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(AND MENCIUS)

CONFUCIUS
MENCIUS

“The truth and importance of his words resonate today
when they are heard, because Confucius’ teachings
developed in reaction to the times in which he lived —
and our times are very much like his.”

“The eventual success of Confucian ideas owes much to
his followers in the two centuries following his death.”

“NARRATIVE HISTORY” AMOUNTS TO FABULATION,
THE REAL STUFF BEING MERE CHRONOLOGY

People of A Week and Walden

“Stack of the Artist of Kouroo”
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1,027 BCE
The Shang Dynasty was overcome by the Chou (from what are now Kansu and Shensi provinces). This would
bring what later would be known as the “Classical Age” of China, renowned for:
•

The Five Classics:
The SHIH-CHING or BOOK OF POETRY
The SHU CHING or BOOK OF HISTORY
The LI CHI or BOOK OF RITES

(a work which contains, incidentally, the first written description of kuai zi or “chopsticks”)
The CH’UN-CH’IU or SPRING AND AUTUMN ANNALS
The I CHING or BOOK OF CHANGES

•

the teachings of Confucius

•

the teachings of Mencius

In this case,
not even an
inauthentic
image is
available.
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•

the teachings of Lao-tze

LIGHT FROM CHINA

It would be the Duke of Chou who would have created for him an early “south-pointing carriage” complete
with magnetic compass (in Chinese, a compass is referred to as a “south-pointing needle”; this south-pointing
carriage used a differential gear to keep a part of the carriage superstructure pointing in the same direction no
matter how the carriage beneath it turned).1

THOREAU AND CHINA

1. Francis Bacon would characterize the origin of the magnetic compass as “obscure and inglorious,” either because it had originated
in obscure and inglorious China or because the Neapolitans were claiming that one of their own, Flavio of Malphi, had invented it
in the early 14th Century (tour guides on the Amalphi coast southwest of Naples point out a statue of this Flavio).
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551 BCE
Confucius was born in about this year into a family with pretensions to the nobility, in Ch’ü-fu in the small
feudal state of Lu in what is now the Shandong province of China, during the 22d year of the reign of Duke
Hsiang. Although an allegation that he was born on the 27th day of the 8th lunar month is regarded by
historians as unsubstantiated, for our purposes one day will of course do quite as well as another and so he is
widely honored in East Asia each September 28th. His tomb there in Ch’ü-fu has now been desecrated by the
Red Guard. He would not have recognized this name “Confucius,” as it is merely our archaic pseudo-Latinate
transliteration of the respectful form of address K’ung-fu-tzu, Master K’ung, his family’s name having been
K’ung and his personal name Ch’iu. Throughout Chinese history he has been referred to affectionately as
K’ung-tzu, Old K’ung, in precisely the same manner in which Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi is being referred
to affectionately throughout India as Gandhiji.2

NOBODY COULD GUESS WHAT WOULD HAPPEN NEXT

People of A Week and Walden

“Stack of the Artist of Kouroo”

2. There are not and there never have been and there never will be any Confucians in China. The 18th-Century terms “Confucian”
and “Confucianism,” which have been coined on the basis of the Latinized name-form “Confucius,” have been entirely descriptive
terms coined by outsiders, and nothing similar to this coinage has ever been used in the Chinese language, which relies upon the
term Ruxue meaning very precisely “the teachings of the literati.”
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549 BCE
In China, the father of Confucius, a state commander who presumably was a member of the aristocracy but so
poverty-stricken as to risk being taken for a commoner, at this point died. The three-year-old boy would be
raised, and educated, by his mother.
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536 BCE
In China, at the age of 15, a later generation of Confucians would learn, Confucius’s heart had become set upon
learning. He would, however, need for the time being to labor in minor government posts, for instance the
managing of stables, and keeping the accounts for granaries.
At 15 I set my heart on learning; at
my stand; at 40 I had no delusions;
Mandate of Heaven; at 60 my ear was
followed my heart’s desire without
boundaries of right.

30 I firmly took
at 50 I knew the
attuned; at 70 I
overstepping the

LIGHT FROM CHINA
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532 BCE
In China at the age of 19 Confucius took a wife of a background similar to himself.
For the first four years of his marriage he would need to find work as a laborer in order to provide for this
family. The couple would produce two daughters and one son.
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521 BCE
The ascetic Siddhartha, who would be known as Gautama Buddha, began his decade-long journey to the holy
city of Benares on the River Ganges in India (now Varanasi, in southeast Uttar Pradesh) where he would
deliver his first sermon underneath a banyan or pipal or bo tree (Ficus religiosa) in the deer park of Sarnath.

In the illustration above, what he is sitting on is a pile of kusa grass. For the uses of kusa grass, such as for dry
sitting, refer to the LAWS OF MENU. Even a sage needs to keep his butt dry and warm.
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Here is another, slightly more realistic, presentation of the kusa-grass pad:

The title “Buddha” that is applied to him is never a proper name but literally means “awakened one”
or “enlightened one.” The Pali Tipitaka is presently presumed to be the earliest still-extant record of his
discourses.
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At about this point the person we refer to as Lao-tze, to whom we attribute the 81 epigrams of the TAO TÊ
CHING (well, it was in fact written by somebody), has been traditionally reputed to have died in China (well,
in fact he died sometime somewhere).
TAOISM
At some point during his 30s Confucius would begin to accept as his pupils various chün-tzu (male children
of noble family); that is, he would transform himself into what we would today refer to as a schoolmaster.
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505 BCE
Tseng-tzu was born.3 He would be a disciple of Confucius, and is considered to be the author of the TA HSÜEH
(GREAT LEARNING). In this part of the LI CHI (RECORD OF RITES), one of THE FOUR BOOKS, he would declare the
great importance of chung and shu (loyalty and reciprocity).

LIGHT FROM CHINA

3. In the Pinyin notation, Zengsi, in the Wade-Giles notation, Tseng Ts’an.
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501 BCE
In China by this point Confucius, in his late 40s or early 50s, was serving as a magistrate. He would become
an assistant to the minister of public works, and eventually during his 50s would become the minister of justice
for the state of Lu, attempting evidently with considerable success to lower its crime rate. (It appears that he
accompanied King Lu as chief minister on one diplomatic mission, but after awhile fell out of favor.)

HDT

WHAT?

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

INDEX

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN A WEEK
495 BCE
Confucius, accepting at the age of 56 that he was not in favor and was not going to be in favor in the
government of Lu, traveled through China searching for a government to which he might be of service. During
a self-imposed exile of almost a dozen years he would be followed from place to place by a number of faithful
students.

His search for a posting would be in vain.
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484 BCE
Confucius, at the age of 67, abandoned his long search for a new government posting and returned to Lu in
China to teach and to write commentaries on classic texts. He would also, it seems, create a history of that
district covering the two and a half centuries from 722 BCE to 481 BCE.

Confucius say...

On the far side of the world, the Persians recovered Egypt, and for the first time Æschylus won a prize in the
competition for producing the best trilogy of dramas. (Æschylus’s plays were usually performed to celebrate
Dionysus at the festival in Athens. A number of his tragedies were performed in Syracuse, Sicily for King
Hiero. He reduced the chorus from about 50 singers to about a dozen, adding a second actor to enable the use
of dramatic dialogue. These innovations would permanently change the manner in which tragedies were
performed. Æschylus’s only surviving trilogy is the ORESTEIA, consisting of AGAMEMNON, THE LIBATION
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BEARERS, and THE EUMENIDES.)

HDT

WHAT?

INDEX

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN WALDEN
479 BCE
Confucius died at the age of 73 and was buried at Ch’ü-fu in the Shandong province of China. The record has
it that 72 of his students were credited with having mastered the “six arts,”
and that those who at this early point were honoring his memory numbered some 3,000 persons.
The ANALECTS (the LUN-YÜ, one of THE FOUR BOOKS) would probably be compiled during the 2nd generation
of these disciples.

LIGHT FROM CHINA
A most persuasive personal description of spiritual development, presumably somewhat idealized, is to be
found in these early records:
At 15 I set my heart on learning; at
my stand; at 40 I had no delusions;
Mandate of Heaven; at 60 my ear was
followed my heart’s desire without
boundaries of right.

30 I firmly took
at 50 I knew the
attuned; at 70 I
overstepping the

This teacher most definitely had never embraced the missionary position:
I do not enlighten anyone who is not eager to learn,
nor encourage anyone who is not anxious to put his
ideas into words.
What this generation of followers recorded of him, instead, was that he had been in the habit of making
strenuous demands not only of them but also of himself:
It is these things that cause me concern: failure to
cultivate virtue, failure to go deeply into what I have
learned, inability to move up to what I have heard to
be right, and inability to reform myself when I have
defects.
When one of his students had difficulty describing him, Confucius had reportedly sprung to the rescue:
Why did you not simply say something to this effect:
he is the sort of man who forgets to eat when he engages
himself in vigorous pursuit of learning, who is so full
of joy that he forgets his worries, and who does not
notice that old age is coming on?
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When his life was threatened in the district of K’uang, Confucius said:
Since the death of King Wen [founder of the Chou
dynasty] does not the mission of culture (wen) rest
here in me? If Heaven intends this culture to be
destroyed, those who come after me will not be able to
have any part of it. If Heaven does not intend this
culture to be destroyed, then what can the men of
K’uang do to me?
His recommendation for goals in life was that we strive to bring comfort to the old, to have trust in friends,
and to cherish the young. He had no delusion that this might be accomplished by one person acting in isolation,
and to achieve such aims he sought the creation of a scholarly community which he referred to as the
fellowship of chün-tzu or “noblemen”:
A man of humanity, wishing to establish himself, also
establishes others, and wishing to enlarge himself,
also enlarges others. The ability to found one’s
inferences upon what is near at hand can be called the
method of humanity.

THOREAU AND CHINA
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373 BCE
Meng-tzu or, in Latinized form, Mencius, was born.
During this year, or the following year, or the year following that, a great Kreutz sungrazing comet made its
appearance. This comet may have been one of the two largest pieces of the hypothetical body referred to as
the “parent of the sungrazers,” later disintegrated, which may still have been in one large chunk during a visit
to the inner solar system sometime between 18,000 BCE and 8,000 BCE. This 373 BCE sungrazer is also the
comet which we suppose may later have split further, to produce the major 1843 comet and possibly also the
major comet of the year 1580.
Observers in Greece noted that it was seen in the west during about the period in which a great earthquake and
tidal wave were occurring at Achaea. Aristoteles of Stageiros later recorded that the comet had first been
observed in the west near the sun, and that at that point its tail was extending a third of the way across the
earth’s sky, which would be about 60 degrees (if
himself made this observation, he was at the
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time twelve years of age).

It is possible that this is the same comet which Seneca the Younger alleged that Ephorus had described as
splitting into two pieces (Seneca regarded the idea that a comet could fall apart as ridiculous).
ASTRONOMY
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124 BCE
In China, the Imperial Academy was established out of which would proceed the Confucian standards for
education.
CONFUCIUS
The LUN-YÜ (ANALECTS), the most revered sacred scripture in the Confucian tradition, was probably compiled
by the second generation of Confucius’s disciples. The ANALECTS has often been viewed by the critical
modern reader as a collection of unrelated conversations randomly put together. This impression may have
resulted from the mistaken conception of Confucius as a mere commonsense moralizer who gave practical
advice to students in everyday situations. If a person approaches the ANALECTS as a communal memory, a
literary device on the part of those who considered themselves beneficiaries of the Confucian Way to continue
the Master’s memory and to transmit his form of life as a living tradition, he comes close to what it has been
revered for in China for centuries. Dialogues are used to show Confucius in thought and action, not as an
isolated individual but as the centre of relationships. Actually the sayings of the ANALECTS reveal Confucius’s
personality — his ambitions, his fears, his joys, his commitments, and above all his self-knowledge. The
purpose, then, in compiling these distilled statements centring on Confucius seems not to have been to present
an argument or to record an event but to offer an invitation to readers to take part in an ongoing conversation.
Through the ANALECTS Confucians for centuries learned to reenact the awe-inspiring ritual of participating in
a conversation with Confucius.
One of Confucius’s most significant personal descriptions is the short autobiographical account of his spiritual
development found in the ANALECTS:
At 15 I set my heart on learning; at 30 I firmly took my stand;
at 40 I had no delusions; at 50 I knew the Mandate of Heaven;
at 60 my ear was attuned; at 70 I followed my heart’s desire
without overstepping the boundaries of right. (2:4)
Confucius’s life as a student and teacher exemplified his idea that education was a ceaseless process of selfrealization. When one of his students reportedly had difficulty describing him, Confucius came to his aid:
Why did you not simply say something to this effect: he is the
sort of man who forgets to eat when he engages himself in
vigorous pursuit of learning, who is so full of joy that he
forgets his worries, and who does not notice that old age is
coming on? (7:18)
Confucius was deeply concerned that the culture (wen) he cherished was not being transmitted and that the
learning (hsüeh) he propounded was not being taught. His strong sense of mission, however, never interfered
with his ability to remember what had been imparted to him, to learn without flagging, and to teach without
growing weary. What he demanded of himself was strenuous:
It is these things that cause me concern: failure to cultivate
virtue, failure to go deeply into what I have learned, inability
to move up to what I have heard to be right, and inability to
reform myself when I have defects. (7:3)
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What he demanded of his students was the willingness to learn: “I do not enlighten anyone who is not eager
to learn, nor encourage anyone who is not anxious to put his ideas into words” (7:8). The community that
Confucius created was a scholarly fellowship of like-minded men of different ages and different backgrounds
from different states. They were attracted to Confucius because they shared his vision and to varying degrees
took part in his mission to bring moral order to an increasingly fragmented polity. This mission was difficult
and even dangerous. Confucius himself suffered from joblessness, homelessness, starvation, and occasionally
life-threatening violence. Yet his faith in the survivability of the culture that he cherished and the workability
of the approach to teaching that he propounded was so steadfast that he convinced his followers as well as
himself that Heaven was on their side. When Confucius’s life was threatened in K’uang, he said:
Since the death of King Wen [founder of the Chou dynasty] does
not the mission of culture (wen) rest here in me? If Heaven
intends this culture to be destroyed, those who come after me
will not be able to have any part of it. If Heaven does not
intend this culture to be destroyed, then what can the men of
K’uang do to me? (9:5)
This expression of self-confidence informed by a powerful sense of mission may give the impression that there
was presumptuousness in Confucius’s self-image. Confucius, however, made it explicit that he was far from
attaining sagehood and that all he really excelled in was “love of learning” (5:27). To him, learning not only
broadened his knowledge and deepened his self-awareness but also defined who he was. He frankly admitted
that he was not born endowed with knowledge, nor did he belong to the class of men who could transform
society without knowledge. Rather, he reported that he used his ears widely and followed what was good in
what he had heard and used his eyes widely and retained in his mind what he had seen. His learning constituted
“a lower level of knowledge” (7:27), a level that was presumably accessible to the majority of human beings.
In this sense Confucius was neither a prophet with privileged access to the divine nor a philosopher who had
already seen the truth but a teacher of humanity who was also an advanced fellow traveler on the way to selfrealization.
As a teacher of humanity Confucius stated his ambition in terms of concern for human beings: “To bring
comfort to the old, to have trust in friends, and to cherish the young” (5:25). Confucius’s vision of the way to
develop a moral community began with a holistic reflection on the human condition. Instead of dwelling on
abstract speculations such as man’s condition in the state of nature, Confucius sought to understand the actual
situation of a given time and to use that as his point of departure. His aim was to restore trust in government
and to transform society into a moral community by cultivating a sense of humanity in politics and society. To
achieve that aim, the creation of a scholarly community, the fellowship of noblemen (chün-tzu), was essential.
In the words of Confucius’s disciple Tseng-tzu, the true nobleman
must be broad-minded and resolute, for his burden is heavy and
his road is long. He takes humanity as his burden. Is that not
heavy? Only with death does his road come to an end. Is that not
long? (8:7)
The fellowship of chün-tzu as moral vanguards of society, however, did not seek to establish a radically
different order. Its mission was to redefine and revitalize those institutions that for centuries were believed to
have maintained social solidarity and enabled people to live in harmony and prosperity. An obvious example
of such an institution was the family.
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It is related in the ANALECTS that Confucius, when asked why he did not take part in government, responded
by citing a passage from an ancient classic, the SHU CHING (CLASSIC OF HISTORY), “Simply by being a good
son and friendly to his brothers a man can exert an influence upon government!” to show that what a person
does in the confines of his home is politically significant (2:21). This maxim is based on the Confucian
conviction that cultivation of the self is the root of social order and that social order is the basis for political
stability and universal peace.
The assertion that family ethics is politically efficacious must be seen in the context of the Confucian
conception of politics as “rectification” (cheng). Rulers should begin by rectifying their own conduct; that is,
they are to be examples who govern by moral leadership and exemplary teaching rather than by force.
Government’s responsibility is not only to provide food and security but also to educate the people. Law and
punishment are the minimum requirements for order; the higher goal of social harmony, however, can only be
attained by virtue expressed through ritual performance. To perform rituals, then, is to take part in a communal
act to promote mutual understanding.
One of the fundamental Confucian values that ensures the integrity of ritual performance is filial piety (hsiao).
Indeed, Confucius saw filial piety as the first step toward moral excellence, which he believed lay in the
attainment of the cardinal virtue, humanity (jen). To learn to embody the family in the mind and heart is to
become able to move beyond self-centeredness or, to borrow from modern psychology, to transform the
enclosed private ego into an open self. Filial piety, however, does not demand unconditional submissiveness
to parental authority but recognition of and reverence for the source of life. The purpose of filial piety, as the
ancient Greeks expressed it, is to enable both parent and child to flourish. Confucians see it as an essential way
of learning to be human.
Confucians, moreover, are fond of applying the family metaphor to the community, the country, and the
universe. They prefer to address the emperor as the son of Heaven, the king as ruler-father, and the magistrate
as the “father-mother official” because to them the family-centred nomenclature implies a political vision.
When Confucius said that taking care of family affairs is itself active participation in politics, he had already
made it clear that family ethics is not merely a private concern; the public good is realized by and through it.
Confucius defined the process of becoming human as being able to “conquer yourself and return to ritual”
(12:1). The dual focus on the transformation of the self (Confucius is said to have freed himself from four
things: “opinionatedness, dogmatism, obstinacy, and egoism” [9:4]) and on social participation enabled
Confucius to be loyal (chung) to himself and considerate (shu) of others (4:15). It is easy to understand why
the Confucian “golden rule” is “Do not do unto others what you would not want others to do unto you!”
(15:23). Confucius’s legacy, laden with profound ethical implications, is captured by his “plain and real”
appreciation that learning to be human is a communal enterprise:
A man of humanity, wishing to establish himself, also
establishes others, and wishing to enlarge himself, also
enlarges others. The ability to take as analogy of what is near
at hand can be called the method of humanity. (6:30)
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960 CE
With the reunification of China under the Sung dynasty came Neo-Confucianism, integrating Buddhism into
Confucianism (Ruxue)4 after Confucius himself had become a figure out of the dim recesses of the past.

