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On Revealing the Essence Function Implied in the
First and Last Chapters of the Analects

Liu Chin-Hsien"

Abstract

The Analects, considered as the cornerstone of the Six Classics, and the portal to the
domain of Confucianism, offers an ocean of treasure worthy of delving deep time and again
for interested sinologists. The first and last chapters, above all, are the most sequentially
categorized and concisely extracted part, which are pregnant with profound meanings.
Leading off with “the fundamentals of virtue and study cultivation,” Confucius, in the first
chapter, recounted his progression up to sainthood; while in the last chapter, the master tried
to urge disciples by presenting a progressive procedure of methodology.

All three principles contained in the first three sections of the first chapter, are actually
interrelated in an ascending progression, with the achievement of the third based on the
fundamental first. Elaborating on the joyfulness of learning, the first section focuses on the
self-fulfillment through virtue cultivation. The second section deals with the companionship
of fellow disciples, whose assistance is of importance to our worldly achievement. In the third
section, the master extolled the contenment of an enlightened gentleman, who holds no
resentment against being in obscurity, and thus transcends above external praise or
defamation.

Similarly, the three sections in the last chapter, although less conspicuous in progressive
order, also carry in them several continuous steps for further advancement of virtues in the
latter half of a gentleman‘s life. Understanding the Mandate of Heaven, the master instructed,
is what guides a gentleman in the course of righteous conduct without violation; by
understanding propriety, one is principled without transgressing the norm; while by
understanding the words, one possesses insight into people’s character without neglecting any
insidiousness. In so doing, a gentleman is capable of establishing his integrity, while performs
his humane duties toward the others. We should bear in mind that understanding the words

would not be achievable unless we first attain clarity of mind via the cultivation of virtues.

" Professor of Department of Chinese Literature, National Chung Hsing University.
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In comparison, we can see clearly that the first and last chapter shed considerable light
on the textual thread that runs through the Analects. The revelation implied in both chapters,
i.e. the concurrent cultivation of virtue and wisdom, and the rectification of self and
establishing others, consummate in the ultimate attainment of sainthood. The implication
embedded in the Analects which motivated Confucius’s disciples in compiling the discourses

1s thus made clear.

Key words: Learning, Virtue-Cultivation, Superior Man, Understanding the Mandate of
Heaven, the Heavenly Way, Understanding the Words
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