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Overall Appraisal of Confucius’ Disciples

To promote China’ s traditional etiquette and
musical culture, which had been sorely neglected in
his time, Confucius early on embarked on a career of
education. He trained a great number of disciples, 70
of whom in Chinese cultural history are known as a
special group of people. Confucius and his disciples
jointly formed an academic school, the “Confucian
school of thought.” After Confucius passed away,
some of his disciples wandered from state to state,
trying to convince their rulers to adopt their master’ s
teachings. Some took official positions, engaged in
business or served as teachers themselves, while
others lived in seclusion and devoted themselves to
study. From the mid—Warring States Period (475-221
BC) Confucianism exerted an extensive and profound

influence on Chinese culture, education and politics.

Confucius as a Teacher

Born at the end of the Spring and Autumn
Period (770-221 B.C.), a time of political and moral
degeneracy, Confucius upheld the principle of “being
insatiable in learning and tireless in teaching,” and
set himself the task of restoring the old moral values.
He began to run a private school and look for people

with the same goals.

In the era of Confucius education was divided into
the “Lesser Learning” and the “Great Learning.”
The children of both the nobles and common people
would go to school to learn the rites, music, archery,
charioteering, calligraphy and arithmetic at about the
age of eight. Usually, the children of the nobles would
enter the “Great Learning” at the age of 15, to study
mainly the art of administration. Confucius stressed
mastery of the Six Classics — The Book of Songs,
Collection of Ancient Texts, The Rites, The Book of
Changes, The Book of Music and The Spring and
Autumn Annals, and selected and compiled textbooks
and teaching materials himself. Confucius followed the
principle that “There is no distinction between classes
of men,” and was willing to teach anyone aged 15 or
over. The great educationist once said, “I will treat
without partiality all those who want to study with me,
regardless of their social status.”

Confucius paid great attention to educating
his disciples in culture, morals, devotion and
trustworthiness. As his fame spread, people of all
walks of life flocked to him from the different vassal
states. Historical records reveal that Confucius knew
his students well. He taught students according to their
aptitude, eager for them to grow up to be useful citizens,

have both ability and integrity and carry forward the



doctrines of the ancient sages.

Confucius adopted flexible and diverse teaching
methods, with a unique style and characteristics.
Sometimes he lectured in a courtyard under an old
scholartree; sometimes he sat in his room and answered
questions from his disciples; sometimes he sang to the
accompaniment of stringed instruments on the Apricot
Altar; and sometimes he took his students out to the
suburbs to teach them while combining leisure and
sightseeing.

Confucius advocated some unusual teaching
methods, such as mentioning one side and making his
disciples deduce the other three sides, enlightening
and persuading, following in order and advancing
step by step. In addition, Confucius often encouraged
his students to participate in political and diplomatic
endeavors. The classes on government affairs
given by Confucius were rich and varied, involving
heated theoretical discussions and fruitful practical
achievements. His disciples often consulted Confucius
on how to take official positions. Some dozen of them
served as officials in different states.

Confucius’ maxims include “A scholar has no
permanent teacher” and “If there are three men
walking together one of them is bound to be good
enough to be my teacher.” Confucius was very modest.
He learned the strong points of every student he taught.
In teaching, Confucius stressed that “example is more
powerful than precept” and “to teach others, we must
improve our morality first.” Confucius’ personality
and individual characteristics deeply influenced his
disciples, who were all devoted to him.

Legend has it that Confucius had a total of 3,000
disciples, including over 70 who were well versed
in the so—called six arts of rites, music, archery,
charioteering, calligraphy and arithmetic. His disciples
took Confucius as their teacher at different times: Some
were early; and others, late. They differed greatly in
their natural abilities, their likes and dislikes, their
dispositions and their skills. Teaching benefited teacher
and students alike. Confucius had a close relationship

with his students, and teacher and students cherished

a deep affection for each other. His disciples regarded
Confucius as their teacher and their friend as well; and
the teacher and students cooperated to promote the
founding and development of the Confucian school of

thought.

Carrying Forward the Great Cause of

Confucius

During the formation of Confucius’  doctrines and
the Confucian school of thought, Confucius’ disciples
played a direct role. It was his disciples who spread
the sage’ s teachings all over China. At the same time,
their accomplishments exerted a great influence on
Confucius too. One day Confucius commented on his
disciples with pride: “I have four friends. Since I met
Yan Hui, my disciples have been more united. Since
I met Zi Gong, more persons of virtue from afar have
come to join us. Since | met Zi Zhang, I have had luster
in front and behind. Since I met Zhong You, I haven’ t
been involved in any rumors or slanders.”