4. Since Confucius himself had not claimed to be a creator, but merely a transmitter of traditional teachings, even to ascribe these
teachings to him as we do in the West by using a form of his name is fundamentally un-Confucian. The word that is used in Chinese
means merely “the teachings of the literati” and makes no explicit reference to Master K’ung.
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Here is the emperor Ren Zong

from this period:
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1190
Chu Hsi (October 18, 1130-April 23, 1200) grouped the TA-HSÜEH (THE GREAT LEARNING), the LUN-YÜ (THE
ANALECTS), the MENG-TZU (the book of Mencius), and the CHUNG-YUNG (THE DOCTRINE OF THE MEAN)
together for the first time as THE FOUR BOOKS, significantly altering the flow of Chinese literature. Previously
the LUN-YÜ and the MENG-TZU had been merely two of a set of thirteen books five of which (known as the FIVE
CLASSICS5) had been more heavily emphasized, while the TA-HSUEH and the CHUNG-YUNG had been merely a
couple of the chapters in the LI CHI (THE BOOK OF RITES, one of the other volumes of that set of thirteen). This
would reach a Western audience as of 1840
with M.J. Pauthier’s CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS, a complete
French version of the FOUR BOOKS along with Chu Hsi’s 12th-Century commentaries.

LIGHT FROM CHINA

5. The I CHING or BOOK OF CHANGES, the SHIH-CHING or BOOK OF POETRY, the SHU CHING or BOOK OF HISTORY,
the LI CHI or BOOK OF RITES, and the CH’UN-CH’IU or SPRING AND AUTUMN ANNALS.
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Where Henry Thoreau in 1848 would add certain quotes from Confucius to his draft chapter on “Solitude,” he
would be transliterating this not directly from the Chinese of THE DOCTRINE OF THE MEAN (of course not, he
could not read Chinese) but from Pauthier’s rendering of this into the French language:
WALDEN: Any prospect of awakening or coming to life to a dead man
makes indifferent all times and places. The place where that may
occur is always the same, and indescribably pleasant to all our
senses. For the most part we allow only outlying and transient
circumstances to make our occasions. They are, in fact, the cause
of our distraction. Nearest to all things is that power which
fashions their being. Next to us the grandest laws are continually
being executed. Next to us is not the workman whom we have hired,
with whom we love so well to talk, but the workman whose work we
are.
“How vast and profound is the influence of the subtile powers of
Heaven and of Earth!”
“We seek to perceive them, and we do not see them; we seek to hear
them, and we do not hear them; identified with the substance of
things, they cannot be separated from them.”
“They cause that in all the universe men purify and sanctify their
hearts, and clothe themselves in their holiday garments to offer
sacrifices and oblations to their ancestors. It is an ocean of
subtile intelligences. They are every where, above us, on our
left, on our right; they environ us on all sides.”

PEOPLE OF

WALDEN

CONFUCIUS
Catholic scholars such as Pauthier have consistently emphasized the “transcendental” interpretation of this
passage, the one which in China had been favored by the neo-Confucian scholar Chu Hsi in this new edition
of the FOUR BOOKS. Protestant scholars such as James Legge have preferred on the other hand to interpret this
passage as having to do with the later Taoist credulity about ghosts, the ubiquitous spirits of the dead. Thoreau
would side with the Jesuits and their “transcendental” reading of this passage, thus following Chu Hsi.
Whichever is the more accurate reading historically of this Taoist inclusion in the Confucian materials, the
reading preferred by Thoreau is to all accounts clearly the far more interesting one.
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1313
Chu Hsi’s edition of THE FOUR BOOKS,6 originally prepared in 1190,
was accepted in all China as the
basis for a very elaborate and rigorous civil service examination system which could elevate the more
painstaking student to the important role of Mandarin.7 This literature would reach a Western audience as of
1840
with M.J. Pauthier’s CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS, a complete French version of the FOUR BOOKS
along with Chu Hsi’s 12th-Century commentaries.
CONFUCIUS
MENCIUS

THOREAU AND CHINA

6. The TA-HSÜEH (THE GREAT LEARNING), the LUN-YÜ (THE ANALECTS), the MENG-TZU (the book of Mencius), and the CHUNGYUNG (THE DOCTRINE OF THE MEAN).

LIGHT FROM CHINA
7. This examination system would persist until 1905.
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1662
The 1st Western translation of a Confucian work into Latin. During the Enlightenment there would be
considerable enthusiasm in Europe for Chinese thought.
CONFUCIUS

LIGHT FROM CHINA

HDT

WHAT?

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

INDEX

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN A WEEK
1687
Publication, in Paris, of some of the classical texts of Confucius, later known as the ANALECTS, in Latin
translation, under the title CONFUCIUS SINARUM PHILOSOPHUS, with a dedication to King Louis XIV thanking
him for his help. One of the Jesuit editors of the book, Philippe Couplet, had recently returned from China,
bringing along a young Chinese convert to Christianity he had assigned the name of Michael Shen. Couplet
had taken Shen to Versailles for an audience with the Sun King in 1684. Michael gave King Louis a
demonstration of the use of chopsticks (eating off one of the king’s golden plates). –Since a copy would be in
the library of Bronson Alcott at the time of his death, it is quite likely that Thoreau would have accessed it.

HDT

WHAT?

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

INDEX

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN WALDEN
1691
Publication of an anonymous French treatise, translated into English by R.F. Prospero Intorcetta and Father
Couplet as THE MORALS OF CONFUCIUS, A CHINESE PHILOSOPHER. This would likely be the sort of version
that college student David Henry Thoreau would initially encounter as he entered upon his period of learning
about non-Western literatures. (At about the same period, CONFUCIUS SINARUM PHILOSOPHUS, that had been
published in 1687 in Latin, was becoming available in English.)
Goldfish (Cyprinus auratus) were introduced into England from the Sea of China.
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1714
Alexander Pope’s TEMPLE OF FAME:
“Superior and alone, Confucius stood
Who taught that useful science, — to be good.”8

CHINA

LIGHT FROM CHINA

8. WWCD?
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1809
The Reverend Joshua J. Marshman’s THE WORKS OF CONFUCIUS; CONTAINING THE ORIGINAL TEXT, WITH A
VOL. 1ST. TO WHICH IS PREFIXED A DISSERTATION ON THE CHINESE LANGUAGE AND
9
CHARACTERS. BY J. MARSHMAN was published by the Mission Press of Serampore, India.
TRANSLATION.

JOSHUA J. MARSHMAN
LIGHT FROM CHINA

9. According to Lyman V. Cady, this is one of the works which would be utilized by Henry Thoreau as a source for Confucian
inserts in WALDEN. This book would also be consulted repeatedly by Waldo Emerson.

THOREAU AND CHINA
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1828
The Reverend David Collie had been serving for four years as head of the Anglo-Chinese College in
Malacca.10 At this point his THE CHINESE CLASSICAL WORK, COMMONLY CALLED THE FOUR BOOKS was
published by the Mission Press there.11

REVEREND DAVID COLLIE
LIGHT FROM CHINA

10. The charter of this institution was the reciprocal cultivation of Chinese and European literature and the diffusion of Christianity.
The college was as open to Chinese students of European literature as it was to European students of Chinese. Proselytization was
not encouraged and precious few of the Chinese students would convert. In 1843 the Reverend James Legge would relocate this
institution to Victoria Island of Hong Kong, where it would come to be known as the Ying Wa College.
11. This edition would be in the personal library of Waldo Emerson. It is the source for the “Chinese Four Books” piece that would
appear in THE DIAL for October 1843, a piece that we tentatively ascribe to Henry Thoreau. According to Lyman V. Cady this
was one of the works which would be utilized by Thoreau as a source for the quotes of Confucius in WALDEN, but other scholars
have suggested that Thoreau obtained the material from a French translation by G. Pauthier.

THOREAU AND CHINA
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1830
At the end of the journal entries for this year, Waldo Emerson listed his recent readings in Oriental materials:
“Plotinus; Confucius, Zoroaster, and Mahabarat, (apud DeGérando).”12 In his journal for the year, Waldo had
noted that the Golden Rule, so markedly a part of Christianity, actually was to be ascribed to Confucius, and
that THE FOUR BOOKS contained “promising definitions” of Nature, Law, and Instruction.

THOREAU AND CHINA

12. M. DeGérando. HISTOIRE COMPARÉE DES SYSTÈMES DE PHILOSOPHIE. Four volumes, Paris, 1822
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1835
Bronson Alcott would have in his library a volume published in this year, THE PHENIX: A COLLECTION OF OLD
MORALS OF CONFUCIUS, THE CHINESE PHILOSOPHER; THE ORACLES OF
ZOROASTER, THE FOUNDER OF THE RELIGION OF THE PERSIAN MAGI; SANCHONIATHOS’S HISTORY OF THE
CREATION; THE VOYAGES OF HANNO ROUND THE COAST OF AFRICA, FIVE HUNDRED YEARS BEFORE CHRIST;
KING HIEMPSAL’S HISTORY OF THE AFRICAN SETTLEMENTS, TRANSLATED FROM THE PUNIC BOOKS; AND THE
CHOICE SAYINGS OF PUBLIUS SYRUS (New-York: Published by William Gowan, in Chatham Street).
AND RARE FRAGMENTS: VIZ. THE

THE PHENIX: A COLLECTION
David Henry Thoreau may first have encountered the Chinese wisdom tradition as a college student through
references in such compilations as this one, and a list of his reading while at Harvard does include “The
Phenix,” identified as “a collection of old and rare fragments,” which included the Life of Confucius, The
Morals of Confucius translated from the Chinese by R.F. Prospero Intorcetta and Father Couplet, and a note
on the writings of Confucius, taken from Sir Henry Ellis Amherst’s Embassy to China. Waldo Emerson also
accessed such a compilation. An English adaptation of part of the Intorcetta/Couplet “The Morals of
Confucius” had been published in 1691, and this was the version Thoreau would have encountered in THE
PHENIX. It is considered that Thoreau probably read in the Chinese wisdom literature at first in English rather
than in French or Latin. Only later did he read the Confucian classics in translations one generation closer to
the original, which is to say, in French and Latin versions rather than in English versions created out of these
French and Latin versions. After he had considered Couplet, Collie, and Marshman in English, he would turn
to Rémusat, Pauthier, and others.
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At Xinhai in Sichuan province in the interior of China, a well was dug for brine, and for the natural gas to boil
this brine and transform it into edible salt, which reached the incredible depth of over one kilometer: 1,001
meters.13 At this time, in the West, the deepest wells were on the order of about 370 meters.

