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Preface

Filial piety was a moral principle and political concept
with the most powerful traditional force for thousands of
years in feudal China, and a foundation of the ideal cher-
ished by the Confucianists to cultivate their persons, regu-
late the families, order well the states and bring peace to
the world. Just as Lu Weiqi, a scholar of the Ming Dynas-
ty, said in his Questions about The Classic of Filial
Piety, filial piety was “a guide to the conduct of emperors
of future generations in their goverment of the country and
an infallible law of all ages”. Therefore, from the point of
view of cultural history, filial piety has been the cream of
China’s intrinsic culture, and an enormous spiritual
wealth contributed to the world by the Chinese culture.
The Classic of Filial Piety is the book that makes a system-
atic exposition of the subject.

Although The Classic of Filial Piety was excluded
from the Five Classics or the Six Classics before the Tang
and the Song Dynasties, it was the only book that re-
ceived the distinction of being styled a jing ( the
transliteration of a Chinese word standing for *classic” )
from the very beginning in The Thirteen Classics. What
does jing mean? It is a constant way and law, the
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unchangeable principle for all ages. So in the Records of
Literature and Art in The History of the Han Dynasty it is
said, “--- oo filial piety is the first principle of heaven, the
righteousness of earth, and the code of conduct for the
people. The book deals with the most important
principle, hence the name The Classic of Filial Piety. The
Preface to the Ancient Text of The Classic of Filial Piety
ascribed to Kong Anguo says: “what is The Classic of Filial
Piety? ‘Filial piety’ is the loftiest virtue; and ‘classic’ (a
translation of the Chinese word jing) is the constant rule
governing human conduct. Questions about The Classic of
Filial Piety by Lu Weiqi also says, “For what purpose was
The Classic of Filial Piety written? For elucidating the
great principle of filial piety with which the illustrious
kings rule the world. "Obviously, The Classic of Filial Pie-
1y is a work for elucidating filial piety—the great immuta-
ble rules.

As for the authorship of The Classic of Filial Piery.
some said that it was written by Confucius himself; some
said that it was expounded by Confucius and recorded by
Zeng Shen; some said it was writtenby Zeng Shen; some
said it was jointly written by Confucius, over seventy disci-
ples, others said it was compiled by Zeng Shen’s
disciples, still others said it was fabricated by scholars of
the Han Dynasty. Opinions differ, and from the materials

available, we cannot say for sure who wrote the book, ei-
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ther. However, as Zeng Shen is addressed as “master” in
the book, we may assume that it came from Zeng Shen’s
disciples. Judged from the ideological system of the book
and from the fact that it quoted Mencius and Xun Zi and
was quoted in Master LU's Spring and Autumn Annals,
this treatise was completed a little later than Mencius
(372-289 B. C.) and Xun Zi (313—238 B.C. ), butear-
lier than Lu Buwei(? —235B.C.) .

There are only 1700 odd Chinese characters in the
modern text of The Classic of Filial Piety, but it has very
substantial content and formulates the norm of statements
and actions for all men of different social strata from the
Son of Heaven down to the common people. The author
pointed out that filial piety is the foundation of all
virtues, the fountainhead whence all teachings spring,
and the great immutable rule that “begins with the service
of the parents, proceeds to serve the emperor and is con-
summated in establishing oneself in the world and
achieving attainments. ”° ( Chapter One) The author
stressed, “Of all creatures in the world man is the noblest.
Of all the acts of man there is none greater than filial piety.
In filial piety there is nothing greater than the reverence for
one’s father.” “The sages taught people the principle of
love from the latter’s natural instincts of affection. So their
teachings , without being severe, obtained satisfactory
results while their administration, without harsh
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measures, achieved great success.” ( Chapter Nine)
Therefore, filial piety is the most important moral con-
duct of the sages. On the other hand, of all crimes, fail-
ure to cultivate filial piety is the greatest and “ the root
cause of great disorder under heaven.” (Chapter Eleven)
But filial piety has different connotations for different
people: though the Son of Heaven reigned supreme, he
must show reverence for his parents and only when he
ruled the country with filial piety could he guarantee
that “ his virtue and moral teachings will influence the
minds of all his people and his example will be followed by
them” (Chapter Two) and that*-- - peace and harmony
prevail all over the world; disasters and calamities do not
occur; misfortunes and rebellions do not arise. © (Chap-
ter Eight) Though a prince was the highest official under
the Son of Heaven, he must observe laws and rules, and
be moderate in spending, only thus would he be “able to
preserve his state and ensure that all his people will get
along harmoniously. 7 (Chapter Three) As the righthand
men of the emperor, the high officiais should dress.
speak and act in accordance with the etiquette laid down
by the ancient kings, so as to “keep their hereditary sala-
ries and posts” and to bring honor to their ancestors.
(Chapter Four) And the lower officials must “serve their
rulers with filial piety, " “serve their elders and betters with

reverence, " and be faithful in the discharge of their
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duties, so as to “preserve their salaries and positions and
to offer family sacrifices forever. ” (Chapter Five) As for
the common people, filial piety means they must take into
consideration the natural environment, suit measures to
local conditions, work hard and practise economy in
spending so as to provide for the needs and comforts of
their parents. (Chapter Six)

The author holds that the cultivation of filial piety
should begin with the service of one’s parents: “ - - a pi-
ous son demonstrates his sincere reverence while at
home; he supports them with great pleasure; when they
are ill, he shows his anxiety; in mourning for them he
feels the deepest grief, in sacrificing to them, he mani-
fests the greatest solemnity. " “He is never conceited when
in a high position; he is never insubordinate to his superi-
ors when in a low position; and he never quarrels with his
equals. ” (Chapter Ten) He should take great care in
making funeral arrangements for his parents and offter
sacrifices to remote ancestors, “ When parents are alive,
they are supported and looked after with affection and
reverence; when dead, arrangements for their funerals
are made with sorrow and grief. ” He makes sure that he
properly fulfils the basic filial duties so that he will not feel
compunction afterwards. (Chapter Eighteen) As for an
enlightened emperor, besides ruling the country with the
virtue of filial piety, he should also educate the people
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with “etiquette” and “music”, for “for changing social
customs and manners, nothing is better than music; for
securing tranquility for the ruler and peace for the
people, nothing is better than etiquette. " ( Chapter
Twelve)

On the other hand, the author does not hold that a
filial son and a loyal minister should follow the father and
the sovereign blindly. On the contrary, if an unrighteous
conduct is contemplated on the part of the father or the
sovereign, “a son should in no way refrain from remon-
strating with his father, nor a minister from remon-
strating with his sovereign. ” (Chapter Fifteen) In serv-
ing his sovereign, a minister “considers how to discharge
his duty faithfully while in office; when he retires, he
considers how to make up for his own errors; he obedient-
ly carries out the policy conceived in the virtues of the sov-
ereign, and rectify his errors and save him from evil. "
(Chapter Seventeen)

The handing—down of The Classic of Filial Piety has
undergone a tortuous process. Soon after it came out, it
was burned by Qin Shi Huang— the first emperor of the
Qin Dynasty. It was not until Emperor Hui Di of the Han
Dynasty abolished the Qin edict for the destruction of
books that it was recovered from among the people. It was
written in the official script, a style of calligraphy current
in the Han Dynasty, and subsequently styled “the modern
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