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Chapter One

Introduction

This book is an attempt to study the translation of the Zhongyong (¥
J%) with a methodology derived from the Zhongyong. The methodology in
question is known as “extending the familiar”, which means, simply
stated, “extending the familiar to the unfamiliar”. As far as the translation
of the Zhongyong is concerned, extending the familiar means extending
oneself to the cultural other, using familiar religious and philosophical
theories in Western culture to apprehend and translate strange Chinese
cultural concepts. In this book, several translations of the Zhongyong are
selected, probed and illustrated to demonstrate how “extending the
familiar” works and to clarify how a Chinese classic is translated, or
rather, created in the English-speaking world. These translations include
James Legge’s (1815—1897) The Doctrine of the Mean, Gu Hongming's (¥
%) (1857 —1928) The Universal Order or Conduct of Life, Leonard A. Lyall and
King Chien-Kun's The Centre, The Common, E. R. Hughes's The Mean-in-Action,
Wing-tsit Chan’s (1901—1994) The Doctrine of the Mean, Roger T. Ames
(1947— ) and David L. Hall’s (1937—2001) Focusing the Familiar, and
Andrew Plaks’s (1945— ) On the Practice of the Mean. These works will be
studied roughly chronologically and with a focus on each translator’s choice
of analogy made between what is most familiar to them and what can be
found in the Zhongyong. The research is expected to bring theoretical and
practical benefits by shedding more light on the translation of the Zhongyong
in particular and on translation in general. Hopefully, it will contribute, in
some small way;, to the philosophical study of the Zhongyong.

1.1 Research Background

The Zhongyong is one of the most important works in Confucian
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literature'. It first appeared in the Book of Rites (Liji #L3Z), and its profound
thought gradually attracted people’s attention.? In the Song Dynasty, it
was singled out with the Great Learning (Daxue X %), the Analects (Lunyu
#1%&), and the Mencius (Mengzi #-T) to form a new Confucian canon
known as the “Four Books”?. Since then, they have been given scriptural
authority and invested with fundamental importance. For example, they
were officially recognized as the basic texts for civil service examinations
in 1313 and remained so until the early years of the 20th century when the
examination system was brought to an end. For more than six centuries,
the Zhongyong has dominated China’s cultural life. There is little doubt
that it has exerted enormous influence on the hearts and minds of Chinese
people and it is no exaggeration to say that the Zhongyong is a gold mine
of Chinese wisdom. The concept epitomizes Confucianism and even
Cultural China*. .

Given its central place in Chinese culture, the Zhongyong has figured
as a crucial text in the communication and even competition between
Chinese culture and foreign cultures. Moreover, the Zhongyong deals with
the subject of man and the world, which has a close bearing on Western
religion and philosophy, hence giving the book the privilege of entering
into a series of cross-cultural dialogues. In fact, the canonization of the
Zhongyong in the Song Dynasty is a result of cultural confrontation, as the
Song Confucian scholars, by tapping this source of Confucian literature,
sought to meet the Buddhist religious and metaphysical challenge. In this
first encounter with Indian Buddhism, Chinese culture was generally on
the receiving side, absorbing Buddhist doctrines by recourse to local
Taoist or Confucian ideas, and developing them into a new system of
thought. It is, in general, a one-way communication, with few Chinese
cultural classics translated into Sanskrit or other languages.