At the time at which, as Henry Thoreau would recount in the initial chapter of WALDEN; OR, LIFE IN THE WOODS, a
crazed fellow of Concord was undertaking to dig down to China, the Chinese of Sichuan province were busily

13. When L.J.M. Imbert, a French missionary, had attempted to inform Western engineers of the deep drilling in Sichuan province
in the 1820s, communicating detailed information in regard to the techniques employed, his letters had not been found credible in
Europe. Attempts to duplicate Chinese cable drilling succeeded in reaching depths of only in the range of a hundred meters during
the 1840s, because the Western engineers substituted local rope for the Chinese bamboo. Samuel A.M. Adshead, SALT AND
CIVILIZATION, Macmillan, 1992; Hans Ulrich Vogel, “The Great Well of China,” Scientific American 268 (June 1993):116-121.
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digging up toward Concord:
WALDEN: The religion and civilization which are barbaric and
heathenish build splendid temples; but what you might call
Christianity does not. Most of the stone a nation hammers goes
towards its tomb only. It buries itself alive. As for the
Pyramids, there is nothing to wonder at in them so much as the
fact that so many men could be found degraded enough to spend
their lives constructing a tomb for some ambitious booby, whom it
would have been wiser and manlier to have drowned in the Nile,
and then given his body to the dogs. I might possibly invent some
excuse for them and him, but I have no time for it. As for the
religion and love of art of the builders, it is much the same all
the world over, whether the building be an Egyptian temple or the
United States Bank. It costs more than it comes to. The mainspring
is vanity, assisted by the love of garlic and bread and butter.
Mr. Balcom, a promising young architect, designs it on the back
of his Vitruvius, with hard pencil and ruler, and the job is let
out to Dobson & Sons, stonecutters. When the thirty centuries
begin to look down on it, mankind begin to look up at it. As for
your high towers and monuments, there was a crazy fellow once in
this town who undertook to dig through to China, and he got so
far that, as he said, he heard the Chinese pots and kettles
rattle; but I think that I shall not go out of my way to admire
the hole which he made. Many are concerned about the monuments of
the West and East, –to know who built them. For my part, I should
like to know who in those days did not build them, –who were above
such trifling.

PEOPLE OF

WALDEN

M ARCUS VITRUVIUS POLLIO
DE ARCHITECTVRA LIBRI DECEM
EGYPT

THOREAU AND CHINA
We may wonder whether at the top of this well in Xinhai, it might not have been possible for the Chinese,
by listening carefully, to overhear Concordians informing their neighbors of their failings. Seriously, folks,
we may wonder what literary use Henry might have made of the fact of the brine wells of Sichuan province,
had news of their existence reached him. Certainly, he would have excised, from the ending of WALDEN,
his embarrassingly conventional, Emersonish tropes presuming the stagnation of the Chinese!
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1836
At the end of the journal entries for this year, Waldo Emerson listed his recent readings in Oriental materials:
“Code of Menu; Confucius, apud Marshman14; Arabian Nights.” While perusing Marshman’s CONFUCIUS, he
had copied many sentences ascribed to Confucius into his journals. One of these sentences, “How can a man
remain concealed,” would appear in his 1st volume of essays.

CHINA
A collection was published in New-York, titled THE PHENIX [sic]: A COLLECTION OF OLD AND RARE
FRAGMENTS, which included a number of entries labeled “Morals of Confucius.” It would appear that Thoreau
extrapolated from this material, from page 83, something which he prepared for THE DIAL: A MAGAZINE FOR
14. Joshua J. Marshman’s CONFUCIUS may be the same book as the reference to the SHEKING BOOK OF ODES.

EMERSON AND CHINA
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LITERATURE, PHILOSOPHY, AND RELIGION as “A soldier of the kingdom of Ci lost his buckler; and having
sought after it a long time in vain, he comforted himself with this reflection: ‘A soldier has lost his buckler,
but a soldier in our camp will find it; he will use it.’” Then later, apparently, Thoreau would reprocess this
material again, into his “The Village” chapter:
WALDEN: I was never molested by any person but those who
represented the state. I had no lock nor bolt but for the desk
which held my papers, not even a nail to put over my latch or
windows. I never fastened my door night or day, though I was to
be absent several days; not even when the next fall I spent a
fortnight in the woods of Maine. And yet my house was more
respected than if it had been surrounded by a file of soldiers.
The tired rambler could rest and warm himself by my fire, the
literary amuse himself with the few books on my table, or the
curious, by opening my closet door, see what was left of my
dinner, and what prospect I had of a supper. Yet, though many
people of every class came this way to the pond, I suffered no
serious inconvenience from these sources, and I never missed any
thing but one small book, a volume of Homer, which perhaps was
improperly gilded and this I trust a soldier of our camp has found
by this time. I am convinced, that if all men were to live as
simply as I then did, thieving and robbery would be unknown. These
take place only in communities where some have got more than is
sufficient while others have not enough. The Pope’s Homers would
soon get properly distributed.–

PEOPLE OF

WALDEN

“Nec bella fuerunt,
Faginus astabat dum scyphus ante dapes.”
“Nor wars did men molest,
When only beechen bowls were in request.”
“You who govern public affairs, what need have you to employ
punishments? Love virtue, and the people will be virtuous.
The virtues of a superior man are like the wind; the virtues of
a common man are like the grass; the grass, when the wind passes
over it, bends.”
ALEXANDER POPE
ALBIUS TIBULLUS
LYGDAMUS
CONFUCIUS
MENCIUS
HOMER
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1838
In this year the British government disassociated the East India Company from obligations into which it had entered,
to maintain the temples of India. Forget your promises, that’s an order!
The Reverend William Adam abandoned India and joined his family in the United States. He would further
journey from Boston to London, to attend the initial meeting of an antislavery group, the British India Society.
James Robert Ballantyne’s A GRAMMAR OF THE HINDUSTANI LANGUAGE (Edinburgh).
Monier Williams matriculated at King’s College School, Balliol College of Oxford University.
At the end of the journal entries for this year, Waldo Emerson listed his readings in Oriental materials during
the period: “Hermes Trismegistus; Synesius; Proclus; Thomas Taylor; Institutes of Menu; Sir William Jones,
Translations of Asiatic Poetry; Buddha. Zoroaster; Confucius.”
Again Emerson copied extracts from the Confucian canon into his journals, extracts such as “Action, such as
Confucius describes the speech of God.”

EMERSON AND CHINA
August 22, Wednesday: Olive Wiley got married with the Reverend Samuel Randall.
Henry Thoreau wrote in his journal:

SCRIPTURE
August 22. How thrilling a noble sentiment in the oldest books, — in Homer, the Zendavesta, or
Confucius! It is a strain of music wafted down to us on the breeze of time, through the aisles of innumerable
ages. By its very nobleness it is made near and audible to us.
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1840
Publication of M.J. Pauthier’s CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS. LES QUATRE LIVRES DE PHILOSOPHIE MORALE ET
POLITIQUE DE LA CHINE, TRADUITS DU CHINOIS, PAR M.G. PAUTHIER (Paris: Charpentier, Libraire-Éditeur, 29,
Rue de Seine), a complete translation into French of THE FOUR BOOKS with Chu Hsi’s commentaries, as part
of LES LIVRES SACRÉS DE L’ORIENT in Paris.

CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS
(Ezra Pound would base his poetic rendering known as the “Confucian Cantos” upon a 1915 encounter with
this book.)
CONFUCIUS
MENCIUS
CHINA

LIGHT FROM CHINA
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1841
At the end of the journal entries for this year, Waldo Emerson would list his readings in Oriental materials
during the period: “Plotinus; HERMES TRISMEGISTUS; Porphyry, ON ABSTINENCE FROM ANIMAL FOOD (Taylor’s
translation); Iamblichus, LIFE OF PYTHAGORAS; Synesius; Proclus; Olympiadorus; VISHNU SARNA; Zoroaster;
Confucius; Saadi; Hafiz.” Here is an example of the sort of record he had made of Confucius:
Chang Tsoo and Kee Neih retired from the state to the fields on
account of misrule, and showed their displeasure at Confucius
who remained in the world. Confucius sighed and said, I cannot
associate with birds and beasts. If I follow not man, whom shall
I follow? If the world were in possession of right principles,
I should not seek to change it.

EMERSON AND CHINA
M.J. Pauthier’s CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS. LES QUATRE LIVRES DE PHILOSOPHIE MORALE ET POLITIQUE DE LA
CHINE, TRADUIT DU CHINOIS PAR M.J. PAUTHIER, which had been published in Paris in the previous year as part
of LES LIVRES SACRÉS DE L’ORIENT, was republished in this year as a separate volume. It would be from this
source that, as Hongbo Tan would point out in 1993,
perhaps in the year 1843 but not earlier than the
month of April
Henry Thoreau would translate 96 paragraphs of Confucius into 23 pages of his 1st
Commonplace Book, now at the Berg Collection of the New York Public Library.15
MENCIUS
CHINA

LIGHT FROM CHINA
In “Spiritual Laws” in his book of essays published during this year, Emerson had written:
If you would not be known to do any thing, never do it. A man
may play the fool in the drifts of a desert, but every grain of
sand shall seem to see. He may be a solitary eater, but he cannot
keep his foolish counsel. A broken complexion, a swinish look,
ungenerous acts, and the want of due knowledge, — all blab. Can
a cook, a Chiffinch, an Iachimo be mistaken for Zeno or Paul?
Confucius exclaimed, — “How can a man be concealed! How can a
man be concealed!”

EMERSON AND CHINA
15. Bradley P. Dean believed 1849 to be a more likely date for this translation activity than 1843.

THOREAU AND CHINA
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1843
Waldo Emerson translated Dante’s VITA NUOVA.
At the end of the journal entries for this year, he listed his recent readings in Oriental materials: “Plotinus;
Iamblichus; Synesius; Proclus; (Thomas Taylor’s translations); Thomas Taylor; Sheking16; THE FOUR BOOKS
(Chinese Classics); Vishnu Sarna; Saadi; Desatir (Persian).”
Emerson had recorded during this year the fact that “My Chinese book does not forget to record to Confucius,
that his nightgown was one length and a half of his body.” He may on some unknown occasions have caught
a glimpse of one or another Chinaman and one or another Jew (or one or another giraffe), for he also opinioned
in his journal that “The Chinese are as wonderful for their etiquette as the Hebrews for their piety.”

(This is in Volume VI, page 418. The Sage of Concord might of course as well have been expressing an
informed opinion that “The lion is as wonderful for its ferocity as the ant for its diligence” or that “The negroes
are as wonderful for their sense of rhythm as the English for their sense of propriety”!)
Emerson copied many sentences from the translation by the Reverend D. Collier of THE FOUR BOOKS,
published in Malacca, into his journals for inclusion in his later works, and in fact he would insert into almost
16. THE BOOK OF ODES. Presumably this was borrowed from Samuel Gray Ward of Lenox MA, as there is a reference in this year
to “Ward’s Chinese book.”
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every book he would issue, at one point or another, a few such Chinese sayings, which (I will parenthetically
remark) he was deploying clearly for mere purposes of color and never delving into in any interesting manner.
In radical contrast with the serious manner in which Henry Thoreau would consider his Confucian extracts,
Emerson used such materials as mere “throwaways,” inserted into his materials for reader titillation — for him
Chinese wisdom was merely opportunistic as opposed to religious, and was so impoverished by Eastern inertia
and quietism that it was not to be taken seriously. Chinese philosophy boiled down to Confucius, and that guy,
in Emerson’s view of the matter, had been no originator, no innovator, no creator — but a mere “middle man.”
The writings of Confucius, Emerson suggested, were to Eastern philosophy as the writings of General
Washington were to Western philosophy — merely a record of practicality and of practice.
In this year Emerson made some permissive remarks about the go-ahead spirit of the Americans:

EMERSON AND CHINA

THOREAU AND CHINA

5. Now these things are so in Nature. All things ascend, and the
royal rule of economy is, that it should ascend also, or,
whatever we do must always have a higher aim. Thus it is a maxim,
that money is another kind of blood. Pecunia alter sanguis: or,
the estate of a man is only a larger kind of body, and admits
of regimen analogous to his bodily circulations. So there is no
maxim of the merchant, e. g., “Best use of money is to pay
debts;” “Every business by itself;” “Best time is present time;”
“The right investment is in tools of your trade;” or the like,
which does not admit of an extended sense. The counting-room
maxims liberally
expounded are
laws
of
the
Universe.
The merchant’s economy is a coarse symbol of the soul’s economy.
It is, to spend for power, and not for pleasure. It is to invest
income; that is to say, to take up particulars into generals;
days into integral eras, — literary, emotive, practical, of its
life, and still to ascend in its investment. The merchant has
but one rule, absorb and invest: he is to be capitalist: the
scraps and filings must be gathered back into the crucible; the
gas and smoke must be burned, and earnings must not go to
increase expense, but to capital again. Well, the man must be
capitalist. Will he spend his income, or will he invest? His
body and every organ is under the same law. His body is a jar,
in which the liquor of life is stored. Will he spend for
pleasure? The way to ruin is short and facile. Will he not spend,
but hoard for power? It passes through the sacred fermentations,
by that law of Nature whereby everything climbs to higher
platforms, and bodily vigor becomes mental and moral vigor. The
bread he eats is first strength and animal spirits: it becomes,
in higher laboratories, imagery and thought; and in still higher
results, courage and endurance. This is the right compound
interest; this is capital doubled, quadrupled, centupled; man
raised to his highest power.
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April: In this month and the following one, two articles on Buddhist thought by Professor Eugène Burnouf were
appearing in La Revue Indépendante, a prominent French journal which was presumably being stocked by
Miss Elizabeth Palmer Peabody at her bookstore in downtown Boston. This month’s article was entitled
Fragments des Prédications de Buddha. Professor Burnouf was the 1st to translate the LOTUS SUTRA from
Sanskrit into a European language and eventually Henry Thoreau would possess a personal copy of the 1852
edition of his LE LOTUS DE LA BONNE LOI, TRADUIT DU SANSCRIT, ACCOMPAGNÉ D’UN COMMENTAIRE ET DE VINGT
ET UN MÉMOIRES RELATIFS AU BUDDHISME, PAR M. E. BURNOUF (Paris: Imprimerie nationale). An English
translation of this French translation of Chapter V of the Sanskrit of THE LOTUS SUTRA would appear in THE
DIAL for January 1844, and presumably either Thoreau or Peabody, busy as beavers, prepared that translation
— which would amount to the very 1st presentation of any part of this essential Buddhist scripture in the
English language!

THOREAU AND CHINA
Thoreau edited this issue (Volume III, Number 4) of THE DIAL.

