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    Introduction



    “Confucius says…” Those words are usually followed by what many people
    consider to be words of wisdom based on ancient Far Eastern philosophy.
    But, who was Confucius and how did he come to be viewed the world over as a
    sage whose maxims are still commonly quoted over 2,000 years after his
    death?



    The short answer to that question is that he was a teacher, editor,
    politician, and philosopher who lived in China during what is called the
    Spring and Autumn period of Chinese history, a period from approximately
771 to 476 BCE. The name of this era, in fact, was derived from the    Spring and Autumn Annals, which was a chronicle traditionally
    associated with Confucius.



    Confucius is thought to have been born on September 28, 551 BCE in the
    district of Zou, located near the modern city of Qufu on the eastern coast
    of China. During his life, Confucius promoted a philosophy of personal and
    governmental morality including the “correctness” of social relationships,
    justice, and sincerity. He is credited with authoring and editing many of
    the Chinese classic texts, including those called the Five Classics. The
    Five Classics are five books that form part of the traditional Confucian
canon. These include the Classic of Poetry, theBook of Documents, the Book of Rites, theI Ching or Book of Changes, and the    Spring and Autumn Annals mentioned before.



    The principles espoused in these Five Classics had a basis in Chinese
    tradition, which championed loyalty, ancestor veneration, respect of elders
    by their children, and respect of husbands by their wives. Confucius also
    thought of the family as the model for ideal government. He felt that the
    masses lacked the intellect to govern themselves, preferring rule by a
    virtuous king instead. He advocated for a government that rules by rites
    and the natural morality of humans, rather than bribery and coercion. About
    this, he wrote, “If the people be led by laws, and uniformity sought to be
    given them by punishments, they will try to avoid punishment, but have no
    sense of shame. If they be led by virtue, and uniformity sought to be given
    them by the rules of propriety, they will have the sense of shame, and
    moreover will become good.” With a sense of shame, he believed people
    internalized duty, and would, therefore, behave appropriately. Of virtue,
    Confucius frequently espoused the well-known principle of the Golden Rule,
    saying, “Do not do to others what you do not want done to yourself.”



    Confucius built his reputation through his teachings, helping the three
    influential families of the state of Lu see the value of proper conduct and
    righteousness, which he believed would allow them to develop loyalty to a
    legitimate government. Because of his growing reputation due to his role in
    teaching these philosophies, Confucius was appointed to a minor position of
    governor of a town, where he sought to restore the legitimate rule of the
    state to the duke of Lu, from whom power had been seized in 505 BCE. He was
    ultimately unsuccessful in these efforts, and after the duke had
    misbehaved, he made the decision to leave his homeland. Confucius’
    philosophy, however, would not allow him to bring public humiliation to the
    duke, and so he waited for the ruler to make a lesser mistake which he then
    used as an excuse for his self-exile.



    After leaving his homeland, Confucius began a long journey through
    northeast and central China, spreading his philosophy and political beliefs
    as he went. He would not see them implemented, but upon his return to Lu,
    he acted as an advisor to several government officials. He also continued
    teaching a growing number of disciples about the Five Classics. Following
    his death, his disciples turned his teachings into a set of rules and
    practices. They organized them into Analects, and his only
    grandson, Zisi, continued his philosophical school using these teachings.
    Students of this school of thought later became officials in many of the
    royal courts in China. In the centuries following Confucius’ death, two of
    his most famous followers, Mencius and Xunzi, wrote extensively about their
    interpretation of Confucianism. Mencius emphasized the innate goodness of
    humans as the source of ethical intuitions, while Xunzi stressed that
    morality was learned through tradition and training. Their writings, along
    with the Analects, became core texts in Confucianism.



    The ideals of Confucianism would face a major setback during the Qin
    Dynasty, however, which conquered all of China in 223 BCE. The philosophy
    would later resurface and gain widespread prominence in succeeding
    dynasties. In the Han Dynasty, under Emperor Wu, Confucianism would be made
    the official imperial philosophy. During the Song Dynasty, ideas from
    Daoism and Buddhism were added to Confucianism by the scholar Zhu Xi. These
    additions became the new orthodox view of what was actually meant by
    Confucius, but modern historians believe what Zhu Xi created was quite
    different, and they have labeled his teachings Neo-Confucianism. Still, the
    core of Neo-Confucianism remained solidly rooted in Confucius’ ideas, and
    it became the leading philosophical thought in China, Japan, Korea, and
    Vietnam until the nineteenth century.



    Beginning in the sixteenth century, the works of Confucius were translated
    into European languages. The first was completed by the Italian Michele
    Ruggieri in 1588, who translated the Chinese classics into Latin. Later,
    Matteo Ricci reported on the thoughts of Confucius and Father Prospero
    Intorcetta published the life and works of Confucius in Latin in 1687.
    These texts are believed to have heavily influenced European thinkers of
    the period, particularly among groups interested in integrating the
    Confucian system of morality into western civilization.



