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    In a world where a single word can elevate a ruler’s legitimacy or quietly condemn a betrayal, history becomes a battleground for moral authority.

The Spring and Autumn Annals holds classic status not because it dazzles with narrative flourish, but because it shaped how later generations understood the ethical weight of recording events. Its compact entries model a distinctive kind of historical writing in which selection, order, and phrasing carry significance. Across centuries, readers treated the text as more than a chronicle, seeing in it a disciplined literary form that suggests standards for conduct and governance. Its endurance lies in the tension it sustains between what is recorded and what is left unsaid, inviting reflection on judgment, responsibility, and the uses of memory.

Tradition associates the work with Confucius (Kongzi), the influential Chinese thinker of the late Spring and Autumn period. In Chinese intellectual history, the Annals became linked to the Confucian project of cultivating virtue and social order, and it was later counted among the Confucian classics. The exact details of compilation and authorship have been matters of scholarly discussion across eras, but the received view places Confucius at the center of its transmission and authority. What is secure is the text’s early setting and its long-standing role as a foundational work in the classical canon.

The Annals is organized as a year-by-year record centered on the state of Lu, Confucius’s home state, during the Spring and Autumn period. Its scope is political and diplomatic as well as domestic: successions, alliances, conflicts, rituals, and notable public occurrences appear in a stripped-down register. The central premise is simple and steady—events are recorded in chronological order—yet the effect is complex, because the form demands careful attention to what counts as an event and how events are presented. The book thus asks the reader to take chronology seriously as an ethical and political instrument.

To approach this text is to meet an austere literary style that nonetheless had immense cultural consequences. The spareness of the Annals highlights the idea that writing can govern without overt argument: the chronicler’s discipline and restraint become part of the message. This approach influenced later Chinese historiography, where precision, sequence, and terminological care were prized. The Annals’ reputation helped establish a standard that history should be written with an awareness of public accountability. Even when later writers pursued richer narrative histories, the ideal of concise, consequential record remained a reference point.

Its themes are enduring because they are civic: legitimacy, duty, ritual propriety, and the fragility of order under pressure. The Annals does not invite the reader into private psychology; instead it keeps attention on public actions and their implications within a shared moral world. That focus gives the work its characteristic gravity. Whether describing peaceful transitions or moments of instability, the chronicle form highlights how communities rely on recognized norms to endure. The repeated return of seasons and years underscores a larger question that remains familiar: what sustains continuity when power and ambition threaten to dissolve it?

The book’s classic status also rests on the interpretive tradition it generated. Readers did not treat the Annals as self-explanatory; instead, it prompted sustained commentary, especially in connection with the study of the Confucian classics. Over time, the text became a touchstone for methods of close reading in which small differences in wording or placement could be seen as meaningful. This tradition reinforced the idea that language in public record is never neutral, and that attention to form can reveal standards of judgment. The Annals, in this way, became a school for interpretive discipline as much as a historical source.

Because the Annals is anchored in the Spring and Autumn period, it preserves the atmosphere of a time marked by competing states and shifting alliances. The political map was not static, and authority was frequently contested, making questions of proper conduct and rightful rule urgent rather than abstract. The chronicle’s attention to official actions and ritualized procedures reflects a society where governance depended on recognized forms as well as force. Yet the book’s restraint prevents it from becoming merely a catalogue of conflict. Instead it gives a framework in which recurring patterns of decision and consequence can be observed without sensationalism.

The Annals’ influence on later writers can be traced through the prestige it conferred on moralized history. In the classical tradition, to write history was not only to preserve facts but to cultivate standards by which actions could be evaluated. Even authors who did not imitate the Annals’ brevity inherited a sense that historiography participates in public education. The text’s canonical standing encouraged later historians and essayists to treat documentation as a serious craft tied to political ethics. In that respect, its literary impact lies less in story and more in shaping a language of responsibility for the written record.

For modern readers, one of the book’s challenges is also its appeal: it offers no extended explanations, only a rigorous sequence of dated entries. This makes the Annals a test of attention, asking readers to confront how meaning can arise from structure. The experience resembles examining a ledger of public life where each line implies an administrative world behind it. The reward is an encounter with a form of writing that insists on the significance of the record itself. By withholding narrative comfort, it makes space for reflection on how communities choose to remember, classify, and legitimate events.

At the same time, the Annals stands at the crossroads of literature, history, and political thought. Its reception demonstrates how a text can become classic through the uses to which it is put: as a guide for study, a model of restraint, and a foundation for argument about good rule. It also shows how the authority of a work can be maintained by institutions of learning and by the continuing labor of interpretation. The Annals’ survival as a classic thus belongs to both the text and its readers, who repeatedly returned to it as a tool for thinking about governance and moral order.