THE DIAL, APRIL 1843
The issue carried 21 quotes in its “Ethnical Scriptures: Sayings of Confucius” section, but these are not the
ones which Thoreau would (probably later in this same year) retranslate from the French of M.J. Pauthier’s
CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS. Thoreau was still relying upon English editions, at least three of which he had at this
point perused, and the translation he was relying upon at this point was one made in 1809 by the Reverend
Joshua J. Marshman.17

JOSHUA J. MARSHMAN
Heaven speaks, but what language does it use to preach
to men, that there is a sovereign principle from which
all things depend; a sovereign principle which makes
them act and move? Its motion is its language; it
reduces the seasons to their time; it agitates nature,
it makes it produce. This silence is eloquent. (ANALECTS
or LUN-YÜ, one of THE FOUR BOOKS), Book XVII, Chapter 19)
MENCIUS

LIGHT FROM CHINA

17. We know he read the English translation by Father Couplet, a Jesuit in China from 1658 to 1680, which had been in 1687 the
very first notice of the writings of Confucius for an European audience, in an 1835 edition, plus two by a Baptist missionary in India
in 1809, the Reverend Joshua J. Marshman, and one done in 1828 by David Collie, a member of the London Missionary Society
who was at one time the principal of the Protestant Anglo-Chinese College at Malacca.
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Ethnical Scriptures.
Sayings Of Confucius.
1. Chee says, if in the morning I hear about the right way, and
in the evening die, I can be happy.
2. A man’s life is properly connected with virtue. The life of
the evil man is preserved by mere good fortune.
3. Coarse rice for food, water to drink, and the bended arm for
a pillow — happiness may be enjoyed even in these. Without
virtue, riches and honor seem to me like a passing cloud.
4. A wise and good man was Hooi. A piece of bamboo was his dish,
a cocoa-nut his cup, his dwelling a miserable shed. Men could
not sustain the sight of his wretchedness; but Hooi did not
change the serenity of his mind. A wise and good man was Hooi.
5. Chee-koong said, Were they discontented? The sage replies,
They sought and obtained complete virtue;—how then could they
be discontented?
6. Chee says, Yaou is the man who, in torn clothes or common
apparel, sits with those dressed in furred robes without feeling
shame.
7.

To worship at a temple not your own is mere flattery.

8. Chee says, grieve not that men know not you; grieve that you
are ignorant of men.
9. How can a man remain concealed! How can a man remain
concealed! Have no friend unlike yourself.
10. Chee-Yaou enquired respecting filial piety. Chee says, the
filial piety of the present day is esteemed merely ability to
nourish a parent. This care is extended to a dog or a horse.
Every domestic animal can obtain food. Beside veneration, what
is the difference?
11. Chee entered the great temple, frequently enquiring about
things. One said, who says that the son of the Chou man
understands propriety? In the great temple he is constantly
asking questions. Chee heard and replied– “This is propriety.”
12. Choy-ee slept in the afternoon. Chee says, rotten wood is
unfit for carving: a dirty wall cannot receive a beautiful
color. To Ee what advice can I give?
13. A man’s transgression partakes of the nature of his
company. Having knowledge, to apply it; not having knowledge,
to confess your ignorance; this is real knowledge.
14. Chee says, to sit in silence and recall past ideas, to study
and feel no anxiety, to instruct men without weariness; —have I
this ability within me?
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15. In forming a mountain, were I to stop when one basket of
earth is lacking, I actually stop; and in the same manner were
I to add to the level ground though but one basket of earth
daily, I really go forward.
16. A soldier of the kingdom of Ci lost his buckler; and having
sought after it a long time in vain; he comforted himself with
this reflection; “A soldier has lost his buckler, but a soldier
of our camp will find it; he will use it.”
17. The wise man never hastens, neither in his studies nor his
words; he is sometimes, as it were, mute; but when it concerns
him to act and practice virtue, he, as I may say, precipitates
all.
18. The truly wise man speaks little; he is little eloquent. I
see not that eloquence can be of very great use to him.
19. Silence is absolutely necessary to the wise man. Great
speeches, elaborate discourses, pieces of eloquence, ought to
be a language unknown to him; his actions ought to be his
language. As for me, I would never speak more. Heaven speaks,
but what language does it use to preach to men, that there is a
sovereign principle from which all things depend; a sovereign
principle which makes them to act and move? Its motion is its
language; it reduces the seasons to their time; it agitates
nature; it makes it produce. This silence is eloquent.18

18. This last of the Marshman translations which Thoreau inserted into THE DIAL is now considered to have been a Taoist inclusion
in the Confucian ANALECTS, so we cannot ever allege that Thoreau had no contact whatever with Taoism.
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Dark Ages.
WE should read history as little critically as we consider the
landscape, and be more interested by the atmospheric tints, and
various lights and shades which the intervening spaces create,
than by its groundwork and composition. It is the morning now
turned evening and seen in, the west, — the same sun, but a new
light and atmosphere. Its beauty is like the sunset; not a fresco
painting on a wall, flat and bounded, but atmospheric and roving
or free. In reality history fluctuates as the face of the
landscape from morning to evening. What is of moment is its hue
and color. Time hides no treasures; we want not its then but its
now. We do not complain that the mountains in the horizon are
blue and indistinct; they are the more like the heavens.
Of what moment are facts that can be lost, — which need to be
commemorated? The monument of death will outlast the memory of
the dead. The pyramids do not tell the tale that was confided
to them; the living fact commemorates itself. Why look in the
dark for light? Strictly speaking, the historical societies have
not recovered one fact from oblivion, but are themselves instead
of the fact that is lost. The researcher is more memorable than
the researched. The crowd stood admiring the mist, and the dim
outlines of the trees seen through it, when one of their number
advanced to explore the phenomenon, and with fresh admiration,
all eyes were turned on his dimly retreating figure. It is
astonishing with how little cooperation of the societies, the
past is remembered. Its story has indeed had a different muse
than has been assigned it. There is a good instance of the manner
in which all history began, in Alwakidi’s Arabian Chronicle.
“I was informed by Ahmed Almatin Aljorhami, who had it from
Rephaa Ebn Kais Alamiri, who had it from Saiph Ebn Fabalah
Alchatquarmi, who had it from Thabet Ebn Alkamah, who said he
was present at the action.” These fathers of history were not
anxious to preserve, but to learn the fact; and hence it was not
forgotten. Critical acumen is exerted in vain to uncover the
past; the past cannot be presented; we cannot know what we are
not. But one veil hangs over past, present, and future, and it
is the province of the historian to find out not what was, but
what is. Where a battle has been fought, you will find nothing
but the bones of men and beasts; where a battle is being fought
there are hearts beating. We will sit on a mound and muse, and
not try to make these skeletons stand on their legs attain. Does
nature remember, think you, that they were men, or not rather
that they are bones ?
Ancient history has an air of antiquity; it should be more
modern. It is written as if the spectator should be thinking of
the backside of the picture on the wall, or as if the author
expected the dead would be his readers, and wished to detail to
them their own experience. Men seem anxious to accomplish an
orderly retreat through the centuries, earnestly rebuilding the
works behind, as they are battered down by the encroachments of
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time; but while they loiter, they and their works both fall a
prey to the arch enemy. It has neither the venerableness of
antiquity, nor the freshness of the modern. It does as if it
would go to the beginning of things, which natural history might
with reason assume to do; but consider the Universal History,
and then tell us— when did burdock and plantain sprout first ?
It has been so written for the most part, that the times it
describes are with remarkable propriety called dark ages. They
are dark, as one has observed, because we are so in the dark
about them. The sun rarely shines in history, what with the dust
and confusion; and when we meet with any cheering fact which
implies the presence of this luminary, we excerpt and modernize
it. As when we read in the history of the Saxons, that Edwin of
Northumbria “caused stakes to be fixed in the highways where he
had seen a clear spring,” and “brazen dishes were chained to
them, to refresh the weary sojourner, whose fatigues Edwin had
himself experienced.” This is worth all Arthur’s twelve battles.
But it is fit the past should be dark; though the darkness is
not so much a quality of the past, as of tradition. It is not a
distance of time but a distance of relation, which makes thus
dusky its memorials. What is near to the heart of this generation
is fair and bright still. Greece lies outspread fair and
sunshiny in floods of light, for there is the sun and day-light
in her literature and art, Homer does not allow us to forget
that the sun shone — nor Phidias, nor the Parthenon. Yet no era
has been wholly dark, nor will we too hastily submit to the
historian, and congratulate ourselves on a blaze of light. If
we could pierce the obscurity of those remote years we should
find it light enough; only there is not our day. — Some creatures
are made to see in the dark. — There has always been the same
amount of light in the world. The new and missing stars, the
comets and eclipses do not affect the general illumination, for
only our glasses appreciate them. The eyes of the oldest fossil
remains, they tell us, indicate that the same laws of light
prevailed then as now. Always the laws of light are the same,
but the modes and degrees of seeing vary. The gods are partial
to no era, but steadily shines their light in the heavens, while
the eye of the beholder is turned to stone. There was but the
eye and the sun from the first. The ages have not added a new
ray to the one, nor altered a fibre of the other.
T.
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THE CULT OF NOTHINGNESS
Here is a review describing how Buddhism was being misappreciated, in the West during Thoreau’s lifetime. It is
important to understand that Thoreau had no share whatever in
any of the various mis-appreciations of Buddhism which are here
described.
Roger-Pol Droit. THE CULT OF NOTHINGNESS: THE PHILOSOPHERS AND
THE BUDDHA. Translated by David Streight and Pamela
Vohnson. Chapel Hill NC: U of North Carolina P, 2003
Reviewed for
University

H_Buddhism

by

David

R.

Loy,

Bunkyo

Published by H_Buddhism in December 2003
In May this year media headlines announced the discovery that
Buddhists are happier. Smaller print summarized the results of
new research into the effects of meditation on brain activity,
behavior, and even immune responses to flu vaccine. Richard
Davidson, director of the Laboratory for Affective Neuroscience
at the University of Wisconsin in Madison, and a participant in
Dharamsala meetings with the Dalai Lama, used new scanning
techniques to examine the brain activity of experienced
meditators. MRI scanners and EEGs showed dramatic changes in
brain function, including high activity in brain centers
associated with positive emotions. Similar results were also
achieved with new meditators. Although still provisional, these
findings led the philosopher Owen Flanagan to comment in New
Scientist magazine:
The most reasonable hypothesis is that there’s
something about conscientious Buddhist practice that
results in the kind of happiness we all seek.19
Such scientific results show a rather different perception of
Buddhism than the understanding that horrified Westerners
throughout most of the nineteenth century. Buddhism today is
usually seen as a kind of pragmatic therapy that cures or reduces
suffering, but from approximately 1820 to 1890 –the period of
focus for Droit’s book– Europe was haunted by the nightmare of
an alternative religion that denied existence and recommended
annihilation. THE CULT OF NOTHINGNESS: THE PHILOSOPHERS AND THE BUDDHA
summarizes and analyzes the history of this (mis)understanding.
He concludes that it had less to do with the rudimentary state
of Buddhist studies during that period than with Europe’s fears
about its own incipient nihilism, which would later ripen into
the horrors of the twentieth century. “Thinking they were
talking about the Buddha, Westerners were talking about
themselves” (p. 21).
At the end of the eighteenth century, new translations of Indian
19. The research results are summarized in Dharma Life 21 (Autumn 2003): pp. 8-9.
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texts were exciting European intellectuals, giving rise to hopes
for another Renaissance greater than the one that had resulted
from the late-medieval rediscovery of Greek texts. But it never
happened. About 1820, when scholarly research first clarified
the distinction from Brahmanism, “Buddhism” became constructed
as a religion that, amazingly, worshiped nothingness, and
European commentators reacted in horror.
In their descriptions of nirvana, earlier scholars such as
Francis Buchanan and Henry Thomas Colebrooke had been careful
to deny that it was equivalent to annihilation. Their influence,
however, was overwhelmed by the philosophical impact of Hegel
and later the unsurpassed authority of Eugene Burnouf at the
Collège de France. Hegel established the strong link with Nichts
that would endure throughout most of the century. Instead of
benefiting from the best scholarship then available, he relied
on earlier sources such as de Guignes and the Abbots Banier and
Grosier, evidently because their views of Buddhism fit better
into his equation of pure Being with pure Nothingness. In
Hegel’s system
this
equation
signified
the
advent
of
interiority, a “lack of determination” that was not really
atheistic or nihilistic in the modern sense — more like the
negative theology of Rhineland mystics such as Meister Eckhart.
Later, Burnouf’s INTRODUCTION A L’HISTOIRE DU BUDDHISME INDIEN (1844)
was immensely influential because it provided the first rigorous
study of the Buddha’s teachings, thus taking Buddhist studies
to a new level of sophistication, but one which firmly
established the nihilistic specter: despite making cautious
qualifications due to the West’s still-limited knowledge,
Burnouf did not hesitate to identify nirvana with total
annihilation.
Burnouf’s scholarly objectivity was soon supplemented by
apologetic and missionary ardor. Catholic preachers such as
Ozanam declared that, behind his serene mask, the Buddha was
Satan himself in a new incarnation. The Buddha’s cult of
nothingness aroused in Felix Neve’s soul the need to liberate
Buddhist peoples from their errors, weakness, and immobility.
Victor Cousins, who played a major role in establishing
philosophical education in mid-century France, and who
proclaimed that Sanskrit texts were worthy of Western
philosophical attention, nevertheless followed Burnouf in
reacting against the Buddhist system: it was not only an antireligion but a counterworld, a threat to order. His follower
Barthelemy Saint-Hilaire took a further step and denied that
such a “deplorable and absurd” faith could be philosophically
relevant, even asking whether such a strange phenomenon meant
that human nature in India “is still the same nature we feel
within ourselves,” since Buddhism’s “gloomy meaning” led only
to “moral suicide” (pp. 122-23). Ernest Renan called Buddha “the
atheistic Christ of India” and attacked his revolting “Gospel
of Nihilism” (p. 120).
Schopenhauer discovered in Buddhism many of his favorite themes
–renunciation, compassion, negation of the will to live– but
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relatively late, so, according to Droit, Buddhism had no
significant influence on his system. However, his annexation of
Buddhist principles brought the Buddhist challenge back to
Europe, from missionary conversion to counteracting home-grown
nihilism. Ever the philosopher, however, Schopenhauer was
careful to say that nirvana could only be nothingness “for us,”
since the standpoint of our own existence does not allow us to
say anything more about it. Would that other commentators had
been so sensible!
The nihilistic understanding of Buddhism had a significant
impact on Arthur de Gobineau’s Essay on the Inequality of the
Human Races (1853), which would become enormously influential
for the Nazis and other twentieth-century racists. For Gobineau,
humanity was rushing to perdition and nothingness due to
degeneration caused by intermingling of the races. He viewed
Buddhism as the effort of an inferior people to overthrow the
racially superior Aryan Brahmins. The failure of this attempt –
the fact that Buddhism was largely eliminated from India– was
somewhat inconsistent with his own historical pessimism, which
accepted the inevitability of decline; but it may have
encouraged the Nazis to attempt their own program of
extermination for the sake of racial purity.
Nietzsche, too, accepted the view of Buddhism as aspiring to
nothingness, although for him it was the similarity with
Christianity, not the difference, that was the problem. Despite
the undoubted value of Buddhism as a moderate and hygienic way
of living that denied transcendence and viewed the world from
more rigorous psychological and physiological perspectives, in
the end the choice is between Buddhism, Schopenhauer, India,
weakness, and peaceful inactivity, or strength, conflict,
Europe, pain, and tragedy. Buddhism’s spread in Europe was
unfortunate,
Nietzsche
believed,
since
“Nostalgia
for
nothingness is the negation of tragic wisdom, its opposite” (p.
148).
About 1864 the annihilationist view of Buddhism began to
decline. Carl F. Koppen’s THE RELIGION OF THE BUDDHA (2 vols., 185759), very influential in the 1860s and 70s, emphasized the
Buddha’s ethical revolution, which affirmed a human deliverance
and proclaimed human equality. Although literary fascination
with the worship of nothingness continued, by the early 1890s
emphasis was on Buddhism as a path of knowledge and wisdom, a
“neo-Buddhist” view attacked by a still-active Burnouf. In place
of Christian apologetics, there was a growing tendency to think
of different religions as converging, as Vivekananda argued at
the 1893 World Parliament of Religions in Chicago (although
elsewhere he imagined Buddhism as responsible for various
spiritual degenerations). As Droit summarizes: “The cult of
nothingness was ending.... The time of wars was soon to come.
Another cult of nothingness was beginning” (p. 160).
He argues persuasively that the issue at stake was always
Europe’s own identity. With “Buddhism” Europe constructed a
mirror in which it dared not recognize itself. (Here perhaps
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Droit could have strengthened his case with some more
reflections on Darwin, the death of God, and Europe’s own hopes
for/fears of a religion of Reason without transcendence.)
When the question of the Buddha’s atheism arose, it was the
atheism of the Europeans that was really in question. No one
really believed, and almost no one ever said, that the beliefs
of the Buddhists on the other side of the world were going to
come and wreak havoc among the souls of the West. It was not a
conversion, a corrosion, a “contamination” of any kind that was
threatening, coming from outside. It was in Europe itself that
the enemy, and the danger, were to be found. (p. 163)
This was not only a threat to the foundations of one’s personal
belief-system, but a challenge that threatened to undermine
social order. “The nothingness of order corresponded to the
nothingness of being. Once again, this nothingness was not the
equivalent of a pure and simple absence. It was supposed to undo
and disorganize. It was dangerous because it shattered, it
leveled, it instigated anarchy” (p. 165).
Tragically, the decline of this nihilistic view of Buddhism was
accompanied by the unprecedented triumph of a more active
nihilism in the following century, with well over a hundred
million war-dead, two-thirds of them civilian non-combatants.
Today, to say it again, Buddhism for us has become a pragmatic
and non-metaphysical kind of therapy that reduces suffering. But
how confident should we be about this view, given how well it
reflects
the
postmodern
West’s
own
pragmatic,
antimetaphysical, therapeutic self-understanding? If we cannot leap
over
our
own
shadow,
must
we
resign
ourselves
to
“misinterpretations” of Buddhism that always reflect our own
prejudices? Or is “Buddhism” better understood as the stillcontinuing history of its interpretations? Interpretations that
must reflect our prejudices because they reflect our own needs.
THE CULT OF NOTHINGNESS: THE PHILOSOPHERS AND THE BUDDHA concludes with
a 65-page chronological bibliography of Western works on
Buddhism, most of it derived from a more extensive (15,073
titles!) bibliography compiled by Shinsho Hanayama and published
by the Hokuseido Press in 1961. Droit claims that his own
bibliography is almost complete for 1638-1860, omitting only
more specialized works on archaeology, philology, etc. for 18601890. The translation is clear and fluent, although I have not
compared it with the French original. And, although not a
specialist in this field, I do not doubt that this work is
indispensable to anyone studying the history of the Western
reception of Buddhism.
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October: “A WINTER WALK” in a shortened form, with Henry Thoreau’s “mannerisms” removed, eight of Thoreau’s
poems, and “Ethnical Scriptures: Chinese Four Books” (evidently selected by Thoreau out of Waldo
Emerson’s copy of THE CHINESE CLASSICAL WORK COMMONLY CALLED THE FOUR BOOKS; TRANSLATED,
AND ILLUSTRATED WITH NOTES, BY THE LATE REV. DAVID COLLIE, PRINCIPAL OF THE ANGLO-CHINESE
COLLEGE, MALACCA), were appearing in this month’s issue of THE DIAL:

