great interest to us, need not have been so for Confucius and his contemporaries; and even if they were, we do not know in what ways and to what extent. Yet the gaps are not a terrible loss. One can even say that they are the antidote to presumption. Confucius himself felt this way. He said: “I am old enough to have seen scribes (shi) leaving a gap when they were unsure about a word and horse owners leaving the driving to professionals. Nowadays there are no such cases.” In China, scribes would eventually take on the responsibilities of historians. From what Confucius observed about the scribes of his day, one would not be surprised to find historians three centuries later doing the same thing as those scribes—filling in the blanks when they should have left them alone.

      Once we accept the fact that fragments are all we have, we are better able to concentrate on what they have to say. They might not divulge much about Confucius’ personal life, but they do offer more than sufficient grounds and footing to discover him. The two sources central to this book are the Analects (Lunyu) and the Zuo Commentary (Zuo zhuan). The Analects is the work most closely associated with Confucius. Loosely put together in twenty sections, it is more a repository than a book. In it, many types of records about Confucius can be found: bits of a logbook of his activity and repose; parts of conversations he had with those he knew well or happened to meet; his remarks and appraisals (sometimes without a context); and what others observed about him. From this collection alone, we are able to learn what Confucius thought about the early heroes and the people of his time; what angered or irritated him; what delighted or enthralled him; how he felt about archery contests, music and musicians, poetry and speech; and what he understood about human nature and human potential. On the whole, the Analects resists casting Confucius as an agent of his teaching: he was not tidied up or held back from springing a surprise. As a result, we benefit from the editors’ tact, but so does he.

      The idea of putting these records into a collection probably took shape within the hundred years or so after Confucius’ death. We do not know who the earliest compilers might have been. Just a handful of his followers make rather forceful appearances at the beginning and end of the book. We suspect, therefore, that they initiated the project—that it was these men who made the first effort to impart their knowledge of a man they did not want the world to forget.

      The second source, the Zuo Commentary, covers most of the Spring and Autumn period of Chinese history, from 722 to 468. It is a zhuan, a series of illustrative elucidations and commentary, to the Spring and Autumn Annals, which is the official chronicle of the state of Lu. The chronicle, being a government record, notes only events with considerable political ramifications: affairs between states; the weddings and deaths of regional rulers; the ins and outs of chief counselors; the successes and failures of important missions, covenants, and expeditions; expulsions and executions; uprisings and usurpations; ancestral sacrifices and nature’s portents. But the structure is schematic, and the content so concise that nearly all the human drama is left out. The Zuo Commentary tries to fill in the details, such as why a war took place or a counselor was driven out. And even though the organization of this work—in a choppy, entry-by-entry series of frames—complements the chronicle it serves, most of the writing in each frame possesses the attributes of a narrative. Dialogues and speeches stand out in this history. They animate the men and women in it and allow us to demarcate the strong from the weak, the genuine from the plausible; and they manage this without rhetorical contrivances. In this way the Zuo Commentary has a lot in common with the Analects, whose strength also lies in what people said to one another and in what others overheard them saying among themselves. The Zuo Commentary also explains where Confucius came from—not his family ancestry but his cultural descent and the spur of his moral impulses. Why, for instance, did Confucius feel that a thorough knowledge of poetry could add to one’s moral capital and at the same time boost one’s political advantage? Confucius did not claim to be an original. He told us so when he said, “I transmit but do not create. I am fond of antiquity because I have faith in it.”

      At one time, when this project was still in its infancy, I considered including many more stories of Confucius written before the first century. I thought of using them as one would primary documents, letting them help me shape Confucius’ life. But a more careful reading convinced me that most of the stories were inventions, so I abandoned the idea except in cases where my instincts and my knowledge of the period convinced me that the storyteller’s imagination had caught something true. Here the Analects served as my guide. This source is not altogether a veritable record, but it tells us the most about Confucius, having sketched out what appears to be a likeness of him. Without the Analects as a measure of the man, the historical Confucius would have vanished in the later creations of him, however splendid they may be.

      Finally I must mention the work of Sima Qian, a historian from the Han dynasty in the first century BC. This man was the first to attempt a long and ambitious biography of Confucius, a biography that remains the standard in Chinese historiography. Because Sima Qian was situated much closer in time to Confucius than we are (five hundred years later as opposed to twenty-five hundred), if we question his accuracy at any point, we have to be well prepared to say why we are challenging him. As everyone who has read him knows, however, Sima Qian was a historian most willing to use the imagination to help him re-create the past. In his pursuit of a story and the characters in it, he did not let the logs of history weigh him down or the gaps in annals trouble him. His biography of Confucius was only one among more than a hundred biographical studies in his oeuvre. Our knowledge of how he worked allows us to consider more carefully those questions he overlooked because, for him, to invent a few facts or to supply a few transitions was a better use of time than to be consumed by a search for veracity. A significant part of my version of Confucius’ life is, therefore, a response to Sima Qian’s. Mine is not a continuous narrative like his; the gaps reflect the gaps in the sources.