The book’s contemporary relevance lies in its implicit insistence that the way events are recorded matters—what is named, what is emphasized, and what is entered into public memory. In an age saturated with information, the Annals offers a severe counterexample: a reminder that selection and form shape understanding as much as content. Its themes of legitimacy, responsibility, and social order remain pressing wherever power must justify itself and communities debate the standards of judgment. For these reasons, the Spring and Autumn Annals continues to attract readers not for plot, but for the enduring question it poses about history’s moral and civic weight.
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    The Spring and Autumn Annals is a terse, year-by-year chronicle traditionally associated with Confucius and later placed within the Confucian canon. It records events of the state of Lu, a small polity in the Zhou world, and situates them amid a larger network of neighboring states and Zhou royal authority. Rather than offering extended narrative, it proceeds in brief notices that mark time and public acts. The work’s sequence follows successive years, creating a cumulative portrait of political life as it was publicly remembered and officially recorded, with an emphasis on conduct, legitimacy, and order.

paragraphs

The Annals opens by establishing its method: each year is identified and then punctuated by compact entries that note matters such as diplomatic meetings, military movements, court ceremonies, deaths, successions, marriages, and unusual occurrences. The spareness of the record foregrounds what is deemed recordable and how it is framed. From the beginning, the reader encounters a world where naming, ranking, and dating are consequential, because political reality is mediated through ritual categories and formal recognition. The resulting effect is less a story with scenes than an unfolding ledger of governance and inter-state relations.

paragraphs

As the entries accumulate, the work tracks the recurrent pressures on Lu’s security and autonomy. Neighboring states appear through visits, alliances, and hostilities, and the Zhou king’s position is referenced as a point of nominal authority within a fragmented landscape. The record repeatedly returns to the handling of envoys, covenants, and ceremonial contacts, suggesting that diplomacy and ritual protocol are central instruments of power. The conflicts that emerge are not only military; they involve disputes over precedence, rightful titles, and the proper performance of rites, which function as public signs of political legitimacy.

paragraphs

A dominant thread is the precarious balance between internal governance and external entanglements. Leadership changes are logged with the same restrained tone as battles and negotiations, yet their recurrence underscores instability and the stakes of succession. Court life is visible through appointments, deaths, and formal acts, while the state’s interactions beyond its borders continually test the limits of policy and propriety. The Annals does not supply motives or private deliberations, but its selection of events keeps returning to the consequences of decision-making, especially when it involves alliances, warfare, and the management of ritual relationships.

paragraphs

Warfare appears in the chronicle as a persistent feature of the era, with campaigns and clashes recorded alongside treaties and meetings that aim to stabilize relations. Because the Annals is concise, military episodes are presented as facts of occurrence—who acted, where, and when—without extended description. This approach keeps attention on responsibility and public accountability rather than tactical detail. Over time, the pattern of conflict and settlement suggests a political environment where force, negotiation, and ceremony are interwoven, and where the maintenance of order depends on a delicate interplay of recognized authority and practical power among competing states and houses of influence within them.
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    The Spring and Autumn Annals (Chunqiu) is a brief chronicle of the state of Lu, a polity in today’s Shandong, covering the years traditionally dated 722–481 BCE. It belongs to the Spring and Autumn period of the Eastern Zhou (from 770 BCE), when the Zhou king remained a ritual and diplomatic figure but real power lay with regional lords. Political life was structured by hereditary aristocratic lineages, interstate covenants, and ritual hierarchies expressed in ceremonies and titles. The Annals’ setting is thus a fractured “Zhou world” where institutions persisted formally even as their coercive authority weakened.

The work is traditionally associated with Confucius (Kongzi, 551–479 BCE), who was born in Lu and spent much of his adult life engaged in teaching and public service. Early sources such as the Analects portray him as committed to restoring orderly government through ritual propriety (li), moral cultivation, and appropriate naming and ranking of persons and offices. While modern scholarship debates the degree of Confucius’s direct authorship or editorial role, the tradition that he “compiled” or “edited” the Annals is historically important in itself: it situates the text within a program of moral and political evaluation. The chronicle’s tight wording later became a focus for ethical interpretation.

Lu’s internal politics form the immediate background. Lu was founded by a Zhou royal relative and long claimed to uphold Zhou ritual standards, but by the sixth century BCE its ducal house faced strong competition from powerful ministerial families. Historical tradition identifies the “Three Huan” lineages—Ji (Jisun), Meng (Mengsun), and Shu (Shusun)—as dominant aristocratic clans that increasingly controlled offices and resources. This internal tension between hereditary rulers and entrenched aristocrats shaped the practical limits of governance in Lu and helps explain why a Lu-centered record could be read as a commentary on the erosion of legitimate authority.

The broader Eastern Zhou order was maintained through a shared ritual vocabulary: sacrifice, mourning customs, temple lineage, and diplomatic protocol. Even as military power decentralized, rulers still invoked the Zhou king’s authority and the ideal of hierarchical deference between “great” and “small” states. The Annals records visits, alliances, and ceremonial acts, reflecting how diplomacy relied on formalized procedures and symbolic recognition. The persistence of these institutions made it possible to critique deviations: when actors ignored precedent or inverted ranks, later readers treated the chronicle’s phrasing as highlighting breaches of normative order. In this way, institutional continuity made moral judgment intelligible.

Interstate conflict was endemic during the Spring and Autumn period. States such as Qi, Jin, Chu, Qin, and others competed for territory, influence, and prestige; war coexisted with marriage diplomacy and oath-bound alliances. Traditional historiography describes the emergence of “hegemons” (ba), powerful rulers who convened states and claimed to defend the Zhou realm, particularly against perceived outsiders. The Annals reflects this world by repeatedly noting battles, covenants, and high-level meetings, showing how security depended on shifting coalitions. The text’s laconic style invites attention to how frequently violence intruded into ritualized interstate life, underscoring instability as a defining condition.

