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Introduction 
Toward a Thick Description of 

Chinese Philosophy 

I n his Critique of Stammler, Max Weber (1864-1920) p resen ted the follow-
ing scenario: 

Let us suppose that two m e n who otherwise engage in no "social re la t ion"— 
for example , two uncivilized m e n of di f ferent races, or a European who 
encoun te r s a native in darkest Af r ica—meet a n d "exchange" two objects. 
We are inclined to think that a mere descript ion of what can be observed 
dur ing this exchange—muscu la r movements and, if some words were 
"spoken," the sounds which, so to say, consti tute the "mat te r" or "mater ia l" 
of the behavior—would in n o sense c o m p r e h e n d the "essence" of what 
happens . This is quite correct . The "essence" of what h a p p e n s is const i tuted 
by the "mean ing" which the two parties ascribe to their observable behavior, 
a " m e a n i n g " which "regulates" the course of their f u tu r e conduct . Without 
this "mean ing , " we are incl ined to say, an "exchange" is ne i the r empirically 
possible n o r conceptually imaginable.1 

Weber ' s da ted vocabulary (we n o longer n e e d to speak of "races" 
and of "darkest Africa") should no t prevent us f r o m recognizing the im-
por tance of his a r g u m e n t to both history and anthropology. A witness— 
that is to say, an anthropologis t or h is tor ian—who wishes to describe an 
"exchange" canno t be satisfied with relat ing the observable p h e n o m e n a 
of the event, for this would be to ignore the underlying logic that Weber 
calls the “‘essence’ of what happens.，，From the po in t of the view of the 
agents themselves, the significance of the exchange lies no t in their "mus-
cular movements" bu t in the " m e a n i n g " that they at tr ibute to the ex-
change and that, for the exchange to be completed , they mus t expect 
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2 After Confucius 

their colleagues to share. In short, the onus is to explain no t the mere 
"muscular movements” but the "essence." This methodology is of ten 
called Weber"s Verstehen thesis. 

Verstehen in this sense is comparable to what Gilbert Ryle dubbed 
"thick description”： 

Two boys fairly swiftly contract the eyelids of their r ight eyes. In the first boy 
this is only an involuntary twitch; but the o the r is winking conspiratorially to 
an accomplice. At the lowest or the thinnest level of description the two 
contract ions of the eyelids may be exactly alike. From a cinematograph-f i lm 
of the two faces there might be no telling which contract ion, if e i ther , was a 
wink, or which, if e i ther , was a m e r e twitch. Yet there remains an immense 
bu t unpho tog raphab l e di f ference between a twitch a n d a wink. For to wink 
is to try to signal to someone in part icular, without the cognisance of others, 
a def ini te message according to an already under s tood code. 2 

A twitch is no t a wink, bu t the only way for an outsider to come to un-
derstand the difference between the two is to investigate the "unders tood 
code""that informs conspiratorial winking. It is no t surprising that anthro-
pologists have seized upon the concept of thick description for their own 
discipline. And the paradigm is equally useful in the study of cultural his-
tory, for the position of an ethnologist observing natives engaged in ‘‘ex-
change"" is analogous to that of a historian trying to make sense of the 
scattered evidence f o u n d in historical sources. No less than in cultural an-
thropology, thick description in the domain of cultural history entails 
‘‘sorting out the structures of signification . . . and de termining their social 
g round and impor t .” 3 

In this book I present piecemeal at tempts at the thick description of 
classical Chinese philosophy. This approach is only indirectly concerned 
with such considerations as the viability of Chinese philosophy today and 
its similarity or dissimilarity to Western philosophy, which animate most 
discussions of the subject within the f ramework of academic philosophy. 
The question of whether Chinese philosophy qualifies as genuine philos-
ophy, seriously addressed by several scholars,4 depends entirely on the 
scope of one"s definitions. If philosophy is made out to be an entity inse-
verable f rom the post-Platonic world,5 then classical Chinese philosophy 
is no t and never can be ‘‘philosophy.” But it certainly was something, 
and thick description is the best preliminary m e t h o d to de te rmine how 
Chinese thinkers conceived of their own enterprise. This book is no t 
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In t roduc t ion 3 

about whether Chinese philosophy is philosophy but about how Chinese 
philosophy is Chinese. 

Who were the ancient Chinese philosophers? What was their in-
t ended audience? What were they arguing about? How did they respond 
to earlier thinkers and to each other? What rhetorical devices did they 
use to convey their ideas persuasively? Why did those in power wish to 
hear f rom them, and what did they claim to offer in re turn for patronage? 
Such questions are essential to a b roader unders tand ing of the milieu in 
which Chinese thinkers flourished. Some scholars have begun to address 
the social aspects of these problems;6 bu t at the level of ideas, contempo-
rary inquiries of ten submit descriptions that are too thin. Much ink has 
been spilled, for example, over the Procrustean question of whether 
Mohist ethics is deontological or consequentialist .7 The answer will mat-
ter only to a phi losopher who is p repa red to deracinate Mohism by dis-
regarding what the ancient Chinese themselves thought was significant 
about Mohist philosophy.8 The purpose of the Mohists was no t to work 
out a formal taxonomy of mora l philosophy bu t to provide an alternative 
to Confucian ethics, which they regarded as objectionably partial in that it 
manda ted obligations to o ther people in propor t ion to their proximity to 
oneself. The Mohists did no t want to live in a world in which people 
treated their brothers with greater care than they did their neighbors. If 
such anachronist ic terms as "deontological" and "consequential ist" must 
be imposed on Chinese thought , the only satisfactory assessment of Moh-
ism is that it belongs to both categories: actions are r ight if and only 
if they p roduce material benefit , and actions that p roduce material bene-
fit are r ight because Heaven mandates them. This would be a thicker 
unders tanding of what Mohism meant , both to its adheren ts and to its 
opponents . 

