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2 Confucius (%

China is one of the cradles of world civilization, enjoying over five
thousand years of history. It has produced many outstanding figures in the
history of ancient thought, and left a rich philosophical heritage for both the
Chinese people and the entire humanity. The fruit of these thinkers was to
establish unique schools that over the long course of history have been
continuously interpreted and developed. Today much of these thoughts are as
relevant as ever and of extreme vitality for both China and the rest of the
world. For instance, the ideal of “humaneness” and the concept of “harmony”
taught by Confucius, the founder of Confucianism, have been venerated
without ceasing by contemporary China as well as other Asian nations.

Ancient Chinese dynasties came and went, with each new dynasty
producing its own scintillating system of thought. These rare and beautiful
flowers of philosophy are grounded in the hundred schools vying for attention
in pre-Qin times and the broad yet deep classical scholarship of Han and Tang
times and in the simple yet profound occult learning of the Wei and Jin
dynasties together with the entirely rational learning of Song and Ming Neo-
Confucianism. The fertile soil of religious belief was Buddhism’s escape from
the emptiness of the sensual world and Daoism’s spiritual cultivation in the
search for identification with the immortals. The founders of these systems of
thought included teachers, scholars, poets, politicians, scientists and monks —
they made great contributions to such disparate cultural fields in ancient China
as philosophy, politics, military science, economics, law, handicrafts, science
and technology, literature, fine arts, and religion. The ancient Chinese
venerated them for their wisdom and for following moral paths, and called
them sages, worthies, saints, wise men, and great masters, etc. Their words and
writings, and sometimes their life experiences, constitute the rich matter of
ancient Chinese thought distilled by later generations. The accomplishments of
Chinese thought are rich and varied, and permeate such spiritual traditions as
the harmony between humans and nature, the unification of thought and action,
and the need for calmness during vigorous action, synthesizing the old and
innovating something new.

Nanjing University Press has persisted over the last twenty years in
publishing the 200-book series, Collection of Critical Biographies of Chinese
Thinkers, under the general editorship of Professor Kuang Yaming, late
honorary president of Nanjing University. This collection is the largest-scale
project of research on Chinese thinking and culture undertaken since the
beginning of the twentieth century. It selected more than 270 outstanding
figures from Chinese history, composed their biographies and criticized their
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4 General Preface (%

intellectual accomplishments; all in all, it is a rigorous and refined academic
work. On this foundation, we introduce this series of concise readers, which
provides much material in a simple format. It includes the cream of the crop of
great figures relatively familiar to foreign readers. We have done our best to
use plain but vivid language to narrate their human stories; this will convey the
wisdom of their thought and display the cultural magnificence of the Chinese
people. In the course of spiritually communing with these representative
thinkers from ancient China, readers will certainly be able to apprehend the
undying essence of thoughts of the Chinese people.

Finally, we are deeply grateful for the support from Hanban/ Confucius
Institute Headquarters, and the experts from home and abroad for their joint
efforts in writing and translating this series.

Editors
November, 2009
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2 Confucius 4%

Confucius’ name was Qiu, his style was Zhongnia. Confucius was from
the state of Lu (the southwestern part of modern Shandong Province) during
the Spring and Autumn Period. He was the first great educator in Chinese
history, the most important thinker, and the founder of Confucianism.
Confucius was born in the 22nd year of the reign of Duke Xiang of Lu (551
B.C. according to the Western calendar, on August 27). He died in the 16th
year of the reign of Duke Ai of Lu (479 B.C.).

