Yan Hui’s Embodiment of Learning

in the Analects
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Yan Hui is represented as foremost in learning among

Confucius students. After he died, Confucius said, “Now
that he is gone, there are none who really love learning—at
least, I have yet to hear of one” (6.3). What type of “learning
(xue £2)” is being referred to in the Analects? What did Yan
Hui love about learning? What motivated him to pursue
learning so wholeheartedly? Passages in the Analects in which
Confucius discusses learning and Yan Hui’s embodiment of
learning give us possible answers to these questions and may

inspire us to reflect on our own motives for study.
Motives For Learning
Often our motives for learning stem from external goals,

such as material wealth and social recognition. But many

of us also pursue learning for inner fulfillment. What was
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important to Yan Hui in his pursuit of learning?
Letting Go of Material Non-Necessities

In the Analects, Confucius emphasizes learning
without regard for material comfort. This is expressed
in teachings promoting simple living. He says, “Junzi,
[an exemplary person,] devotes his effort to the Way, not
to food.” (15.32) He also says, “Eating plain food and
drinking water, having only your bent arm as a pillow—
certainly there is joy in it!” (7.16). When Confucius
and the students who followed him were besieged in
impoverished conditions in the State of Chen, Zilu
complained, “How is that Junzi also have to confront
adversity?” Confucius said, “Of course Junzi have to
confront adversity. The difference is that those who
have less virtue will give in facing adversity and indulge
themselves.” (15.2) Confucius seems to emphasize that
junzi would remain unmoved regardless of adversity,
such as a lack of material comfort, and instead, they
find joy in simple living.

Yan Hui certainly embodied this teaching of “eating
plain food and drinking water” in the way he lived,
“Living in a narrow alley, subsisting on a basket of grain
and a gourd of water—other people could not have
borne such hardship, yet it never spoiled Hui’s joy”
(6.11). This passage vividly describes how Yan Hui was
able to live joyfully with just a few essential material
necessities. Clearly, pursuing material wealth was not
Yan Hui’s motive for learning. and his “impoverished”

situation may even be a contributing factor to his joy.
Detaching from Social Recognition

If material gain seemed trivial to Yan Hui, what then
was important to him? Is not uncommon to desire
social recognition that would lead to others admiring
you for your level of learning. How much did Yan Hui
care about how others viewed him? Yan Hui seemed to
take little interest in impressing others.

When Confucius asked two of his closest students,
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Zilu and Yan Hui, what their aspirations were, Yan Hui answered,
“I would avoid boasting of my goodness and making a display of
my meritorious deeds.” (5.26) Yan Hui did not seem to seek
external validation for his own worth, not even from Confucius,
whom he deeply respected.

As Confucius says, “I can talk all day long with Yan Hui
without him once disagreeing with me. In this way, he seems
a bit stupid. And yet when we retire and I observe his private
behavior, he is in fact worthy to serve as an illustration of what
I have taught” (2.9)Yan Hui made no attempt to impress
Confucius. For most of us, if we had a teacher whom we greatly
revered, we would naturally long for that teacher’s appreciation
of our effort and achievements by trying to get the teacher’s
attention. In Confucius’ description, Yan Hui appears “a bit
stupid,” but in fact, he is regarded as Confucius’ best student
in learning. This quote seems to suggest that true learning is
not reflected in demonstrating to others what you know, but in
how you actually embody the teachings. Clearly, Yan Hui put no
effort into seeking social recognition when it came to learning.

To link back to Confucius’ teaching, how does Confucius
view the relationship between social influence and learning? Isn’t
Confucius’ whole life dedicated to influencing governance and
teaching others?

In the passage where Yan Hui says he would avoid talking
about his own merit quoted above, Confucius also tells us what
his aspirations really are: “I wish all the elders are comforted;
all friends can trust each other; and all the youth are cared for.”
(5.26)

Could this aspiration be the reason why he took the position
as the prime minister of the State of Lu and later traveled from
State to State for over a decade, trying to encourage rulers to
establish virtuous governance?

Imagine if he were born in a harmonious world, where all
elders and youths were being cared for and integrity prevailed
among all people, how would he spend his time? He definitely
would not mind simply enjoying springtime “bathing in the Yi
River, feeling the breeze upon the Rain Altar, and singing on the
way home!” (11.26). Confucius does not come across as getting
involved in governance for his own social gains; that was not his

goal.

$0To be continued
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