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INTRODUCTION

The Analects of Con fu cius

Read ing the Analects of Con fu cius for the first time is one of the

most dis ap point ing read ing ex pe ri ences you can have. The Analects

are a col lec tion of max ims com posed in North ern China a few cen- 

turies be fore the Com mon Era, that is, more than twenty cen turies

ago. They, there fore, re flect a cul ture that is far re moved from our

own in time and space. Fur ther, we know that the Chi nese lan guage

does with out ar ti cles, plu rals, and rel a tive pro nouns. It even does

with out verb con ju ga tions (per son, tense, and mood); not to men tion

that clas si cal Chi nese is miss ing sev eral other things as well. To

make mat ters worse, there is fi nally the or der of the say ings, I mean,

the dis or der. In fact, the var i ous max ims of Con fu cius are arranged

in the rel a tive book – which we call “the Analects” (from the Latin

Analecta, Lunyu in Chi nese) – with out any log i cal or der of con tent.

For all these rea sons, trans lat ing the Analects from clas si cal Chi nese

into an other lan guage be comes an ar du ous task. The trans la tions

that we hap pen to have in our hands were made by schol ars who, as

re spon si ble per sons, tried to be faith ful to the orig i nal text, avoid ing

as much as pos si ble to in tro duce per sonal in ter pre ta tive el e ments.

In this way, the re sult ing trans la tion was, to say the least, ex tremely

vague, and in fact diffi  cult to un der stand. It is not sur pris ing, then,
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that read ing the Analects be comes bor ing, or even un bear able, right

a� er skim ming a few pages.

In deed, all this is true. The dis or der in which Con fu cius' say ings

are found is also a fact. Many have tried to find a logic in their

arrange ment - as al ways there is in books, since they are prod ucts of

hu man in ge nu ity - with out ul ti mately suc ceed ing. In the case of

Analects, it is ev i dent that there must have been a rea son for the lack

of or der, per haps more than one rea son.  In my opin ion, the most

ob vi ous rea son could be that the var i ous max ims, or mini con ver sa- 

tions, that make up the book were col lected later – a� er the death of

Con fu cius; in deed, most likely, a� er the death of his main dis ci ples

– based on the var i ous con tri bu tions that the ed i tors had re ceived,

and that, out of a sense of re spect to wards the “Mas ter”, they ab- 

solutely did not want to ma nip u late. It is in fact ev i dent that, if

some one sat down to put the var i ous say ings in or der, he would

have gath ered them around some clear cri te ria, per haps in chrono- 

log i cal or der, or more likely ac cord ing to top ics, and he would cer- 

tainly have elim i nated in con sis ten cies and rep e ti tions.

  

How to read the Analects

The book of the Analects of Con fu cius is a mine of wis dom, which

has in spired the peo ple of East Asia for mil len nia. But it is a very

spe cial book, to be ap proached in the right way. To be able to pen e- 

trate this rich mine, you must first have a good trans la tion in your

hands, bet ter still two or three “good trans la tions.” It is even more

nec es sary to have a trans la tion that is ac com pa nied by an ad e quate

com men tary. Even for a na tive Chi nese speaker, the orig i nal text re- 

quires trans la tion and com men tary. With out help ing the reader to

per ceive, at least in broad terms, the his tor i cal con text, the ex is ten- 

tial sit u a tion in which a say ing was pro nounced – what in bib li cal

[1]
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ex e ge sis is called the sitz im leben – it is not pos si ble to read the book

profi tably.

When you be gin to read the say ings of Con fu cius, it is not ad vis- 

able to read them con tin u ously, one a� er the other, from the first to

the last. Such read ing is not very profi table; it only tends to bore.

Over the mil len nia, the rec om mended read ing method has been

that of read ing and re-read ing a sin gle say ing, try ing to sa vor it, ex- 

plor ing its di men sions through med i ta tion. It in volves re flect ing on

one’s own life ex pe ri ence, and try ing to un der stand what pos si ble

re la tion ship the say ing may have with one’s own life. In the mind of

Con fu cius, and of the dis ci ples who wrote those Analects, the doc- 

trines that are grad u ally sub jected to de bate have the pur pose of di- 

rect ing the reader to ma ture the so-called “moral cul ti va tion.” Ac- 

cord ing to the tra di tional line of Con fu cian thinkers, the true mean- 

ing of the say ings can only be grasped by se ri ously ap ply ing one self

to the ac tual prac tice of moral cul ti va tion, and then even tu ally by

shar ing the re sults with fel low stu dents and with one's own teacher.

