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Foreword

Cai Gen Tan,orMy Crude Philosophy of Life,is a book of
aphoristic sayings of ancient China. Its author is Hong Yingming of
the Ming dynasty (1368—1644), whose dates and life story are no
longer known. However, in the Selected Titles from the General
Catalogue of the Imperial Library Si Ku Quan Shu ,in connection
with Mysteries about Immortals and Emminent Buddhist Monks,
another book of his, this is noted: “Hong Yingming, whose style
(name adopted by a man at coming of age—translator) was Zicheng,
was also known as The Reverend Return-to-Origin. His native place
is unknown.” Yuan Huang, a famous scholar and a contemporary of
Hong, wrote in his preface to Mysteries: “Mr. Hong Zicheng was a
disciple of Xindu.” We gather from the above that Hong was styled
Zicheng,and was otherwise known as “The Reverend Return-to-Ori-
gin”;that he was once taught by the eminent Ming scholar Yang
Shen( Yang was a native of Xindu,a name which was used alterna-
tively for the man—translator) ; and that he lived about the Wanli
reign period (1573—1620)of Emperor Shenzong.

The name of the book Cai Gen Tan, literally Vegeiable Roots
Talk ,is of special interest to us today. Yu Kongjian of the Ming dy-
nasty, who called himself “ Master of the Three Peaks”, said in his
preface to the book: “‘ Vegetable Roots’ in the title suggests that the
‘talk’is the result of knowing life’s bitterness as well as of watering
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and cultivating. One can imagine all the hardships and dangers its
author must have gone through. " Later, in the Qing dynasty(1644——
1911) , Tong Li, also known as “Invalid of the Three Mountains",
said in his preface to the 1768 edition of the book: “Vegetables are
part of our daily life because they taste good. However, their taste o-
riginates in their roots, which need to be cultivated carefully to make
the taste linger long. Thus what the book has to say about the taste
of being actively involved in this world and that of banishing it is in
fact meaningful words that come from‘cultivating the roots’ .” More
recently,in 1915, Sun Keng acquired in Japan an edition of the book
annotated by Kyo Takeko, who noted in his preface: “The title Cai
Gen Tan alludes to a remark by Wang Ge of the Song dynasty
(960—1279) :  Those who can enjoy eating vegetable roots are equal
to any work.’” While each version is pertinent in its way, the last in
particular is straightforward and clear.

The contents of the book,according to Tong Li’s preface, were
summarized by a certain“Old Man Fou Wong” as“including sayings
about conducting oneself as well as getting along in the world, living
in retirement and seclusion as well as being illustrious and influen-
tial, mending one’s ways as well as keeping proud moral integrity,
benevolence as well as uprighteousness, Buddhist ideas as well as
comic things,learning as well as attainment—all with clear message
in concise language, good reason in simple writing. "It is a collection
of maxims and epigrams about life dealing with,among other things,
how to cultivate one’s moral character and temperament, how to put
oneself through the mill, how to conduct oneself in society,and how
to get along with people, a book that fuses Confucianism, Taoism and
Buddhism. Drawing on the best of the three schools’ philosophy of
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life, the author brings together the Confucianists’ “Way of Loyalty
and Consideration” , the Taoists’ belief in quietness and nonaction,
and the Bu‘d,dhists' precept of obliviousness of both the external
world and oneself. This is coupled with the author’s ideas and per-
ceptions about a universe with its infiniteness, its all-embracing and
manoeuvring power, about a self-cultivation that values the oneness
of nature with man and a harmonious simple life with few worldly
desires, about an attitude towards life that stresses hiding one’s tal-
ent in natural ease and being indifferent to honour or disgrace, about
a personal relationship that sets store by being quiet and even-tem-
pered, modest and magnanimous, and forgetting gains and losses, and
about the pursuit of a meritorinus career that underscores the need to
place moral integrity before the winning of merits, and to judge the
hour and size up the situation. Orderly and symmetrical in sentence
structure, rhythmic and sonorous is sound, graceful and fresh in poet-
ic appeal, this book of quotable sayings is deep, philosophical, and
thought-provoking.