      I come into the story around 500 BC, at the point where Confucius enters the records of history. China was in a glum period. She felt old and dispirited, and was so impatient for change that she was ready to renounce all that was good about her and all that had worked for her and to let anyone have a go. Confucius was now in his fifties. He had given a lot of thought to what constituted virtue and what might be fair and effective practices in government, and had just begun to involve himself in serious politics. When he miscalculated the strength of his opponents in a showdown at the court of Lu, he took flight. The first half of this book is about his years of wandering and the three or four men who followed him into the unknown. Though these men referred to themselves as his disciples, they were more like apprentices; they believed that by learning from Confucius and staying close to him, they, too, could acquire his skills and his disposition. On this journey, Confucius would have been lost without his companions, and his attributes would have been less distinct if his fellow voyagers had not been there to bring them out.

      Toward the beginning of this book, in the chapter “Families and Politics,” I also try to place Confucius in the Spring and Autumn history of his home state. Confucius was a counselor. He also possessed a historian’s awareness of the past. Only the history of the early counselors, especially of those from his own state, can help us understand why he pursued such a calling and what relation it had to his teachings.

      The second half of the book begins with Confucius’ homecoming after fourteen years of self-exile. It takes him to his retirement from politics and his late years, at which point I follow with my own description of what I understand to be his teachings. The book closes with his death and then a final chapter on two thinkers from the fourth and third centuries BC, Mencius and Xunzi, who created out of Confucius’ original vision more clearly marked paths for those intent on living a moral life. The two philosophers did not agree on many things, but their differences would receive full amplification in China’s intellectual and political worlds in the twenty-three hundred years to come and so are worthy of our consideration.

      While I was working on this book, extraordinary things happened in China in the fields of archaeology and textual scholarship. Two batches of manuscripts on moral cultivation and political thought, written on bamboo slips, came to light: one batch dug up by archaeologists, the other pilfered by grave robbers and then sold on the Hong Kong antiques market before the manuscripts were bought, a few bundles at a time, by the Shanghai Museum. The texts were written around Mencius and Xunzi’s time, 300 BC or earlier, before China was unified, in the period known as “the Warring States.” Ever since the texts’ discovery in 1993, paleographers have been poring over them, debating the meaning of the unfamiliar scripts and the sequence of the sentences, especially when a text is incomplete or has obvious gaps or when a bamboo slip is only a fragment of what it was. Meanwhile, historians of early China and scholars of its philosophy have been following the published studies of the materials with great interest, for they know that these excavated texts can tell us a lot about the Chinese mind prior to the emergence of the imperial age. They also believe that these texts will change the way we read the literature in the received tradition, including Confucius’ Analects, the Zuo Commentary, the Confucian classics, and writings attributed to many Warring States philosophers. In the last six years, I, too, have been involved, in small ways, with this collective enterprise. Confucius, often with a disciple, appears in eight of the forty-five published texts (eighteen of which were in the first batch and twenty-seven in the second). I was naturally drawn to these, but all in the two collections had an influence on this book.

      One Chinese paleographer I got to know told me about the risks of removing the ancient mud from the bamboo. As the strips lie in their cleaning solution, he said, and the words begin to emerge, some of the words literally rise from their bamboo surfaces, seeking flight or freedom in their demise. This is the closest I have come to thinking of words as alive. Sometime after, I made a wish. Even as I accept the impermanence of life, I said, I want words to be the exception—not all words, but surely words in the classics and histories, words of the early poems, philosophers’ words, and the words of Confucius. I want them to stick around so that we can taste them again and again and play with their flavors in our head.
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       N A RECENT VISIT TO CHINA, I HAD A CHANCE TO TALK to a group of high school students from Zoucheng, a town in Shandong province, just twenty kilometers south of Confucius’ birthplace, Qufu. Zoucheng was the home of Confucius’ follower Mencius. The students wanted to know what I thought of their government’s latest push to create “a harmonious society” with “harmonious ties” to the outside world: whether it had any relation to Confucius’ teachings and whether the incantation of Confucius’ name in this campaign had anything to do with the historical Confucius. And since they spent nearly every waking hour of their lives preparing for the fiercely competitive college entrance examination, they also asked whether what they were doing had any bearing on pursuing harmony in a Communist state and finding Confucius in it.

      These students wanted my views though they knew the answer better than I. For they were keenly aware of the disjunction between the lives they lived and the lives their leaders claimed to envision for them. They knew that no collective goal of the state, no matter how lovely its promise, could bring consolation to them and to their parents should the outcome of their entrance examination turn out to be disappointing. This is a new China, and these students have moved beyond Marxism. If Confucius were alive, he would have understood their anxiety and their fear of failure.

      The students from this part of Shandong province have given more thought to Confucius than students from anywhere else in China. They are more conscious of him because Confucius was from this region—he is one of theirs. In fact, for more than two thousand years, the pride of Shandong was linked to his name, to his moral acumen and political sagacity. In the last century, however, the association has become ambiguous. In the 1910s and 1920s, under mounting pressure to transform their country into a modern nation-state, Chinese intellectuals and reformers openly debated the question of Confucius: whether his teachings were still suitable for a China that had been fatigued and made vulnerable by foreign exploitation; more important, whether Confucian ethics were prone to being misused by the state and rulers and by anyone who was politically or socially superior; and whether those with power forged precepts like filial duty and brotherly respect so that they could brandish them like weapons to insure inequality. During that period, strong words were exchanged between the right and the left, but the disagreement did not lead to all-out violence. Students could be expelled for desecrating the altar of Confucius in their school, but acts of open defiance were, on the whole, isolated cases. The differences were fought mainly on paper and within the limits of civility. The reappraisal of Confucius took many forms, on the stage and in fiction, in studies of history and through critical scholarship. It was in part China’s own self-examination.