A major geopolitical development was the rising influence of Chu, a large southern state that expanded northward and often clashed with central plains polities. Chu’s growth altered the balance among the great powers and forced northern states to respond through both warfare and alliance-making. The Annals’ notices of interactions with Chu and other major states indicate how smaller states like Lu navigated pressure from stronger neighbors. This reflects a key historical reality: diplomacy and survival demanded constant recalibration, and the language of ritual legitimacy was frequently mobilized to justify strategic choices. Later moral readings saw in such episodes the tension between expediency and principle.

Another structural force was the evolving military and administrative capacity of states. While aristocratic chariot warfare remained culturally prominent, the period also saw expanded mobilization and the increasing importance of infantry, along with more systematic taxation and record-keeping to support armies. These changes contributed to the ability of leading states to project power and to the decline of older aristocratic balances. The Annals, as an official chronicle, presupposes bureaucratic routines for noting events and dating them by reign year and season. Its existence reflects administrative literacy and the institutionalization of historical memory as a tool of governance and legitimacy.

The social fabric of Lu and its neighbors was shaped by lineage organization and ritual obligations. Noble lineages held land and offices, performed ancestral sacrifices, and maintained retinues; commoners supported agriculture and labor obligations, with their lives affected by levies and war. Ritual life—funerals, temple rites, and diplomatic ceremonies—was not merely religious but political, marking rank and authority. The Annals records deaths, burials, and ritual observances, showing how succession and mourning had state consequences. The emphasis on proper recording of such events aligns with Confucian concerns about ritual correctness as the foundation of social order.

Confucius’s lifetime overlaps with late Spring and Autumn turmoil, including intensifying factional struggles within states and repeated interstate campaigns. He is associated with Lu’s political world and, according to traditional accounts, served in some governmental capacities before traveling among other states offering counsel. The Analects depicts him lamenting the loss of Zhou-era norms and advocating rule by virtue and the rectification of ritual. This intellectual and moral stance forms a plausible context for why a chronicle of Lu could be treated as more than a list of events. The Annals became a site where history could be read as moral instruction.

The Annals’ form reflects established practices of court historiography. Many Zhou states employed scribes to record notable events, especially those involving rulers, diplomacy, ritual, and warfare. The Lu chronicle’s dated entries imply a state archive and a concern for official memory, including accountability for actions taken by rulers and ministers. The text’s economy of expression—often no more than a sentence—also fits the idea of an annalistic record meant for reference rather than narrative entertainment. Later tradition held that careful choice of words could convey evaluation, suggesting that the historical institution of court record-keeping could be adapted for ethical commentary.

Key episodes in Spring and Autumn politics included frequent alliances and oaths, often convened by dominant states such as Qi or Jin. These gatherings attempted to regulate conflict, enforce collective decisions, and confirm rankings among participants. The Annals’ repeated mention of covenants and meetings mirrors the era’s reliance on negotiated order rather than centralized enforcement. Because such arrangements often broke down, the record also reflects the fragility of interstate norms. In later Confucian interpretation, the very recurrence of covenants could be read as evidence of disorder: when moral authority is strong, coercive agreements should be less necessary.

Succession disputes and court coups were another recurrent feature, both in Lu and elsewhere. The weakening of central authority and the accumulation of power by great lineages increased the likelihood of contested accessions and forced changes in leadership. The Annals notes accessions, deaths, and episodes of internal upheaval in the terse style of official record, emphasizing the political weight of dynastic continuity. Such entries mattered because legitimacy was anchored in hereditary rule and ritual succession. When established lines were disrupted, it threatened not only governance but the ritual order that justified authority, a concern central to Confucian political thought.

The economy of the period remained predominantly agrarian, with intensification of cultivation and the need to support larger military and administrative structures. Population pressures and the costs of warfare could lead to heavier demands on households, while noble competition for resources sharpened social tensions. Although the Annals does not provide economic statistics, the frequency of military events and diplomatic mobilization implies substantial material burdens. Administrative record-keeping, including calendars and standardized dating, also indicates a level of organizational capacity tied to taxation and labor control. These everyday realities form the backdrop against which moral critiques of governance acquired urgency.

Cultural developments in the late Zhou included the consolidation of classical learning and the prestige of ritual expertise. Confucius is associated with transmitting traditional texts and emphasizing study as a means of self-cultivation and public service. The Spring and Autumn Annals later became one of the Five Classics in the Confucian curriculum, not because it is expansive but because it was treated as a model of how history can encode judgment. This educational afterlife is itself a historical fact with roots in late Zhou concerns: when political unity faltered, cultural authority and textual tradition offered an alternative basis for order and shared standards.

The Annals also reflects the importance of calendrical and ritual time. Entries are organized by reign year and by seasons, a framework tied to agricultural rhythms and to the scheduling of rites and diplomatic activity. Seasonal dating made events legible within a cosmologically resonant order, linking political action to the moralized regularity of the year. In the Zhou world, correct observance of time—choosing proper days for sacrifices, funerals, and meetings—was part of legitimate rule. By embedding events in this temporal grid, the chronicle reinforces the notion that politics should be disciplined by ritual structure, even when actions recorded seem to strain that ideal.