A very valid, and I would say in dis pens able, aid for pen e trat ing

the ideal world of Analects is to pur sue a well-de fined topic, si mul ta- 

ne ously ex am in ing two or more say ings that re fer to that spe cific

topic. In this way, the con tent of Con fu cius' speeches be gins to

emerge, and Con fu cius’ mind comes to light. The method I am sug- 

gest ing is that of us ing "cross ex e ge sis", of seek ing the ex pla na tion of

a say ing in other say ings that re fer to the same topic.

It can not be de nied that there is con sid er able diffi  culty in un der- 

stand ing the text of the Analects, due not only to its ori gin, so dis tant

in time and space, but also to the ex treme con cise ness of its lap idary

sen tences, and to other prob lems cre ated in the trans mis sion of the

texts over such a long pe riod of time. How ever, us ing the above-

men tioned de vices, one can suc ceed in grasp ing not a lit tle of the
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legacy of thought of Con fu cius, a thinker at once so an cient and so

mod ern.

  

The Analects are some times rightly also called “con ver sa tions” or

“di a logues,” be cause, rather than “say ings,” they are a col lec tion of

mini con ver sa tions, each on a well-de fined topic. Di vid ing the pas- 

sages of the Analects ac cord ing to the topic to which they re fer is

equiv a lent to iden ti fy ing in each pas sage the pres ence of “key words”.

These are the words that come back ha bit u ally, and that re veal the

cor ner stones of Con fu cius’ mind set.

One of these key words is junzi, a term tra di tion ally trans lated in

Eng lish as ‘gen tle man’, un til in re cent years other trans la tions have

come into fash ion, such as the su pe rior man, the ma ture per son, the pro- 

found per son, the ex em plary per son, the par a dig matic in di vid ual, the per- 

fected per son, and the no ble-hearted man. The va ri ety of trans la tions

im me di ately lets one per ceive the com plex ity of the con cept. It is up

to the reader to de cide which of these trans la tions is the most valid.

Hereby, we will keep us ing the word junzi, fol low ing a grow ing

trend, which is to keep the orig i nal Chi nese term, when it is too

com pli cated, if not im pos si ble, to trans late it.

In read ing the Analects, it is a mat ter of be ing able - as ad vised by

Tu Weim ing, the best-known Con fu cian of our time - to be come

part of a con ver sa tion tak ing place be tween Con fu cius and his dis ci- 

ples, or of the dis ci ples among them selves. Again, It was Tu Weim- 

ing, who em pha sized that the Analects are the liv ing mem o ries of a

com mu nity of peo ple, where the in tent is not so much to pre sent

the o ries or record events, but to in vite the reader to take part in a

con ver sa tion al ready in progress.  Pre cisely to try to con vey this

idea, some trans la tions of the Analects, con trary to the gen eral prac- 

tice of trans la tors, use the past per fect in stead of the past re mote. We

find one ex am ple of this in the re cent French trans la tion by Jean

[2]
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Lévi (2018); an other ex am ple in the Russ ian trans la tion by V. M.

Alek seev (1881-1951). The two have pur posely made this choice,

think ing in this way to bet ter con vey the top i cal ity of the con ver sa- 

tions that were in progress. Such an idea is not so vi able through the

Eng lish lan guage, un less one writes "the Mas ter just said", in stead of

the usual "the Mas ter said", or "the Mas ter just replied," in stead of

“the Mas ter replied.” The pur pose of the two men tioned trans la tors

was to make it clear how the mini con ver sa tion in ques tion had just

taken place - the day be fore, or a few hours be fore - and the dis ci- 

ples now were find ing them selves to gether, to dis cuss its con tent,

and some times to add their own per sonal com ments.

  

Note: The var i ous chap ters of Analects, twenty in all, are tra di tion- 

ally called “books,” while the in di vid ual pas sages are called “chap- 

ters.” Any one who con sults diff er ent edi tions, or trans la tions, of the

Analects will eas ily come across some slight dis crep an cies in chap ter

num bers be tween one edi tion and an other. Noth ing to worry about:

the dis crep an cies are be cause some say ings – just a few cases - are

con sid ered by some com men ta tors as a sin gle say ing, while oth ers

con sider them as two sep a rate say ings, which over the cen turies, in

the trans mis sion of the text, ended up to gether, but were orig i nally

dis tinct.

  

Pur pose and Sources of this Book

This book on the “Way of the Junzi” is not in tended to be the last

word in the ex e ge sis of the Analects. It just aims at off er ing some- 

thing more than a plain trans la tion, a more in-depth read ing of

Con fu cius’ say ings con cern ing the con cept of junzi. On the Analects,

there is a re mark able – if not im mense – wealth of bib li o graph i cal

sources, es pe cially in Chi nese, Japan ese, and Ko rean, but also in
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