      The attack on Confucius continued into the post-1949 Communist years. But by this time, the drive was no longer correction but destruction, and it went completely out of control by the fall of 1966. This was at the beginning of the Cultural Revolution. The campaign called for the wiping out of “old thought, old culture, old customs, and old habits.” The radicals and the zealots, without thought or imagination, understood the bidding as unlimited license to abuse and brutalize men and women of learning; to burn books, smash cultural relics, and raze sacred sites. They were masters of their own destiny yet were enslaved to an inhuman idea, and so when they set to work, these youths showed no reserve. They pillaged the mosques in Xinjiang, vandalized the temples in Shanxi and Shaanxi, set ablaze statues of the Buddha in Hefei and Loyang, and were not going to spare the Confucius Temple, the Confucius Mansion, and the Confucius Tomb, the three hallowed sites in Confucius’ home county, Qufu. When the outsiders arrived, Qufu officials and the older residents offered whatever defense they could muster. But the students from the local schools wavered: they were not sure where they should stand in the conflict. In the end many succumbed to the sheer weight of the revolution. The students did not torch the Confucius Temple, but they dug up Confucius’ grave “to declare him safely dead.”

      Eight years later, Confucius was dragged out again to be paired with Lin Biao in the “anti–Lin Biao, anti-Confucius” campaign. Lin was Mao’s closest comrade and designated successor in the early years of the Cultural Revolution. In 1971, he died in a plane crash. According to official reports, he had betrayed Mao, and when his plan to assassinate Mao did not materialize, he and his family tried to flee to the Soviet Union in a military plane, but the plane went down in Mongolia. Lin was charged posthumously with treason. Three years later, in the midst of yet another mass movement aimed pointedly at Confucius, Lin Biao was declared to be a “Confucius of contemporary China” because according to some investigators he had hung a scroll in his study with four characters taken from Confucius’ Analects. There were also other allegations intended to justify putting Lin Biao and Confucius on the same banner and in the same criticism sessions.

      In the 1980s, after the Cultural Revolution had formally come to a close, scholarship and classical learning slowly found their way back to the universities and the research institutions funded by the state. Confucius’ Analects was introduced again in the classrooms, together with the Confucian classics. From the mid-1990s until now, the discovery of the bamboo-slip texts from 300 BC has been fueling Confucian studies, but much of the work and discussion has taken place within the confines of the academy. Places like Qufu have received more visitors in the last two decades, but, for the Chinese, having a livelier tourist industry in these Confucian sites is not the same as reading in the papers that their party leaders are touting the virtues of a Confucian society and that their government is in the process of establishing Confucius Institutes to teach the Chinese language in Africa, Europe, Southeast Asia, and South and North America.

      The latest development is a mixed blessing for the people of Qufu. Many of them still remember what happened in the fall of 1966. Some took part in the desecration of the Confucius burial grounds. A few are still living with the ghosts they once thought they had to exhume because of the disgrace into which the ghosts had fallen. Now they must welcome them back as benign spirits—and a calming presence—in this new round of virtual politics. But at least the politics is not another ideological onslaught. The Confucius Institutes teach the Chinese language to people around the world. They are conceived as agents of China’s peaceful expansion—harbingers of good news.

      Confucius probably never expected to be associated with language learning. Even though the Analects says that Confucius “always used correct pronunciations” when reciting from the Classic of Poetry or from the Classic of Documents, his interest in language was on a deeper level. “Correct pronunciations,” in this case, refer to how words should sound, say, as they were first sung in a poem presented in the royal court of Zhou. Like an exegete, Confucius believed that he could edge closer to the meaning of old poems and ancient writings when he had restored the correct pronunciations. He did not think that it was right to recite the classic odes in contemporary pronunciation or in his native Lu dialect: some gist or nuance was bound to be lost. Confucius would not have wished China to widen her influence by making her language more accessible. It was simply not in his political thinking, and it would contradict how he felt about words and speech. One can never be too careful when teaching others to speak, he says: words are an extension of thought, and when voiced, they must be appropriate. Yet his latest comeback through the international language institutes is not completely absurd. It is, after all, his reputation as a teacher that lends some respect to these learning centers.

      In China, Confucius is known as xianshi, “first teacher,” “the teacher before all teachers.” Yet in real life he did not become so until he was in his mid-sixties, just a few years before he died. His ambition up to that point was to save the world from decline through political purchase. His family gave him no assistance. He was the son of a common gentleman, a shi, which meant that his position in society depended entirely on what he did with his life, how he spent his time and applied his skills and knowledge.* He inherited no privileges or entitlements except for a chance to have an education and a status that was above a commoner. Even so, Confucius was lucky because he came into the world at the right time.