    When the Communist Party of China came to rule, many of the leading figures
    attacked Confucianism, citing intellectuals and activists who had labeled
    it as ethnocentric and close-minded. They argued it kept the Qing Dynasty
    from modernizing and that led to a series of tragedies that befell China in
    the nineteenth century. Still, the philosophy continues to be studied by
    scholars in a variety of disciplines, and of course, the many aphorisms
    attributed to Confucius are used by philosophers, teachers, politicians,
    and many others worldwide to impart wisdom and compel good behavior.



Conclusion



    Given the importance of his philosophy, Confucius’ life was, by comparison,
    starkly undramatic. It is described in a Chinese expression as “plain and
    real.” Still, it is that exact plainness and reality that stand as a vivid
    expression of his philosophy regarding self-cultivation and the ability of
    humans to shape their destiny. He is the quintessential example of the
    teachable, improvable, and perfectible human of which he so often spoke.
    His dedication to learning and careful reflection demonstrated that his
    ethics work. He believed that if the broader community adopted his
    philosophy, it was possible to create a stable society based on moral
    leadership; a society that generates good citizens by example, and one that
    needs not resort to force to compel conformity to rules.



    While his principles were never solely adopted as policy by the governments
    he sought to influence, his wisdom has been reproduced, shaped, and shared
    globally. It has also influenced countless rulers, governments, and
    individuals who have adopted at least some of his principles as part of
    their ethical code. He has become a familiar name, and he is considered a
    sage whose words bring out the best in humanity. Though he has had such an
    impact on great philosophies of the world, the man, himself, would likely
    shun praise for his accomplishments. There is, perhaps, no better tribute
    to the man and his worldview than to let his words speak for themselves,
    and in that way, continue teaching his worldview. Toward that end, the
    following maxims speak to the best qualities that Confucius saw in human
    nature if people would take the time to cultivate them:



    On the subject of meditation and the power of positive thinking, he said,
    “The more man meditates upon good thoughts, the better will be his world
    and the world at large.”



    On the subject of the role of the family as the model for the community, he
    said, “The strength of a nation derives from the integrity of the home.”



    On the subject of the things that are worthwhile in life, he said, “It is
    easy to hate and it is difficult to love. This is how the whole scheme of
    things works. All good things are difficult to achieve; and bad things are
    very easy to get.”



    On the subject of what distinguishes humans from animals, he said, “Without
    feelings of respect, what is there to distinguish men from beasts?”



    On the subject of knowledge, he said, “Real knowledge is to know the extent
    of one’s ignorance.”



    On the subject of dedication, he said, “Wherever you go, go with all your
    heart.”



    On the subject of friendship and integrity, he said, “It is more shameful
    to distrust our friends than to be deceived by them.”



    On the subject of shame and behavior, he said, “A gentleman would be
    ashamed should his deeds not match his words.”



    On the subject of expectations in life, he said, “The expectations of life
    depend upon diligence; the mechanic that would perfect his work must first
    sharpen his tools.”



    On the subject of government integrity, he said, “In a country
    well-governed, poverty is something to be ashamed of. In a country badly
    governed, wealth is something to be ashamed of.”



    On the subject of personal integrity, he said, “The object of the superior
    man is truth.”



    On the subject of right and wrong, he said, “Faced with what is right, to
    leave it undone shows a lack of courage.”



    On the subject of life and death, he said, “If we don’t know life, how can
    we know death?”



    On the subject of God, he said, “Heaven means to be one with God.”



    Of course, there are many more statements of profound wisdom that could be
    quoted, and in these quotes, it becomes clear how much he valued morality,
    education, and integrity. He lived his life in testament to those values.
    He believed resolutely in maintaining propriety, no matter the situation.
    He valued learning and contemplation, and he dedicated his life to sharing
    those values with others around him. Everywhere he went, he taught by
    example as much as he did with his words. He believed profoundly in the
    effect his philosophy would have if adopted as political policy. He
    dedicated his life to attempting to prove that, but he did not see failure
    in not achieving that goal; rather, he saw the challenge for the future.



    His philosophy, though never fully adopted as a political platform,
    survived to shape the thinking and morals of generations to come. The fact
    that it, too, was adapted to incorporate new ideas and address modern
    problems speaks to the vigor of his doctrine. Throughout its numerous
    iterations, the main themes have always persisted. Neo-Confucianism and
    Modern Neo-Confucianism maintained the importance of ethical behavior,
    personal integrity, service to others, and lifelong learning—the key tenets
    that Confucius believed created good people, responsible citizens, and
    stable societies. It is a concept that is difficult to refute.



    In the words of the Master himself, “Instead of being concerned that you
    are not known, seek to be worthy of being known.” Very few are considered
    as worthy of being known as Confucius.