The end of the Ming and the beginning of the Qing dynasties
were a time that saw an unusual crop of books of quotable sayings
about self-cultivation. Among them were such works as Lii Kun’s
Shen Yin Yu in the Wanli reign period of the Ming, Chen
Meigong’s Notes from a Quiet Small Windowin the last years of
the Ming, and Wang Yongbin’s Fireside Talk in the Night in the
beginning of the Qing. However, the most popular of such books was
Cai Gen Tan .Moreover, not only was the book everywhere cited in
its day, but it had its impact even in the 1980s and 90s in the busi-
ness circles in China and Japan. The case is especially true of Japan,
where those in business believed that “fundamentally speaking, al-
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though there are thousands of books on business management, most
of them can hardly match the one book Cai Gen Tan.” They regard-
ed it, together with Romance of the Three Kingdoms and The Art
of War, two other ancient Chinese works, as the best reference
teaching material for training in business administration. How is it
that a book of quotable sayings about the philosophy of life can have
such influence in the business world of China and Japan? We believe
there are three possible reasons. Firstly, the moral norms for self-cul-
tivation and for investigating the world and examining oneself that
pervade the book can help those in business in their own self-cultiva-
tion and overall personal improvement. This is specially relevant to
the highly competitive market economy of today. In a market econo-
my, orderly competition calls for, on the one hand, a complete set of
legal norms and, on the other, new moral standards born out of tradi-
tion, but informed by the times. The integration of the two, when it
is internalized into the self moral discipline of business men and
women, will immensely help keep the order of the market economy
and promote the healthy development of economic construction. Sec-
ondly, the numerous ideas in the book about knowing the proper lim-
its in dealing with nature and with people, about establishing a rela-
tionship of harmony, flexibility and accommodation, ideas based on
the belief that man is an integral part of nature, tally with the theory
of management of behavioural science, an important theory in pre-
sent-day business administration. This theory holds that the manage-
ment of a modern business should centre around people, that the
overall personal development of the staff and their relation with the
enterprise determine its rise or fall, success or failure; hence the man-
agement through personal feeling and through personality, for bring-
7



ing out the initiative of the staff and producing the best returns. Cai
Gen Tan can shed some light on such things. Thirdly, the philosophy
contained in some of the sayings about how to cultivate oneself and
how to get along with people coincides with certain principles of op-
eration of the market economy and market competition,and thus can
guide business management. For example, in the chapter “Social
Contact” there is the saying: “ To save a losing game is like driving a
horse at the brink of a precipice—never lightly stir the whip even for
once;to achieve an exploit on the verge of success is like paddling a
boat upstream—never spare even one stroke,” something that can be
a lesson for administrators to make a correct assessment of the situa-
tion and act accordingly. In the chapter “Miscellany” there is: “In
adversity, one is surrounded, as it were, by salutary though unpalat-
able remedies, which help improve one’s moral integrity and charac-
ter without one’s knowing it;in prosperity, one is confronted, so to
speak , with dangerous weapons, which harm and destroy one’s flesh
and bone without one’s realizing it,” an admonition that administra-
tors should be ‘alert to possible dangers when successful and should
put themselves through the mill when beset with difficulties. In the
same chapter, we have “To one’s employees one must not be too
harsh,or those who mean to serve you will leave,” a warning that
administrators should know the proper limits in personnel manage-
ment and avoid being too severe or exacting. One can draw useful
lessons from such sayings and make inferences about numerous other
things from them.

The different editions of Cai Gen Tan have appeared in two
forms—the two-volume form and the one-volume form. In the sever-
al editions of the one-volume form the sayings are classified and ar-
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ranged in five divisions: Self-cultivation, Social Contact, Human Af-
fairs, Leisure, and Miscellany. The modern Chinese translation of the
present edition is largely that of the original text of a reissued edition
of 1887 by the Tripataka Buddhist Monastery in Yangzhou, but oth-
er versions were consulted in the translating. Although we have
worked scrupulously and hard for correct reading of the original and
for adequate expression, there may still be errors and inaccuracies, for

which we solicit the readers’ criticism.

Hu Ruhong
3 March 1999
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Self-cultivation

1.To have the character of pure gold and fine jade,
one has to go through tempering fire; to achieve great
earth-shaking feats, one must walk over treacherous ice.

2. One momentary slip and you will feel your conduct is
all amiss: you have to be as watchful as with a floating bag
for ferrying across the sea, which does not admit of a pin-
point leak. Ten thousand accomplished good deeds only can
give you a good conscience for life: you need to be as
scrupulous as the legendary sky-reaching magic-tree, which
gets the support of numerous other trees.

3. Things done in pressing circumstances should be pre-
meditated in leisure hours, for then you will make fewer er-
rors; ideas held in action should be carefully weighed be-
forehand in idle moments, for then you will be free from
improper thoughts.

4.To do good in order to show or distinguish oneself;
to bestow favours in order to win a name or ingratiate one-
3



