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PREFACE TO THE
LIBRARY OF CHINESE CLASSICS

Yang Muzhi

The publication of the Library of Chinese Classics is a matter of
great satisfaction to all of us who have been involved in the production of
this monumental work. At the same time, we feel a weighty sense of
responsibility, and take this opportunity to explain to our readers the mo-
tivation for undertaking this cross-century task.

The Chinese nation has a long history and a glorious culture, and it has
been the aspiration of several generations of Chinese scholars to translate,
edit and publish the whole corpus of the Chinese literary classics so that
the nation’s greatest cultural achievements can be introduced to people
all over the world. There have been many translations of the Chinese
classics done by foreign scholars. A few dozen years ago, a Western
scholar translated the title of A Dream of Red Mansions into “A Dream
of Red Chambers” and Lin Daiyu, the heroine in the novel, into “Black
Jade.” But while their endeavours have been laudable, the results of their
labours have been less than satisfactory. Lack of knowledge of Chinese
culture and an inadequate grasp of the Chinese written language have led
the translators into many errors. As a consequence, not only are Chinese
classical writings widely misunderstood in the rest of the world, in some
cases their content has actually been distorted. At one time, there was a
“Jin Ping Mei craze” among Western scholars, who thought that they
had uncovered a miraculous phenomenon, and published theories claim-
ing that China was the “fountainhead of eroticism,” and that a Chinese
“tradition of permissiveness” was about to be laid bare. This distorted
view came about due to the translators of the Jin Ping Mei (Plum in the
Golden Vase) putting one-sided stress on the raw elements in that novel,
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to the neglect of its overall literary value. Meanwhile, there have been
many distinguished and well-intentioned Sinologists who have attempted
to make the culture of the Chinese nation more widely known by translat-
ing works of ancient Chinese philosophy. However, the quality of such
work, in many cases, is unsatisfactory, often missing the point entirely.
The great philosopher Hegel considered that ancient China had no phi-
losophy in the real sense of the word, being stuck in philosophical “prehis-
tory.” For such an eminent authority to make such a colossal error of
judgment is truly regrettable. But, of course, Hegel was just as subject to
the constraints of time, space and other objective conditions as anyone
else, and since he had to rely for his knowledge of Chinese philosophy on
inadequate translations it is not difficult to imagine why he went so far off
the mark.

China cannot be separated from the rest of the world; and the rest of
the world cannot ignore China. Throughout its history, Chinese civiliza-
tion has enriched itself by absorbing new elements from the outside world,
and in turn has contributed to the progress of world civilization as a whole
by transmitting to other peoples its own cultural achievements. From the
5th to the 15th centuries, China marched in the front ranks of world civi-
lization. If mankind wishes to advance, how can it afford to ignore China?
How can it afford not to make a thoroughgoing study of its history?

2

Despite the ups and downs in their fortunes, the Chinese people have
always been idealistic, and have never ceased to forge ahead and learn
from others, eager to strengthen ties of peace and friendship.

The great ancient Chinese philosopher Confucius once said, “Wher-
ever three persons come together, one of them will surely be able to teach
me something. I will pick out his good points and emulate them; his bad
points I will reform.” Confucius meant by this that we should always be
ready to learn from others. This maxim encapsulates the principle the Chi-
nese people have always followed in their dealings with other peoples, not
only on an individual basis but also at the level of state-to-state relations.

After generations of internecine strife, China was unified by Emperor