      That world was in upheaval, but it was ready to consider how to reorganize and recast itself. An aged enfeoffment system, which had been the framework and the adhesive of the Zhou political universe since the founding of the dynasty in the mid-eleventh century BC, was barely functioning after centuries of abuse. Regional rulers, who were responsible for holding the dynasty together through their loyalty to the Zhou king, had, for three centuries, been preoccupied with aggrandizing themselves. Meanwhile, the hereditary families in each state had been preying on their ruler’s wealth and power. By Confucius’ time, the hereditary families themselves were tearing one another apart through such petty scuffles as cockfights and jealous feuds. (Cockfights and sexual exploits were fiercely competitive in the sixth century BC.) The decline of the aristocratic class allowed the shi, the common gentlemen, who had been in the service of the noble households as stewards or warriors, to move into administrative positions in the state government and to take part in state politics. This was the path Confucius followed.

      The most talented of the common gentlemen, Confucius being the most notable, also set out to redefine ideas such as worth (xian), nobleness (shang), and virtue (de). It is a person’s ability and character, not his heredity, they said, that should grant him a place at the top. They brought to their argument their own achievements. They also turned to the old documents for validation. Thus a statement made by a venerated man five hundred years earlier, explaining why a depraved king should be deposed, could be read to mean that anyone in office who was incompetent or unscrupulous should be demoted to the rank of a commoner. And these common gentlemen would add that a man who had lost his noble rank could no longer be called a junzi, “son of the lord,” regardless of his pedigree. The name junzi, which had once signified only social position and provenance, by the time of Confucius had acquired a moral tone. More and more, it applied only to men with noble character.

      Men like Confucius talked about their work in this regard with exaggerated modesty, describing it as “transmission” of truthful ideas or “rectifying names.” Their task may sound straightforward, but there were many risks. The more responsible of the gentlemen realized this. They were cautious about what they were doing because they knew that they were handling hefty ideas and big names, and that distortion was easy. At the same time, these men recognized the potentials of their historical situation, which had given them a reasonable chance to compete in the political world and even room to rewrite the rules so that the outcome would favor the virtuous and the competent. This may in part explain Confucius: he was so bold as to attempt a coherent teaching about what was virtue, who had worth, and what might be an ideal government, yet he was also wary lest his handling of ideas and names might cause them to lose their vigor and veracity. Thus he relied on history and his knowledge of cultural practice—not just his intellectual gifts—to help him compose his vision of a moral political order, and the man he looked back to for guidance was the Duke of Zhou, brother of the founder of the Zhou dynasty, King Wu.

      The Duke of Zhou had accomplished for the early Zhou what Confucius set out to do for his own age. The Duke of Zhou was a counselor to his brother King Wu, and a regent in a period when King Wu’s heir was too young to rule. He carried out the work of a ruler without ever having been one, and his accomplishments were veritable. These facts encouraged Confucius in his own ambitions, but the Duke of Zhou was five hundred years removed from him. Thus it was the Duke of Zhou’s spirit and the ethos of the early Zhou that Confucius called upon to give him direction.

      Besides the Duke of Zhou, there were other counselors Confucius admired—Zichan and Guan Zhong, for instance—men closer to his own time and faced with problems akin to his. Yet records of these men showed that not all of their political labor turned out to be honest; circumstances could force them to be expedient. Confucius thought that these counselors were praiseworthy, but his judgments were measured—in fact, so finely calibrated that they are informative about the political history of the Spring and Autumn period and instructive about him. They tell us, for instance, how he reacted to extreme loyalty and extreme scrupulosity, whether he could overlook an irregularity in a man’s political career if what happened on that one occasion allowed the man to achieve a greater good, and how he felt regarding those brief and violent episodes that could speed up a change for the better.

      Confucius thought aloud about these questions with a group of young men who addressed him as “Master,” zi, and called themselves his “disciples,” tu. Some of the men were sons of aristocrats or children of common gentlemen. Others were merchants, farmers, artisans, soldiers, criminals, or sons of criminals. Some were from the capital city, others from fortified towns and the villages in the surrounding countryside. Some were refined and others were roughhewn. Three stood out: Zigong, Yan Hui, and Zilu.

      Zigong was a merchant who aspired to a career in politics. Around this time, it was possible for merchants to pursue such an ambition. A hundred years earlier, they could not even work for themselves. Like artisans, merchants were dependents of the aristocratic families. They earned their keep by helping their lords procure goods that could not be found locally, and their sons would inherit their jobs after they died. The decline of the large elite families and an overall sense that changes in the social structure were imminent encouraged the merchants to break free and to have a go on their own. By the middle of the Spring and Autumn period, peasants, too, were acquiring more independence from the families on whose land they worked and lived. Up until the sixth century BC, their relationship with their lords had been one of mutual obligation—productive labor in exchange for protection and bare livelihood—but that relationship was coming to an end, to be replaced by a more efficient system of tax payment in kind. The new relationship was less personal, but it let the peasants feel that they owned the land they plowed; thus they were prodded to work harder, improve their farming technique, and increase their productivity. Along with agriculture, other industries—such as the manufacture of bronze, iron, and pottery—were advancing rapidly. By the end of the fifth century BC, industries and craftsmanship began to become more specialized, so that a warrior from Qi might want to have his sword forged in Yue, and a palace lady from Qin might fancy to have her skirt dyed in Qi and her precious stones carved in Chu.