Before proceeding to some concrete examples of what I m e a n by a 
thick description of Chinese philosophy—involving the significance of 
names and of paronomasia in Chinese philosophical l i terature—let me 
note that the necessary inquiries are difficult for technical reasons alone. 
Thus what is offered he re is only a collection of illustrative studies, no t a 
comprehensive disquisition.9 Chinese has never been considered an easy 
language (along with Arabic, Japanese , and Korean it is commonly reck-
oned as one of the hardes t languages for an American to learn) , 1 0 and 
the archaic idiom in which classical Chinese philosophy has been trans-
mitted is more demand ing than the m o d e r n vernacular. Raising the cost 
of admission even fu r the r is the extraordinary series of archaeological 

This content downloaded from 
������������103.216.48.162 on Mon, 02 Sep 2024 01:06:18 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



4 After Confucius 

discoveries in Ch ina since the 1970s. T h e artifacts tha t most directly affect 
the study of early Chinese t h o u g h t are manuscripts , inscribed primarily 
on b a m b o o and silk, of which dozens have b e e n f o u n d a n d which p re sen t 
u n p r e c e d e n t e d p rob lems of in te rpre ta t ion . T h e basic work of decipher-
ing the texts (and, in the case of b a m b o o texts, p iecing the d o c u m e n t s 
toge ther strip by strip) is arduous , as they are writ ten in a script tha t is 
older than the s tandard characters used in Ch ina today and that is n o t 
perfectly unde r s tood . Making sense of these materials requi res an array 
of specialized skills ( including epigraphy a n d linguistics, n o t the tradi-
t ional s trengths of Chinese studies in the Uni ted States), r e n d e r i n g prog-
ress slow u n d e r the best of c i rcumstances and impossible wi thout the 
ongoing coopera t ion of researchers across the globe.1 1 

But if research has b e c o m e m o r e chal lenging, it has also b e c o m e pro-
portionally m o r e rewarding. T h e changes in the field that have b e e n 
b r o u g h t abou t by the archaeological discovery of anc ien t manuscr ip ts 
are p r o f o u n d . First, the many r ecen t discoveries suggest tha t texts re-
co rded on manuscr ip ts circulated m o r e widely in Warr ing States a n d 
H a n China than was previously believed. W h e n the d o c u m e n t s f r o m the 
tombs at Mawangdui 馬王堆 were first r e p o r t e d some thirty years ago, 
they p r o d u c e d a worldwide sensation, because n o t h i n g like t hem h a d 
ever b e e n seen before . 1 2 While Mawangdui mus t still r ank as o n e of the 
greatest textual hoa rds in the archaeological record , we have today a 
m u c h r icher context in which to place these ext raordinary finds. I t is 
now a p p a r e n t tha t f euda l lords, a n d even well connec t ed private citizens, 
could amass substantial and diverse libraries. 

Moreover , the value of manuscr ip ts is now m o r e finely apprec ia ted . 
Writ ten texts were surely ra re and va luable—they are ra re r in tombs 
than bronzes, fo r e x a m p l e — b u t they were commodi t ies tha t m e m b e r s of 
the elite commonly collected. This is a new insight. T h e o lder view of the 
na tu r e a n d func t ion of a text was in f luenced by the accounts of the trans-
mission of the canons in such histories as the History of the Han (Hanshu 
漢書）.13 According to tha t unders tand ing , texts were sacred revelations; 
they were t ransmit ted in secret f r o m master to disciple a n d were safe-
gua rded a m o n g doctr inal l ineages.1 4 But the archaeological r eco rd does 
n o t square with tha t model . Excavated texts show in f luence f r o m a mul-
t i tude of intel lectual sources, and, even m o r e impor tan t , l ibraries are 
typically eclectic: tha t is to say, most collections of texts f o u n d in tombs 
include materials f r o m several intel lectual camps, many of which es-
poused beliefs incompat ib le with those of o the r r ep re sen t ed schools. 

A m o r e likely thesis would ho ld that, by Warr ing States times, a na-
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In t roduc t ion 5 

t ional l i terary cul ture h a d b e g u n to e m e r g e in Ch ina in which m e m b e r s 
of the h ighes t classes par t ic ipa ted by collecting a wide variety of texts. Ide-
ology a n d reg ion seem to have played a m i n o r role in shap ing the habi ts 
of bibl iophiles .1 5 O n e finds c o m m e n t a r i e s on the Canon of Changes HM 
t oge the r with medica l treatises at Mawangdui , demono log ica l a n d hem-
erological a lmanacs toge the r with legal h a n d b o o k s at Shu ihud i 睡虎地， 

and Confuc i an texts t oge the r with the Daode jing 道德經（or Laozi 老子） 

at G u o d i a n 享P店.Similarly, Confuc i an mater ia ls have b e e n recovered n o t 
only f r o m Qi 齊，where o n e migh t have expec ted t hem, b u t also f r o m 
C h u 楚，which was never f a m o u s as a bast ion of Confuc ian i sm. 1 6 T o this 
extent , t he anc ien t Chinese intel lectual world was m o r e like our own than 
we, as caut ious spectators of the ‘‘other,"" have recognized . T h e precise 
mechan i sms by which manuscr ip t s were copied a n d acqu i red are still un-
clear, b u t we may have to start th ink ing of Warr ing States Ch ina as a vast 
phi losophica l marke tp lace , with new and classic books readily available in 
all subjects a n d fo r all sufficiently a f f luent tastes. 

A m o r e specific example : T h e state of Qin 秦，widely d isparaged as a 
semibarbar ic f ron t i e r terr i tory in earl ier times, deve loped in to a f ea r some 
world l eader in the late War r ing States pe r iod . For centuries , t he rise of 
Qin was normal ly exp la ined as a c o n s e q u e n c e of its c rue l adminis t ra t ion: 
Lord Shang 商君（d. 338 B.C.) was o f t en c red i ted with t r ans fo rming Qin 
in to a fighting m a c h i n e by emphas iz ing agr icul ture and war and by reor-
ganizing the popu l ace in to a system of subdivisions inspi red by military 
c o m m a n d s t ruc ture . 1 7 T h r o u g h its terr ifying laws, Qin was supposedly 
able to m a k e its p e o p l e m o r e product ive and docile. But the details of 
these laws were never known. 

O u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the Qin dynasty was utterly t r a n s f o r m e d in 
1975, w h e n a substantial collection of statutes and legal manua l s was dis-
covered in a t o m b at Shu ihud i . 1 8 Dat ing f r o m the m i d - t h i r d century B.C., 
these were the oldest legal texts ever discovered in China . T h e n e w f o u n d 
Qin laws are difficult to read , because they use many unglossed technical 
te rms a n d rout inely al lude to statutes whose c o n t e n t we can only guess at. 
Nevertheless, the laws are clear e n o u g h to exp lode the received image of 
the Qin state. T h o u g h they may a p p e a r ha rsh i n d e e d to a m o d e r n r eade r , 
they were n o t extraordinar i ly severe fo r the t imes and were by n o m e a n s 
arbitrary. 

