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The significance of knowing the student, having a good sense of
where the question is coming from, and therefore, trying to give
an answer to fit that particular student, is central to the teaching
style of the Master because he is consistently trying evoke a
particular response from his students — but the responses are
geared to the students, not to abstract principles or universal
generalizations.

If this view has merit, it suggests that when we look at the
statements in the Analects, we should not ask whether or not they
are true, as we would in the case of describing facts. We would
rather perhaps ask is what the Master said appropriate (to that
student, at that time)? Now, that of course is an interpretation,
but it gains some support from the classical Chinese lexicon:
there is no word for “true” in classical Chinese, so the student
of Confucius could not ask such a question. Rather would he

(and we) need a word like “appropriate,” which Roger and I use
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for the Chinese yi, a very common term. You are always to do
what is yi, what is appropriate, and not just in your speech, it
should permeate all of your behavior. Y7 is usually translated as
“righteous,” or sometimes as “moral,” but both of those, I think,
are wrong. “Righteous” immediately brings to bear a Christian
world orientation, or Hebraic, or Islamic. And righteousness,
of course, is something that is out there, an objective standard,
which we are expected to meet. But to do what is appropriate
with Zilu, what is appropriate with Ranyou, and what might be
appropriate with Yan Hui, are not necessarily the same thing.

All of these suggests that we are entering a somewhat
different world than we are accustomed to when we read, for
the significance of the oral nature of the Analects should not
be overlooked. Certainly there were some books in Confucius’
time, for he regularly exhorts his students — including his
son — to study the Odes, but that book was itself meant to be
recited more than simply read. So, an appropriate translation
of the Analects and reading of the Analects will focus on the
nature of the conversation, and that means it is essential at all
times to know who is asking the question to which Confucius
is responding.

Remaining with the comparison between the Bible and the
Analects for another moment, the two sacred texts can be seen to
be similar in that one doesn’t tend to read them from beginning
to end. You can, of course, start with Genesis and learn how it
all began and it’s been downbhill ever since the Eden encounter.
But for the most part, and especially with the New Testament,
you can open the book almost anywhere. You can open it in the
middle, you can open it here, you can open it there. You can read
John before you read Luke, you can read Mark before you read
Matthew. You don’t have to read Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John
in that order. It is the same with the Analecss. Beginning with
1.1, can be useful, because it makes clear the strictly secular,
humanistic context that permeates the full text. But, none of
us know why 1:1 is 1:1, we not even sure when 1:1 was set
down, as opposed to 6:13, we may approximate a sequence —
Book 4 is almost certainly older than Book 1 — but we can’t be
exact temporally, nor is there a logic as to the order of the ideas
expressed in the different Books.

So you look at the book a different way. In one sense the
Analects isnt even a book, in that it doesn’t have a single author
or authors, or editor(s). Unlike the Bible, it isn’t a narrative
that has a discrete beginning, development, and conclusion. It
doesn’t give you an overall world view. Different people can infer
world views from it, which is one reason it has been capable of

being read and appreciated in varying times and circumstances
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by so many millions of people.You must read the Bible to find
out what Jews and Christians tend to believe by perusing the
Hebrew Scriptures and New Testament, and you must add the
Quran to understand what Muslims believe. It’s probably not
best, however, to open the Analects to ask what Confucius
believed, because he does not spend much time telling you.
Or you will read seemingly conflicting statements from
the Master in the text, of which what Confucius meant by ren
is a prime illustration. I'll bet if you have looked at
the Analects in any detail, you have been confused.
You are not sure what ren means, but can draw
sustenance from the fact that none of the students
seem to know either, because theyre asking him
about it all the time, and he gives them different
answers. With respect to translation issues then, I
now believe it is probably best to just transliterate
ren, giving it a significant gloss in the introduction
to the texts in which it appears and simply say ren,
and leave it at that — suggesting, of course, that
there is more than one valid reading of the term,
Zilus probably being different from Ranyou’s
because they have different personalities and
character traits. This is no more than to say that
I believe Confucius felt that his fellows could exhibit ren in
a variety of ways. There is no be-all and end-all 7en up there
in the sky, if you will, as there is for Plato’s dike, which is
eternal and unchanging. Ren is something that different
human beings embody in different ways, as I interpret the
text, and Confucius is trying to get each student to achieve it
as best as he can, given his personality, his history, his age, his
hopes and fears, and goals. Once more, no translation without

interpretation.
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It has been a commonplace in sinological studies to

refer to Confucius as a “moral philosopher,” and many
of my colleagues in comparative philosophy howled
when I suggested that he should not be described that
way, because for starters there is no word for “morals” in
classical Chinese, and in my opinion, if you attribute a
concept to someone, there must be a term in that person’s
lexicon corresponding to the concept. Of course it may
be correct, or at least useful, to describe the Master as a
moral philosopher, but there isn’t any direct evidence for
it. You certainly can’t call him a theoretician because you
cannot say someone is a theoretician of X if there is no
term for X in the lexicon of that language.

I first advanced this claim in a discussion with
Herbert Fingarette in a review of his book Confucius:
The Secular As Sacred, more than 30 years ago, but it
has been overlooked or ignored by my critics, and
hence misunderstood. When I say there is no term for
something in a language, it doesnt mean the people
couldn’t do the things for which the term stands. That
is, the idea that there is no verb form for the word “skip”
in a particular language doesn’t mean that people who
speak that language couldn’t engage in that particular
form of bipedal locomotion. But if there is no term
for skipping in the language of the skippers, it would
be very hard to find a theoretician of skipping in their
written literature, because you would never know when

you would be coming across such a theory.
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But my overall argument has long been much more
basic: I have not been merely concerned with the term
“morals,” but with what that term implies as well. If you
think about what is it like to have a moral discussion in
the contemporary English-speaking world you need a
special vocabulary. Why does someone who is pro-life look
so negatively at a woman who chooses abortion? Why?
— Because the pregnant woman was free to have chosen
otherwise. Yes, she faced a dilemma, a conflict between what
to do, but she chose freely, as an autonomous individual,
to do what the pro-life person would say is murder, or
something close to it.

Think of the terms of you need to use for any discussion
about morality. We need the word choice, we need the word
rationality, we need the words freedom, autonomy, liberty,
dilemma, ought. All of those terms cluster around the term
“morals” in contemporary English for the description,
analysis, and evaluation of a human conduct. Why I dug
in my heels on “morals,” not wanting to call Confucius a
moral philosopher, is because none of those terms appear
in classical Chinese. There isn't a word for ought as such,
or choice, or freedom, much less morals. If you try to
make Confucius out to be a moral philosopher when the
entire basic vocabulary of what we consider important for
contemporary moral philosophy is absent, what are you

going to get?
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