      The demand for fine goods and raw materials found only in certain regions kept the merchants on the road. The Chinese had had a road system since the beginning of the Zhou dynasty. Road construction continued on an even larger scale during the Spring and Autumn period. At this time, wars and diplomacy and other kinds of interstate activities provided the push for making the roads wider and sturdier than before so that they could hold up the weight of an army on the march and gift-laden chariots with hundreds of escorts in tow. Along these roads, merchants could also be seen hauling their goods. And as their numbers swelled, some began to take on roles as informants for their rulers, reporting on troop movements and other useful news, such as who was sending what to whom, and whether twenty chariots of furs and rawhides could seal an alliance for the state of Chu with the state of Wei. Before long, some of the merchants began to groom themselves for political roles. This was not hubris, for toward the end of the Spring and Autumn period, merchants could become high ministers, and high ministers might leave their posts and become merchants. Zigong was such a man, ever-shifting and mobile, which the world then found quite acceptable.

      Confucius’ follower Yan Hui was another kind of common gentleman. He was as smart and imaginative as Zigong and just as ambitious, but he would not have chosen to become a merchant. And even if he had, he could never have been good at buying and selling. Yan Hui was poor because his family was poor. But he had a lofty mind and was content to live in “a shabby neighborhood.” Yan Hui was not someone prosperity left behind. But that could not be said of most people during the Spring and Autumn period.

      The most destitute at this time were farmers who had fallen victim to heavy taxes. When farmers let go the attachments that bound them to the powerful families, the families no longer felt morally obliged to offer them support. Thus when they plunged, the farmers could expect to hit bottom. Such was the price of the slight independence these farmers gained in the political shift from an enfeoffment structure to a joint concern of sovereign states. Commoners were becoming subjects of the state, including those living outside of the capital, on the periphery or “in the field,” men like Confucius’ follower Zilu, whose ancestors could never take part in matters of the state. Yet throughout this period of change, no one in China, no Socrates in Lu or Wei, tried to articulate what this new relationship might mean in terms of the moral and legal obligations the state and the subject each had for the other. This was probably because men with learning were still yearning for a time when moral duties were not pronounced in rules and ordinances. If the impulse to act correctly did not come from yourself, Confucius said to a follower, what good could it do for you? In his mind, the moral was beautiful, and it should not succumb to rules. Rules diminish its beauty and subtlety, and adherence to them is an admission of one’s own moral failure.

      Nonetheless, Confucius could not deny the plus side of the political change that was unfolding before him. A topic like “worth,” for instance, had entered the public debate and would now have some import in the selection of government officials, which could only benefit men like him. Yet despite his personal gains, Confucius was still searching for certain constants in history and poetry, in habits and sentiments, in rites and music, that could help him compose his thoughts and build something stable and vast. He liked conversations. They helped him think, but he never expected anyone to write them down. Confucius did not wish to have his words end up as rules, or to be immortalized himself. For he loved the idea of being human. He loved the entirely private journey of finding what was right and feasible among life’s many variables.

      On that journey, which included fourteen years of travels, Confucius talked to scores of people, from rulers to rustics, counselors to recluses, but also thugs, musicians, and madmen. With rulers, the subject was the fundamentals of government: where to begin if the ruler wished to see his state prosper; how the ruler should prepare himself; what he should expect from his ministers; and what mistakes could lead his country to ruin. With court counselors, the subject was human character: what Confucius would look for in a man; whom he would recommend for high office; why one person was suitable to be an advisor to a king and another merely a steward on a large estate. In his conversations with simple folk, Confucius never seemed arrogant or aloof. He could never feel superior because, he explained, no matter who put a question to him, “my mind was a complete blank. I kept hammering at the two sides of the question until I got everything out.” Confucius was evasive when talking to political thugs and ebullient when speaking about musicians. Throughout his long journey, he also sought out recluses in the wild, men who were in such despair with the political machinators of the world and so tired of earthly concerns that they preferred finding their own peace among the mountain cassia and forest pines, in grass huts and alone, far away from the human hullabaloo. From them, Confucius learned a different point of view, against which he could gauge his own.

      But it was with Zigong, Yan Hui, Zilu, and a few other followers that Confucius felt most comfortable talking about any subject, and if the subject was abstruse or a tangle, he would use the occasion to try sorting it out and to hear what others had to say. Sometimes he was able to gain something for himself. These conversations covered a wide range of topics: mourning rites and sacrificial rites; how to serve one’s parents when they are alive; how to serve them when they are dead; how to serve them when they are horrid; how to decide who has benevolence and who has acumen, and whether a benevolent man can be hoodwinked; how to learn and what knowledge to retain; how to listen to poetry and what to cherish in music; what to do if one could have one’s way in the world. These dialogues make up a large part of his teachings, and they illustrate his techniques and tact as a teacher. They are not, however, philosophers’ conversations. They do not resemble Socrates’ dialogues with, say, Gorgias or Callicles, though the topics are similar. Confucius, too, sought to distinguish genuine art from fake art, moral persuasion from sweet talk, the noble statesman from the political pander. But his moral thought was not Plato’s dialectical ethics. Opponents were rarely present in these conversations, and when they did appear, Confucius did not feel that he had to defeat them on their grounds and with their rules before he was ready to speak about who had knowledge and what was true. He did not get involved with rhetoricians, and he was not speaking just to students of philosophy or those with an analytical bent. Any listener could have joined in the conversation and recognized something relevant to his own life.

