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2 Mencius (5

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
continudusly 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, whlch
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 storigs; this will convey the
wisdom of their thought and display the cultural magnificence of the Chinese
people. In the course of spiritually communmg 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 Mencius (8

In ancient China the greatest persons were called “sages.” The original
meaning of “sage” was clever. Only those who possessed the greatest wisdom
and virtue, and who were able to invent culture, implements, and institutions or
who were able to save the people in deep water were worthy of being called
sages. In ancient Chinese records and legends, Fuxi, Nii wa, and Shennong
were the so-called sages since the creation of the world, who were collectively
termed the “Three August Ones.” Following them came Huangdi, Zhuanxu,
Diku, Yao and Shun, known as the “Five Emperors.” Afterwards appeared Yu
of Xia, Tang of Shang, and King Wen of Zhou, called the “Three Kings” and
then Confucius, who lived between 551 B.C. to 479 B.C. He deeply felt the
crisis in the ancient cultural tradition created by political turbulence and moral
decay, and so self-consciously took upon himself the burden of assuming the
tradition of moral governance transmitted since the times of Yao and Shun. His
self-appointed task was thus to elucidate the civilization based on ritual and
music that had been the legacy of King Wen of Zhou, King Wu of Zhou, and
the Duke of Zhou. Confucius termed this tradition of civilization or culture of
approximately 2500 years in duration “culture” (wen). He travelled all around
the various kingdoms promoting his own positions. Once he went to a place
called Kuang, where he was mistaken by the populace for a nobleman who had
once pillaged the place. This led to him becoming besieged. Yet he was full of
confidence as he spoke to his disciples, saying: “After the death of King Wen,
hasn’t ‘culture’ fallen to me to transmit? If Heaven above desired to destroy
‘culture’, then why would it choose me to inherit it? If Heaven does not desire
this to happen, then what could the people of Kuang do to me?” ®

Although Confucius was unable to become a sage king, his lifetime of
itinerant teaching, education, and method of composition preserved the ancient
writings, elucidated the ancient culture, and criticized the amoral government.
He also founded private teaching and the Confucian school of thought;
therefore he was venerated by later generations as a “sage,” and called “the
Most Holy First Teacher.” The meaning of this title is the greatest sage and the
earliest teacher. Because he was the explainer of culture to Chinese people, the
ancients said: “If Heaven had not created Confucius, all time would have been
one long night of darkness.” In world history, Confucius, together with
Socrates who lived from 469 to 399 B.C., and Sakyamuni, who lived between
560 B.C. to 480 B.C. as well as Jesus Christ who lived later, from the turn of
the era until 30 A.D., became four great philosophers who created models of
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@ Analects, “Zihan,” 9.5. In this work all citations from ancient works will be translated into
modern Chinese.




4 Chapter I During the Present Age Nobody Can Achieve It, but I! (%

thought for humanity'. From Confucius until the present, the Chinese cultural
tradition has developed for another 2500 years. Despite several periods of
transformation, compared to other world civilizations, the continuity of
Chinese culture is quite obvious. Credit must be given to Confucius as the
creative model. We may say, then, that Confucius was a cultural hero.

After Confucius, no other sage appeared in the Chinese historical record.
Outstanding men have been called worthies in terms of their moral cultivation,
meritorious achievements, and knowledge or intelligence, and the two
appellations “sages and worthies” have often been employed together. Despite
the historical use of the terms “sage king,” “sage ruler,” or “sage lord” by
subjects to flatter their monarchs or emperors, they never lightly called them
“sages.” Nevertheless, one man was greater than the general run of worthies,
and approached being a sage himself. Therefore he was called a secondary
sage ®  This man was none other than Mencius.

Mencius was the inheritor of Confucius as a cultural hero. Modern
Chinese philosopher Feng Youlan 52id ®

Confucius’ position in Chinese history is similar to Socrates’
position in western history; Mencius’ position in Chinese history is
similar to Plato’s position in western history. Their clear, soaring styles
are similar.

Modern Chinese archaeologist Li Ji further stated that @

The primary contribution made to world civilization by China is her
humanism. This was led primarily by Confucius and Mencius, who lived