O n the contrary, the laws f r o m Shu ihud i display a sophist icated 
awareness of such concepts as cr iminal in tent , jud ic ia l p r o c e d u r e , de-
f e n d a n t s " rights, a n d the d i f fe rence be tween wha t we would call c o m m o n 
law and statutory law. D e f e n d a n t s were even allowed to appea l fo r a 
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6 After Confucius 

second inques t if they or their families disagreed with the results of the 
first. From our po in t of view, the mos t a l ienat ing aspects of the Qin laws 
are probably the mut i la t ing pun i shmen t s tha t they coun tenance , the in-
s t ruments of collective responsibility, and the r ight of a f a the r to d e m a n d 
the dea th of an ‘‘unfilial""son. 

But even f r o m our m o d e r n perspective, cond i t ioned by our m o r e lib-
eral jur id ica l traditions, it is impossible to deny the basic just ice of the 
Qin laws. If a m a n or w o m a n was to be pun i shed , it could n o t be simply 
at the whim of an invidious magistrate. Every subject of the Qin state 
could expec t to be t rea ted according to u n a m b i g u o u s a n d prede te r -
m i n e d p ro toco l s—and tha t is precisely the judicia l env i ronmen t tha t 
every viable law code mus t br ing about . 1 9 In sum, if these laws allow us 
any oppor tun i ty to speculate abou t the rapid ascendancy of Qin, t hen we 
mus t acknowledge tha t their ou ts tanding fea tu re is n o t their cruelty bu t 
their fairness.2 0 

T o be sure, some tradi t ional scholars were able to arrive at similar 
conclusions on the basis of materials tha t h a d always been available,21 

bu t s ta tements abou t the Qin legal system h a d to r ema in tentative be fo re 
the excavation of the t o m b at Shuihudi . T h e con t inu ing excavations in 
the People"s Republ ic of China a n d the un imag ined artifacts tha t they 
p r o d u c e invite us to const ruct a thicker descr ipt ion of the early Chinese 
intel lectual world than would have b e e n feasible in previous genera t ions . 

Wha t would a thick descript ion of Chinese phi losophy look like? It would 
begin by focusing on cultural p h e n o m e n a tha t appea r s t range or surpris-
ing to us today.2 2 Consider Chinese names . Few accounts of classical Chi-
nese t h o u g h t have discussed or apprec ia ted the fact tha t many early Chi-
nese n a m e s reveal distinctive characteristics of the peop le they re fe r to.2 3 

We do n o t normally th ink of ‘‘Descartes” or ‘‘Hobbes” as n a m e s tha t shed 
any part icular light on Descartes or H o b b e s as people . But Chinese 
names of this type are widespread. Two f amous examples are the strik-
ingly appropr ia te names Wen 文 ( C u l t u r e d ) a n d Wu 武（Warlike), which 
refer to the f o u n d i n g kings of the Z h o u 周 dynasty.24 T h e f o r m e r is regu-
larly praised fo r his mora l and administrative accomplishments , the latter 
for his mart ia l prowess and terrifying visage. Traditionally, Wen a n d Wu 
have been u n d e r s t o o d as p o s t h u m o u s n a m e s (shi 溢 /論 )，bu t r ecen t evi-
dence suggests tha t the kings may have acqui red those n a m e s dur ing 
their l ifetimes.2 5 Wha t is noteworthy, in e i ther case, is that the n a m e s 
Wen and Wu seem to say someth ing abou t the kings who bore them. 
Wen and Wu are hardly except ional in this respect; they be long to a large 
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Introduct ion 7 

class of ear ly C h i n e s e n a m e s t h a t convey a d e f i n i t e m e a n i n g . S o m e f u r -
t h e r e x a m p l e s a r e p r e s e n t e d b e l o w . 2 6 

T h e Mozi c o n t a i n s th is story: 

昔者宋文君鮑之時，有臣曰祝觀辜固嘗從事於厲，祙子杖楫出，與言曰：觀 

辜，是何珪璧之不滿度量，酒醴粢盛之不淨潔也，犧牲之不全肥，春秋冬夏 

選失時，豈女為之與？意鮑為之與？觀辜曰：鮑幼弱，在荷繈之中，鮑何與 

識焉？官臣觀辜特為之。祙子舉楫而槁之，殪之壇上。當是時，宋人從者莫 

不見，遠者莫不聞，著在宋之春秋。諸侯傳而語之曰：諸不敬慎祭祀者，鬼 

神之誅，至若此其僭邀也。以若書之説觀之，鬼神之有，豈可疑哉。2 7 

In the past, in the time of Bao, Lord Wen of Song [r. 610-589 B.C.], there 
was a functionary named Priest Guangu, who was following the service for a 
ghost.28 The medium 2 9 emerged with a staff and said to him: "Guangu, why 
are the j ade tablets and disks not up to their full measure? Why is the wine 
and millet unclean? Why are the sacrificial victims not unblemished and fat? 
Why are the offerings of spring, au tumn, winter, and summer not timely? 
Did you do this, or did Bao do this?" 

Guangu said: "Bao is young and immature; he is still in his diapers. 
What could Bao know about this? This was done expressly by the functionary 
in charge, Guangu." 

The med ium lifted his staff and beat him, killing him on top of the 
altar. At the time, those people in Song who were participating in the 
ceremony all saw it; those who were far away all heard of it. It is written in 
the annals of Song. The feudal lords transmitted [the story] and com-
mented: "For whoever is not reverent and cautious about sacrifices, the 
punishment of the spirits is even as swift as this." Seeing that the story is in 
several books, one can hardly doubt that ghosts exist.30 

T h e n a m e G u a n g u 觀 辜 m e a n s , l i terally, Faul ty O b s e r v a n c e . I n a p a r -
al lel a c c o u n t in a d i f f e r e n t text , t h e p r i e s t ' s n a m e is g iven as Yegu 夜古， 

w h i c h d o e s n o t h a v e any obv ious m e a n i n g . 3 1 T h i s e v i d e n c e i n d i c a t e s t h a t 
t h e r e was a p o p u l a r a n c i e n t s tory in w h i c h a n e g l i g e n t p r i e s t was said to 
h a v e b e e n b l u d g e o n e d to d e a t h by a m e d i u m posses sed by a n i r a t e spir i t . 
I n a t leas t o n e ve r s ion of t h e story, t h e n a m e of t h e o f f e n d i n g c ler ic was 
t r a n s m i t t e d as Faul ty O b s e r v a n c e , w h i c h s o m e o n e m u s t h a v e f o u n d fit-
t ing. Even if t h e s tory is n o t en t i r e ly fictitious, i t is d i f f icu l t t o be l i eve t h a t 
t h e n a m e G u a n g u was g iven a t b i r t h . W e m u s t t ake it as a n e p i t h e t . 3 2 

T h e r e was a we l l -known j e s t e r in t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y B.C. n a m e d 
C h u n y u K u n 淳 于 髮 . 3 3 T h i s figure is n o t e w o r t h y b e c a u s e h e is o n e of t h e 
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8 After Confucius 

mos t f a m o u s early examples of a zhuixu 聲 婿 ( e x c r e s c e n t son-in-law), tha t 
is, a h u s b a n d w h o is f o r c e d on accoun t of ind igence to res ide with his 
wife's family.3 4 H e is usually r e f e r r e d to as Chunyu Kun, 3 5 b u t Kun is 
best u n d e r s t o o d as an epi thet : Shaved (like a slave).3 6 Like Guangu , Kun 
is probably n o t a n a m e tha t was given at b i r th . 

