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FOREWORD

So far no record has been found about who compiled Social
Wisdom and when 1t was first published. It is said thar the contents
of the book were first collected and modificd by a scholar in the mid
Ming dynasty (1368 1644) and then supplemented by scholars in
the late Ming and the carly Qing (1644 — 1911} dynasties. After
the mid 1o late Qing dynasty, the book became popular all over
China, creating an extreme influence in which almeost cvery
household including the women and children knew about it, and in
Loyang, the prices for paper once soared because of ils printing.
People used to say, “The reading of Social Wisdom enables you to
understand how to deal and talk with people. ”

The contents of Social Wisdom are [ocused on how to deal with
people and conduct oneself. Pecple from various involved aspects and
classes of society such as scholars, farmers, workers, businessmen
and so on all tried o get a4 copy of this book to read. Besides its
penetrating exposition and argumentation, Social Wisdom uses a
poetic style that makes the book not only easy to understand, but
also easv 10 read aloud and to remember. This engraves the
sentences deeply in vour mind, which may benefit you all your life.
The sentences of Social Wisdom are erther maxims or proverbs,
which come [rom either historical documents or ordinary people. As
its sources are multiple, there are some ideas in this book that seem
o contradiet one another, these we may understand as the difierent

conclusions made hy different people, about different situations, or
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different groups of people.  Social Wisdom  offers  ideas {rom
Confuciani=m, Taoism and Buddhism too, and as shown i Chinese
cultire, these ideas are not contradictory 1o one another, but are
harmonously mixed wogether, However, the main stream of Social
Wisdon 1s Taoist.

Selecting maxims and proverhs to advocate a philosophy of life,
and [arthermore to cherish hopes of educating people and improving
socicty, has been a long-lasting tradition in China’s history. An
carly example is the buok called Lao Zi, in which many sentenees are
maxims and proverbs prevailing in those old times. A late cxample is
Vegetable Roots by Hong Yingming from the Ming dynasty, which
1= almost in the same =tyle as that of Social Wisdom. We can even
regard Vegetable Roors as Social Wisdom of the Ming dynasty and
Social Wisdom as Vegetable Roots of the Qing dynasty. Ilowever,
works like Lac Zi and Vegetable Roots arc far less influential than
Social Wisdom among the ordinary people. This is becausc the
contents of Social Wisdom are much more related to the actual life of
the majority ol the people, and its language is easier to understand,
i~ more vivid and more colourful. For similar reasons, Social
Wisdom has become the best of the books for enlightenment of
children in late feudal China. It is belicved that explanation is hardly
necessary when reading Social Wisdom, and in fact, one may feel
guided or even enlighicned as he reads it, as the saying goes: “A
good talk with a wiser person may excecd ten years of rcading. ”
Even today, many sentences from Social Wisdom still spread far and
wide and are always hung on people’s lips. This shows the power of
traditional culture. Therelore, the value of Social Wisdom can not
be neglected.

Most ideas from Social Wisdom also apply to the whole world,
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We can see {rom these examples that Social Wisdom has expounded
many utiversal truths in Chinese folk language that is concise and
vivid: “Who can keep (ront talking about others, who can keep from
being talked about by others?” “In a river. retreating waves forever
chase advancing waves; in the world, new generations keep
challenging old generations. " And so on. Thercfore, Social Wisdom
should belong 1o the world. Today, when we are confronted with
the tide of economic globalization and the waves of collision and
merging of different cultures, we present the Chinese-English Social
Wisdom to readers both in and outside China, in hope that it would
enable people to have a glimpse of the strong vitality and splendid

attractions of Chinese culture and its bencefits.
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Sexted Wisdons

The wisdon: of ancient aphorisms

Has been instructing people carnestly,
This expanded poetic collection of them
Can add knowledge 1o your philosophy.
Consult history when observing reality,

Reality does not exist without history.
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In a country,

The learned virtuous and capable people
Should be the most valuable;

At a feast, the tulenis of learned people
Should be the most desirable.

To educate farmers, workers and businessmen,
Are the five ethical principles®

Filial duty and brotherhood

Are the most important,

As in forming a theory,

The core is fundamental.

Respeet teachers and value their instruction,
[ove the ordinary and live clasely

With benevolent people.
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Soxial Wisdom

T These arc about the relationships between a monarch and his officials, a {ather and his

children, & husband and  his wife, the relationship between brothers and the
relationship between friends.
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Social Wisdom

Money and wealth are pure emptiness,
Humanity and justice are truly priceless.
Behave i accordance with heavenly purposes,
Speak 1o comply with popular wishes.

Your intentions

Should not oflend heaven and earth;

For the sake of your descendants,

Your words and deeds should set a good example.
If rich and noble,

You should pity the hardships

O the poor and humble;

When young and vigorous,

You should understand the difficulties

Of the old and fechle.