After Confucius’s death, the Annals gained interpretive layers through commentarial traditions, especially the Zuo, Gongyang, and Guliang commentaries that survive from later periods. These works treat the sparse entries as prompts for explanation and moral evaluation, attributing significance to the chronicle’s wording and omissions. This reception history is connected to the political and intellectual need to draw lessons from an age of fragmentation. While the exact process of compilation remains debated, the central historical point is that the Annals became a foundational text for thinking about legitimacy, diplomacy, and ethical rule by reading Spring and Autumn events as cautionary examples.

In its historical context, the Spring and Autumn Annals functions as a mirror of a world where inherited institutions persisted amid declining central power. It records the routine business of rule—accessions, deaths, rituals, wars, envoys, covenants—without narrative embellishment, reflecting the bureaucratic habits of court historiography. Yet its subsequent association with Confucius made it emblematic of a moral response to political disorder: the belief that careful recording and correct naming can uphold standards when coercive unity fails. The text thus both documents and critiques its era, preserving the outlines of Spring and Autumn politics while inviting judgment on their departures from Zhou ideals.
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    Introduction
Confucius, known in Chinese as Kongzi or Kong Fuzi, was a teacher and thinker of the late Spring and Autumn period, traditionally dated to 551–479 BCE. He became one of the most influential figures in Chinese intellectual history, not through a large set of writings authored in his own hand, but through teachings preserved by later followers. His thought emphasized ethical cultivation, social responsibility, and proper conduct in public and private life. Over subsequent centuries, Confucian ideas shaped education, political theory, and cultural norms across East Asia, becoming a central reference point for governance and moral philosophy.
Education and Literary Influences
Confucius was born in the state of Lu, in what is now Shandong province, during a time of political fragmentation and recurring conflict among regional states. Early sources portray him as devoted to learning and to the study of older cultural traditions, especially the moral and ritual practices associated with earlier dynastic rule. His formation is often linked to mastery of ritual propriety and to a broad humanistic education rather than to a single institution that can be securely identified. In later memory, he exemplified the ideal of lifelong study, presenting learning as a disciplined path toward moral improvement and social harmony.
Literary Career
Confucius is not reliably credited with a corpus of authored books in the modern sense. The text most closely associated with him is the Analects, a collection of sayings and dialogues compiled by disciples and later followers over time. Because the Analects is not a single-author work, it is best understood as a record of teaching rather than a self-composed treatise. Traditional accounts also associate Confucius with editorial work on earlier classics, but those attributions are difficult to verify with certainty and are debated in scholarship. What is secure is that his intellectual legacy was transmitted through pedagogical communities that valued his model of instruction and ethical inquiry.
Beliefs and Advocacy
The core of Confucius’s thought, as preserved in early sources, centers on ethical character, humane concern for others, and the formative power of ritual and social roles. He presented moral self-cultivation as the foundation for trustworthy leadership, arguing that political order depends not only on coercive power but also on virtue and example. Confucian teaching also promoted reverence for ancestors and attention to familial duties as a training ground for broader civic responsibility. Rather than urging withdrawal from public affairs, he treated engagement with governance as a serious ethical test, insisting that rulers and officials must prioritize the welfare of the people and act with integrity.
Final Years & Legacy
Later tradition places Confucius’s death in Lu around 479 BCE, after years spent teaching and advising. Regardless of the exact details of his final decades, his posthumous influence grew dramatically as students and intellectual lineages organized, interpreted, and expanded his teachings. Confucianism developed into a major philosophical and cultural tradition, shaping curricula and statecraft in later dynasties and inspiring extensive commentary. His impact reached beyond China, informing educational ideals and ethical discourse in Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. Across centuries of debate and reinterpretation, Confucius remained a touchstone for discussions of virtue, learning, and the moral responsibilities of power.
Confucius’s early life is known primarily through later historical writings, with key information preserved in classical Chinese sources that blend biography with moral exempla. These accounts depict him as emerging from modest circumstances in Lu and as driven by an intense desire to recover and transmit what he regarded as the refined practices of antiquity. He became renowned as a teacher who welcomed students from varied backgrounds, an approach that later generations interpreted as an important development in the social reach of education. While details are sometimes uncertain, the consistent theme is his commitment to instruction as a public good and to scholarship as a means of personal transformation.
His intellectual world was shaped by the ritual culture and historical memory of earlier eras, especially ideals associated with the Zhou tradition of governance and ceremony. Confucius treated rites, music, and formal conduct as tools that educate emotion and intention, aligning individuals with communal standards of respect. He also engaged a broader landscape of ideas circulating in his period, when thinkers addressed how to restore order in a fractured political environment. Yet his method remained distinctively practical and interpersonal: he taught through conversation, exemplars, and critical reflection on lived situations. In this sense, the “influences” on Confucius are less identifiable authors than inherited practices, texts, and social institutions that he sought to renew ethically.
Confucius’s career unfolded as a combination of teaching and public service, though the chronology and specifics of offices attributed to him vary across sources. He is often portrayed as seeking a position from which he could implement reforms rooted in moral leadership and proper administration. When political conditions did not permit sustained reform, he continued to teach, forming a community that transmitted his approach to learning and ethical deliberation. His influence during his lifetime appears to have been substantial among students and some elites, even if he did not achieve lasting political authority. Over time, the reputation of his pedagogical style—patient, demanding, and oriented toward virtue—became as significant as any single doctrinal statement.
The Analects illustrates a distinctive style of philosophical expression: concise exchanges, brief reflections, and situational judgments rather than systematic argument. This mode encouraged later readers to treat interpretation as part of the tradition, inviting commentary to clarify context and reconcile apparent tensions. Confucius’s emphasis on exemplary persons, careful speech, and disciplined conduct became hallmarks of the Confucian rhetorical and ethical sensibility. As the text circulated and was edited in different forms, it acquired a central place in education, often studied alongside other classical works. The critical reception of Confucius’s ideas has never been uniform; admiration, critique, and reformulation are all part of his history, but his status as a foundational thinker endured.
Confucius linked personal ethics to public order through the conviction that relationships—between ruler and subject, parent and child, elder and younger, and among friends—carry obligations that can be fulfilled with dignity and care. He treated these roles not as mere constraints but as opportunities for moral practice, with ritual propriety guiding behavior toward respect and restraint. Education, in his view, was inseparable from character: learning should produce reliability, discernment, and empathy. He also advanced an ideal of leadership grounded in virtue, suggesting that coercion without moral credibility cannot secure lasting stability. These positions amounted to a sustained advocacy for ethical governance, cultivated citizenship, and a culture that honors learning.
In later centuries, Confucius became central to debates over the nature of tradition, authority, and reform. States and educational systems drew on Confucian texts to define ideals of scholarship and public service, while philosophers developed sophisticated metaphysical and ethical interpretations that extended far beyond the early record. At the same time, periods of skepticism and critique arose, in which thinkers questioned whether Confucian norms could address new social realities. The enduring legacy is thus not a static doctrine but an evolving conversation anchored in the figure of Confucius as teacher. Temples, lineages of scholarship, and long traditions of commentary testify to his continuing cultural presence, even as modern readers approach his thought through historical and critical study.
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  Disappointment of the Expectations Raised by the Earliest Accounts of the Ch‘un Ts•ëw.
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1. In the prolegomena to vol., on page 1, I have said that of the five King or classical works, the authorship, or compilation rather, of which is loosely attributed to Confucius, 'the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw[1] is the only one which can rightly be described as of his own making.' If I had been as familiar with the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw in 1861 as I am now, instead of appearing, as in that judgment, to allow that it is an original Work of the sage, I should have contented myself with saying that of it alone has the making been claimed for him. The question as to what he really did in the matter of this Classic is one of great perplexity[1q].

