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Introduction

DAVID HINTON

Asked by a disciple if he should pray for him, a dying Confucius summed up: “My life has been my prayer” (7.35). Although Confucius (551–479 B.C.E.) was to become the most influential sage in human history, his had been a disappointing life indeed, for he had taken as his task the creation of a society in which everyone’s life is a prayer. Needless to say, he failed miserably. But he did create the outline of such a society in his social philosophy, and it has survived as China’s social ideal ever since, however rarely that ideal has been approached in actual practice. Formulated in the ruins of a magisterial monotheism, a situation not entirely unlike our own, his ideal represents the end of a devastating, millennium-long transformation from a spiritualist to a humanist culture. It recognized society as a structure of human relationships, and spoke of those relationships as a system of “ritual” that people enact in their daily lives, thus infusing the secular with sacred dimensions. The spoken realm of Confucius’ teachings is occupied with the practical issues of how society works as a selfless weave of caring relationships; and in the unspoken realm, that ritual weave is extended into the vast primal ecology of a self-generating and harmonious cosmos. This body of thought, still remarkably current and even innovative, survives here in the Analects, a collection of aphoristic sayings that has had a deeper impact on more people’s lives over a longer period of time than any other book in human history.

The tangible beginnings of Chinese civilization lie in the archaic Shang Dynasty (c. 1766–1040 B.C.E.), which bridged the transition from Neolithic to Bronze Age culture. (For an outline of the early dynasties and rulers that figure prominently in the Analects, see Historical Table.) The Shang was preceded by the Neolithic Hsia Dynasty, about which very little is known. It appears that in the Paleolithic cultures that preceded the Hsia, nature deities were worshiped as tribal ancestors: hence a tribe may have traced its lineage back to an originary “High Ancestor River,” for instance. This practice apparently continued through the Hsia into the Shang, where evidence of it appears in oracle-bone inscriptions. Eventually, although these nature deities continued to be worshiped in their own right, religious life focused on the worship of human ancestors. By forging this religious system into a powerful form of theocratic government, the Shang was able to dominate China for no less than seven hundred years.

The Shang Emperors ruled by virtue of their lineage, which was sanctified by Shang Ti (“Celestial Lord”), a supreme deity who functioned as the source of creation, order, ethics, etc. (Shang here represents two entirely different words in Chinese.) The Shang lineage may even have led to Shang Ti as its originary ancestor. In any case, Shang Ti provided the Shang rulers with a transcendental source of legitimacy and power: he protected and advanced their interests, and through their spirit-ancestors, they could decisively influence Shang Ti’s shaping of events. All aspects of people’s lives were thus controlled by the Emperor: weather, harvest, politics, economics, religion, etc. Indeed, people didn’t experience themselves as substantially different from spirits, for the human realm was simply an extension of the spirit realm.

Such was the imperial ideology, convenient to the uses of power, as it accorded little ethical value to the masses not of select lineages. (Not surprisingly, the rise of Shang Ti seems to coincide with the rise of the Shang Dynasty, and later myth speaks of him as the creator of Shang civilization.) In the cruelest of ironies, it was overwhelming physical suffering that brought the Chinese people into their earthly lives, beginning the transformation of this spiritualistic culture to a humanistic one. In the cultural legend, the early Shang rulers were paradigms of nobility and benevolence. But by the end of the Shang, the rulers had become cruel and tyrannical, and as there was no ethical system separate from the religious system, there was nothing to shield the people from their depredations. Meanwhile, a small nation was being pushed to the borders of the Shang realm by western tribes. This state of semi-barbarian people, known as the Chou, gradually adopted the cultural traits of the Shang. Eventually, under the leadership of the legendary sage-emperors Wen (“cultured”) and Wu (“martial”), the Chou overthrew the tyrannical Shang ruler, thus founding the Chou Dynasty (1122–221), which was welcomed wholeheartedly by the Shang people.