THE DIAL, OCTOBER 1843
DAVID COLLIE’S 4 BOOKS

PEOPLE OF

A WEEK

THE SCHOLAR.
Teen, son of the king of Tse, asked what the business of the
scholar consists in? Mencius replied, In elevating his mind and
inclination. What do you mean by elevating the mind? It consists
merely in being benevolent and just. Where is the scholar’s abode?
In benevolence. Where is his road? Justice. To dwell in
benevolence, and walk in justice, is the whole business of a great
man.
Benevolence is man’s heart, and justice is man’s path. If a man
lose his fowls or his dogs, he knows how to seek them. There are
those who lose their hearts and know not how to seek them. The
duty of the student is no other than to seek his lost heart.
He who employs his whole mind, will know his nature. He who knows
his nature, knows heaven.
It were better to be without books than to believe all that they
record.

A WEEK: Mencius says: “If one loses a fowl or a dog, he knows well
how to seek them again; if one loses the sentiments of his heart,
he does not know how to seek them again.... The duties of
practical philosophy consist only in seeking after those
sentiments of the heart which we have lost; that is all.”
MENCIUS
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Thoreau purchased the current copy of The Democratic Review, containing his essay “The Landlord.” Here is
his copy with his autograph:

(By the way, in this year the Anglo-Chinese College that had been established at Malacca in India in 1818 was
in the process of relocating to Kowloon, Hong Kong.)

HDT

WHAT?

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

INDEX

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN A WEEK
1844
In South China, the newly self-baptized “Christian” Hung Hsiu Ch’üan
and those of his
persuasion were destroying the tablets to Confucius in the village schools in which they were teaching, and
were of course as a consequence of this being terminated, whereupon he and his buddy Feng Yün-shan
went off together on a preaching mission into the province of Kwangsi. Hung eventually would make
himself the T’ien-wang, the Heavenly King, of the Chinese Christian movement that had been nurtured there
by Feng, while Feng would remain the movement’s Nan-wang or Southern King and general of the advance
guard. Setting out to do good, they would indeed do well, including the accumulation of quite sizeable
harems.20
In “Character” in the collection of essays which Waldo Emerson published in this year, he commented that he
found it more credible “that one man should know heaven, as the Chinese say, than that so many men should
know the world” (whatever that may mean), and then went on to cite the context in which he had discovered
this supposedly Chinese “knows heaven” idiom:
“The virtuous prince confronts the gods, without any misgiving.
He waits a hundred ages till a sage comes, and does not doubt.
He who confronts the gods, without any misgiving, knows heaven;
he who waits a hundred ages until a sage comes, without
doubting, knows men. Hence the virtuous prince moves, and for
ages shows empire the way.”

EMERSON AND CHINA
In “Experience” in that collection of essays published in this year, Waldo Emerson quoted the sage Mencius
in urging us to achieve maximum power in life by “going with the flow” of our natural energies, so to speak:
Fortune, Minerva, Muse, Holy Ghost, — these are quaint names,
too narrow to cover this unbounded substance. The baffled
intellect must still kneel before this cause, which refuses to
be named, — ineffable cause, which every fine genius has essayed
to represent by some emphatic symbol, as, Thales by water,
Anaximenes by air, Anaxagoras by () thought, Zoroaster by
fire, Jesus and the moderns by love: and the metaphor of each
has become a national religion. The Chinese Mencius has not been
the least successful in his generalization. “I fully understand
language,” he said, “and nourish well my vast-flowing vigor.” —
“I beg to ask what you call vast-flowing vigor?” — said his
companion. “The explanation,” replied Mencius, “is difficult.
This vigor is supremely great, and in the highest degree
unbending. Nourish it correctly, and do it no injury, and it
20. The harems did not constitute the offensiveness which the white missionaries to China found so utterly offensive.
The abomination committed by the Chinese Christian movement was that instead of remaining under the paternal guidance of
the kindly white fathers from the other side of the planet, they began to provide themselves with yellow ministers of the gospel
of their own local manufacture. You see, white overlordship wasn’t an incidental and temporary artifact of the missionary position,
it was its essential element. It wasn’t the Apostles’ Creed which was the whole banana, it wasn’t the Lord’s Prayer which was the
whole banana, it wasn’t the Sermon on the Mount which was the whole banana, and it wasn’t who got or who didn’t get a harem
which was the whole banana. The missionary position, which is to say, white overlordship, was the whole banana.
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will fill up the vacancy between heaven and earth. This vigor
accords with and assists justice and reason, and leaves no
hunger.” — In our more correct writing, we give to this
generalization the name of Being, and thereby confess that we
have arrived as far as we can go. Suffice it for the joy of the
universe, that we have not arrived at a wall, but at interminable
oceans. Our life seems not present, so much as prospective; not
for the affairs on which it is wasted, but as a hint of this
vast-flowing vigor. Most of life seems to be mere advertisement
of faculty: information is given us not to sell ourselves cheap;
that we are very great. So, in particulars, our greatness is
always in a tendency or direction, not in an action. It is for
us to believe in the rule, not in the exception. The noble are
thus known from the ignoble. So in accepting the leading of the
sentiments, it is not what we believe concerning the immortality
of the soul, or the like, but the universal impulse to believe,
that is the material circumstance, and is the principal fact in
the history of the globe. Shall we describe this cause as that
which works directly? The spirit is not helpless or needful of
mediate organs. It has plentiful powers and direct effects. I
am explained without explaining, I am felt without acting, and
where I am not. Therefore all just persons are satisfied with
their own praise. They refuse to explain themselves, and are
content that new actions should do them that office. They
believe that we communicate without speech, and above speech,
and that no right action of ours is quite unaffecting to our
friends, at whatever distance; for the influence of action is
not to be measured by miles. Why should I fret myself, because
a circumstance has occurred, which hinders my presence where I
was expected? If I am not at the meeting, my presence where I
am, should be as useful to the commonwealth of friendship and
wisdom, as would be my presence in that place. I exert the same
quality of power in all places. Thus journeys the mighty Ideal
before us; it never was known to fall into the rear. No man ever
came to an experience which was satiating, but his good is
tidings of a better. Onward and onward! In liberated moments,
we know that a new picture of life and duty is already possible;
the elements already exist in many minds around you, of a
doctrine of life which shall transcend any written record we
have. The new statement will comprise the skepticisms, as well
as the faiths of society, and out of unbeliefs a creed shall be
formed. For, skepticisms are not gratuitous or lawless, but are
limitations of the affirmative statement, and the new philosophy
must take them in, and make affirmations out-side of them, just
as much as it must include the oldest beliefs.
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The Growth of the White Community in Shanghai
1844

50

1846

134

1848

159

1849

175

1850

210

1851

265

1854

250

1860

569

1865

5,129 (due to foreign troops fighting the Taipings)
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1846
January 13, Tuesday: Waldo Emerson delivered before the Lowell Mechanics’ Association in Lowell the first lecture
of his seven-lecture “Representative Men” series, entitled “Uses of Great Men.” He would receive $175 for
the series (one of the seven lecture dates is unknown). This first lecture contained the following remark:
We cannot read Plutarch, without a tingling of the blood; and I
accept the saying of the Chinese Mencius: “A sage is the
instructor of a hundred ages. When the manners of Loo are heard
of,
the stupid
become
intelligent,
and
the
wavering,
determined.”

EMERSON AND CHINA
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1847
During this year Waldo Emerson contributed the following deeply profound thought about our human
trajectory to his journal:
It is not determined of man whether he came up or down: Cherubim
or Chimpanzee.

At the end of the journal entries for this year, Waldo listed his recent readings in Oriental materials: “Plotinus;
Synesius; Proclus; Institutes of Menu; Bhagavat Geeta; Vishnu Purana; Confucius; Zoroaster; Saadi; Hafiz;
Firdusi; Ferradeddin.”
The culture of the Imagination, how imperiously demanded, how
doggedly denied. There are books which move the sea and the
land, and which are the realities of which you have heard in the
fables of Cornelius Agrippa and Michael Scott.
Sweetness of reading: Montaigne, Froissart; Chaucer.
Ancient: the three Banquets [Plato, Xenophon, Plutarch].
Oriental reading: [HE FORGOT TO FILL THIS OUT]
Grand reading: Plato; Synesius; Dante; Vita Nuova; Timæus
(weather, river of sleep); Cudworth; Stanley.
All-reading: Account of Madame de Staël’s rule; Rabelais;
Diderot, Marguerite Aretin.
English reading: Clarendon; Bacon; Milton; Johnson; Northcote.
Manuals: Bacon’s Essays; Ben Jonson; Ford; Beaumont and
Fletcher.
Favorites: Sully; Walpole; Evelyn; Walton; Burton; White’s
Selborne; Aubrey; Bartram’s Travels; French Gai Science,
Fabliaux.
Tonic books: Life of Michael Angelo; Gibbon; Goethe; Coleridge.
Novels: Manzoni.
Of Translation: Mitchell.
Importers: Cousin; De Staël; Southey.

Emerson also incidentally mentioned in his journal for this year someone he had been reading, Charles
Kraitsir, mentioning all the languages in his head. A few pages later he included something that Kraitsir had
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written, that “All the languages should be studied abreast.”
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1849
March 31, Saturday: Here is the 1st known interpretation of the hound/horse/turtledove parable of Henry Thoreau as
it was offered by an anonymous newspaper correspondent far in advance of the publication of WALDEN:

WALDEN: In any weather, at any hour of the day or night,
I have been anxious to improve the nick of time, and notch it on
my stick too; to stand on the meeting of two eternities, the past
and future, which is precisely the present moment; to toe that
line. You will pardon some obscurities, for there are more secrets
in my trade than in most men’s, and yet not voluntarily kept, but
inseparable from its very nature. I would gladly tell all that I
know about it, and never paint “No Admittance” on my gate.
I long ago lost a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle-dove, and am
still on their trail. Many are the travellers I have spoken
concerning them, describing their tracks and what calls they
answered to. I have met one or two who had heard the hound, and
the tramp of the horse, and even seen the dove disappear behind
a cloud, and they seemed as anxious to recover them as if they
had lost them themselves.
To anticipate, not the sunrise and the dawn merely, but, if
possible, Nature herself! How many mornings, summer and winter,
before yet any neighbor was stirring about his business, have I
been about mine! No doubt many of my townsmen have met me
returning from this enterprise, farmers starting for Boston
in the twilight, or woodchoppers going to their work. It is true,
I never assisted the sun materially in his rising, but, doubt not,
it was of the last importance only to be present at it.
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We have a record in the Portland Transcript, page 5 column 4 and page 6 columns 1 and 2, of how one
newspaper correspondent received the parable of the hound, the bay horse, and the turtle-dove.
What this auditor had jotted down during the lecture of March 21 was:
It had been his wish, previous to adopting his present
mode of life, ever to catch the nick of time, to make
his mark on the passing moment. He had wished to stand
on the meeting of two eternities, the past and the
future, and gathering wisdom from the one, push forward
to the other.
This is utterly fascinating because we know that the parable had already reached virtually its final form two
years before, as of 1847, so we know that the deviations from its canonical form found in this account are
entirely due to the receiver’s difficulties of reception of such unacceptable and utterly unanticipated ideas.
Note that the receiver has cast the attitude being expressed into the past tense, interpreting the lecturer as if he
had been attempting to describe a previous, unacceptable, replaced attitude “previous to adopting his present
mode of life,” as subsequently altered by things he learned during his solitude in the woods. Since the parable
as it existed in 1847 most definitely suggested no such thing, it is clear that this supposition was the newspaper
person’s attempt to distance himself or herself from what Thoreau was offering. If this were a mere description
of past attitudes then it would not need to be seriously thought about by the audience, for it would not be being
seriously recommended to them by the speaker! And notice how closely the terminology that was recorded in
this contemporary newspaper maps over the prevailing un-Thoreauvian sentiments of what is known as
“progressism”: notice, for instance, how close “make his mark on the passing moment” is to civilization’s
preferred tombstone “leave his mark on the world” and how close “push forward to the other” is to
civilization’s wet dream “march forward into the future”! This is fantasization being passed off as journalism.
In A WEEK Thoreau had quoted Mencius, Book XI, 1-4:
A WEEK: Mencius says: “If one loses a fowl or a dog, he knows well
how to seek them again; if one loses the sentiments of his heart,
he does not know how to seek them again.... The duties of
practical philosophy consist only in seeking after those
sentiments of the heart which we have lost; that is all.”
MENCIUS

THOREAU AND CHINA

PEOPLE OF

A WCHINA
EEK
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On page 879 of the Reverend James Legge’s THE FOUR BOOKS, this is translated as:
Mencius said, “Benevolence
righteousness is man’s path.

is

man’s

mind,

and

“How lamentable it is to neglect the path and not
pursue it, to lose this mind and not know to seek it
again!
“When men’s fowls and dogs are lost, they know to seek
for them again, but they lose their mind, and do not
know to seek for it.
“The great end of learning is nothing else but to seek
for the lost mind.”

