Unit 10
Reading C

A Brief Estimate of the character of Confucius L7 #& 7 1)
Lin Yutang #(i75

1 The great prestige of Confucius and Confucian teachings during the centuries immediately after
his death, as well as in subsequent Chinese history, must be ascribed to three factors: first, the
intrinsic appeal of Confucian ideas to the Chinese way of thinking; second, the enormous
historical learning and scholarship accumulated and practically monopolized by the Confucianists,
in contrast to the other schools which did not bother with historical learning (and this body of
scholarship carried enough weight and prestige of its own); and thirdly, the evident charm of
personality and prestige of the Master himself.
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There are in this world certain great teachers, whose personality seems to account for their
influence more than their scholarship. We think of Socrates, or of St. Francis of Assisi, who
themselves did not write any books of account, but who left such a tremendous impress on their
generation that their influence persisted throughout the ages. The charm of Confucius was very
much like the charm of Socrates, the very fact that the latter commanded the affection and respect
of Plato is sufficient evidence of the power of his personality and his ideas. It is true Confucius
edited the Book of Songs, and it is also true that he wrote the bare skeleton of events, chronicled
in the Spring and Autumn Period, but after all the great tradition of his teachings was put down by
his disciples and future followers.
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2 There are, of course, many characterizations of Confucius’ personality in the various Confucian
books. We get a foretaste of it at the end of Chapter III, on“Central Harmony”. His disciple Yen
Huei also lauded him to the skies, comparing him to a great mysterious something: “You turn up
your head and look at it and it seems so high ; you try to drill through it and it seems so hard; it
appears to be in front of you and all of a sudden it appears behind you. "Some of the best
characterizations, however, are the following: It was said that he was“gentle but dignified, austere,
yet not harsh, polite and completely at case. ”
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Confucius’ self-characterizations were still better. Once a king asked one of his disciples about
Confucius and the disciple could not make an answer. The disciple then returned to tell Confucius
of the incident, and Confucius replied, “Why didn't you tell him that I am a man who forgets to eat
when he is enthusiastic about something, who forgets all his worries when he is happy, and who is
not aware that old age is coming on?”In this statement, we see something of the joy of life, the
enthusiasm and the positive, persistent urge for doing something. He also said of himself several
times that he was not a “saint”, but that he admitted he was tireless in learning and in teaching
other people.
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As an illustration of this positive urge in Confucius, there is also the following record. One of his
disciples was putting up for the night at a place, and the gatekeeper asked him where he was from.
Tselu replied that he was from Confucius and the gatekeeper remarked, “Oh, is he the fellow who
knows that a thing can't be done and still wants to do it?”There was a high moral idealism in
Confucius, a consciousness of a mission, that made him completely believe in himself.
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3 The charm of Confucius, private character really lies in his gentility, as is so clearly shown in his
conversational tone with his disciples. Many of the sayings of Confucius contained in the Analects
can only be interpreted in the light of a leisurely discourse of a humorous teacher with his
disciples, with an occasional shot of witticism. Read in this light, some of his most casual remarks
become the best. I like, for instance, such perfectly casual sayings as the following: He remarked
one day to two or three intimate disciples talking with him, “Do you think that I have hidden
anything from the two or three of you? Really, I have hidden nothing from you. That’s I. ” Another
instance: Tsekung loved to criticize people and Confucius said, calling him by his intimate name,
“Ah Sze, you are very clever, aren’t you? I have no time for such things. ” Another instance:
Confucius said, “I really admire a fellow who goes about the whole day with a well-fed stomach
and a vacuous mind. How can one ever do it? I would rather that he plays chess, which would
seem to me to be better. ”
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4 In one instance, Confucius said something derisively about what one of his disciples was doing.
The disciple was puzzled, and Confucius explained that he was merely pulling his leg, implying
that really he approved, for Confucius was a gay old soul. His gentility and hospitality toward all
desiring to learn are recorded in the following incident, resembling a story in the Bible when Jesus
said, “"Suffer the little children to come unto me. ”The people of a certain village were given to
mischief, and one day some young people from that village came to see Confucius, and the
disciples were surprised that Confucius saw them. Confucius remarked, “Why be so harsh on them?
What concerns me is how they come and not what they do when they go away. When a man
approaches me with pure intentions, I respect his pure intentions, although I cannot guarantee
what he does afterwards.
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