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Preface

‘It is impossible to write a biography of Confucius.’

So a scholar of Chinese history advised me when I started writing this book. His words were somewhat discouraging because I knew he was right. It is impossible to write a standard biography of this important historical figure, mainly because much of his life is (and will no doubt always remain) a mystery.

Confucius lived 2,500 years ago – around the same time as the Buddha in India and a little earlier than Socrates in Greece. Even though the Chinese had already developed an advanced writing system by this time, and stored their important texts in early scroll-like books made of bound wood and bamboo slips, no texts by Confucius or contemporary biographies of him have survived. For centuries, biographers and historians believed that a number of China’s great classics were written by Confucius, so information about him and his philosophy was drawn from these scripts and their commentaries. However, The Analects (Lunyu), the most famous work associated with him, is a compilation of his teachings created by later generations of his followers at least a hundred years after he died. The various classical texts, including The Book of Songs/Odes (Shijing), The Book of History (Shujing) and the Lu state history called The Spring and Autumn Annals (Chunqiu), were long credited to him, but scholars now generally agree that he was not their author – possibly only an editor or commentator. In fact, we do not know if Confucius ever wrote anything down at all about his beliefs or his life. Like other great teachers of the same period, including Socrates and the Buddha, Confucius talked to his students. His teachings were passed on orally, so his actual words, and much of his life story, are lost.

Unfortunately, what we know of the life and philosophy of Confucius has been gathered from the accounts of his later followers and from later historians, who themselves often drew from his followers’ accounts; and these accounts have turned out to be largely unreliable. Some of the best-known commentaries were written by later disciples such as Mencius (in Chinese Mozi, c. 372–289 BC) and Xunzi (c. 312–230 BC), who lived several generations after Confucius and had no direct contact with the philosopher or his immediate circle. Their works are therefore interpretations of interpretations, and they generally explain his principles in accordance with their own philosophical beliefs, while romanticising his life to create an exaggerated image of their great mentor. The other early sources of information on Confucius are the records of historians such as Sima Qian of the Han dynasty (206 BC–AD 220), whose writings glorify the Great Teacher as a cultural hero and fill in any gaps in his life story with fanciful tales that extol his immense virtue. This is no surprise when we understand that the rulers of Han dynasty China came to embrace the philosophy of Confucius as the foundation of their political system.

Until recently, most works about Confucius have been based on such early commentaries and histories. But the more that scholars of Confucius, from China and other countries, delve into the existing material about his life, the clearer it becomes that much of his traditional biography is legend and very little is fact, and we are left with many more questions than answers. Did he really save his Duke Ding from ambush by the Duke of Qi? Why did he give up his position as Minister of Justice and go into self-imposed exile? How many disciples did he have? Did he really divorce his wife? As if peeling away the outer layers of an onion one by one, we are coming to dismiss more and more stories about him as untrue, leaving us with very little to feed on as we attempt to understand the real Confucius.

With such scant reliable information available, what is a modern biographer of Confucius to do? When my colleague said that writing a biography of Confucius is impossible, he was not suggesting that I give up on the project. He was merely advising me that I would not be able to write a standard biography of Confucius, that is to say, an account of his life based on facts. Most modern Western studies of him have relied heavily on the earlier Chinese biographies and histories, and so have generally embellished his life with legend and historical inaccuracies. Of the recent English-language accounts, Confucius: A Biography by Jonathan Clements (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 2004) is one of the most enjoyable reads since it paints a wonderful portrait of the philosopher, but it accepts the traditional account of his life without making many attempts to distinguish fact from legend. In contrast, The Authentic Confucius: A Life of Thought and Politics, by Annping Chin (New York: Scribner, 2007), aims to dispel some of the major myths and present an authentic account of his life and teachings. The author, a Yale professor of Chinese history and philosophy, chooses to concentrate on some key fragments of Confucius’ life because they ‘offer more than sufficient grounds and footing to discover him’.1 With this goal in mind, she begins her book when Confucius was fifty-four years old and leaves out much of the colourful (often legendary) material that has traditionally filled in the gaps between the scraps of more reliable information. Although her account is certainly a valuable resource, it may not be the best place for a beginner wishing to read about Confucius.