LIGHT FROM CHINA
I would gather from this reference to “a fowl or a dog” in what is officially Thoreau’s 1st book, WEEK,
that interpretations of his references to a hound and a turtledove in what is officially his 2d book, WALDEN,

must be somewhat restricted. They must be restricted in a manner so as not to conflict with his previous
reference to the animal totems of Mencius, who used them to refer to “the sentiments of the heart.” (However,
an interpretation of the hound as problematic hounding recollections, and of the turtledove as problematic
hopeful anticipations, is well within this restrictive stipulation.)
Please note that according to James Lyndon Shanley’s THE MAKING OF WALDEN, WITH THE TEXT OF THE
FIRST VERSION (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1957), page 113, in the first preserved MS variant of Thoreau’s text
he had been using dashes: “I long ago lost a hound — and a turtle dove and a bay horse — and am still on their
trail.”

HDT

WHAT?

INDEX

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN WALDEN
May 14, Monday: Prussia ordered its deputies removed from the German National Assembly.
A Revolutionary Executive Committee for Baden was established in Karlsruhe and Rastatt under Chairman
Lorenz Brentano.
Franz Liszt arrived at his home in Weimar and found Richard Wagner. He decided to hide his fellow composer
from the authorities. Liszt would organize a false identity and an escape to Switzerland and Paris. Before
departing, Wagner would be able to hear Liszt conduct a rehearsal of Tannhäuser, scheduled to be performed
on May 20th. Wagner would remember, “I was astounded to recognize in him my second self....”
Henry Thoreau’s “Resistance to Civil Government” and, it has been alleged, Charles V. Kraitsir’s language
theories,21 appeared in the ÆSTHETIC PAPERS of Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, and to some Westerners at that
time, “go-ahead” Americans,

“RESISTANCE TO CIVIL GOVERNMENT”: If a state is governed by the
principles of reason, poverty and misery are subjects of shame;
if a state is not governed by the principles of reason, riches
and honors are the subjects of shame.

THOREAU AND CHINA
21. I am at a loss for how to substantiate this allegation unless it refers to the article “Language. — The Editor” that occupies pages
214-223.
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Confucius’s reasoning (straight out of the ANALECTS or LUN-YÜ, one of THE FOUR BOOKS) was not
seeming particularly persuasive:
I think that Mr. Thoreau has got into better company
than he deserves and doubt if there is much in him.

Better company than he deserved:
Elizabeth Palmer Peabody (in 1878)
But there were in addition those were impressed, for the Boston Daily Chronotype, edited by Elizur Wright,
Jr., would comment on its page 2 that ÆSTHETIC PAPERS contained an essay by H.D. Thoreau on resistance to
civil government which was
a very interesting
beautifully so.

paper,

and

quite

radical

Also appearing in ÆSTHETIC PAPERS was the Reverend Samson Reed’s “Genius.”

—

CHINA

HDT

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

WHAT?

INDEX

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN WALDEN

Nathaniel Hawthorne took “Main Street” (and several other stories) out of the future editions of his
THE SCARLET LETTER, and included it in his sister-in-law’s volume. (He definitely knew how to recycle:
he would also include this story “Main Street” in his 1852 volume THE SNOW-IMAGE AND OTHER TWICE-TOLD
TALES.)

HDT

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

WHAT?

INDEX

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN A WEEK
THE SCARLET LETTER: A portion of his facts, by-the-by, did me good
service in the preparation of the article entitled “MAIN STREET,”
included in the present volume. The remainder may perhaps be
applied to purposes equally valuable hereafter, or not impossibly
may be worked up, so far as they go, into a regular history of
Salem, should my veneration for the natal soil ever impel me to
so pious a task. Meanwhile, they shall be at the command of any
gentleman, inclined and competent, to take the unprofitable
labour off my hands. As a final disposition I contemplate
depositing them with the Essex Historical Society. But the object
that most drew my attention to the mysterious package was a
certain affair of fine red cloth, much worn and faded. There were
traces about it of gold embroidery, which, however, was greatly
frayed and defaced, so that none, or very little, of the glitter
was left. It had been wrought, as was easy to perceive, with
wonderful skill of needlework; and the stitch (as I am assured by
ladies conversant with such mysteries) gives evidence of a now
forgotten art, not to be discovered even by the process of picking
out the threads. This rag of scarlet cloth –for time, and wear,
and a sacrilegious moth had reduced it to little other than a rag–
on careful examination, assumed the shape of a letter.
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1855
At the end of the journal entries for this year, Waldo Emerson listed his recent readings in Oriental materials:
“Plotinus; Porphyry; Iamblichus; Proclus; Rig Veda Sanhita; Vishnu Purana; Confucius; Koran; Ali ben Abu
Talib; Saadi.”

EMERSON AND CHINA
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1856
October 31, Friday: Benjamin B. Wiley wrote from Providence, Rhode Island to Henry Thoreau in Concord, asking,
among other things, about mystical philosophy in general and Confucius in particular:

Providence Oct 31, 1856
H D Thoreau
Concord
Dear Sir
In Worcester I saw Theo Brown who was very glad to hear from you.
In the evening we went together to see Harry Blake. Both these gentlemen were well. Mr Blake is an enthusiast in matters which the
world passes by as of little account. Since I returned here I have taken two morning walks with Chas Newcomb. He suggested that he
would like to walk to the White Mountains with me some time and it
may yet be done. He walks daily some miles and seems to be in pretty
good health. He says he would like to visit Concord, but named no
time for that purpose.
I am anxious to know a little more of Confucius. Can you briefly, so
that it will not take too much of your time, write me his views in regard to Creation, Immortality, man's preexistence if he speaks of it,
and generally anything relating to man's Origin, Purpose, & Destiny.
I would also like much to know the names of the leading Hindoo philosophers and their ideas on the preceding topics
Is Swedenborg a valuable man to you, and if so, why?
Do not think me too presuming because I ask you these questions. I
am an inquirer (as indeed I always hope to be) and have to avail myself of the wisdom of those who have commenced life before me.
Though I cannot hope that my existence will be of any direct benefit
to you, yet I cannot fail to exert influence somewhere, and that it may
be of an elevating character, I wish to make my own the experience
of collective humanity.
I shall leave here next Thursday Nov 6 for Chicago. My address
there will be care of Strong & Wiley. I shall undoubtedly spend the
winter there and how much longer I shall stay I cannot tell.
I suggested brevity in your remarks about the views of those philosophers. This was entirely for your convenience. I shall read appreciatingly and most attentively whatever you find time to write.
Yours truly
B. B. Wiley
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THOREAU AND CHINA
December 12, Friday: Henry Thoreau responded to an inquiry by Benjamin B. Wiley of Providence, Rhode Island
about Confucius by explaining what he took to be the core of the teaching and providing Wiley with three
of his own translations from CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS. LES QUATRE LIVRES DE PHILOSOPHIE MORALE ET
POLITIQUE DE LA CHINE, TRADUIT DU CHINOIS PAR M.J. PAUTHIER.
MENCIUS
CHINA

Concord Dec 12 ’56
Dear Sir,
I but recently returned from New Jersey after an absence of a little
over a month, and found your letter awaiting me. I am glad to hear
that you have walked with Newcomb, though I fear that you will not
have many more opportunities to do so. I have no doubt that i n his
company you would ere long find yourself, if not on those White
Mountains you speak of, yet on some equally high, though not laid
down in the geographies.
It is refreshing to hear of your earnest purposes with respect to your
culture, & I can send you no better wish, than that they may not be
thwarted by the cares and temptations of life. Depend on it, now is
the accepted time, & probably you will never find yourself better disposed or freer to attend to your culture than at this moment. When
They who inspire us with the idea are ready, shall not we be ready
also?
I do not now remember anything which Confucius has said directly
respecting man’s “origin, purpose, and destiny”. He was more
practical than that. He is full of wisdom applied to human relations
— to the private Life — the Family — Government &c. It is remark
able that according to his own account the sum & substance of his
teaching is, as you know, to Do as you would be done by.
He also said — (I translate from the French) Conduct yourself suitably toward the persons of your family, then you will be able to instruct and to direct a nation of men.”
“To nourish ones self with a little rice, to drink water, to have only
his bended arm to support his head, is a state which has also its satisfaction. To be rich and honored by iniquitous means, is for me as
the floating cloud which passes.”
“As soon as a child is born we must respect its faculties; the knowledge which will come to it by & by does not resemble at all its present state. If it arrives at the age of 40 or 50 years, without having
learned any thing, it is no more worthy of any respect.”
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This last, I think, will speak to your condition.
But at this rate I might fill many letters.
Our acquaintance with the ancient Hindoos is not at all personal.
The few names that can be relied on are very shadowy. It is however
tangible works that we know. The best I think of are the BhagvatGeeta (an episode in an ancient heroic poem called the Mahabarata) — the Vedas — The Vishnu Purana — The Institutes of Menu —
&c
I cannot say that Swedenborg has been directly & practically valuable to me, for I have not been a reader of him, except to a slight extent: — but I have the highest regard for him and trust that I shall
read all his works in some world or other. He had a wonderful
knowledge of our interior & spiritual life — though his illuminations
are occasionally blurred by trivialities. He comes nearer to answering, or attempting to answer, literally, your questions concerning
man’s origin purpose & destiny, than any of the worthies I have referred to. But I think that this is not altogether a recommendation;
since such an answer to these questions cannot be discovered, any
more than perpetual motion, for which no reward is now offered.
The noblest man it is, methinks, that knows, & by his life suggests,
the most about these things. Crack away at these nuts however as
long as you can — the very exercise will ennoble you — & you may
get something better than the answer you expect —
Yrs
Henry D. Thoreau
The translations which Thoreau provided to Wiley from his M.J. Pauthier translations in his Commonplace
Book are:

He also said — (I translate from the French) Conduct yourself suitably toward the
persons of your family, then you will be able to instruct and to direct a nation of
men.”
[23.6] “Conduct yourself suitably toward the persons of your
family, then you will be able to instruct & to direct a nation
of men.” Thseng-tseu^

in spirit of C.

“To nourish ones self with a little rice, to drink water, to have only his bended arm
to support his head, is a state which has also its satisfaction. To be rich and honored
by iniquitous means, is for me as the floating cloud which passes.”
[108.15] The Philosopher^

C said to nourish one’s self with a

little rice, to drink water, to have only his bended arm to
support his head, is a state which has also its satisfaction.
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To be rich & honored by iniquitous means, is for me as the
floating cloud which passes. C.

“As soon as a child is born we must respect its faculties; the knowledge which will
come to it by & by does not resemble at all its present state. If it arrives at the age of
40 or 50 years, without having learned any thing, it is no more worthy of any
respect.”
[121.22] As soon as a child is born (it is necessary to)^

should respect
it (in course)^

we

its faculties; the knowledge which will come to

by and by

does not resemble at all its present

state. If it arrives at the age of forty or fifty years, without
having learned anything, it is no more worthy of any respect.

THOREAU AND CHINA
Dec 12th Wonderful — wonderful is our life and that of our companions—! That there should be such
a thing as a brute animal — not human—! & that it should attain to a sort of society with our race!! Think of
cats, for instance; they are neither Chinese nor Tartars—; they do not go to school nor read the Testament— Yet
how near they come to doing so — how much they are like us who do so What sort of philosophers are we who
know absolutely nothing of the origin and destiny of cats? At length — without having solved any of these
problems, we fatten & kill & eat some of our cousins!!
As soon as the snow came, I naturally began to observe that portion of the plants that was left above the snow,
not only the weeds but the withered leaves, which before had been confounded with the russet earth. Yesterday
afternoon, after a misty forenoon, it began to rain by degrees, and in the course of the night more than half the
snow has disappeared, revealing the ground here and there; and already the brown weeds and leaves attract me
less.
This morning it is fair again.
P.M. — To Saw Mill Brook and back by Red Choke-berry Path and Walden.
Large oaks in thick woods have not so many leaves on them as in pastures, methinks (?). At the wall between
Saw Mill Brook Falls and Red Choke-berry Path, I see where a great many chestnut burs have been recently
chewed up fine by the squirrels, to come at the nuts. The wall for half a dozen rods and the snow are covered
with them. You can see where they have dug the burs out of the snow, and then sat on a rock or the wall and
gnawed them in pieces. I, too, dig many burs out of the snow with my foot, and though many of these nuts are
softened and discolored they have a peculiarly sweet and agreeable taste.
Yesterday morning I noticed that several people were having their pigs killed, not foreseeing the thaw. Such
warm weather as this the animal heat will hardly get out before night— I saw Peter, the dexterous pig-butcher
— busy in 2 or 3 places — & in the Pm I saw him with washed hands & knives in sheath—& his leather overalls
drawn off — going to his solitary house on the edge of the Great Fields — carrying in the rain a piece of the
pork he had slaughtered with a string put through it. Often he carries home the head, which is less prized taking
his pay thus in kind—& these supplies do not come amiss to his outcast family.
I saw Lynch’s dog stealthily feeding at a half of his master’s pig which lay dressed on a wheelbarrow at the
door— A little yellow brown dog — with fore feet braced on the ice — & out-stretched neck — he {swif}
eagerly browsed along the edge of the meat half a foot to right & left — with incessant short & rapid snatches
which brought it away as readily as if it had been pudding. He evidently knew very well that he was stealing —
but made the most of his time. The little brown dog weighed a pound or 2 more afterward than before. Where
is the great natural historian—? Is he a butcher or the patron of butchers? As well look for a great anthropologist
among cannibals.