In Analects 13.18, we read: 

葉公語孔子曰：吾黨有直躬者，其父攘羊，而子證之。孔子曰：吾黨之直者 

異於是，父為子隱，子為父隱，直在其中矣， 

The Lord of She said to Confucius: "In our village there is one Upright 
Gong. His father stole a sheep, so the son testified against him.'' 

Confucius said: "The upright people of my village are different from 
this. The fathers are willing to conceal their sons; the sons are willing to 
conceal their fathers. Uprightness lies therein.'' 

Most c o m m e n t a t o r s agree tha t zhi (upr ight ) is an appel la t ion, b u t 
G o n g is usually accep ted as a g e n u i n e n a m e . Gong m e a n s ‘‘self/，however, 
and is n o t c o m m o n as a pe r sona l n a m e . Taking the ent i re ph ra se as 
an epi the t—Self -Righteous—recas ts the ent i re dynamic of this exchange . 
For t hen the Lord of She would be saying: ‘‘In our village t he r e is o n e 
Self-Righteous … ” 一 a n implicit criticism in l ine with Confuc ius ' re-
sponse. As the passage is usually read , Confuc ius is u n d e r s t o o d to be re-
buk ing the Lord of She fo r respec t ing a m a n w h o would testify against 
his f a the r . 

T h e origin of such a n i c k n a m e is re la ted in Springs and Autumns of 
Mr. Lu (Lushi chunqiu 呂氏春秋)： 

襄子謁於代君而請觴之，先令舞者置兵其羽中數百人，先具大金斗。代君 

至，酒酣，反斗而擊之，一成，腦塗地。舞者操兵以鬥，盡殺其從者。因以 

代君之車迎其妻，其妻遙聞之狀，磨笄以自刺，故趙氏至今有磨笄之山與反 

斗之號。38 

Viscount Xiang [of Zhao, r. 474-425 B.C.], being visited by the Lord of Dai, 
proposed a banquet. He ordered several hundred dancers to place weapons 
in their plumed costumes and also prepared a large metal ladle. The Lord 
of Dai arrived, and when he was intoxicated with liquor, [ Viscount Xiang] 
turned the ladle over and struck him; with one blow, his brains were 
spattered on the ground. The dancers grasped their weapons and attacked, 
killing all of his followers. Then [ Viscount Xiang] used the chariot of the 
Lord of Dai to welcome the latter's wife [who was Viscount Xiang's sister], 
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Introduction 9 

but when his wife heard the report from a distance, she sharpened a hairpin 
and stabbed herself with it. Thus to this day the House of Zhao has the 
mountain called Sharpened Hairpin39 and the appellation Overturned 
Ladle. 

We are given to u n d e r s t a n d tha t Zhao finally a n n e x e d the terr i tor ies 
of Dai. T o my knowledge，Fandou 反斗 does n o t occur in any o the r con-
text as a wry appel la t ion of the Z h a o clan. But the examples of Self-
Righteous and Faulty Observance show tha t n i cknames of this k ind were 
n o t u n c o m m o n . O n e can imagine de t rac tors r e fe r r ing to O v e r t u r n e d 
Ladle a n d his ill-gotten gains. 

T h e supposed pe r sona l n a m e of Sun Bin 孫腹，the f a m o u s military 
strategist，is also an epi the t . 

孫臏嘗與龐涓俱學兵法。龐涓既事魏，得為惠王將軍，而自以為能不及孫 

臏，乃陰使召孫臏。臏至，龐涓恐其賢於己，疾之，則以法刑斷其兩足而黥 

之 ’ 欲 隱 勿 見 

Sun Bin used to study military methods together with Pang Juan [d. ca. 341 
B.C.]. When Pang Juan began to serve Wei, he became a general under King 
Hui [r. 370-335 B.C.] but did not consider his own abilities equal to those of 
Sun Bin. Thus he secretly summoned Sun Bin. When Bin arrived, Pang Juan 
was afraid that [Bin] was more talented, and, because he hated him, he used 
the penal laws to cut off [Bin"s] two feet and have him tattooed, desiring 
thus to keep him hidden and unseen. 

Since bin m e a n s ‘‘to a m p u t a t e the feet，” the n a m e Sun Bin m e a n s 
precisely Sun Whose Legs Were Cut Off (or, p e r h a p s m o r e humorous ly , 
Kneecaps Sun) . In a s t imulat ing article，Jens 0 s t e r g a r d Pe te rsen con-
tends f u r t h e r tha t the supposed s u r n a m e Sun should be taken as xun 邏， 

‘‘to flee”； thus Sun Bin is T h e Legless O n e W h o Fled. Following the ear-
lier suggestion of Jaroslav Priisek，41 Pe te rsen argues tha t the n a m e of Sun 
Bin"s f a m o u s ances tor Sun Wu 孫武 (War l ike )， the putat ive a u t h o r of the 
Sunzi, is also ‘‘as fictitious as [it] is m e a n i n g f u l . ” 4 2 

Pete r sen presen ts several o the r instances of m e a n i n g f u l pe r sona l 
n a m e s in early China , which, fo r the sake of concision, a re n o t r e h e a r s e d 
he re . H e has f o u n d , a m o n g o the r impeccab le examples , a dissimulating 
poser n a m e d Deceptive and a p r e s u m p t u o u s r e t a ine r n a m e d Reckless.4 3 

O n e o the r obvious example tha t defies easy exp lana t ion is the pe r sona l 
n a m e of Lord W e n of J in 晉文公（r. 6 3 5 - 6 2 7 B . C . ) : C h o n g e r 重 耳 ( D o u -
ble Ears)，which apparen t ly refers to some distinctive physical f ea tu re . 
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10 After Confucius 