The Confucian school of thought contains
extensive knowledge and profound scholarship. His
disciples understood Confucius best, and knew well
their master’ s ideas, thoughts, joys and sorrows.
To Confucius, his disciples were of extraordinary

significance.

First, Influencing Confucius’ Thought

Confucius divided his disciples into four classes,
according to their special skills and knowledge:
Yan Yuan, Min Zigian, Ran Boniu and Zhong Gong
were distinguished for virtue; Ran Qiu and Ji Lu, for
administrative ability; Zai Wo and Zi Gong, for rhetoric;
and Zi You and Zi Xia, for literary accomplishments.
Confucius had direct contacts with his disciples,
especially with the leading ones who attended him
every day. Accordingly, they exerted a great influence
on Confucius in various aspects.

Confucius’ long teaching career enriched

his educational theory, and his disciples nourished



Confucius’ educational thinking. During his constant
contacts with different disciples, Confucius realized the
differences between people. With the passage of time,
Confucius’  systematic educational thinking matured.
Confucius said, “We should choose the good and
learn from them, pick out the bad and correct them.”
(Analects of Confucius).

The relationship between Confucius and his
disciples was one of equality and harmony. Confucius
never set himself above his disciples; instead, he
often looked back at the past mistakes he had made,
summing up his experiences and improving his own
understanding. Confucius paid great attention to his
disciples’ words and deeds. He “sees what a man
does, examines why he has done so, and observes
whether he is content” (Analects of Confucius). In
a word, the influence of his disciples on Confucius’
thought can by no means be neglected. According to
The Records of the Historian, when Confucius was
writing The Spring and Autumn Annals, 7i Xia and
other disciples participated in collecting materials and
editing the book, and their contributions were highly
praised by their master. It is quite possible that his
disciples contributed their opinions and viewpoints to

Confucius’  thought and doctrines.

Second, Sorting out Confucius’

Posthumous Words

Confucius  “handed down the doctrines of
Yao and Shun as if they had been his ancestors, and
elegantly took the regulations formulated by King
Wen and King Wu as models.” Confucius’ disciples
regarded their teacher as a master of great learning and
integrity, and spread his teachings assiduously.

Confucius expounded the doctrines of King Wen
and King Wu, and left many comments. Exchanging
opinions with Confucius over a long period of time,
his disciples had the habit of writing down his words
and sorting them out later. In this way, Confucius’
expositions have been handed down from generation

to generation. The “Chapter on Art and Literature”

in the History of the Han Dynasty mentions the 70
celebrated disciples of Confucius, and contains a
catalog of the books written by his disciples, evidence
that Confucius’ disciples sorted out and developed
their master’ s teaching after his death. Though it is
probable that Confucius’ expositions were edited
and polished by his disciples, they reflect Confucius’
original intentions. Zeng Zi and Zi Si (grandson of
Confucius) edited Confucius’  posthumous words. It
is thought that chapters of Analects of Confucius, The
School Sayings of Confucius, The Book of Rites, The
Doctrine of the Mean, The Upper Bamboo Book, and
the first five articles of The Kong Family Master’s
Anthology were sorted out and compiled by them. This
is indicated by the words “FEI” ( “Confucius said”).

Over the past few decades a great number of
historical documents have been found to contain
Confucius’ words. The School Sayings of Confucius,
the most important work in which his disciples passed
on their master’ s teachings, includes discussions
between Confucius and his disciples, and portrays
vivid scenes of Confucius giving lectures. The Kong
Family Master’s Anthology is another valuable work
concerning the sage.

Unfortunately, many other books have been lost.

Third, Expanding Confucius’ Influence

In the mid—Warring States Period (475-221 B.C.)
Confucius’  teachings were spread far and wide by
his disciples, as the “Confucian school of thought.”
Gu Jiegang, a leading historian and folklorist, said,

“Confucius had lots of disciples, who were active in
spreading his doctrines. After Confucius passed away,
his disciples followed his example by taking on disciples
of their own.” It is said that “Confucian thought
has been handed down generation after generation
and carried forward because of popularization by his
disciples’ .”