2. The earliest authority who speaks on the subject is Mencius[2]. No better could be desired; and the glowing account which he gives of the Work excites our liveliest expectations. His language puts it beyond doubt that in his time, not far removed from that of Confucius, there was a book current in China, called the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw, and accepted without question by him and others as having been made by the sage. "The world," he says, 'was fallen into decay, and right principles had dwindled away. Perverse discourses and oppressive deeds were again waxen rife. Cases were occurring of ministers who murdered their rulers, and of sons who murdered their fathers. Confucius was afraid, and made the Ch‘un Ts‘ew.'1 He describes the work as of equal value with Yu’s regulation of the waters of the deluge, and the duke of Chow's establishing his dynasty amid the desolations and disorder which had been wrought by the later sovereigns of the dynasty of Shang. 'Confucius completed the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw, and rebellious ministers and villainous sons were struck with terror.’2 Going more particularly into the nature of the Work, and fortifying himself with the words of the Master, Mencius says, ‘The subjects of the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw are Hwan of Ts‘e and Wăn of Tsin, and its style is the historical. Confucius said, "Its righteous decisions I ventured to make."'3 And again, 'What the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw contains are matters proper to the son of Heaven. On this account Confucius said, "Yes! It is the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw which will make men know me; and it is the Ch‘un Ts‘ew which will make men condemn me."4 The words of Mencius, that 'Confucius made the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw,’ became thereafter part of the stock phraseology of Chinese scholars. If the Work itself had not been recovered under the Han dynasty, after the efforts of the tyrant of Ts‘in to destroy the ancient monuments of literature, we should have regretted its loss, thinking of it as a history from the stylus of the sage of China in which had been condensed the grandest utterances of his wisdom and the severest lessons of his virtue.

3. The making of a history, indeed, is different from the making of a poem, the development of a philosophy, and other literary achievements in which we expect large results of original thought. In those we look for new combinations of the phaenomena of human character, and new speculations on the divine order of the universe,—'things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme.' But from the historian all that we are entitled to require is a faithful record of facts. If he would win our special approval, he must weave his facts into an interesting narrative, trace their connexion with one another, and by unfolding the motives of the actors teach lessons that may have their fruit in guiding and directing the course of events in future generations. The making of history should be signalized by the vigour and elegance of the composition, and by the correct discrimination, impartiality, and comprehensiveness of the author’s judgments.