Lord Wen is also n o t e d fo r his ‘‘linked ribs' ' (pianxie 餅脅），but it is n o t 
clear how the n a m e C h o n g e r could r e fe r to his unusua l r ibs.4 4 

These examples d e m o n s t r a t e tha t it was c o m m o n in early Ch ina to re-
fe r to p e o p l e by appel la t ions tha t could n o t have b e e n bi r th n a m e s b u t 
mus t be i n t e r p r e t e d as m e a n i n g f u l epi thets . O t h e r examples could doubt -
less be a d d e d to the above. 4 5 Recogniz ing this p r o b l e m has consequences 
fo r an assessment of early Chinese texts. O n c e we see, fo r example , tha t 
the n a m e of the neg l igen t pr iest m e a n s Faulty Observance , we may be in-
cl ined to t rea t the ent i re story m o r e like o n e of those lovely allegories in 
the Zhuangzi 莊 子 ( w i t h such fabu lous charac ters as Nag the H u m p 哀驗 

它 and Fancypants Scholar 士成；綺)46—and less like history wie es eigentlich 
gewesen. T h e fact tha t these n a m e s can even a p p e a r in works p r e t e n d i n g 
to be historical only unde r sco re s ou r obligation to be aware of t h e m . Stu-
den ts of early Ch ina may wish to m a k e a hab i t of asking themselves 
w h e t h e r the pe r sona l n a m e s tha t they e n c o u n t e r in their research m i g h t 
be cons t rued as m e a n i n g f u l epi thets like Faulty Observance and Knee-
caps Sun. 

Anc ien t writers were aware of such names; indeed , they approved of 
t hem. T h e r e was a gene ra l sense tha t pe r sona l names , like all names , 
should re f lec t reality. For example , we r ead in the ‘‘Shifa ' '論法（a m a n u a l 
on selecting app rop r i a t e p o s t h u m o u s names ) : 4 7 

諡者行之跡也。號者功之表也。車服者位之章也。是以大行受大名，細行受 

細名。行出於己，名生於人。48 

Posthumous names are traces of conduct. Appellations are indications of 
accomplishment. Chariot and dress are displays of status. Therefore great 
conduct receives a great name; trifling conduct receives a trifling name. 
Conduct emerges from the self; the name is born of others. 

T h e beg inn ing of this passage is n o t surprising; mos t his tor ians of 
early Ch ina would readily agree tha t p o s t h u m o u s n a m e s were chosen to 
encapsula te a j u d g m e n t abou t the deceased ' s c o n d u c t in life. However, 
the text says m o r e t han that: it is n o t only p o s t h u m o u s n a m e s tha t should 
be appropr ia te ; every n a m e should ‘‘indicate' ' or ‘‘display'' t he accom-
pl i shments a n d status of the pe r son in quest ion. In technica l terms, the 
passage is saying tha t a pe r son ' s several n a m e s — t h e shi, t he hao (appella-
t ion) , a n d the ming (personal n a m e ) , which, in later t imes at least, a re 
kep t strictly d i s t inc t 4 9 —are all essentially of the same kind. Choos ing the 
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Introduction 11 

r ight appel la t ion fo r s o m e o n e was conceived as simply a n o t h e r species of 
‘‘rectifying n a m e s ” (zhengming 正名），a pr imary conce rn of early Chinese 
phi losophy. 5 0 N a m i n g was an essentially phi losophica l act. 

A n o t h e r n a m e whose significance has o f t en b e e n mi sunde r s tood is Xi 
W a n g m u 西王母，which deno te s the goddess of immortal i ty. T h e stock 
t ranslat ion of Xi W a n g m u is Q u e e n M o t h e r of the West, b u t this ref lects 
a mispris ion. ‘‘Queen mother"" in everyday English re fe rs to the m o t h e r 
of a ruler , b u t it is n o t suggested in any of the t radi t ions c o n c e r n i n g Xi 
W a n g m u tha t she e a r n e d h e r title by vir tue of be ing the m o t h e r of a 
king. 5 1 T h e t ranslat ion ‘‘Queen M o t h e r ” may be i n t e n d e d as some th ing 
similar to ‘‘royal m o t h e r ”一 b u t if this is wha t t ranslators have in mind， 

they should say ‘‘Royal M o t h e r ” r a t h e r t han ‘‘Queen Mother . ” 
However，‘‘Royal M o t h e r " would still be imprecise，because wang in 

this con tex t probably does n o t carry its basic m e a n i n g of ‘‘king，ruler.” 
Wangmu is a cultic t e rm r e f e r r i ng specifically to a deceased pa t e rna l 
g r a n d m o t h e r . This usage is exp la ined in the classical glossary called Erya 
爾雅： 

父為考，母為妣。父之考為王父，父之妣為王母。王父之考曾祖王父，王父 

之母為曾祖王母。52 

One"s father is one"s kao [i.e., ‘‘deceased father"] ； one"s mother is one"s bi 
[i.e., ‘‘deceased mother"]. O n e � f a t h e r � k a o is one�wang - f a the r ; o n e � 

father，s bi is one，s wang-mother. One，s wang-father"s kao is one，s ancestral 
wang-father; one，s wang-father，s bi is one，s ancestral wang-mother. 

T h e precise m e a n i n g of wang in this passage is n o t obvious. T h e com-
m e n t a t o r G u o Pu 享P撲(A.D. 276-324) suggests，plausibly，that ‘‘one adds 
wang in o r d e r to h o n o r them，，力Q王者尊之.The op in ion of H a o Yixing 郝 

寳咨行(1757-1825) is similar: ‘‘ Wang m e a n s ‘great，，‘lordly，; it is an appel-
lation h o n o r i n g one"s superiors . T h u s wang-father a n d wang-mother are 
also called ‘great fa ther，and ‘great mother，，，王，大也，君也，尊上之 

稱 。 故 王 父 母 亦 曰 大 父 母 也 5 3 

Al though this n o m e n c l a t u r e is r a re in received texts,5 4 excavated 
manuscr ip t s reveal tha t it was s tandard in anc ien t fo rmula ic language . In 
the a lmanacs 日書 f r o m Shuihudi，various diseases are said to be cu red by 
offerings to wangfu or wangmu，as in the following example : 
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12 After Confucius 

丙丁有疾，王父為祟。得之赤肉、雄雞、酒。庚辛病，壬有閒，癸作。若不 

作，煩居南方，歲!在南方，赤色死。戊己有疾，巫堪行，王母為祟。得之於 

黃色索魚、堇酒。壬癸病，甲有閒，乙作。若不作，煩居邦中，歲!在西方， 

黃色死。55 

If there is an illness on bing and ding days, it is a calamity caused by wangfu. 
One gets it56 from red meat, roosters, and liquor. On geng and xin days，[the 
subject will still be] sick; on ren day he will begin to be cured; on gui day 
there will be activity [i.e., the subject will arise from bed]. If there is no 
activity, then those who dwell in the south will have headaches; those who 
are in the south will be injured; and those associated with the color red will 
die. 

