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Look at the Rat

Look! The rat has a skin

How can a man live without good manners?
If a man lives without good manners

It is better that he dies.

Look! The rat has teeth

How can a man live without good behaviour?
If a man is without good behaviour

It is better that he dies, don't wait!

Look! The rat has limbs
How can a man live without courtesy?

If a man lives without courtesy
It is better that he dies now.

{Transiated from Book of Poetry, the carbiest collection of Chinese poetry by unknown
authors. The poems date from between 800 and 600 B.C.)
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Refusing Reward for Being Without Merit

When King Zhao of Chu was driven away from the state, a sheep
butcher Ye followed the King into exile. After regaining contrel of
the state, he wanted to reward his followers. When the King rewarded
the sheep butcher Ye, the latter said, “As His Majesty lost control of
the state, I lost my job as sheep butcher. Now His Majesty has regained
the state, and 1 have regained my job as sheep butcher. Therefore my
title and income have already been restored to me. Why should I receive
a reward?”

The King ordered his officials, “Force him to take it.”

The sheep butcher Ye said, “The fact that His Majesty lost the state
was not my fault, and therefore I should not accept any punishment
for it. The fact that His Majesty has regained the state was not my merit,
and therefore 1 should not receive any award.”

The King ordered his officials, “Bring him to see me.”

The butcher said, “According to the laws of the state of Chu, only
those who have great rewards and distinguished services can be granted
an audience. My talent and wisdom were not enough to save the state,
and my courage was not enough to destroy the enemies. When the armies
of Wu invaded Ying the capital, I was frightened by the invaders and
fled. I did not purposely follow His Majesty into exile. Now His Majesty
is going to disregard the laws and break the tradition in order to grant
me an audience. I don’t want his favouritism to be known by the people.”

King Zhao said to his officials Zi-gi, “The sheep butcher is a rustic
man of mean position, but there are profound thoughts in what he just
said. I want you to appoint him to be one of the three highest ministers.”

The butcher said, *1 understand that the position of the three top
ministers is far more superior in power and prestige than the butcher,
But I dare not allow myself to be greedy for the honourable position
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and emolument and cause His Majesty's reputation to be damaged by
giving me such undeserved honour. Therefore | dare not accept the
offer. All I hope is to become a butcher again.”

In the end the butcher Ye refused to accept the reward.

{Translated from Zhuang Zhou's {3687 —288? B.C ] chapter on “Giving Away The Throne”
in Zhuang Zi)
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Using a Vessel to Explain Humility

Confucius visited the temple of the Duke of Lu. He saw a vessel tipped
to one side. Confucius asked the attendant about the vessel and the man
replied, “This vessel is a reminder and can teach a meoral lesson.”
Confucius said, “I heard that such a vessel with no water will tip to one
side; but when filled in the right proportion will stand upright; if filled
to the brim will tip over.” Confucius then asked his students to fill it
with water. They did as they were asked. When filled in the right
proportion it stood upright; when filled to the brim it tipped over; when
empty it tipped to one side. Confucius then sighed, “When filled to the
brim why should it not tip over 7 Zi Lu, a student asked, “What are the
ways to preserve f{ullness without spilling? ” Confucius answered, “If one
is smarter than others, then one has to resort to less smarter ways in order
to preserve it; if one’s good work and deeds cover the land, then one has
to resort to courtesy and humility in order to preserve it; if one’s courage
and strength has no equal, one has to resort to be less brave in order to
preserve it; if one holds the wealth of the four seas, one has to resort to
humility and gratefuiness in order to preserve it. This is what is called the
principle of negating and sacrificing oneself.

(Translated from Xun Zi.)
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Humility Rejects Reward

Yan Zi served the Duke of Qi. In his old age, he politely rejected the
ofter of fief from the Duke. The Duke said, “From my ancestors till now
have been a number of generations and so far no ministers when reaching
old age, refused to accept fiefs, except you. This is breaking the law of the
state. In doing s0, you have also rejected my good will and this cannot be
allowed. Yan Zi answered, “I heard in olden days that those who served
the kings first agsess their talent and virtue before becoming officials. If
their virtue and character are both deep and high, then they accept the
rewards; if not they reject them. If their virtue and character are deep
and high, then they accept the rewards in order to make known the good
rule of the kings. If their virtue and character are shallow they, in rejecting
the rewards, are manifesting the incorruptibility of ministers. I am now
old; both in virtue and in character. I am shallow, therefore I cannot
accept the rewards. If I do, I will be covering up the good deeds of the
ruler and contaminating the virtue and character of the ministers. I cannot
accept the rewards.”

The Duke did not accept Yan Zi’s explanation and said, “During the
reign of my forefather, Guan Zhong (famous statesman) worked hard
for the State of Qi. When he reached old age, my forefather gave
permission to him to collect 309 of the tax from the people of the city
and this gratuity was extended to his children and grand children. Now,
you have served me well. I would like also to offer 309 of the tax to you
and vour children and grand children. Why is this not possible?” Yan Zi
answered, “When Guan Zhong served your forefather, he made it possible
for your forefather to excell in righteousness over other dukes and lords
and both his virtue and grace benefiited the people. Now, in serving you,
the strength and prestige of Qi is just equal to those of other states. But
there is dissatisfaction in the hearts of the people and I have made
mistakes. Now, you want to reward me, an unworthy father to accept rich
rewards for unworthy children — is this not doing harm to the pursuit of
rightecusness among the people? Then when both virtue and character
are shallow and when the reward is substantial, and when both wisdom
and knowledge are mediocre and the family rich, is this not showing forth
corruption and against the educational values of the king and state. 1
cannot accept the rewards.” The Duke did not reply. Yan Zi left the court.
A few days later, Yan Zi had audience with the Duke and formally
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requested the Duke not to present him the reward. The Duke then gave
him a carriage. Yan Zi accepted it.

{Translated from Yan Zi Chun Qiu.)
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Propriety Begins with Oneself

One day Mencius' wife was sitting with her legs doubled under. She
was alone in the bedroom. Mencius entered the room and saw her sitting
in such a position. He told his mother, “My wife has no sense of propriety,
please send her away.”

His mother said, “In what way is she without manner?
Mencius replied, *She was sitting in a squatting position.”
His mother said, “How do you know? ™

Mencius answered, “I saw her myself,”

His mother said, “It is you who have no sense of propriety, not she.
The ancient rules of propriety say, “When you are about to enter the door,
you should ask who is there. When you are about to enter the hall, you
must make some noise. When you are going to enter the bedroom, your
eyes must look down.’ Do not enter a person’s house or bedroom when
one is unprepared. Now you have gone into the bedroom of your wife
and did not make a noise when entering. Therefore a person in a squatting
position was seen by you. It is you who were wrong. Your wife did not
act improperly.”

(Translated from Han Ying's [fl. B.C. 150] Han Shi Wai Zbuan.)
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