When, with these ideas of what a history should be, we look into the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw, we experience immediately an intense feeling of disappointment. Instead of a history of events woven artistically together, we find a congeries of the briefest possible intimations of matters in which the court and State of Loo were more or less concerned, extending over 242 years, without the slightest tincture of literary ability in the composition, or the slighest indication of judicial opinion on the part of the writer. The paragraphs are always brief. Each one is designed to commemorate a fact; but whether that fact be a display of virtue calculated to command our admiration, or a deed of atrocity fitted to awaken our disgust, it can hardly be said that there is anything in the language to convey to us the shadow of an idea of the author's feeling about it. The notices, for we cannot call them narratives, are absolutely unimpassioned. A base murder and a shining act of heroism are chronicled just as the eclipses of the sun are chronicled. So and so took place;—that is all. No details are given; no judgment is expressed. The reader may be conscious of an emotion of delight or of indignation according to the opinion which he forms of the event mentioned, especially when he has obtained a fuller account of it from some other quarter; but there is nothing in the text to excite the one feeling or the other. Whether the statements found in the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw be all reliable, and given according to the truth of the facts, is a point of the utmost importance, which will be duly considered by and by. I am at present only concerned to affirm that the Work is not at all of the nature which we should suppose from our previous conception of it as a history by a great man, and from the accounts given of it by Confucius himself and by Mencius.5

4. If I have given in these remarks a correct, though brief, idea of what the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw is, we know not what to make of the statement of Confucius quoted by Mencius, that he had himself ventured to make the righteous decisions contained in it. Whether the book which we now have be that which Confucius is said to have made, or another, we examine it in vain for any ‘righteous decisions,’ for any decisions indeed of any kind, on the events which are indicated in it. This difficulty is a Gordian knot which I do not see any way of untying, and I have often wished that I could cut it by denying the genuineness of the present Ch‘un Ts‘ëw altogether.6 But, as will by and by appear, the evidence which connects and identifies the existing Work with that made, whatever be the sense in which we are to take that term, by the sage, cannot be rebutted. The simplest way of disposing of the matter is to set the testimony of Mencius on one side, though that method of proceeding can hardly be vindicated on critical grounds.

There can be no doubt, however, that the expression in Mencius about ‘the righteous decisions’ has had a most powerful and pernicious influence over the interpretation of the Classic. Chaou K‘e, the earliest commentator on Mencius, explains the passage as intimating that the sage in making the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw exercised his prerogative as ‘the unsceptred king.’ A subject merely, and without any order from his ruler, he yet made the Work on his own private authority; and his saying that he ventured to give his own judgments on things in it was simply an expression of his humility.7Chaou gives the same explanation of those words of Mencius, that ‘what the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw contains are matters proper to the son of Heaven.' 'Confucius,’ says the commentator, ‘made the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw by means of the Historical Records of Loo, setting forth his laws as an unsceptred king, which are what Mencius calls "the matters of the Son of Heaven."'8

Hundreds of critics, from Kung-yang and Kuh-lëang downwards, have tried to interpret the Classic on the principle of finding in almost every paragraph some 'righteous decision;’ and in my notes I have in a hundred places pointed out the absurdities in which such a method lands us. The same peculiarity of the style, such as the omission of a clan-name, becomes in one passage the sign of censure and in another the sign of praise.9 The whole Book is a collection of riddles, to which there are as many answers as there are guessers. It is hardly possible for a Chinese to cast off from his mind the influence of this 'praise-and-censure' theory in studying the Classic. He has learned it when a child by committing to memory at school the lines of the 'Primer of Three Characters,'10 and it has been obtruded upon him in most of his subsequent reading. Even a foreigner finds himself occasionally casting about for some such way of accounting for the ever varying forms of expression, unwilling to believe that the changes have been made at random. I proceed in another section to give a fuller idea of the nature of the Work; and to consider what were its sources, and whether we have reason to think that Confucius, in availing himself of them, made additions of his own or retrenchments.




1. Mencius, III. Pt. i. IX. 7, 8:—世衰道微,邪說暴行有作,臣弑其君者有之,子弑其父者有之,孔子懼而作春秋.

2. Ib., 11:—昔者禹抑洪水,而天下平,周公兼夷狄,驅猛獸,而百姓寜,孔子成春秋,而亂臣賊子懼.

3. Mencius, IV. Pt. ii. XXI. 3.:—其事則齊桓晉文,其文則史,孔子日,其義則丘竊取之. We must suppose that Hwan of Ts‘e and Wăn of Tsin are here adduced as two of the most remarkable personages in the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw, and that the first clause is not intended to convey the idea that the Work was all about them. I have mused often and long over the other parts of the paragraph. 其文則史 might be translated:—'The text is from the historiographers.’ But where then would there be any room for 'the righteous decisions' of Confucius himself? I must hold to the version I have given of the observation quoted from the sage, and it seems to require the translation of the previous clause as I have published it. Julien has:—Ejus stylus, tunc historicus. Confucius aiebat: Haec equitas, tunc ego Khieou privatim sumpsi illam.'