Once I had overcome my initial angst about how to tackle this biography, I took the advice of several friends and colleagues and opted to tell a version of the traditional, semi-mythical account of Confucius’ life with as few gaps as possible because, even though much of this conventional biography is questionable, it has helped to form an image of Confucius that has endured for centuries in China and nearby cultures. At the same time, however, I do not want to tell a story that is not true! So, while recounting what has generally been believed about his life, I have also attempted to point out as unobtrusively as possible which parts of this story are likely to be untrue. Much of my study is based on the biography written by Siam Qian in his famous text Records of the Historian, which, though it tells a great tale and has been the source of many later biographies, is very problematic. So in my version, whenever I run into a major historical inaccuracy – such as the supposed meeting between Confucius and the legendary Daoist sage Laozi, and Confucius’ authorship of The Book of Songs and the other classical texts – I point out the implausibility of the claims. I reserve my comments on more minor factual issues for the chapter notes. As far as the magical elements are concerned, for example the appearance of dragons at Confucius’ birth, I assume that readers will be able to judge for themselves whether or not this could really have happened. The result lies, I hope, somewhere between a good story and a good biography. Although it may not relate a completely accurate account of the details of Confucius’ life, at least it gives the reader a sense of his place in his world, his interactions with others and his motivations for developing his philosophy.

Alongside the larger problems associated with writing a biography of Confucius, there are some other smaller, but also important, issues that should be mentioned here, in particular the use of certain English words to represent the Chinese names for key Confucian concepts. Two words in particular, ren and junzi, are critical to the understanding of Confucius’ thinking, yet problematic to translate. The term ren refers to a concern for the welfare of others. Typically rendered into English as ‘benevolence’ but also as ‘humanity’, ‘humaneness’ or ‘compassion’, ren is the very centrepiece of Confucius’ teachings, as it is this important quality that permits strong, balanced and meaningful relationships, within the family and at all levels of society. I prefer to translate ren as ‘benevolence’, which literally means ‘to wish well’, and seems closest to Confucius’ belief that we want for others what we wish for ourselves, his version of the Golden Rule. However, on many occasions, particularly when I am quoting from The Analects, I use the term ‘humanity’, in accordance with the translator.2 The second critical word is junzi, which I have chosen to render as ‘gentleman’. Junzi literally means ‘son of a lord’ and originally denoted a man of social superiority. However, because Confucius repeatedly employed the term to refer to a man of advanced virtue, junzi took on a new meaning, which gradually gained popularity during his time. To him a junzi was a morally superior man, someone who walked a virtuous path armed with great intellectual knowledge as well as deep compassion towards other people. The term is often translated as ‘superior man’, ‘ideal man’ or ‘great man’, all of which imply a high moral status, but to me, ‘gentleman’, the most common translation, fits well because it too signifies a man of high social standing and one of superior moral virtue.

Finally I think it is worth pointing out that, over the centuries, rulers, including Chinese emperors and Japanese samurai lords, philosophers and educators throughout East Asia and even Western philosophers have generally construed the life and teachings of Confucius in a manner that has suited their own agendas. Some have cited his emphasis on loyalty to one’s leader and adherence to one’s social status to maintain a strict social order, while others praised Confucius’ love of learning and promoted education among the population. Later East Asian philosophers interpreted and re-interpreted his teachings in numerous novel ways, often blending them with other philosophies to create new versions of Confucianism that suited the needs of their own place and time. Families throughout East Asia have emphasised respect and obedience towards parents and elders, and the importance of a good, solid education for each new generation. In all of these efforts, Confucius has been held up as symbol of morality and learning and, as such, his own life story has also been emblematic of the heroic, often selfless effort that is necessary to bring positive change to the world.

It is my hope that this biography will be informative to the growing number of Westerners who have become interested in China and in the historical figure who undoubtedly played the greatest role in shaping this fascinating and increasingly important culture.
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