The real cultural exchange flourished in the second major encounter
between China and the West. It began in the late Ming Dynasty
(1580—1644), when Jesuits, Catholic priests belonging to a Christian
organization called the Society of Jesus, came to China for Christian
mission work.? These men who were specially selected and trained for the
task were, as E. R. Hughes describes, “besides being evangelists, also
scientists, historians, students of politics and manners and customs,
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explorers and map makers, and, above all, men who gave themselves to
the study of Chinese literature and the sympathetic understanding of
Chinese way of thinking.”¢ In the study of Chinese literature, they found
Confucianism compatible with Christianity and conducive to their
missionary work’, so they began to translate Confucian classics into
Western languages and proffered their commentaries on the classics.
‘However, these translations were done with heavy resort to Christian
categories and in a sense favorable to Christianity. The Zhongyong is no
exception. It was first translated into Latin by the Jesuits.® Later the first
English version, which was an abridged translation from French,
appeared in London. However, with the arrival of other Catholic groups,
especially Dominicans and Franciscans, who refused to adapt Christianity
to fit Chinese society, there emerged a sectarian clashes and hatred which
finally caused the irritated Kangxi Emperor (1654—1722) to ban
Catholicism.® This ban remained effective for almost a century, from 1706
to 1785. When the ban was lifted, a new wave of missionaries, most of
them English Protestants, arrived and began to translate Chinese classics
directly into English."® The most renowned translator in this period is
James Legge. He translated almost all the major Chinese classics,
including the Zhongyong. His translation of the Zhongyong is lauded as the
standard translation and plays a far-reaching role in Westerners’
understanding of Confucianism. Yet the translation is still underwritten
by the Christian world view. The dissatisfaction with theologically loaded
translations and the wish to clear the image of Confucian philosophy
prompted contemporary scholars to-re-translate Chinese cultural classics.
The important figure in this project of reconstruction is Wing-tsit Chan,
whose A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy “is the first anthology of
Chinese philosophy to cover its entire historical development.”!* The book,
like a bridge, intends to lead Westerners to an accurate understanding of
Chinese thought, and it includes a fresh translation of the whole text of
the Zhongyong, along with an introduction and annotations. Tu Weiming
(1940— ), in his influential monograph on the Zhongyong, Centrality and
Commonality, uses Chan’s translation and speaks highly of it. However,
Chan’s translation, with its Neo-Confucian®? prejudice, does not say all
that the Zhongyong purports to say. The ontological framework of
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Neo-Confucianism, characterized by the coherence of transcendence and
immanence, tends to conceal the real originality of classical Confucian
philosophy, which has a different notion from Western culture regarding
transcendence. To emphasize the distinction of Chinese philosophy and
its use as a complement to Western philosophy, Roger Ames and David
Hall published another philosophical translation of the Zhongyong. Their
translation agrees with previous philosophical translations that a Chinese
philosophical work, after being translated into English, should also be a
philosophical work, with “recognizably philosophical terminology”®.
However, as they contend, the previous translations fall short of
conveying the philosophical import of Confucianism because there lacks a
relevant vocabulary to articulate Chinese experience of the world. They
think now they have found the vocabulary, which is the language of
process philosophy, especially the philosophy of A. N. Whitehead
(1861—1947). Their translation differs drastically from previous
translations; it looks odd at first but indeed calls attention to what is
philosophically significant in the Zhongyong. Ames and Hall are also
taken to task on several counts, especially for their notorious disregard for
the notion of transcendence in Confucianism. Their obsession with
expanding on the Confucian vision of the world prevents them from
adopting a subject-oriented way of thinking which is fit for the
interpretation of classical Chinese thought. Essentially, as this work will
demonstrate, the core of Confucianism is humanism. Its ultimate concerns
are human matters and Confucian transcendence is the transcendence of
man and his world to a better state."*

If no translation is flawless, how will the Zhongyong be translated?
How to produce a translation that is beyond reproach? The answers to
these two “lofty” questions depend on a down-to-earth exploration of the ‘
nature or truth of translating the Zhongyong. Clarification of the nature of
the translating of the Zhongyong helps to do away with delusions and
provide a sense of orientation, which may keep the future translations on
the right track. The nature, as a general attribute inherent in every
translation, can only be gleaned from a careful study of the translations
that have been done. Consequently, it is necessary that the research take a
historicist approach.’”” In a word, the objective of this work is to identify
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the nature of the translation of the Zhongyong by investigating its
translation history, focusing specially on three important translations, and
to provide some insight into the study of the translation of the Zhongyong
and, by extension, the study of translation.

1.2 Research Topic and Research Questions

This book studies the English translation of the Zhongyong, and its
central theme is that, despite different ways of translating the Zhongyong,
there is a primal way, a core way, a common thread running through. This
way is called “extending the familiar”'®. To describe the way as “primal”
and “core” is to say that it meets two conditions. First, “extending the
familiar” is the underlying attribute of every translation of the Zhongyong;
without it, translating the Zhongyong becomes impossible, with the
unfamiliar kept in the dark. Translation works because the familiar is
extended to disperse the darkness of incomprehensibility. Second,
translations of the Zhongyong vary because the familiar which is extended
to accommodate and interpret the source text varies. What is familiar to
one translator may be strange to another; what is familiar in one age may
turn unfamiliar in another age. The same work is translated differently,
with variation in the input of the familiar, though the way of “extending
the familiar” never changes.

In this work, the primal and core way is obtained from a close
examination of the translations of the Zhongyong from the beginning of
the 19th century to the present. This period has witnessed the great
encounter of China and the West, one that has continued gaining speed
and momentum till today, and shows no sign of abating. This period can
be roughly divided into three stages: the first stage spans across the 19th
century, the second covers about the first half of the 20th century, and the
third extends from the latter part of the 20th century to the present. Each
stage produces its representative translations of the Zhongyong, and each
translation contributes, to a varying extent, to assimilating this “alien,
exotic and wondrous” piece into English-speaking cultures.

The translations of the Zhongyong in this work are analyzed with a