      Accessibility, however, presented its own difficulties. When there were also the problems of gaps in the records and insufficient context, it allowed the teachings of Confucius to take on all kinds of interpretations: some were strong and morally compelling, some were banal, and others were merely convenient. Yet in the right hands or an imaginative mind, these ideas could assume lives of their own and become the source of fresh concepts, brand-new teachings, and materials for further disquisition. An example would be the notion of ren, or benevolence. Confucius identified it as a distinct human character. It is warm and beautiful, he says: one gravitates to it “like home.” Two followers of Confucius from the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Cheng Yi and Zhu Xi, placed ren in the metaphysical category, calling it “the principle of love.” The principle of love is not the same as love, they said. The love a person has for his parents and the respect he has for his older brother are only expressions of ren, which is not the same as ren. Ren is the principle or the reason that love exists, they continued; its productive and generative character is what humans have in common with heaven and earth. In this upgraded version, ren had acquired cosmological importance. It would be in a much stronger position if it were to find itself in a competition against a subtle aspect of Buddhist philosophy. Of this Cheng and Zhu were keenly aware.

      By the end of the nineteenth century, China was in a different kind of contest. She had had a string of disasters in her confrontations with Britain, France, and Japan, and could not afford to lose another round. Metaphysics and cosmology could not have helped her in this competition. She needed, among other things, gunboats and warships, a modern army and prudent governance. And her people would have to put away their differences and stand together as one. The call for unity was in the air. Two reformers from this period, Kang Youwei and Tan Sitong, both turned to ren—to Confucius’ original idea of finding a home in ren—to help them lay the emotional ground of a harmonious society. And to insure that this community would be inclusive and sturdy, they relied on the works of the two Song dynasty thinkers, Cheng Yi and Zhu Xi, who gave ren its cosmological largeness and metaphysical certainty.

      It is still too early to tell whether the present Chinese government is trying to do the same in its call for a “harmonious society” and “China’s peaceful rise” in the global community. Scholars in China are encouraged to pursue their research in Confucian studies and to inspire their students to do the same. Government money is available if they wish to organize academic conferences around topics in Confucianism. But officials also want their presence to be felt. Several could be seen at such an event recently, along with the ritualists from Hong Kong and South Korea, and the local troops. The officials were there because they liked the publicity and they liked to give the semblance that they were capable of thought. The ritualists were there because they had no one else to talk to about their stale knowledge. The troops were there for the free food and white spirits. But the occasion belonged to the scholars and their students. Several wrote on the idea of ren: Why did Confucius pair ren (benevolence) with li (the rites), a moral concept with secular practice? How did ren evolve in the three hundred years after Confucius died. The scholars also discussed whether there was metaphysics in Confucius’ thought and why the recently excavated texts might support such an argument; whether at one time there were “hundreds of chapters” of the Analects, from which the editors selected only twenty; and if there were “hundreds of chapters,” what happened to them and whether the extant version accurately reflects Confucius’ teachings.

      If Confucius were present at this affair, he would recognize the politics. He would listen to the officials talk their talk. He would look at them with sideways glances. He would have a drink with the soldiers in uniform and avoid the ritualists altogether. He would sit next to a scholar and chat with the students, and he would feel assuaged.
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       T THE HEIGHT OF HIS POLITICAL CAREER, CONFUCIUS suddenly resigned from office and took to the road with no prospects and very little cash. The year was 497 BC. He was fifty-four, holding the position of minister of crime in his home state of Lu when this happened. The move essentially ended his public career, but he could not have known it then.

      Confucius had always wanted a place near the top, though not for the usual reasons. He was not seeking fresh emolument or an extra charge of power. His ambitions were for a noble end, but to achieve them he needed more political leverage. The minister of crime was only a middle-level official. The position allowed him an occasional audience with the feudal lord, and he would go to him when called upon. His immediate supervisor, however, was the chief counselor. He saw this man more often, and it was through his relationship with the chief counselor that he would gauge where he stood in the eyes of his ruler and whether he mattered in the affairs of the state. In 497 BC, Duke Ding was the ruler of Lu, Jihuanzi was his chief counselor, and Confucius reported directly to Jihuanzi.

      No one can say for sure why Confucius gave up his job that year. It had taken him a long time to get where he was, working his way up from keeper of granaries and livestock in Jihuanzi’s clan to district officer, then to minister of works, and finally to minister of crime. Salaried positions were not uncommon during this period of Chinese history, but the more coveted offices were given to aristocrats living on hereditary emoluments. Confucius himself was on the edge of being aristocratic, but his provenance could not quite admit him to this privileged group. According to some reports, his early ancestors were the Kongs from the state of Song, a titled family that produced several eminent counselors for Song. But in the mid-seventh century BC, political rivals dealt the family a hard blow, after which the Kongs could no longer hold their heads high. Consequently, several members of the family moved to Lu. Among them was Confucius’ great-grandfather. By the time Confucius was born, the Kongs had long adopted Lu as their home, but they had lost altogether their hereditary titles and the privileges their ancestors had enjoyed in Song. They were now common gentlemen (shi), just a grade above the common folk.

