
 
 

The Analects by Confucius 
Translation by Alan W. Abrams 

翻译  俊良老师 



1. Learning 
1.1  
Confucius said:  “Learning and practicing, isn’t that a joy?  A friend visiting from far away, isn’t 
that a pleasure?  To be unknown and not be angry, isn’t that a virtuoso?  
 
1.2  
You Zi said:  “To be filial and platonic yet disrespect superiors—this is rare.  To respect superiors 
yet enjoy making trouble—this does not happen.  The virtuoso attends to the foundation.  
When the foundation is set, the way appears.  To be filial and platonic—are these not the 
foundation of humaneness?”   
 
1.3  
Confucius said:  “Clever words and a contrived appearance—this often is not humaneness!”   
 
1.4  
Zeng Zi said:  “Everyday I reflect on three things about myself.  When working with others was I 
devoted?  When interacting with friends was I trustworthy?  Did I practice what I learned and 
taught?”  
 
1.5  
Confucius said:  “When leading a midsize country, its affairs are governed with respect, integrity 
and economy.  The people are loved and employed at natural times.”   
 
1.6 
Confucius said:  “At home a student should be filial, and platonic while they are away.  They 
should be careful, trustworthy, love everyone and be devoted to humaneness.  When they have 
extra energy they should study the classics.”   
 
1.7 
Zi Xia said:  “Admire the virtuous, not the beautiful.  When serving your parents and leaders, do 
everything in your power and devote yourself completely.  When communicating with friends, 
speak with honesty.  Although you are said to be unlearned, I must say you are learned.”   
 
1.8 
Confucius said:  “Without rigor a virtuoso does not have dignity and their learning is not sound.  
Devotion and trustworthiness are essential.  There is no friend lesser than oneself.  If a mistake 
is made, be brave and correct it.”   
1.9 
Zeng Zi said:  “The people’s virtue will be profound again when they take care of the end by 
seeking the distant start.”  
 



1.10 
Zi Qin asked Zi Gong:  “When Confucius arrives at another country he always asks about its 
government.  Does he just ask or is the answer given to him?”  Zi Gong said:  “Confucius 
receives it by being warm, kind, respectful, simple and modest.  His way is different from other 
people.”   
 
1.11  
Confucius said:  When you are with your parents, observe their will.  When they leave and 
when they are gone, observe your behavior.  If you follow the way of your parents for three 
years, you can be called filial.” 
 
1.12 
You Zi said:  “Harmony is the important function of propriety.  From the small to the great, this 
was the beauty of the way of the ancient kings.  It may by impractical, yet knowing and applying 
harmony without propriety, this is impractical.”   
  
1.13  
You Zi said:  “If words are trustworthy and fair, they can be followed.  If propriety is respectful, 
shame and disgrace can be avoided.  Always devoted to this, it can be a model.”  
 
1.14 
Confucius said:  “The virtuoso does not eat to be full and does not lodge to be peaceful.  Affairs 
are done with diligence and words are spoken with caution.  So, the virtuoso’s way is upright 
and they can be called learned.” 
 
1.15 
Zi Gong asked:  “The poor that do not flatter and the rich that are not proud, what do you think 
of them?”   
Confucius said:  “They are good, but not as good as the poor that are happy and the rich that 
have propriety.”   
Zi Gong said:  “The Classic of Poems says “like cutting and polishing.”  Is that your meaning?”  
Confucius said:  “Ah, now the Classic of Poems can be discussed as you understood what was to 
come by what has passed.”   
 
1.16 
Confucius said:  “Don’t worry if people don’t understand you.  Worry that you don’t understand 
them.”   
 
 



Notes and Commentary 
1.1 
君子: Virtuoso.  This translation of the Confucian model of high virtue, humaneness and 
wisdom is used instead of “noble man,” or “superior man.”  The etymology of the word 
“virtuoso” makes it a serendipitous and apt fit for a Confucian text such as The Analects.  It’s 
use within the context of The Analects also raises awareness of the vital position of morality 
and virtue in humanity, in philosophy, and, where the use of “virtuoso” usually finds itself 
isolated in, the arts.   
 
Virtuos comes from the Late Latin virtuosus, meaning “good, virtuous” and finds its own origins 
in the Latin virtus meaning “moral strength, high character, goodness, manliness, valor, bravery, 
courage (in war), excellence, worth.”  Virtus in turn comes from vir, or “man.”   
 
One of the fundamental factors that contribute to the woeful state of modern humanity, is the 
reduction bordering elimination of the learning, practice and application of virtue by men.  For 
the “ancients” of China, including demonstrably those of pre-Confucian times, the expression 
and fulfillment of virtue through Propriety, was an intricate and exact science, as well as an art.  
For those who could become so learned in the science of Confucian Propriety so as to bring it 
into the realm of mastery, could thus be called a virtuoso.   
 
子曰: Confucius said 
For English language learning, which this translation is primarily for, assimilating through 
recitation the verb tenses is useful, and which “said” makes prominent.  Students will become 
familiar with that decidedly different western cultural characteristic of emphasis on 
past/present/future in language expressed through tense. 
 
1.2 
You Zi’s verse here is good to the last sentence, where he gets his ordering of things all mixed 
up.  Humaneness is my translation for 仁, nearly the most fundamental attribute of humanity 
and of course one of the five of the Five Cardinal Principles.  Of those five, Propriety is the most 
outwardly expressed, and in fact it is where the other four can be expressed.  The other four 
(humaneness, justice, wisdom, faith) are akin to spirit, in the sense of energy, or in other words, 
they are not material in any way and cannot be sensed, and thus it is through Propriety that 
they can be seen to be present, or not for that matter.  And so it is with Filial Love and Platonic 
Love that You Zi is teaching about.  They are both akin rather to Propriety and are outward 
expressions focused on parents and non-family members of other principles, properties, spirits 
and energies, for example humaneness.  It is the foundation, for without humaneness, can 
there be Filial/Platonic Love?   
  