The Chou conquerors were faced with an obvious problem: if the Shang lineage had an absolute claim to rule the world, how could the Chou justify replacing it with their own, and how could they legitimize their rule in the eyes of the Shang people? Their solution was to reinvent Shang Ti as Heaven, thus ending the Shang’s claim to legitimacy by lineage, and then proclaim that the right to rule depended upon the Mandate of Heaven: once a ruler becomes unworthy, Heaven withdraws its mandate and bestows it on another. This was a major event in Chinese philosophy: the first investment of power with an ethical imperative. And happily, the early centuries of the Chou appear to have fulfilled that imperative admirably.

But eventually, the Chou foundered both because of its increasing inhumanity and its lack of the Shang’s transcendent source of legitimacy: if the Mandate could be transferred to the Chou, it could obviously be transferred again. The rulers of the empire’s component states (chu hou: “august lords”) grew increasingly powerful, claiming more and more sovereignty over their lands, until finally they were virtually independent nations. Eventually these rulers (properly entitled “dukes”) even began assuming the title of Emperor, thus equating themselves with the Chou Emperor, who was by now a mere figurehead. The rulers of these autonomous states could at least claim descent from those who were first given the territories by the early Chou rulers. But this last semblance of legitimacy was also crumbling because these rulers were frequently at war with one another, which hardly inspired confidence in the claim that they were familial members of the ruling kinship hierarchy that was sanctioned by Heaven. But more importantly, power was being usurped by a second tier of “august lords” whenever they had the strength to take it, and even a third tier of high government officials. In the Analects, we see this process primarily in Lu, Confucius’ homeland, where the first tier of “august lords” takes the form of the Lu ruling family: Duke Chao (r. 541–509), Duke Ting (r. 509–495), and Duke Ai (r. 494–468). The second tier was the Three Families (Chi, Meng, and Shu), led by the patriarchs of the House of Chi, who had effectively usurped control of the state and set up their own governmental structure. And the rising third tier was made up of the ministers and regents of those Three Families, who had gained control of land and power and begun to challenge the families’ dominance. This history, beginning with the Chou’s overthrow of the Shang, represents a geologic split in China’s social structure: political power was breaking free of its family/religious context and becoming a separate entity.

The final result of the Chou’s “metaphysical” breakdown was, not surprisingly, all too physical: war. In addition to constant pressure from barbarians in the north (the first devastating blow to Chou power was a barbarian invasion in 770) and the Ch’u realm that dominated southern China, there was relentless fighting between the empire’s component states and frequent rebellion within them. This internal situation, devastating to the people, continued to deteriorate after Confucius’ time, until it finally gave an entire age its name: the Warring States Period (403–221). Meanwhile, rulers caught up in this ruthless competition began looking for the most able men to help them govern their states, and this precipitated the rise of an independent intellectual class – a monumental event, for this class constituted the first open space in the cultural framework from which the imperial ideology could be challenged.

The old social order had now collapsed entirely, and these intellectuals began struggling to create a new one. Although this was one of the most virulent and chaotic periods in Chinese history, it was also the golden age of Chinese philosophy, for there were a “Hundred Schools of Thought” trying to envision what this new social order should be like. These schools were founded by thinkers who wandered the country with their disciples, teaching and trying to convince the various rulers to put their ideas into practice, for the desperate times had given them an urgent sense of political mission.

Confucius was the first great figure in this independent intellectual class and China’s first self-conscious philosopher who can be historically verified in any sense. As with most intellectual figures in ancient China, very little is known of Confucius’ life. But the essential outline of that life took on mythic proportions as the archetypal example of the Confucian Way: Through his devotion to self-cultivation, Confucius made himself into a great sage and devoted himself passionately to the public good in spite of hardships such as hunger, homelessness, unemployment, and life-threatening violence.

