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The Thirteen Classics

A collection of classics of the Confucian school, The Thirteen
Classics contians the most influential canons in feudal China when it
was, for a long time, revered as a “bible”. For centuries, the
collection was held in high esteem as the guiding principles of
government for the rulers, as a required reader for scholars and as an
ultimate source of influence upon the general public.

From the Western Zhou till the mid Spring and Autumn Period,
scholars were primary teachers in the “government schools”, offering
instruction to the children of the nobles on “Six Arts”, namely, Li
(rites, manners), Yue (music and dance), She (archery), Yu
(driving a wagon), Shu (character recognition and writing) , and Shu
(arithmetic), jointly called “Small Arts”. There were also senior
instructors in the schools who were called Shi (teachers) to teach the
youngsters on “Grand Arts”: Book of Songs, Book of History, Book
of Changes, Spring and Autumn Annals, and Book of Music , jointly
known as the Six Classics. The teachers were respected for their
expertise and for this reason, other learned men also assumed the title
of “scholars”. Confucius was the most successful in running schools
and his teachings were also the most prevailing. During the Warring
States Period, people used to refer to the Confucianists as “scholars”.
By the Han Dynasty, the term of “the Confucian School” emerged.
Hence the term Confucianism, referring to the art or the teachings of
Confucius.

In 140 BC, the renowned scholar Dong Zhongshu proposed to

“revere Confucianism and ban all other schools of thought”. In
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144 BC, Book of Poetry, Book of History, Book of Changes, Book of
Rites and Spring and Autumn Annals were listed as the Five
Classics, the most important canons of Confucianism. In the fourth
year of Xiping during the reign of Emperor Lingdi, scholars were
summoned to make textual research into Book of History, Book of
Changes , Book of Songs of Lu, Commentaries by Gongyang , Book of
Rites and Analects. The eminent calligrapher Cai Yong was appointed
the: task of copying the text, which was later carved onto stone
tablets known as “the Xiping Stone Classics” or “the Han Stone
Classics”. As time went on, the number of classics grew to nine and
the Nine Classics included Book of Changes, Book of History, Book of
Rites of Zhou , Book of Rites, Book of Manners, Commentaries by
Gongyang , Commentaries by Guliang and Commentaries by Zuo. In
837, together with the Nine Classics, Book of Filial Piety, Analects
and Cheng Ya were carved onto stone tablets, which were referred to
as “the Kaicheng Stone Classics”. In the Song Dynasty, Mencius was
added. They were jointly called the Thirteen Classics.

Together with other canons, the Four Books and the Five Classics
served as the textbooks as well as the sources of ethical codes in feudal
China. They became the yardsticks for grading the students’ papers in
the civil service examinations in the Sui and Tang Dynasties. In the
Ming and Qing Dynasties, all the examination papers were based upon

the Four Books.
Transtated by Luo Jiaru
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The Confucian Analects

The Confucian Analects, or simply Analects, a question-and-
answer record of the conversations between Confucius and his
disciples, is the first and most important treatise of Confucianism and
carries the major teachings of the ancient Chinese master.

Confucius (551—479 B.C. ), styled Zhongni and born in today’s
Qufu, Shandong Province, was a great thinker, statesman and
educator in the late Spring and Autumn Period and the founder of
Confucianism. Poor as he was when young, he was bright and
diligent. As a result, he became a learned and versatile man. He was
the first in China to establish “private schools” and was said to have
taught 3,000 students, among whom 72 were well-known. *

Confucius inherited and developed upon the teachings of his

predecessors and, catering to the situations of his time, established his
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own school of thought. Ideologically, Confucius was a firm believer in
“the ordinance of Heaven”, holding that “Death and life have their
determined appointment; riches and honors depend upon heaven.” He
preaches Ren (benevolence) and Yi (righteousness), requiring the
people to “subdue one’s self and return to propriety”. Defining the
term Ren (benevolence) as “love for all men”, Confucius advocates
“reciprocity” — “Do not do to others what you do not want others to
do to you.” Confucius attaches such great importance to Ren as to
regard it as a universal solution to all human problems. For a definite
period of time and to some extent, the Confucian theory of Ren
complied with the interests of the common people and appealed to the
middle and lower rank scholars and officials. With improvement by the
Neo-Confucianists Mencius and Xun Zi, Confucianism achieved
prevailing influence among the feudal rulers. By the Western Han
Dynasty, Emperor Wu adopted the proposal of the well-known scholar
Dong Zhongshu to “revere Confucianism and reject all other schools of
thought”. Ever since, Confucianism had dominated the ancient
Chinese politics, ideology and life.

As a gem with defects in the Chinese heritage, Analects has, for
more than two thousand years, exerted tremendous influence on the

Chinese politics and culture.
Translated by Luo Jiaru
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