If there is an illness on wu and ji days, Shaman Kan carries it out [？] ；57 

it is a calamity caused by wangmu. One gets it from yellow dried fish and 
tawny liquor. On ren and gui days, [the subject will still be] sick; on jia day 
he will begin to be cured; on yi day there will be activity. If there is no 
activity, then those who dwell in the center of the state will have headaches; 
those who are in the west will be injured; and those associated with the color 
yellow will die. 

It is crucial to keep in m i n d tha t wangfu and wangmu r e f e r to one ' s 
g r a n d f a t h e r a n d g r a n d m o t h e r af ter they are deceased and n o t while they 
are still al ive—in o the r words, only w h e n they have e n t e r e d the spirit 
world. This is significant, because in o the r contexts , wang is used m o r e 
general ly to d e n o t e spirits of any kind. A good example appears in an off-
h a n d c o m m e n t by the ph i lo sophe r Xunzi 荀 子 ( t h i r d century B . C . ) : 

郊者 ’并百王於上天而祭祀之。58 

In the suburban sacrifice, one unites the many wang with Heaven Above and 
sacrifices to them. 

T h e c o m m e n t a r y of Yang Liang (A.D. 818) notes , reasonably, tha t bai-
wang should be u n d e r s t o o d as baishen 百神，‘‘the m a n y spirits. ' '5 9 I n d e e d , 
t he re is a similar passage in the Ritual Records (Liji 禮言己）that reads baishen 
instead of baiwang.60 T h e use of the t e rm wang to d e n o t e a spirit may 
n o t be c o m m o n , b u t it should n o t be cons ide red except iona l e i ther , 
because lofty terrestr ial t i t les—such as jun 君，‘‘lord''; gong 公 ‘‘lord, 
d u k e ' ' — f r e q u e n t l y a p p e a r in the n a m e s of spirits and deities, inc luding 
those tha t are cons t rued as f emale . 6 1 

T h e r e seems to be a b u n d a n t textual suppor t , t hen , fo r taking the 
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In t roduct ion 13 

wang in Xi W a n g m u in the sense of ‘‘spirit, divinity.' ' Af ter all, she is 
a goddess, n o t a q u e e n . If we apply the te rminology of Erya and the 
Shu ihud i almanacs, t h e n Xi W a n g m u m e a n s precisely ‘‘Deceased Pa-
te rna l G r a n d m o t h e r of the West. ' ' But since the implicat ion of h e r 
title is evidently tha t she is a power fu l spir i t—like a deceased pa t e rna l 
g r a n d m o t h e r — a m o r e gene ra l r ende r ing , such as ‘‘Spirit M o t h e r of 
the West, ' ' may best cap tu re the sense of Xi W a n g m u . 6 2 

Why is wang used in this sense of ‘‘powerful spirit ' '? T h e r e are several 
defens ib le explanat ions . O n e was of fe red by G u o Pu a n d H a o Yixing: 
wang is simply an honor i f i c epi the t . But the re a re o the r possibilities. In 
this sense, wang m igh t be u n d e r s t o o d as wang 往，‘‘to depar t ' ' : thus 
wangmu 王 / 往母，‘‘departed m o t h e r ' ' ; 6 3 a f ter all, wang 王 is used in place 
of wang 往 in the Odes.64 Moreover，Edward H . Schafer d e m o n s t r a t e d in 
a bri l l iant article tha t wang 王 be longs to a series of words with s t rong 
conno ta t ions of shamanism， including kuang 狂，‘‘maniacal，possessed''; 
wang 廷，‘‘(crippled) shaman ' ' ; a n d kuang 匡，‘‘male shaman . ' ' Schafer 
concludes: ‘‘this g r o u p of words suggests strongly the shamanist ic charac-
ter of the prehis tor ic Chinese king, and probably also the de l i r ium of the 
g rea t s h a m a n w h e n possessed by a spiri t . ' '6 5 

Finally，wang 王 can f u n c t i o n as a verb of obscure m e a n i n g tha t is oc-
casionally used as the p red ica te of a subject shen 神：spirits natural ly wang. 
T h e mos t famil iar example appears in the Zhuangzi: 

澤雉十步一啄 ’百步一飲 ’不蘄畜乎樊中。神雖王 ’不善也。 6 6 

T h e swamp pheasan t must take ten steps for o n e peck a n d a h u n d r e d steps 
for o n e drink, bu t it does no t ask to be kept in a cage. Al though its spirit will 
wang, it will no t be in its e lement . 

In o the r words, even t h o u g h the ‘‘spirit'' of a caged p h e a s a n t will be 
well nour i shed , the b i rd is m o r e c o n t e n t wande r ing a long the m a r s h e s — a 
m o r e difficult life，but a f r e e r one . (Zhuangzi ' s dict ion implies subtly tha t 
a caged p h e a s a n t is dead , like an ancestra l spirit tha t o n e feeds with sacri-
fices.) This wang is usually glossed as the equivalent of wang 旺 / 啦，‘‘to 
flourish, to g leam. ' ' 6 7 T h u s if wang was u n d e r s t o o d in the anc ien t lan-
guage as an a t t r ibute of satiated spirits，wangmu 王 / 旺 / 駐母 may m e a n 
some th ing like ‘‘wanging m o t h e r，n u m i n o u s m o t h e r . ' ' 6 8 This is surely 
closer to wha t devotees u n d e r s t o o d by the n a m e than the conceptual ly 
thin title，‘‘Queen M o t h e r of the West，'' tha t sinologists have c o n f e r r e d 
on the goddess . 
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14 After Confucius 