CAT

DOG
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1857
April 26, Sunday: Henry Thoreau wrote to Benjamin B. Wiley and attempted to explicate his parable in WALDEN; OR,
LIFE IN THE WOODS of the loss of the hound, horse, and turtle-dove.
WALDEN: In any weather, at any hour of the day or night,
I have been anxious to improve the nick of time, and notch it on
my stick too; to stand on the meeting of two eternities, the past
and future, which is precisely the present moment; to toe that
line. You will pardon some obscurities, for there are more secrets
in my trade than in most men’s, and yet not voluntarily kept, but
inseparable from its very nature. I would gladly tell all that I
know about it, and never paint “No Admittance” on my gate.
I long ago lost a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle-dove, and am
still on their trail. Many are the travellers I have spoken
concerning them, describing their tracks and what calls they
answered to. I have met one or two who had heard the hound, and
the tramp of the horse, and even seen the dove disappear behind
a cloud, and they seemed as anxious to recover them as if they
had lost them themselves.
To anticipate, not the sunrise and the dawn merely, but, if
possible, Nature herself! How many mornings, summer and winter,
before yet any neighbor was stirring about his business, have I
been about mine! No doubt many of my townsmen have met me
returning from this enterprise, farmers starting for Boston
in the twilight, or woodchoppers going to their work. It is true,
I never assisted the sun materially in his rising, but, doubt not,
it was of the last importance only to be present at it.
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Curiously, he explicated it as if he were explicating his reference to Mencius’s remark about the loss
of the “sentiments of the heart” in A WEEK where he had quoted as follows:
A WEEK: Mencius says: “If one loses a fowl or a dog, he knows well
how to seek them again; if one loses the sentiments of his heart,
he does not know how to seek them again.... The duties of
practical philosophy consist only in seeking after those
sentiments of the heart which we have lost; that is all.”

PEOPLE OF

A WEEK

MENCIUS
So what he sent off to Wiley was:
How shall we account for our pursuits if they are
original? We get the language with which to describe
our various lives out of a common mint. If others have
their losses, which they are busy repairing, so have I
mine, & their hound & horse may perhaps be the symbols
of some of them. But also I have lost, or am in danger
of losing, a far finer & more etherial treasure, which
commonly no loss of which they are conscious will
symbolize — this I answer hastily & with some
hesitation, according as I now understand my own words.
I would infer, from this confusion, that in Thoreau’s memory his quotation in THE DIAL and then in A WEEK
of a parable from Mencius, a parable which referred to a fowl and a dog, and his invention of his own parable
in WALDEN, which referred to a hound, a horse, and a turtle-dove, had, by 1857 at least, become commingled.
THE SCHOLAR.
Teen, son of the king of Tse, asked what the business of the
scholar consists in? Mencius replied, In elevating his mind and
inclination. What do you mean by elevating the mind? It consists
merely in being benevolent and just. Where is the scholar’s abode?
In benevolence. Where is his road? Justice. To dwell in
benevolence, and walk in justice, is the whole business of a great
man.
Benevolence is man’s heart, and justice is man’s path. If a man
lose his fowls or his dogs, he knows how to seek them. There are
those who lose their hearts and know not how to seek them. The
duty of the student is no other than to seek his lost heart.
He who employs his whole mind, will know his nature. He who knows
his nature, knows heaven.
It were better to be without books than to believe all that they
record.
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A WEEK: Mencius says: “If one loses a fowl or a dog, he knows well
how to seek them again; if one loses the sentiments of his heart,
he does not know how to seek them again.... The duties of
practical philosophy consist only in seeking after those
sentiments of the heart which we have lost; that is all.”

PEOPLE OF

A WEEK

MENCIUS

We should, therefore, limit the range of possible interpretations of Thoreau’s parable to those which are not
blatantly discordant with the more decipherable intention of the Mencius parable. And immediately we notice
that a key to the Mencius parable is that “loss” can mean such different things, that we may know how to
recover from one “loss” but may have no clue as to how to recover from another “loss.”

THOREAU AND CHINA
There is a marked difference in the meaning of the word “my” when it is applied to my hound, my horse,
and my turtledove.

Did we suppose that “my” means the same in the expression “Please get my hat” as in the expression “My God,
my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” No, we did not suppose that, nor are we to suppose that the possessive
pronoun is the same when it is applied to a family pet with whom we share a long-term and deep affectional
relationship, to a barn animal we saddle in order to go somewhere, and to a wild bird we glimpse as it
disappears behind a cloud. In the sense in which the dog is my dog, the horse is not my horse. In the sense in
which the horse is my horse, the turtledove is not my turtledove. And there is not only a difference in the
definition of the possessive pronoun “my” when it is applied to my hound, my horse, and my turtledove, there
is also a difference in the meaning of the economic term “loss.” For me to lose my hound is for this dog to run
off after a scent and return when it chooses. For me to lose my horse is for this horse to be stolen by a horse
thief, or for me to gamble it away, or for it to lie down and die. For me to lose a turtledove is — what? Thoreau
didn’t need to clutch a turtledove, so how could he lose it? What he said was “In Boston yesterday an
ornithologist said significantly, ‘If you held the bird in your hand–’; but I would rather hold it in my
affections,” and the bird of which he and the ornithologist spoke might as well have been a turtledove as an
eponymous anonymous bird of some other species. When one gets to the turtledove part of the saying, one
recognizes that Thoreau’s parable of loss is a secret joke, a joke on the whole idea that in this world there could
be such a thing as loss. We may well wonder how the idea of loss could have arisen in a world in which each
instant of our lives is a gift to us, and is a gift over which we have no control whatever.
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Note that if we interpret the parable of the “loss” of the hound, horse, and turtle-dove as a secret joke on the
whole idea that in this world there could be such a thing as loss, then the parable becomes an intrinsic part of
the chapter, for the chapter, according to Stanley Cavell’s THE SENSES OF WALDEN, is, in its entirety, a parable
about the unreality of loss and an attempt to subvert our customary deployment of economic terms such as loss
when we attempt to deal with the affect of our lives:
The writer comes to us from a sense of loss; the myth
does not contain more than symbols because it is no set
of desired things he has lost, but a connection with
things, the track of desire itself.
Note also that if we interpret this parable of the “loss” of the hound, horse, and turtle-dove as a secret joke on
the simpleminded presumption that “loss” is one single, unproblematic concept, then we are led directly back,
full circle, to this citation of Mencius in A WEEK, the citation in which the “duties of practical philosophy” are
specified.
A WEEK: Mencius says: “If one loses a fowl or a dog, he knows well
how to seek them again; if one loses the sentiments of his heart,
he does not know how to seek them again.... The duties of
practical philosophy consist only in seeking after those
sentiments of the heart which we have lost; that is all.”

PEOPLE OF

A WEEK

MENCIUS
Barbara Johnson, while agreeing that the parable has to do with losses, evidently disagrees with the idea that
the chapter is intended to distance us from the easy application of such economic terms to the affect of our
lives. Rather, she suggests, WALDEN wakes us up to our losses, evidently to the reality of our losses:
WALDEN’s great achievement is to wake us up to our own
losses, to make us participate in the trans-individual
movement of loss in its own infinite particularity,
urging us passionately to follow the tracks of we know
not quite what, as if we had lost it, or were in danger
of losing it, ourselves. In order to communicate the
irreducibly particular yet ultimately unreadable
nature of loss, Thoreau has chosen to use three symbols
[hound, bay horse, and turtledove] that clearly are
symbols but that do not really symbolize anything
outside themselves.
We may note also, here, that Johnson is attempting a pre-emptive strike at anyone and everyone who would
make the three symbolic animals “symbolize anything outside themselves.” My own attitude toward this is
that a good reader is an active reader, and seeks to read meaning into what she is reading. We should judge
each attempt on its merits, and make no pre-emptive strike against the attempt to actively engage with the
presented material.

Concord April 26th
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1857
Dear Sir
I have been spending a fortnight in New Bedford, and on my return find your
last letter awaiting me.
I was sure that you would find Newcomb inexhaustible, if you found your way
into him at all. I might say, however, by way of criticism, that he does not take
firm enough hold on this world, where surely we are bound to triumph.
I am sorry to say that I do not see how I can furnish you with a copy of my essay
on the wild. It has not been prepared for publication, only for lectures, and
would cover at least a hundred written pages. Even if it were ready to be dispersed, I could not easily find time to copy it. So I return the order.
I see that you are turning a broad furrow among the books, but I trust that some
very private journal all the while holds its own through their midst. Books can
only reveal us to ourselves, and as often as they do us this service we lay them
aside. I should say read Goethe’s Autobiography by all means, also Gibbon’s
Haydon the Painter’s– & our Franklin’s of course; perhaps also Alfieris, Benvenuto Cellini’s, & De Quincey’s Confessions of an Opium Eater – since you
like Autobiography.
I think you must read Coleridge again & further –skipping all his theology– i.e.
if you value precise definitions & a discriminating use of language. By the way,
read De Quincey’s reminiscences of Coleridge & Wordsworth.
How shall we account for our pursuits if they are original? We get the language with which to describe our various lives out of a common mint. If others
have their losses, which they are busy repairing, so have I mine, & their hound
& horse may perhaps be the symbols of some of them. But also I have lost,
or am in danger of losing, a far finer & more etherial treasure, which commonly no loss of which they are conscious will symbolize— This I answer hastily
& with some hesitation, according as I now understand my own words.
I take this occasion to acknowledge, & thank you for, your long letter of
Dec 21st. So poor a correspondent am I. If I wait for the fit time to reply,
it commonly does not come at all, as you see. I require the presence of the other
party to suggest what I shall say.
Methinks a certain polygamy with its troubles is the fate of almost all men.
They are married to two wives – their genius (a celestial muse) and also to
some fair daughter of the earth. Unless these two were fast friends before marriage, and so are afterward, there will be but little peace in the house.
In answer to your questions, I must say that I never made, nor had occasion to
use a filter of any kind; but, no doubt, they can be bought in Chicago.
You cannot surely identify a plant from a scientific description until after long
practice.
The “millers” you speak of are the perfect or final state of the insect.
The chrysalis is the silken bag they spun when caterpillars, & occupied in the
nymph state.
Yrs truly

HDT

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

WHAT?

INDEX

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN A WEEK
Henry D. Thoreau
EDWARD GIBBON
THOMAS DE QUINCEY
VITTORIO ALFIERI
BENVENUTO CELLINI
BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
BENJAMIN ROBERT HAYDON

READ ALFIERI’S TEXT
READ FRANKLIN’S TEXT
April 26. Riordan’s cock follows close after me while spading in the garden, and hens commonly
follow the gardener and plowman, just as cowbirds the cattle in a pasture.
I turn up now in the garden those large leather-colored nymphs.
P. M. — Up Assabet to White Cedar Swamp.
See on the water over the meadow, north of the boat’s place, twenty rods from the nearest shore and twice as
much from the opposite shore, a very large striped snake swimming. It swims with great ease, and lifts its head
a foot above the water, darting its tongue at us. A snake thus met with on the water appears far more monstrous,
not to say awful and venomous, than on the land. It is always something startling and memorable to meet with
a serpent in the midst of a broad water, careering over it. But why had this one taken to the water? Is it possible
that snakes ever hibernate in meadows which are subject to be overflown? This one when we approached swam
toward the boat, apparently to rest on it, and when I put out my paddle, at once coiled itself partly around it and
allowed itself to be taken on board. It did not hang down from the paddle like a dead snake, but stiffened and
curved its body in a loose coil about it.
This snake was two feet and eleven inches long; the tail alone, seven and a quarter. There [were] one hundred
and forty-five large abdominal plates, besides the three smaller under the head, and sixty-five pairs of caudal
scales. The central stripe on the back was not bright-yellow, as Storer describes, but a pale brown or clay-color;
only the more indistinct lateral stripes were a greenish yellow, the broad dark-brown stripes being between;
beneath greenish. Beneath the tail in centre, a dark, somewhat greenish line.
This snake was killed about 2 P.M.; i.e., the head was perfectly killed then; yet the posterior half of the body
was apparently quite alive and would curl strongly around the hand at 7 P.M. It had been hanging on a tree in
the meanwhile.
I have the same objection to killing a snake that I have to the killing of any other animal, yet the most humane
man that I know never omits to kill one.
I see a great many beetles, etc., floating and struggling on the flood.
We sit on the shore at Wheeler’s fence, opposite Merriam’s. At this season still we go seeking the sunniest, most
sheltered, and warmest place. C. says this is the warmest place he has been in this year. We are in this like snakes
that lie out on banks. In sunny and sheltered nooks we are in our best estate. There our thoughts flow and we
flourish most. By and by we shall seek the shadiest and coolest place. How well adapted we are to our climate!
In the winter we sit by fires in the house; in spring and fall, in sunny and sheltered nooks; in the summer, in
shady and cool groves, or over water where the breeze circulates. Thus the average temperature of the year just
suits us. Generally, whether in summer or winter, we are not sensible either of heat or cold.
A great part of our troubles are literally domestic or originate in the house and from living indoors. I could write
an essay to be entitled “Out of Doors,” — undertake a crusade against houses. What a different thing
Christianity preached to the house-bred and to a party who lived out of doors! Also a sermon is needed on
economy of fuel. What right has my neighbor to burn ten cords of wood, when I burn only one? Thus robbing
our half-naked town of this precious covering. Is he so much colder than I? It is expensive to maintain him in
our midst. If some earn the salt of their porridge, are we certain that they earn the fuel of their kitchen and parlor?
One man makes a little of the driftwood of the river or of the dead and refuse (unmarketable!) wood of the forest
suffice, and nature rejoices in him. Another, Herod-like, requires ten cords of the best of young white oak or
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hickory, and he is commonly esteemed a virtuous man. He who burns the most wood on his hearth is the least
warmed by the sight of it growing. Leave the trim wood-lots to widows and orphan girls. Let men tread gently
through nature. Let us religiously burn stumps and worship in groves, while Christian vandals lay waste the
forest temples to build miles of meeting-houses and horse-sheds and feed their box stoves.
The white cedar is apparently just out. The higher up the tree, the earlier. Towed home an oak log some eighteen
feet long and more than a foot through, with a birch with around it and another birch fastened to that. Father
says lie saw a boy with a. snapping turtle yesterday.
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1861
In the lecture “Some Good Books,” Waldo Emerson developed the following underwhelming parallelism:

Eminent National Genius
Nation

Author

Persians

Hafiz

Chinese

Confucius

Spaniards

Cervantes

Toward the end of this year the Reverend Issachar J. Roberts
river steamers, on behalf of the Taipings in Nanking.

was commissioned to purchase some

At the end of his journal entries for this year, Emerson listed his recent readings in Oriental materials:
“Plotinus; Upanishad; Mahabharata; Viasa; Max Müller, Comparative Mythology, etc.; Saadi.”
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1862
Before this point, James Legge had translated the Chinese BOOK OF POETRY, an Englishing that would be
inspected by Waldo Emerson in 1863.
In about this year Christians from Europe coined the term “Confucianism,” and foisted it upon the Chinese.22)

22. Since Confucius himself had not claimed to be a creator, but merely a transmitter of traditional teachings, even to ascribe these
teachings to him as we do in the West by using a form of his name is fundamentally un-Confucian. The word that is used in Chinese
(Ruxue) means merely “the teachings of the literati” and makes no explicit reference to Master K’ung himself.
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1863
In this year the scholar Wang T‘ao came to live in Hong Kong (he would assist the Reverend James Legge in
many translations from the Chinese into English).