4. III. Pt. i. IX. 8.:—春秋,天子之事也,是故孔子曰,知我者其惟春秋乎,罪我者其惟春秋乎.

5. It is amusing to read the following account of the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw given by the writer of the treatise 'On the Antiquity of the Chinese,' on pp. 47, 48 of the 1st vol. of the 'Memoires Concernant les Chinois:'—



  'Le Tchun-tsieou est un livre ecrit de génie. Notre Socrate y manie l’Histoire en homme d’Etat, en Citoyen, en Philosophe, en Savant, et en Moraliste. Son laconisme naïf et sublime le force à serrer sa narration, pour présenter les faits tout nouds et détachés, pour ainsi dire, de la chaine des evénemens; mais ils sont dessinés, colorés, ombrés et peints avec tant de force et de feu, qu'on sent d’abord pourquoi et jusqu’où ils sont dignes de louanges ou de blâme. Nous ne connaissons point de livre en Europe, où l’on voit si bien le commencement, le progrès, le dénouement, et le remede des révolutions dans I'Etat et dans les mœurs; les vrais signes de roideur ou de mollesse, de tyrannie ou de discrédit, de modération simulée ou d'inconséquence dans le Gouvernement; les différences du talent, du génie, de l'expérience, de la profondeur des vues, de la bonté de coup-d'œil, et des ressources d'un esprit fécond dans les Princes et dans leur ministres, l’imposant d’une administration bruyante et le faux d’une politique pateline, les souterrains de la trahison et les maneges de la negociation, les premieres etincelles d'une révolte qui commence et les derniers eclats d’une ligue epuisée; la maniere enfin dont le Chang-ti (Dieu) dirige le cours des evénemens, pour elever ou renverser les Trônes, et punir ou recompenser tour-à-tour les Sujets par leurs Princes et les Princes par leurs Sujets. Le Tchun-tsieou, envisagé sous ce point de vue, est le modele de toutes les Histoires. Confucius a un style qui ne va qu’à lui. Il semble que chaque caractere ait eté fait pour l’endroit où il le place. Plus il est avare de mots, plus ceux qu’il emploie sout clairs et expressifs.’



  The above is certainly of a piece with the estimate of the ancient odes of China which I quoted from the same article in the prolegomena to vol., pp. 114, 115. Dr. Williams (Middle Kingdom, vol. I., p. 512) gives a more fair account of the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw, but even he thinks that it contains much good matter of which we find no trace:—‘It is but little better than a dry detail of facts, enlivened by few incidents, but containing many of those practical observations which distinguish the writings of the sage.’ Anyone who looks into the body of this volume will see that the text consists of nothing but a dry detail of facts or incidents, without a single practical observation, Confucian or non-Confucian.

6. There have been Chinese scholars who have taken up this position. Wang Taou, in a monograph on the subject, places Ma Twan-lin among them; but this is more than Ma's words, quoted in the third section, will sustain. With more reason he gives the name of Hoh King (郝敬) of the Ming dynasty, who contends that the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw of Confucius was not transmitted, and that we have only fragments of it in Tso-she. Wang also says that according to Tung Chung-shoo and Sze-ma Ts‘ëen the text consisted of several myriads of characters, in several thousand paragraphs, whereas Chang Gan of the T‘ang dynasty found in it only 18000 characters. But there can be no doubt the present text is substantially the same as that known in the Han dynasty. See Appendix II.

7. 孔子自謂竊取之,以爲素王也,孔子人臣,不受君命,私作之,故言竊,亦聖人之謙辭爾.

8. 孔子懼王道滅,故作春秋,因魯史記,設素王之法,謂天子之事也.

9. It may be well here to give the discussion of one notable case, the occasional omission of the term king:—taken from Chaou Yih’s 陔餘業考,卷二:—



  ‘Every year should commence with "In the spring, in the king’s first month," or if there was nothing to be recorded under the first month, "In the spring, in the king's second month,” or “In the spring, in the king’s third month;" the object being thereby to do honour to the king. In the 9th and 11th years, however, of duke Yin, we have only "In the spring," and in all the years of duke Hwan but four the expression 'the king's' is omitted. Too Yu holds that in those years the king had not issued the calendar; but seeing the prime intent of the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw was to honour the king, is it likely that for such an emission the classic would have denied the year to be the king’s? Moreover, such omission was most likely to occur when the court was in confusion, as in the troubles occasioned by the princes T‘uy, Tae, and Chaou; and yet we find the years of those times all with the regular formula. How unlikely that the calendar should have been given out in seasons of disorder, and neglected when all was tranquil in the times of Yin and Hwan! Too's explanation is inadmissible.



  'Ch‘ing E-ch‘uen says, “Duke Hwan succeeded to Loo by the murder of his predecessor, and in his first year the author wrote ‘the king’s,’ thereby by a royal law indicating his crime. The same expression in the second year in the same way indicates the crime of Tuh of Sung in murdering his ruler. Its omission in the third year shows that Hwan had no [fear of the] king before his eyes." But this is very inconsistent. If we say that the omission “the king’s" shows that Hwan had no fear of the king, surely it ought to have been omitted in his first year, when he was guilty of such a crime. If we say that its occurrence in the first year is to indicate his crime, are we to infer that wherever it occurs it indicates the crime of the ruler? What had Loo to do with Tuh of Sung’s murdering his ruler? Is it reasonable that Loo's historiographers should have constructed their annals to punish him?



  ‘Ho Hëw says,—“In [Hwan's] 10th year we find ‘the king's,’ because ten is the completion of numbers, and we find it in his 18th year because that was the last of his rule." According to this we ought to find "the king‘s" only in the year of a ruler's accession, in his tenth year, and the year of his death; but the practice in the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw is quite different from this. Ho Hëw's remark is unintelligible.