1.5 
使民以时: …and employed at natural times. 
A.C. Muller points to the crucial timing of conducting agriculture, which was even more 
important in Confucius’s time.  Despite the monstrous reduction of human-driven agriculture, 



the natural forces that, for example, underlay and power farming, still exist and influence 
humanity today.  Keeping in mind the Daoists and TCM, and their bio-rhythm clock and cycling 
of energies in the body (yin and yang among others) in yearly, seasonally and daily cycles, 
timing is still everything.  For humans, and their work, there are times to be active and restful, 
and when that is respected by leadership from small to large groups, everyone benefits.   
 
1.6 
弟子: student 
The Chinese term does not solely imply young learners, but rather to the ageless “unlearned” 
people.  Confucius also stood out as a teacher by teaching anyone who had affinity to learn. 
 
悌: platonic 
“Fraternal” is respect/affection between brothers by blood, and though quite fitting as a 
translation, two issues remain:  1) this principle can go beyond family and 2) and beyond males.  
“Platonic” then is the right fit as it solves those two issues without losing “respect” and 
“affection.”  It takes “affection” into friendliness outside of the family and includes females 
without any sexual implication.   
 
According to Lewes’s 1867 “History of Philosophy” (see etymologyonline.com), “platonic” 
implies “ideal sympathy/communion of two souls/spiritual affection unmixed with sexual 
desire.”   
 
Linguistically speaking, platonic easier to say that fraternal, and probably more commonly used.   
 
1.8 
威: dignity 
This is an expression through appearance and behavior of not only an accomplished Confucian 
student/practitioner/virtuoso, but also a Chinese Buddhist.  “Magnificent” (also a viable 
translation) is used in English translations of Buddhist sutras and commentaries emphasized in 
the Chinese Buddhist sect Hua Yan.  Very noticeable are the majestic, generously adorned and 
symmetrical appearance in paintings of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas—or those most “learned”, 
“rigorous” and accomplished in their tradition.   
 
1.9  
慎终追远 
All current translations seem to stem from the common understanding in China of this verse 
being a respect for the dead—near and long term.  Nan Huai Jin (南怀瑾) posits that this is an 
erro of intrepration.  He asserts “ a good finish doesn’t compare to a good start” and this 
implies and emphasizes motivation.  When that is pure/virtuous/wise/compassionate it creates 
the initial cause for a good, or in the case of Zeng Zi’s verse, a virtuous result.  The common 
understanding of this verse, which is to respect and honor dead parents even unto a three year 
period of mourning, seems to be a deduction awkwardly forced onto Zeng Zi’s meaning 
because the interpretation has only a remote connection to the actual characters and grammar.  



(This could be another example of the disastrous effects on the understanding of the profundity 
of Confucianism due to Emperor Qin Shi Huang’s book burning). 
 
Additionally, there is the issue of sincerity, 诚.  If the practice of mourning dead parents for 
three years and honoring ancestors is to bring about the fullest of virtue in people (民德归厚
矣), then it must be done with sincerity.  As this would be initially in the mind, and is thus a 
remote cause (远因 ，就是要追得东西) of the result of full virtue.   
 
1.11 
“…with your parents…they leave…are gone…” 
The underlined words are used in the stead of “alive” and “passed (dead)” because the 
implication includes “in the prescence of” (with), “after leaving their prescence” (leave) and 
“after they have died,” (gone).  Nan Huai Jin makes the salient point that this verse is not a 
teaching of blind obedience, for what could go wrong if the “way of the gangster” is followed by 
the son of a mobster for three years?!  This would of course NOT be humaneness.  The point 
again is the spirit, the energy, that is internal, which in the case of this verse is again sincerity.  
Sincerity is needed when with parents, when not with them and when they have passed. 
 
观: observe 
This translation is used because it simultaneously means “to look/view” and “to follow/comply 
with/maintain/adhere to”.  Really good for 观.   
 
1.12 
礼 Propriety和 Harmony 
My insight is the for humanity as a social group on the planet Earth, harmony does not exist 
without propriety.  If humans want to be, live and work together as if part of spiritual dance of 
oneness and not get into immoral trouble, they have to have the proper order and framework 
for that dance to take place in.  Everything in nature follows an order which provides the ideal 
harmony for everything to exist so that humans can live.  As the sun provides the line of orbit 
for the earth to revolve upon, and receive the right amount of light and heat for physical life, 
the sun in turn is being provided a line of orbit by another center of gravity (of which that 
center is revolving around another center etc etc etc.)  Does nature, regardless of humanity, 
adhere Propriety?  Yes, it is called Dao.  For humanity to live as a group in harmony, it must 
align itself with Dao, and that is done upon the virtue of Propriety. 
 
1.13 
親 
Propriety must be genuine and this is done by having respect.  親 is not “family” or “close” 
here, at least not with regards human interaction.  It implies a closeness, a commitment to the 
principles and virtues (preceding in the verse).  It is this commitment that provides the durablity 
of behavior that can become a model for others.   
 



義 
The Chinese have shown the double-edged sword of 義, through unwise loyalty, whether to 
family, friends or country.  Although it appears to be very noble to be loyal in the ways we have 
seen in history, but if it is not guided by wisdom and does not come from humaneness, it is a 
danger, and not truly 義.   
 
 
 