Zi Gong was the most outstanding of these
missionary disciples. Zi Lu contributed immeasurably
to stabilizing the Confucian canon. Zi Xia gave lectures

to over 300 disciples. Zeng Zi was an influential
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teacher in the states of Lu and Wei, and Zi Si was
prominent in sorting out the sayings of Confucius after
the latter’ s death.

In popularizing the doctrines of Confucius, his
disciples focused on different aspects, but none of them
departed from Confucius’ original meaning. They
undertook the explanations of Confucius’ words with
great responsibility, and devoted themselves to the

dissemination of Confucian thought.

Fourth, Bringing into Full Play

Confucius’ Doctrines

The disciples of Confucius differed greatly in their
personalities, natural abilities, dispositions and skills,
and took Confucius as their teacher at different times,
so they showed different academic characteristics. Qian
Mu, a leading historian of modern China, said, “The
earlier and later disciples show different styles and
characteristics. You, Qiu, Yu and Ci were interested
in serving in government, while You, Xia, You and
Zeng were more interested in the study of literature. In
general, the seniors devoted themselves to their careers,
while the juniors, to research into the rites and music;
the seniors were simple and honest, while the juniors
had forceful personalities; the seniors paid attention to
concrete details, while the juniors were fond of setting
up schools.”

Confucius’ doctrines are broad and extensive;
and the Confucian school of thought developed and
changed over the centuries. More often than not, each
disciple put special emphasis on elaborating one aspect
of Confucius’ thought, explaining Confucius’  words
according to his own understanding, and perhaps losing
their true meaning.

In the book Han Feizi, Confucius disciples are
divided into “eight schools” . Some scholars classified
them into the Chuanjing (Doctrine Dissemination)
School, Hongdao (Doctrine Promotion) School and
Jianlii (Implementation) School. In fact, there are
no great differences between the different schools of

Confucianism, though there were obvious differences

between Mencius and Xun Zi, and the latter often
criticized the Simeng school of thought. However, such
arguments could only reflect different understandings
of Confucian theory within the Confucian school
of thought. As a matter of fact, in the spread of
Confucius’  doctrines, only Mencius and Xun Zi were

completely faithful to Confucius’ teaching.

Differentiation of Confucius’ Disciples

As a teacher, Confucius had a great cohesive force,
because of his extensive knowledge, natural ability
and lofty personality. With Confucius as the center, his
disciples formed a closely united Confucian group.

After Confucius passed away, Zi Gong, You Ruo
and Zeng Zi emerged as the heirs of the master. Many
of the disciples observed mourning for their deceased
teacher for the traditional three years, but Zi Gong
stayed by Confucius’ grave in mourning for six years.
In addition, Zi Gong was in charge of presiding over the
funeral. Zi Gong’ s contribution to spreading Confucian
thought was recognized by most of the disciples. Zeng
Zi also became prominent as a teacher and writer of
books stressing the Confucian doctrines of filial piety
and ethics.

Zi Xia and his followers supported You Rou
as the best person to pass on and put into practice
Confucius’  doctrines. However, Zi Gong, Zeng Zi and
others did not agree, and no successor to Confucius
emerged until the following generation, when Mencius
stressed internal exploration, which originated with
Zeng Zi, as the core of Confucianism, while Xun Zi

attached greater importance to external restraint.

About This Book

Traditionally there has been no literary or artistic
work dealing with Confucius’ disciples, apart from
The School Sayings of Confucius and a chapter in
Sima Qian’ s Records of the Historian. The former
is the oldest book with information on Confucius’
disciples. There are still many blank spots in our

knowledge of these men; even their dates of birth



and death are often in dispute. The 72 disciples of
Confucius and the brief introductions to their lives
included in this book were written with reference to
several ancient books, including The School Sayings
of Confucius, Records of the Historian (Biography of
Zhongni’ s Disciples), Unraveling the Mysteries of the
Records of the Historian, and Complete Library of
Four Branches of Literature. Regarding the sequence
of the 72 disciples of Confucius, I mainly consulted the
information in The School Sayings of Confucius.

The brief introductions to each of Confucius’ 72
leading disciples in this book were written by scholars
of the China Confucius Research Institute, and the 73
portraits in the book are the work of Zhang Xiao, based
on the Biographical Portraits of Chinese Historical
Figures published by the Qilu Publishing House in
2002.

)’cmg Cﬁaoming

Deputy President of the China Confucius Research Institute
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