Confucius was born in Lu, where the Chou cultural tradition was especially strong, to a family that had once been part of the Shang aristocracy. So he was very conscious of inheriting both Shang and Chou cultures, and he never stopped looking to the golden eras of those dynasties for his models of human society, though his was a selective and idealized version of that past. Confucius’ Chinese name was K’ung Ch’iu or K’ung Chung-ni, and he is known as K’ung Tzu or K’ung Futzu, meaning “Master K’ung.” It is from the second of these honorary names, K’ung Fu-tzu, that the latinized Confucius derives. Although his family technically belonged to the literate aristocracy, it had been reduced to very humble means some generations earlier, after its migration from a neighboring state where it had apparently lost favor with the rulers. So he was born to the literate class, but independent of the usual ties that class had to ruling interests – an unusual family situation which anticipated exactly the situation of the independent intellectual class he did so much to establish.

Confucius devoted himself to studies at a young age and perhaps held a number of menial government positions. But such a brilliant and outspoken character was surely not welcome in government, so Confucius pursued his political mission as a teacher of men (not surprisingly, this was an utterly sexist culture) who aspired to government service. In this capacity he was widely admired, and his students were eagerly sought as the various rulers knew them to be the best-trained men in the empire – a cruel irony, for this meant that most of the prominent disciples became high officials serving the very families Confucius detested because they were undermining society by usurping power. In his late forties, Confucius took the first of several significant government positions in Lu, the highest of which was Minister of Justice. But at the age of fifty-six, realizing that his Way would always be ignored there, Confucius left Lu and spent thirteen years traveling from state to state advising rulers, hoping his ideas would be put into practice and so lead to a more humane society. Although he was known and respected as a sage by a number of the rulers he visited, none showed any inclination to employ him or enact his ideas. Utterly disappointed at his failure to have any real political impact, he finally returned home in his late sixties and devoted himself to teaching and establishing the classic texts that preserved the ancient cultural tradition.

Our primary surviving source for the teachings of Confucius is the Lun Yü: The Analects, or more literally, “The Selected Sayings.” The book’s defining characteristic is its aphoristic form: it is a collage of brief aphoristic fragments, each appearing with little supporting context. This lack of systematic precision extends to the language as well, for there was little sense of a precise philosophical language prior to Confucius. In the effort to articulate his ideas, Confucius was borrowing older terms and reshaping their meanings. Indeed, the Confucian philosophical world can be outlined by defining a small constellation of such terms (see Key Terms), but in most cases their meanings shift each time they are used and so remain somewhat obscure. So rather than systematically developing a philosophical system, the book attains its sense of coherence through a process of accretion.

The difficulties posed by the text itself are complicated by the question of authenticity. A good share of the book’s fragments are assumed to represent the Master’s teachings, handed down accurately by his disciples, but a great many clearly do not. Numerous versions of the Master’s sayings were edited over the course of centuries, a time when the concept of individual authorship had not been firmly established, and much extraneous material was included by various editors, sometimes with the apparent intent of smuggling their preferred ideas into the canonical text. Although most of these fragments add depth and complexity to the text, some contradict its overall spirit. It is also clear that very little of what the Master said was recorded, and a great deal of what was recorded was not included in the Analects we now have: Mencius (4th c. B.C.E.) often cites the Master, for instance, and most of those citations are not included in the Analects. But for all the concerns about how authentic the text is and how accurately or thoroughly it portrays the historical Confucius’ thought, the Analects still possesses an impressive stylistic unity and represents, as a matter of historical fact, the fundamental body of thought that has shaped Chinese civilization for over two thousand years.

