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~Preface ~

Confucius was the most influential giant in the field of culture
in Chinese history. His doctrine determined the fundamental direc-
tion of Chinae traditional culture, and as a result, it gained great
esteem of scholars and thinkers through the ages. Confucius’s words
were called “Sublime Words”, because according to Yi Wen Zi (in
Han Shu (History of the former Han Dynesty) ), “Sublime Words
vanished with the death of Confucius, while righteous cause became
abnormal with the passing away of seventy disciples.” By “Sublime
words” we mean words that outwardly simple, but in reality it con-
tains profound sublime meaning. For this reason thinkers after Con-
fucius have different understanding of him.

For instance, Confucius was a great educator, whose life-long
profession was teaching, but when.touching the way of running a
country, he insisted that prosperity should take priority over teach-
ing, that is, making people rich should occupy a position before
teaching. When Zigong asked him about the way of administering
the country, Confucius said, “The requisites of government are that
there be sufficiency of food, sufficiency of military equipment, and
the confidence of people in their ruler.” Here “sufficiency of food”
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was given the first priority, and, when Zigong continued to ask:
“If it cannot be helped and one of these must be dispensed with,
which of the three should be foregone first? ” ——Confucius an-
swered:  “firstly, the military equipment, secondly, food, but
confidence of people in their ruler should not be lost. How profound
these ideas! ” Zigong said, “The Master’s descriptions of ancient
documents may be heard. His discourses about human nature, as
well as the Heavenly law, can not be heard”. There was such a
description in The Confucian Analects: “The Master, standing by a
stream, said: It passes on just like.this, not ceasing day or
night! ” Scholars of the Song Dynasty saw in it “principles”, Zhu xi
in his Variorum said, “This is about thing-in-itself.” Undoubted-
ly, it.is right.

Confucius theory contains in itself delicate implications of con-
tent, therefore, frequently, it offers ways of understanding from
new angles. Comrade Ke Yuanyang devotes himself to leaming and
has a penetrating mind. He develops some ways for a new explo-
ration of Confucianism of what have not yet been pramoted. His re-
cent book “A New: Approach to Confucianism” is the fruit of his
painstaking labour, quite abundant with new meaning. Comrade Ke
invited opinions from me. I, therefare, write briefly something
about the characteristics of sublime words in Confucianism as the
preface to this- book. .

Zhang Dainian
Feb. 1997 Beijing University
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