T h e in ter re la t ions a m o n g all these words p r o n o u n c e d wang may r e m i n d 
o n e of a n o t h e r pervasive f e a t u r e of Chinese phi losophica l literature， 

namely，its use of ‘‘paronomastic glosses，，， by which cer ta in essential 
te rms are exp la ined by h o m o p h o n e s (or n e a r h o m o p h o n e s ) with m o r e 
accessible mean ings . 6 9 T h e mos t f r equen t ly cited example is the ph ra se 
Ren zhe, ren ye 仁者，A也，which appears in the Application of Equilibrium 
中庸，one of the cent ra l texts in the classical t radi t ion . 7 0 T h e first ren (hu-
manity) deno t e s the vir tue tha t Confuc ius singled ou t as the mos t impor-
tan t goal of self-cultivation.7 1 Unders tandably，people wan ted to know 
precisely what ren mean t , a n d Confuc ius was general ly unwill ing to ex-
plain it simply. T h e Confuc i an Analects a re r ep le te with episodes where in 
o n e or m o r e of the Master，s disciples ask w h e t h e r such-and-such an 
act ion or a t t i tude qualifies as ren; Confucius，answers are typically vague， 

and h e is ca re fu l never to give a n e a t def in i t ion . 7 2 (In pract ical terms, 
Confucius，ren m e a n s some th ing close to act ing with respec t to a n o t h e r 
as o n e would want a n o t h e r to act with respec t to oneself if o n e were in 
tha t o the r person，s s i tua t ion . ) 7 3 

T h e second ren m e a n s ‘‘person，，，‘‘human being.，，74 These charac-
ters are n o t simply h o m o p h o n e s today; r a the r , they probably r e p r e s e n t 
two d i f fe ren t ways of wri t ing the same word. ( T h e r econs t ruc t ed Old 
Chinese p r o n u n c i a t i o n fo r b o t h charac te rs is *n in . ) 7 5 Ren 仁 c ame to 
be the special charac te r used in those instances whe re the ‘‘state of be ing 
human，，—or the vir tue of ‘‘humanity，，—was i n t e n d e d . So the Application 
ofEquilibrium def ines the t e rm as follows: ‘‘‘Humanity， is ‘human.，，， This 
pa ronomas t i c gloss is m o r e informat ive t han it may seem: it tells us tha t 
the vir tue of ren or iginates a m o n g p e o p l e and tha t its very etymology 
is b o u n d u p in the word fo r ‘‘human being.，，76 In giving its own pithy 
def in i t ion of ren, the Application of Equilibrium appeals to the reader，s ea-
gerness to be p rov ided with a simple a n d m e m o r a b l e exp lana t ion of a 
c o n c e p t tha t f rus t r a t ed Confucius， own disciples. 

Such pa ronomas t i c glosses, however, c a n n o t always be taken to be 
etymological in na tu re . For example，the scholastic text known as Compre-
hensive Discussions in the White Tiger Hall (Baihu tong 白 虎 通 ) u s e s pa rono -
masia to explain why the re are n i n e convent iona l g roups of kinfolk: 

尚書曰：以親九族。族所以有九何？九之為言究也。親疏恩愛究竟，謂之九 

族 也 ， 

It is said in the Exalted Documents: ‘‘Thus he was int imate with the n ine 
b ranches of his kin.，，78 Why is it that there are n ine b ranches of kin? ‘‘Nine，， 
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(*kwu:) is as if to say ‘‘end，，(*kuw:).79 The kindness among relatives persists 
to the end, so one refers to the nine branches of kin.80 

Such casuistry has e a r n e d the Comprehensive Discussions a dub ious rep-
uta t ion a m o n g m o d e r n readers , b u t this posi ted connec t i on be tween 
‘‘nine，，九 a n d ‘‘end，，究 rests on o n e of the basic convictions of Chinese 
phi losophy. Language co r re sponds to reality; words tha t be long toge the r 
consequent ly o u g h t to d e n o t e concep t s tha t be long toge ther . T h o u g h 
‘‘nine，， a n d ‘‘end，， are n o t obviously cognate , they h a p p e n to be nearly 
h o m o p h o n o u s in Old (as in M o d e r n ) Chinese and are r e p r e s e n t e d by 
two charac ters tha t share the same g raph : 九 . How is a t ransla tor sup-
posed to convey all this? T h e case of ‘‘humanity，， p resen ts less of a prob-
lem, because t he r e we can safely use two words with the same English r o o t 
(e.g., ‘‘humanity，， and ‘‘human，，) to cap tu re the i n t e n d e d etymological 
thrust . But to cap tu re all t he d imens ions of this gloss, the t ransla tor 
would have to find two u n r e l a t e d words fo r ‘‘nine，，and ‘‘end，，that n o t 
only sound similar b u t actually a p p e a r similar w h e n wri t ten out . T h e 
fo rce of this s t a t emen t t ranscends language, because it derives f r o m the 
very shape of the wri t ten characters . O n e can apprec ia te how the transla-
tor of anc ien t Chinese ph i losophy a t tempts to t ranslate n o t mere ly a dif-
f e r e n t language，but an aesthet ic sensibility tha t mus t be complete ly alien 
to r eade r s of languages wri t ten in an a lphabe t ic script.8 1 

O t h e r instances of pa ronomas i a in anc ien t Chinese phi losophica l 
writ ing fall in to yet a th i rd category. Cons ider the following example 
f r o m the Mencius: 

孟子曰：君子之於物也，愛之而弗仁。於民也，仁之而弗親。親親而仁民， 

仁民而愛物。82 

Mencius said: The noble man is kind to animals, but does not treat them 
with humanity. He treats people with humanity, but he is not intimate with 
them. He is intimate with his parents and treats people with humanity; he 
treats people with humanity and is kind to animals. 

In o the r words, the nob l e m a n treats d i f fe ren t k inds of c rea tures ac-
cord ing to a scale of m o r a l obligations, r ang ing f r o m ‘‘being kind，， to an-
imals to ‘‘being intimate，，with his own parents . T h e crux of the s t a t emen t 
comes in the ph ra se qinqin, t rans la ted above as ‘‘being in t imate with one，s 
parents.，，The basic sense of qin is ‘‘close，，; the specialized sense of ‘‘par-
ent，， (or ‘‘agnatic relative，，) is der ived f r o m the fact tha t one，s pa ren t s a re 

This content downloaded from 
������������103.216.48.162 on Mon, 02 Sep 2024 01:06:18 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



16 After Confucius 

the p e o p l e who are closest to oneself. So qinqin i ncorpora te s a variety of 
meanings : ‘‘being close to those w h o m o n e o u g h t to be close to，，; ‘‘treat-
ing one，s pa ren t s as o n e o u g h t to t rea t one，s parents，，; and so fo r th . Clas-
sical r eade r s would have recognized these several m e a n i n g s instantly, as 
have mos t c o m m e n t a t o r s t h r o u g h the centur ies . 