  ‘It may be said that since the Chow commencement of the year was not universally followed during the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw period, some States reckoning by the 1st month of Yin and others by that of Hëa, although Loo generally held to the ritual of Chow, yet its irregularities in the matter of intercalation show that it did not keep to the first month of Chow. Perhaps the historiographers did so sometimes, and then Confucius wrote "the king's first month," by way of distinction, while he left the cases in which they made the year begin differently unmarked by such a note,—thereby condemning them.‘ This last is poor Chaou Yih's own explanation of the phenomenon, not a whit better than the devices of others which he condemns! It shows the correctness of my remark that it is next to impossible for a Chinese scholar to shake of the trammels of the creed in which he has been educated.

10. 詩既亡,春秋作,寓褒貶,别善惡;—see the 三字經, II. 79, 80.


Section II.

  The Sources of the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw, and Its Nature. Did Confucius Allow Himself Any Liberty of Addition or Retrenchment in the Use of His Authorities?
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1. What were Confucius’ authorities for the events which he has chronicled in the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw? In proceeding to an inquiry into the Sources of the Work, it will be well to give at the commencement an explanation of its name.

The two characters, translated literally, simply mean Spring and Autumn. ‘Anciently,’ says Maou K‘e-ling, ‘the historiographers[4], in recording events, did so with the specification of the day, the month, the season, and the year, to which each event belonged; and to the whole they gave the name of annals. ‘It was proper that under every year there should be written the names of the four seasons, and the entire record of a year went by the name of Spring and Autumn, two of the seasons, being a compendious expression for all the four.’1 ‘Spring and Autumn’ is thus equivalent to—Annals, digested under the seasons of every year[2q]. An inspection of the Work will prove that this is the proper meaning of its title. Even if there were nothing to be recorded under any season, it was still necessary to make a record of the season and of the first month in it. Entries like that in the 6th year of duke Yin,—‘It was autumn, the 7th month,’ where the next paragraph begins with ‘ln winter,’ are frequent. If now and then a year occurs in which we do not find every season specified, we may be sure the omission is owing to the loss of a character or of a paragraph in the course of time. Chaou K‘e explains the title in the same way,2 and so does Too Yu in the preface to his edition of the Tso Chuen[3].3 Other accounts of the name are only creations of fancy, and have arisen from a misconception of the nature of the Work. Thus Dr. Williams says, 'The spring and autumn annals are so called, because “their commendations are life-giving like spring, and their censures are life-withering like autumn.'4 The Han scholars gave forth this, and other accounts of a similar kind, led away by their notions as to the nature of the Work on which I have touched in the preceding section. Not even, as l have said, in the Work itself do we find such censures and commendations; and much less are they trumpeted in the title of it.

2. That we are not to seek for any deep or mystical meaning in the title is still more evident from the fact that the name was in in use, use before it was given to the compilation of Confucius. The first narrative of the Tso Chuen under the second year of duke Ch‘aou, when Confucius was only eleven years old, shows that this was the case in Loo. Then the principal minister of Tsin, being on a visit to the court of Loo, examined the documents in the charge of the grand-historiographer, and ‘saw,’ we are told, ‘the Yih with its diagrams and the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw of Loo.’5

But the records, or a class of the records, of every State in the kingdom of Chow appear to have been called by this name of Spring and Autumn. In the ‘Narratives of the States,’ the appointment of Shuh-hëang to be tutor to the heir-apparent of the State of Tsin is grounded on ‘his acquaintance with the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw.’6 I take the name there as equivalent to history in general,—the historical summaries made in the various States of the kingdom. Shuh-hëang’s appointment was made in B.C. 568, about twenty years before Confucius was born. In the same Narratives, at a still earlier date, it is laid down as a rule for the heir-apparent of the State of Ts‘oo, that he should be taught the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw.7 According to Mencius, the annals of Loo went by the name of the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw, while those of Tsin were called the Shing, and those of Ts‘oo the T‘aou-wuh.8 All these, however, he says, were books of the same character; and though the annals of different States might have other and particular names given to them, it seems clear that they might all be designated Ch‘un Ts‘ëw. Thus we have a statement in Mih Teih that he ‘had seen the Ch‘un-ts‘ëw histories of a hundred States’;9 and elsewhere we find him speaking of the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw of Chow, the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw of Yen, the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw of Sung, and the Ch‘un Ts‘ëw of Ts‘e.10

4. The Ch‘un Ts‘ëw of Loo supplied, it seems to me, the materials for the sage’s Work;—if, indeed, he did any thing more than copy out what was ready to his hand. Ho Hëw, the famous Han editor of Kung-yang's commentary on it, in his introductory notes to the first year of duke Yin, quotes from a Min Yin to the effect that Confucius, having received the command of Heaven to make his Ch‘un Ts‘ëw, sent Tsze-hëa and others of his disciples, fourteen men in all, to seek for the historical records of Chow, and that they got the precious books of 120 States, from which he proceeded to make his chronicle.11 This, however, is one of the wild statements which we find in many writers of the Han and Tsin dynasties. There is nothing in the Work to make it necessary to suppose that any other records were consulted but those of Loo. This is the view almost universally entertained by the scholars and critics of China itself, as in the statement given from Chaou K‘e on p. 5. The omission, moreover, of many events which are narrated in the Chuen of Tso-she makes it certain to my mind that Confucius conﬁned himself to the tablets of his native State. Whether any of his disciples were associated
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