      There were many such men in the Spring and Autumn period—marginal people with the pride of the elite and an education in the six arts of ritual, music, archery, charioteering, writing, and mathematics. These men knew that they were from superior stock, but with the decline of their family fortune, all they were allowed was an education, and all they could rely on for employment and an income was the knowledge and skills they had acquired; and so they lived with an uneasy feeling that if they did not apply themselves fully in any or all of the six arts, they could fall below the margin. The common gentlemen from Confucius’ time were diligent and flexible; they could be warriors or bureaucrats. Confucius’ own father, Shu-liang He, was a soldier and a district steward in Lu.

      When Confucius was conceived in 552 or 551 BC, Shu-liang He was already an old man, with nine daughters by a principal wife and a clubfooted son by a concubine. Still, he managed to persuade the head of the Yan family to let his daughter—a girl in her teens—have a child with him. The early Chinese historian Sima Qian writes, “[Shu-liang] He and the girl from the Yan family made love in the fields and conceived Confucius.” No early accounts explained why the couple “made love in the fields (yehe).” One would assume that before approaching the Yan family, Shu-liang He had ended his first marriage because that wife failed to produce a male heir, and that he had driven away his concubine because she gave him an imperfect son. If the Yan girl was indeed his legitimate wife, why did the nuptials take place under such unnatural circumstances? Was their relationship perceived as being in some way illicit? After their union in the wilds, adds Sima Qian:

      
       The couple prayed at Mount Ni, and she gave birth to Confucius. Confucius was born in the twenty-second year of Duke Xiang of Lu with a concavity in the top of his head, like a roof with turned-up eaves. [And since his parents prayed at Mount Ni (Ni Qiu),] he was given the personal name of Qiu and the courtesy name of Zhongni. His family name was Kong.

      

      Confucius was only three when his father died. Mother and son had a hard time scraping by, and she died when he was still a young man. He married a woman from the Binguan family when he was eighteen. His wife soon bore him a son, and sometime later a daughter.

      Confucius was unusually tall. Some claimed that he “grew to a height of well over six feet.” The pumped-up figure could mean that he was seen as bigger than life. Confucius himself, however, never tried to inflate his image or his abilities. He readily told others that he “was skilled in many menial things.” He did not think that a gentleman need be so proficient in menial tasks, but he had no choice, he said, for he “was poor and from a lowly station” and could not enter government service as easily as young men of prominent families could, and so “could not prove himself in office” just because he felt he was ready. Thus he went forth unto his work and labor with patience, and he moved upward gradually from keeping accounts and looking after livestock to positions of relative importance in the state bureaucracy.

      By the time he became the minister of crime, Confucius also had a following that included men like Zigong, Yan Hui, and Zilu. Most of these men had few resources to begin with. Even when they were from well-to-do families, if they were not the eldest sons they would have received only a trifle of the inheritance after their fathers died, certainly not enough to live on. Thus by becoming apprentices to a gentleman and by pursuing the learning of a gentleman, they hoped to stand on their own one day, with a gentleman’s disposition and profession. In the meantime, they relied on their teacher for material support and contacts to help them get started on a political career. Disciples of Confucius believed that he could make them into what he had become. And like apprentices in a trade, they would spend years at their master’s side, emulating him and caring for him as if he were their own father. They chose to be attached to him, and he, the teacher, was, in small ways, a lord unto himself. Thus when Confucius decided to leave Lu in 497, he was not only giving up his job, he was running the risk of losing all his followers.

      The Analects, which is the oldest record we have about Confucius, mentions only once the matter of his surprise departure:

      
       The men of Qi made a present of singing and dancing girls. Jihuanzi accepted the girls and did not go to court for the next three days. Confucius left.

      

      Confucius’ fourth-generation disciple, Mencius, offers another explanation:

      
       Confucius was the minister of crime in the state of Lu, but [the ruler] did not adopt his measures or make use of his talents. Still, Confucius took part in an official sacrifice. Afterwards, he was not given a portion of the meat from the sacrificial animal. So he left right away and did not even have time to take off his ceremonial cap.

      

      Mencius then adds:

      
       Those who did not understand him thought that Confucius was begrudging about not getting a share of the meat. But those who understood him knew that he had to go because [the ruling elite of] Lu had acted contrary to the rites.

      

      Four centuries later, the Han dynasty historian Sima Qian put the two accounts together, filled in a few titillating details, tidied up the inconsistencies, and produced a more complete story. According to this version, Confucius in 497 was so successful in his administration that “vendors of lamb and pork stopped charging inflated prices, men and women walked on different sides of the street, no one picked up things left on the road, and outsiders coming to the city did not have to look for officers to help them get settled because everyone made them feel at home.” The counselors from the neighboring state of Qi watched this development with growing concern. They feared that with Confucius in charge of government, the ruler of Lu might very well “become the next hegemon,” which meant that their country would be swallowed up first, since it was nearest to Lu. To stop that from happening, the men of Qi decided to thwart Confucius’ effort:

      
       They chose eighty pretty girls in Qi, dressed them in gorgeous clothes, had them instructed in the dance to the Kanglo music, and sent them with sixty pairs of dappled horses as a gift to the Duke of Lu. The dancers were in plain sight with the horses outside of Gao Gate in the south city. Jihuanzi, who went in disguise several times to have a look, was tempted to accept the presents. He persuaded Duke Ding to have a stroll with him on the high road so that they could take a peek at the dancers. They lingered all day, watching the girls, and so neglected state affairs.