W h a t is n o longer obv ious—and wha t t ranslators rarely convey—is 
tha t the words ren (humani ty) a n d qin ( int imate) are cogna te in Old 
Chinese . T h e r econs t ruc t ed Old Chinese p r o n u n c i a t i o n s are *nin a n d 
*snin，83 respectively. This po in t is essential to u n d e r s t a n d i n g the rhetor i -
cal aspect of Mencius， s ta tement : h e is saying tha t we should t reat p e o p l e 
with ren, or ‘‘humanity,，， f o r this is wha t they d e s e r v e — b u t we should t reat 
the p e o p l e w h o are closest to us in a way tha t is re la ted to ren b u t reserved 
fo r ou r pa ren t s and in t imate relat ions. T h e link be tween ren and qin 
would have m a d e this seem like a perfect ly na tu ra l claim to an anc ien t 
Chinese aud ience . This is an example of a th i rd type of pa ronomas ia : 
words tha t sound similar b u t are wri t ten with charac ters whose fo rms do 
n o t reveal these connec t ions . Such cases can be m o r e p rob lemat i c fo r the 
t ranslator still, because centur ies of sound c h a n g e have f r equen t ly ob-
scured the pa ronomas ia . 

Mencius plays on this family of words on a n u m b e r of occasions.8 4 

Elsewhere, h e declares: 

不信仁賢 ’則國空虛。85 

If [ the lord] does no t trust m e n of humani ty and talent, the state will 
become empty a n d void. 

T h e word fo r h u m a n i t y h e r e is the same ren discussed above. T h e new 
te rm is xin 信，or ‘‘trust.，，The g raph ic composi t ion of this cha rac te r is 
telling: the g r a p h e m e on the lef t is a f o r m of ren 人，‘‘human，，，and is bor-
rowed fo r its p h o n e t i c value. For it tu rns o u t tha t xin, too, is cogna te with 
ren 人 and ren 仁 . T h e Old Chinese recons t ruc t ion of xin is *snins，which 
represen t s the same r o o t *nin with a pref ix and the prolif ic Old Chinese 
suffix *-s. T h e etymology of the word xin is n o t lost on Mencius. H e juxta-
poses the two words so as to h ighl ight why it is na tu ra l t ha t ‘‘men of hu-
manity，， should be ‘‘trusted，，: the word fo r ‘‘trust，，is simply a derivative of 
the word fo r ‘‘humanity.，， 

Mencius t hen p r o c e e d s f u r t h e r in this vein by br ing ing in xian 賢， 

or ‘‘men of talent.，，The Old Chinese p r o n u n c i a t i o n of xian is *gln，and 
the re ign ing assonance a m o n g ren, xin, a n d xian is n o co inc idence : *nin， 
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In t roduct ion 17 

*snins, *gin. Xian is n o t cogna te with ren a n d xin, b u t the mani fes t similar-
ity in s o u n d sufficed fo r Mencius ' purposes . We are to in fe r tha t we 
should implicitly ‘‘trust'' m e n of ‘‘humanity, ' ' because xin a n d ren share 
the same r o o t a n d also tha t we should ‘‘trust'' m e n of ‘‘talent,' ' because 
xian be longs to the same rhyme g roup . These ideas are conveyed in Old 
Chinese entirely by suggestion a n d association. Mencius is t app ing in to 
f u n d a m e n t a l linguistic connec t ions tha t would have b e e n second n a t u r e 
to a speaker of Mencius ' l anguage . 

Anc ien t Chinese writers themselves were aware tha t the words with 
which they expressed the i r ideas could be skillfully chosen to resona te 
with c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s ingra ined in the aud ience ' s m i n d . Xunzi once 
r e m a r k e d : 

名有固善 ’徑易而不拂 ’謂之善名。 8 6 

Names have intrinsic goodness. If they are direct, easy, a n d no t contrary [to 
their mean ing ] , they are called good names. 

Scholars are o f t en p e r p l e x e d by this s ta tement , since it comes at the 
e n d of a long and insightful discussion tha t ant icipates Saussure in dem-
onst ra t ing the intr insic arbi t rar iness of names . How could Xunzi sud-
denly shift his g r o u n d and a rgue tha t good n a m e s bea r some e l emen ta l 
re la t ion to the i r meanings? I t seems tha t Xunz i wen t even beyond Saus-
sure a n d recogn ized a linguistic p h e n o m e n o n similar to the ‘‘nonarbitra-
riness theory of l anguage ' ' of R o m a n Jakobson : the n a m e s of objects are 
i n d e e d absolutely arbitrary，but f r o m the po in t of view of speakers，cer-
tain n a m e s may still seem especially appropr ia te . (To use J a k o b s o n ' s 
example : w h e n a German-speak ing w o m a n was told tha t the word fo r 
‘‘cheese' ' in F rench is fromage, she replied， u'Kase' ist doch viel natur-
licher!")87 T h u s Xunz i well u n d e r s t o o d the power of Mencius ' arguments， 

which buil t on the anc ien t Chinese r eade r ' s sense tha t such words as ‘‘hu-
manity ' ' and ‘‘trust'' be long toge ther . 8 8 *Nin a n d *snins sound right. 

Trans la tors c a n n o t h o p e to preserve this d imens ion of Mencius ' writ-
ing, precisely because the essential linguistic connec t ions would n o t exist 
in any o the r language . Similarly, it is impossible to ‘‘translate' ' t he gloss 
on ‘‘nine'' and ‘‘end，'' because the connec t ion be tween the two concepts 
exists only in the con tex t of the Chinese writ ing system. So the best tha t 
we can do in such instances is to t ranslate the text as fai thfully as possible 
and t h e n explain the d imens ions of the original in the f o r m of anno-
tat ion. But the anno t a t i on is crucial .8 9 If we fail to h ighl igh t these 
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18 After Confucius 

problems, we fail to convey to a foreign reader the world of concerns of 
the original text in its culture. T h e result would be the transmogrif icat ion 
— n o t t ranslat ion—of a complex Chinese s ta tement into specious and 
facile English. 

‘‘Translation，，must entail m o r e than that. As Quine demons t ra ted 
long ago,9 0 the p rob lem of translation is at root an ontological p rob lem: 
it is n o t merely the rou t ine transposit ion of a set of words in one language 
into ano the r set in ano the r language bu t the a t tempt to recreate a speak-
er，s ent i re world view in an idiom that fits an observer，s entirely separate 
world view. We must translate worlds, n o t words. 
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