Confucius’ social philosophy derives from a rational empiricism, a methodology which represents a total break with Shang spiritualism, and this is perhaps why it has proven so enduring. Blatant power politics had made it impossible to believe in Heaven (let alone Shang Ti) as a transcendental source of order and legitimacy, so he tried to rescue the fragmented Chou culture by putting it on a more viable rational and secular basis. Confucius developed a social philosophy from the empirical observation that human society is a structure, a weave of relationships between individuals who each occupy a certain locus in that structure: parent and child, ruler and subject, friend and friend, merchant and customer, and so forth. Confucius invested this anthropological insight with a philosophical dimension by recognizing that a healthy community depends upon an attitude of human caring among its members – most especially its government, which should nurture first, teach second, and only then govern. Always looking to the past as his source of wisdom, Confucius saw that societies flourished when their citizens (their rulers above all) honored this moral principle, and inevitably crumbled when they ignored it: even the powerful transcendental glue of the Shang theocracy couldn’t withstand the corrosive influence of the Shang Emperors’ depredations.

But Confucius’ social philosophy goes well beyond this moral dimension, for he described the web of social responsibilities as a system of “Ritual” (li: see Key Terms). Ritual is a crucial instance of how Confucius forged a philosophy by reshaping certain key terms, for it had been a religious concept associated with the worship of spirits. The spiritualist regime that had dominated China since the rise of the Shang had crumbled. Although Confucius recognized sacrifices to the spirit-world, he didn’t necessarily believe any of the religious claims associated with such worship. For him, the value of such practices lay in the function they served in the Ritual structure of society. (This suggests an explanation for Confucius’ oft-noted refusal to speak of the spirit-realm: to affirm the reality of that realm would be duplicitous, and to deny it would undermine the Ritual efficacy of practices associated with it.) It was in this context that Confucius extended the use of Ritual to include all the caring acts by which we fulfill our responsibilities to others in the community – hence the entire weave of everyday social life takes on the numinous aspect of the sacred.

This is a society in which individual identity is defined entirely in terms of the community. There is little sense of the inner self in the Analects: the Ritual social fabric is paramount, and individual identity is defined entirely in terms of a person’s social roles. All of the Confucian moral virtues (see Key Terms) apply only in the social context: one cannot speak of a person being virtuous in isolation. And there is indeed a kind of spiritual clarity in the selflessness of this Ritual weave, a clarity that became a defining aspect in the structure of Chinese political and spiritual consciousness throughout the ages.

As it has shaped Chinese society for millennia, one must assume this Confucian system has proven useful to those in power. Confucius was struggling to describe this Ritual structure, so he naturally emphasized the individual’s social role. This led to the appearance of an undue emphasis on the proper behavior of subordinates, and this is the aspect of Confucian thought that has proven so appealing to the interests of power. The brand of Confucianism wielded throughout the centuries as power’s ideology of choice focused on select ideas involving selfless submission to authority: parental, political, masculine, historic, textual. And the “sacred” Ritual dimensions of these hierarchical relationships only made them that much more oppressive. It is this aspect of the Confucian tradition that has become so problematic in modern times, for intellectuals came to recognize it as the force that was preventing China’s modernization. But selfless submission plays little part in the thought of Confucius himself, and as his thought was modified over the centuries by thinkers and social forces, this aspect could very well have been replaced. Indeed, not long after Confucius’ death, Mencius had already challenged these hierarchies with a fierce insistence on the responsibilities of those in power, even declaring the people more important than the ruler. Nevertheless, China’s ruling interests have rarely concerned themselves with the egalitarian ideas so central to Confucius’ thought: social justice, political dissent, the role of intellectuals as social critics.

For Confucius, the Ritual community depends upon these egalitarian elements, and they depend ultimately on the education and cultivation of the community members. To call Confucius’ contribution in this regard epochal would be an understatement. He was China’s first professional teacher, founding the idea of a broad moral education, and in addition, he established the classic texts that defined the essential content of that education. As if that weren’t enough, he also established the enduring principle of egalitarian education – that all people should receive some form of education, that this is necessary for the health of a moral community. He focused his attention on the education of intellectuals, which was of necessity much more exhaustive than that of the masses, but he thought even this education should be available to any who seek it, however humble their origins. In fact, not only was the Master himself from a relatively humble background, but nearly all of his disciples were as well.

The purpose of such education and cultivation is to become a chün-tzu, a “noble-minded” one. And here again
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