Confucius was a descendant of the royal house of the Yin Dynasty. His
father was called Shuliang He (His style was Shuliang, and his name was He).
He was a warrior in the state of Lu, very brave, and had achieved merits in
battle. During the 10th year of Duke Xiang of Lu (563 B.C.), the state of Jin
allied itself with the state of Lu and several other states of the feudal princes to
attack Biyang (south of modern Zaozhuang City in Shandong Province).
Shuliang He also participated in the attackers in the siege of Biyang. After the
defenders of Biyang lured the army inside the city, they closed the gates and
prepared to slaughter the allied troops. Just at this critical moment, Shuliang
He rushed to the front and lifted up the gate; this allowed the allied troops to
safely escape. Meng Xianzi, the commander of the allied army, praised him as
“having the strength of a tiger.” Seven years later, in the battle resisting an
incursion of the state of Qi, Shuliang He led a three-hundred man party of
crack troops to break the siege of Qi right at the critical juncture. And he
escorted the two noble brothers of the Zang clan of Lu to the camp of the
reinforcements, and then returned, traveling through successive nights, to help
continue the defense, at last forcing the retreat of the forces from Qi. Because
he became renowned among the feudal princes due to his bravery, he became
the grand officer (mayor) of Zouye. Late in life Shuliang He married Lady Yan
(name of Zhengzai); she bore Confucius shortly after the marriage. When
Confucius was three, Shuliang He died, so Lady Yan took the young Confucius
away from Zouye, and returned to Qufu, the capital of the state of Lu; they
lived on Que Lane, in the southwestern part of the city.

Being with his mother in Qufu provided a fine cultural environment for
Confucius to be raised. Qufu was the fiefdom of the Duke of Zhou, the son of
King Wen. When Bogqin, the eldest son of the Duke of Zhou, left for Lu, he
brought with him many cultural objects and records; he became famous for
how he promoted the ritual system of the Zhou royal house. Qufu became the
cultural center, second only to that of the capital of the Zhou Dynasty at Luoyi
(modern Luoyang, Henan Province). At this time, when a visitor came to Qufu,
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4 Chapter 1 Early Studies (%

he saw the richness of the culture and the records and remarked with a sigh,
“The rites of Zhou are all in the state of Lu.” This type of environment, replete
in culture, nurtured Confucius in a fine ritual education since his earliest years.
Hence, Confucius’ reverence for the rites of Zhou is intimately connected with
the humanistic environment of Qufu, the capital of the state of Lu.
Additionally, Confucius was born in a hereditary scholar family; at that time,
hereditary scholars had to learn the rites. Young Confucius was saturated with
them; from early on he imitated adults by taking out the vessels used in the
rites and playing at performing some rites. Since a young age Confucius was
studious and thoughtful, so naturally he was more willing to accept a
traditional education. He and his mother relied on each other. When he was
young, he lost his standing as an aristocrat, so he learned to take on many
menial tasks. Although Confucius led a poor life while young, his experiences
deepened his understanding of worldly affairs.

When Confucius was 17, his mother died of illness brought on by
overwork. This doubtlessly was a heavy blow to Confucius. His mother, called
Yan Zhengzai, placed great importance on her son’s education. After the death
of Shuliang He she resolutely moved to Qufu to enable Confucius to receive a
fine education. She worked tirelessly teaching Confucius, and after Confucius
lost his father’s love at a young age, the tenderness of her motherly love
touched and nurtured Confucius’ spirit. After her death, Confucius lost his
temporal and spiritual support, and at an early age was forced to walk on the
path of life alone. In his youth Confucius was clever yet sober. This was
manifested in the course of burying his mother. After Yan Zhengzai’s passing
away, Confucius wanted to bury his mother with his father in a double burial,
but since Confucius lost his father when he was three, he did not know the
location of his father’s grave. In order to inquire after his father’s grave
Confucius left his mother’s coffin on the side of a busy intersection in order to
attract the attention of someone who might know something. As expected,
someone emerged from the crowd of onlookers who had some information.
This was the mother of a man called Manfu. She told Confucius that the grave
of Shuliang He was on the north face of Fang Hill to the east of Qufu.
Thereupon, Confucius was able to bury his mother with his father.

In his youth, Confucius learned much about the meaning of life from his
own life experiences. One of these experiences made a profound impression on
him. Not long after his mother’s passing away, the grand officer in power in
the state of Lu, the head of the Jisun clan, held a banquet for the nobility. This
was an important opportunity for Confucius to meet members of the upper