      

      At this point, Sima Qian tells us, Confucius’ follower Zilu urged his teacher to quit his job and go elsewhere. Confucius, however, was reluctant, wanting to give the ruler and his chief counselor another chance. He said to Zilu: “There will be a sacrifice today in the outskirts of the city. If our ruler shares portions of the sacrificial meat with the court officers, then I will stay.” The episode concludes with “no meat being offered to the officers” and Confucius leaving Lu a disappointed man.

      Despite the unhappy ending, this is an optimistic story; in fact, it is too upbeat to be credible. The author wants us to believe that when given the authority to fulfill his position, Confucius was able to accomplish impressive feats. Thus, he says, when the office of the minister of crime was at his disposal, within three months Confucius was able to create civil orderliness and social harmony in a world where transgressions had been rampant for so long that people were beginning to accept dishonesty and discordance as the norm. Sima Qian must have exaggerated or made things up, which is understandable because he was writing at a time when China was unified after many centuries of political division and Confucius’ teachings had proved to be particularly useful to the theorists and stewards of the new order. Though fiercely independent, Sima Qian could not be completely free from the influence of a Confucian point of view. So, like most of his contemporaries, he rooted for Confucius and projected his expectations onto the biography he wrote of this man.

      Mencius was less sanguine. He was Confucius’ most important heir, yet he writes that when Confucius was the minister of crime, the ruler did not make use of his talents. Since Mencius was also a second-generation disciple of Confucius’ grandson, he must have been better informed than Sima Qian. He also tells us that Confucius was waiting for an excuse to leave Lu, so when there was “a minor breech” of the rites, he made himself scarce. This explanation seems to edge closer to the truth regarding Confucius’ behavior in 497, yet Mencius is still hiding something. Why, for instance, did Confucius leave in such a hurry? If all along he knew that he had to go because his ruler never thought of him or his plans as significant, why did he not prepare himself for the impending moment? As for the dancers from Qi, they may be part of another story.

      The interplay among these three early sources and their apparent contradictions perfectly introduce the conundrum of how to bring order and meaning to our understanding of Confucius’ life. One might start with the Spring and Autumn Annals, the chronicle from Confucius’ home state of Lu. But since the structure of the annals is skeletal and the entries are minimal, one has to use this source together with the Zuo Commentary to comprehend anything about the goings-on during the Spring and Autumn period. And this commentary says that in 498 BC, the year before Confucius’ departure, an internal uprising nearly brought Lu to destruction. For a while it appeared that the rebels were about to eliminate their ruler along with the men who headed the three hereditary families, men who were not only the chief ministers of the governing council but also the ruler’s closest relatives. Had the rebels been successful in the confrontation and had they gone on to crown themselves, this would have formally terminated Lu’s feudal tie with the Zhou king. In other words, Lu would no longer have been a feudal state of the Zhou kingdom, and the history of Lu would have had to begin a new chapter. However, things did not end up that way. According to the Zuo Commentary, Confucius played a crucial role in these events, and he did so, in fact, long before the rebellion had materialized. We find that the Analects is able to corroborate much of this story.

      The very schematic Spring and Autumn Annals, to which the Zuo Commentary is attached, has eleven entries for the year 498. Three out of the eleven deal with affairs in other states—the death and funeral of a feudal lord; the military exploits of one state against another. One mentions a rain-praying ceremony in the fall; another, a solar eclipse in the eleventh month. The remaining entries allude to the malignity and the violence in Lu that year: first, the head of the Shusun family led an army and demolished a city that for generations had been the family’s stronghold; then, shortly afterwards, the head of the Jisun family—the chief counselor Jihuanzi—tried to do the same to his city.

      The Zuo Commentary explains that Confucius’ disciple Zilu was a retainer in the Jisun clan, and that it was Zilu who encouraged the hereditary families to destroy their cities, telling them that it would be better to make a fresh start than to let the rebels gain control of their bases. Following Zilu’s advice, the Shusuns razed their original home city, and the Jisuns were just about to do the same to their home city in Bi when one of their retainers, Gongshan Buniu, “took command of the men of Bi and sprang a surprise attack on the capital of Lu.” In desperation, the commentary continues, “the duke and the heads of the three families entered the Jisun palace grounds and climbed the Wuzi Terrace.” The rebels tried “but could not take them.” “Arrows grazed past the ruler” while he waited for his fate. At this point, Confucius, in his capacity as the minister of crime, ordered two state officers to lead an assault against the insurgent band. “The men of Bi fled north. The government troops pursued them and crushed them in Gu. The two rebel leaders ran for the state of Qi. Immediately after, the Jisun clan destroyed their stronghold at Bi.” The third family, the Mengsuns, however, had a change of heart. When it was their turn to dismantle their base, the chief retainer persuaded the head of the family not to do it. “The city of Cheng is the Mengsuns’ security,” the man said. “Without it, there won’t be any Mengsuns.” At the end of 498, the ruler sent an army to finish up what the Mengsun family could not carry out themselves, but the expedition failed.
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