At the end of the journal entries for this year, Waldo Emerson listed his recent readings in Oriental materials:
“Confucius, Book of Poetry, apud J. Legge;23 D’Herbelot, Bibliotèque Orientale; Saadi; Hafiz; Von Hammer
Purgstall.” While reading in the James Legge translation, he had jotted into his journal an impression that in
reading Confucius he was “reading a better Pascal,” and had declared that this ancient had “anticipated the
speech of Socrates, and the Do as be done by, of Jesus.”

EMERSON AND CHINA

23. It seems clear that the source that Emerson consulted in this year for the Chinese “Book of Poetry, apud J. Legge,” could not
have been any one of the three editions that the Reverend Legge published in book form, for these would not be published until
1871, 1876, and 1879. Emerson must, therefore, have been referring to some earlier effort along this line as published in some local
journal such as the North American Review.
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1865
Mrs. Virginia Young Roberts returned from China to America with her two children, and took up residence in
St. Louis, Missouri.
At the end of the journal entries for this year, Emerson would list his recent readings in Oriental materials:
“Vedas; Vishnu Purana; Zertusht (Zoroaster); Confucius; Mahomet.”
In a speech praising the Emancipation Proclamation, Emerson would present President Abraham Lincoln as
the model of the Chinese virtuous sovereign, overcoming timorous councils of prudence in order to declare
righteously for the rule of justice:
Against all timorous councils, he had the courage to seize the
moment; and such was his position, and such the felicity
attending the action, that he has replaced government in the
good graces of mankind. “Better is virtue in the sovereign than
plenty in the season,” say the Chinese. ’Tis wonderful what
power is, and how ill it is used, and how its ill use makes life
mean, and the sunshine dark.
(That oratorical remark supposed, we notice now, that someone had out of prudence been urging the President
not to proclaim such an emancipation, when in historic fact Lincoln’s advisers were urging him to enact this
necessary martial law measure as a method for winning the war, and when in historic fact it had been Lincoln
who had been holding back from any such adventure in righteousness. In other words, Emerson here had his
historical reconstruction exactly bass-ackwards.)
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1867
At the end of the journal entries for this year, Waldo Emerson listed his recent readings in Oriental materials:
“Bhagavat Geeta; Vishnu Purana; Confucius.”
The Reverend James Legge returned to his native Scotland, to the small town of Dollar in Clackmannanshire,
where he had invited Wang T‘ao to join him in further translations from the Chinese into English.
His THE LIFE AND TEACHING OF CONFUCIUS.
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1868
Asked to discourse at a banquet in honor of an embassy from China that was passing through Boston, Waldo
Emerson delivered an after-dinner speech in which he naturally focused upon his more positive impressions.
The Chinese were to be praised as they possessed a great “power of continuous labor” (were there already
Chinese restaurants in downtown Boston?) — the Chinese were to be praised as practitioners of a “stoical
economy” (were there already Chinese shirt laundries in downtown Boston?) One item in this polite speech,
having to do with the Mandarin education, is of special interest because it appears nowhere else in Emerson’s
published records:
I am sure that gentlemen around me bear in mind the bill ...
requiring that candidates for public offices shall first pass
examinations on their literary qualifications for the same.
Well, China has preceded us, as well as England and France, in
this essential correction of a reckless usage; and the like high
esteem of education appears in China in social life, to which
distinctions it is made an indispensable passport.

EMERSON AND CHINA
Emerson had apparently forgotten that he had once contrasted the “fatalism” and “withdrawal” that was typical
of China with the “freedom” and “dynamism” to be found characteristic of the West. China, the “playground
of the world’s childhood,” he had mused, was to be urged by the West to grow up and stand tall. Our project
was to be her “regeneration.” Or perhaps he hadn’t forgotten, and his polite after-dinner speech was intended
to urge these Chinamen along the path of “regeneration”?
Emerson also during this polite speech credited China with its many early inventions and innovations, and
recognized there the “respectable remains of astronomic science, and the historic records of forgotten time.”
He concluded this by dropping the name of a Chinese philosopher who could not be spared by the world:
Confucius has not yet gathered all his fame.
Emerson had apparently forgotten that he had once characterized Confucius, derogatorily, as “no originator,”
and suggested that he knew no more to do with philosophy than had General Washington (which would have
been, in case you are wondering, precisely nothing). The reasons why Confucius was needed by the world
were that he had originated the Golden Rule of Jesus (the Doctrine of Reciprocity, the Golden Mean), that like
Socrates he had known that he knew nothing, that “His ideal of greatness predicts Marcus Antoninus,” and
that he grasped the fact that we must always place the blame for our own misfortunes upon ourselves rather
than upon others — as when the governor who complained to Confucius of thieves was told “If you, sir, were
not covetous, though you should reward them for it, they would not steal.”
All share the surprise and pleasure when the venerable Oriental
dynasty –hitherto a romantic legend to most of us– suddenly
steps into the fellowship of nations. This auspicious event,
considered in connection with the late innovations in Japan,
marks a new era, and is an irresistible result of the science
which has given us the power of steam and the electric telegraph.
It is the more welcome for the surprise. We had said of China,
as the old prophet said of Egypt, “Her strength is to sit still.”
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At the end of the journal entries for this year, Emerson listed his recent readings in Oriental materials: “Menu;
Bhagavat Geeta; Vishnu Purana; Hafiz; Confucius.”
The first published partial translation of the TAO TÊ CHING of Lao-tze into English was in this year, and had
been accomplished by a Reverend Doctor John Chalmers.

TAOISM
The volume was entitled THE SPECULATIONS ON METAPHYSICS, POLITY, AND MORALITY OF “THE OLD
PHILOSOPHER”, LAU-TSZE and had been published in London by Trubner. (This is one of the editions that
Bronson Alcott would have in his library at the point of his death that Henry Thoreau could not possibly have
seen. The volume in question is inscribed “A.B. Alcott with the affectionate regards of William Henry
Channing – 1870.” Even though 1870 is very much later in his life, it was amply prior to his stroke and death
in 1888 — and thus Alcott is the only Transcendentalist of whom we can say, with assuredness, that a good
contact had been made with Taoism.)
NATURE creates in the East the uncontrollable yearning
to escape from limitation into the vast and boundless,
to use a freedom of fancy which plays with all works of
Nature, great or minute, galaxy or grain of dust, as
toys and words of the mind; inculcates a beatitude to
be found in escape from all organization and all
personality, and makes ecstasy an institution.
MR. MAYOR: I suppose we are all of one opinion on this remarkable
occasion of meeting the embassy sent from the oldest Empire in
the world to the youngest Republic. All share the surprise and
pleasure when the venerable Oriental dynasty- hitherto a romantic legend to most of us - suddenly steps into the fellowship
of nations. This auspicious event, considered in connection with
the late innovations in Japan, marks a new era, and is an
irresistible result of the science which has given us the power
of steam and the electric telegraph. It is the more welcome for
the surprise. We had said of China, as the old prophet said of
Egypt, “Her strength is to sit still.” Her people had such
elemental conservatism that by some wonderful force of race and
national manners, the wars and revolutions that occur in her
annals have proved but momentary swells or surges on the pacific
ocean of her history, leaving no trace. But in its immovability
this race has claims. China is old, not in time only, but in
wisdom, which is gray hair to a nation, or, rather, truly seen,
is eternal youth. As we know, China had the magnet centuries
before
Europe;
and
block-printing
or
stereotype,
and
lithography, and gunpowder, and vaccination, and canals; had
anticipated Linnaeus’s nomenclature of plants; had codes,
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journals, clubs, hackney coaches, and, thirty centuries before
New York, had the custom of New Year's calls of comity and
reconciliation. I need not mention its useful arts, - its
pottery indispensable to the world, the luxury of silks, and its
tea, the cordial of nations. But I must remember that she has
respectable remains of astronomic science, and historic records
of forgotten time, that have supplied important gaps in the
ancient history of the western nations. Then she has
philosophers who cannot be spared. Confucius has not yet
gathered all his fame. When Socrates heard that the oracle
declared that he was the wisest of men, he said, it must mean
that other men held that they were wise, but that he knew that
he knew nothing. Confucius had already affirmed this of himself:
and what we call the GOLDEN RULE of Jesus, Confucius had uttered
in the same terms five hundred years before. His morals, though
addressed to a state of society unlike ours, we read with profit
to-day. His rare perception appears in his GOLDEN MEAN, his
doctrine of Reciprocity, his unerring insight, - putting always
the blame of our misfortunes on ourselves; as when to the
governor who complained of thieves, he said, “If you, sir, were
not covetous, though you should re-ward them for it, they would
not steal.” His ideal of greatness predicts Marcus Antoninus.
At the same time, he abstained from paradox, and met the
ingrained prudence of his nation by saving always, “Bend one
cubit to straighten eight.”
China interests us at this moment in a point of politics. I am
sure that gentlemen around me bear in mind the bill which the
Hon. Mr. Jenckes of Rhode Island has twice attempted to carry
through Congress, requiring that candidates for public offices
shall first pass examinations on their literary qualifications
for the same. Well, China has preceded us, as well as England
and France, in this essential correction of a reckless usage;
and the like high esteem of education appears in China in social
life, to whose distinctions it is made an indispensable
passport.
It is gratifying to know that the advantages of the new
intercourse between the two countries are daily manifest on the
Pacific coast. The immigrants from Asia come in crowds. Their
power of continuous labor, their versatility in adapting
themselves to new conditions, their stoical economy, are
unlooked-for virtues. They send back to their friends, in China,
money, new products of art, new tools, machinery, new foods,
etc., and are thus establishing a commerce without limit. I
cannot help adding, after what I have heard to-night, that I
have read in the journals a statement from an English source,
that Sir Frederic Bruce attributed to Mr. Burlingame the merit
of the happy reform in the relations of foreign governments to
China. I am quite sure that I heard from Mr. Burlingame in New
York, in his last visit to America, that the whole merit of it
belonged to Sir Frederic Bruce. It appears that the ambassadors
were emulous in their magnanimity. It is certainly the best
guaranty for the interests of China and of humanity.
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1870
At the end of the journal entries for this year, Waldo Emerson listed his recent readings in Oriental materials:
“Plotinus; Porphyry; Menu; Confucius; Averroës.”

EMERSON AND CHINA
The Reverend James Legge received his LLD from the University of Aberdeen. He would be the pastor at
Union Church, Hong Kong for the following three years, visiting mission stations at Shanghai, Chefoo
(Yantai) and Peking (Beijing), and returning to England via Japan and the USA in 1873.
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1875
The Reverend Professor James Legge’s THE LIFE AND TEACHING OF MENCIUS. He was named Fellow of
Corpus Christi College, Oxford.
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1876
October: The Reverend James Legge became the initial professor to hold the newly endowed chair of Chinese
Language and Literature at Oxford University (in fact he was the initial Nonconformist ever to achieve a
professorship there!). Although he would attract few students to his lectures, he would be laboring over his
translations of the Chinese classics in his study at 3 Keble-Terrace for the following couple of decades, until
1897. According to an anonymous obit in the Pall Mall Gazette, his practice was to retire at 10PM and rise at
3AM, winter and summer, making himself a cup of tea over a spirit-lamp and going directly to his desk. In this
year he prepared the 2d of his three published translations of the SHIJING, or SHI KING, into English as THE
BOOK OF POETRY. “[I]t was Legge’s general practice to translate a text several times without reference to
previous translations before embarking on a final version. Revisions of the final version were often carried out
in a similar way — first an independent translation, then a comparison with his earlier efforts.” (He had publish
his 1st translation of these materials in late 1871, and would publish a 3d in 1879.)
In his “Social Aims,” published in LETTERS AND SOCIAL AIMS, Waldo Emerson the Sage of Concord quoted
Confucius:24
“If the search for riches were sure to be successful, though I
should become a groom with whip in hand to get them, I will do
so. As the search may not be successful, I will follow after
that which I love.”
*
*
*
“‘Eat at your table as you would eat at the table of a king,’
said Confucius.”

EMERSON AND CHINA

24. At some point (I’m going to have to look up in what year: it is Volume IX, page 399 in the printed journal), Waldo had recorded
in his journal that “The Englishman in China, seeing a doubtful dish set before him, inquired, ‘Quack-quack?’ The Chinese replied,
‘Bow-wow.’”

EMERSON AND CHINA
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1905
Charlie Soong paid a return visit to Durham, North Carolina.
The Chinese government decided that high school students needed several hours of exercise per week —
“mens sana in corpore sano,” you know. This exercise would consist mostly of military drill, and saluting
(German drill would be favored in the northern regions while Japanese drill would prevail in the south).
The very elaborate and rigorous civil service examination system based upon Chu Hsi’s edition of the FOUR
BOOKS of 1190
and originally regularized in the year 1313,
which for so many centuries had
elevated the more painstaking Chinese student to the important role of Mandarin,
was in this year relinquished.
CONFUCIUS
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1907
July:

Ezra Pound read a little Confucius (in translation, of course).
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1915
January: Ezra Pound began his study of Confucius, probably by way of M.J. Pauthier’s translation of Chung Yung.
CHINA

LIGHT FROM CHINA
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1958
Professor Sherman Paul’s THE SHORES OF AMERICA: THOREAU’S INWARD EXPLORATION offered an
explanation for Henry Thoreau’s hound, horse, and turtle-dove parable in terms of Mencius’s “heart” as “man’s
inner goodness, which was lost by his contact with the world ... — to pierce to the heart of things, to discover
the laws of the seasons and of inspiration, growth, and maturity, and, as he had set down as an afterthought in
the JOURNAL, ‘To find the bottom of Walden Pond....’”:25
[I]n the celebrated passage of the hound, bay horse, and
turtledove, he [Thoreau] represented, as he explained to an
inquisitive correspondent, his “losses” — though even in his
reply he was evasive.... Many have tried to determine what his
losses were and the source of his symbols; even Emerson
suggested that the hound was the book he would have liked to
have written, the bay horse his desire for property, and the
turtledove the wife of his dream. But Emerson never recognized
that Thoreau had lost reality, and he seems to have forgotten
that Thoreau had selected for THE DIAL: A MAGAZINE FOR LITERATURE,
PHILOSOPHY, AND RELIGION this passage from Mencius: [quoting Mencius
on losing fowls, dog, heart]

THE SCHOLAR.
Teen, son of the king of Tse, asked what the business of the
scholar consists in? Mencius replied, In elevating his mind and
inclination. What do you mean by elevating the mind? It consists
merely in being benevolent and just. Where is the scholar’s abode?
In benevolence. Where is his road? Justice. To dwell in
benevolence, and walk in justice, is the whole business of a great
man.
Benevolence is man’s heart, and justice is man’s path. If a man
lose his fowls or his dogs, he knows how to seek them. There are
those who lose their hearts and know not how to seek them. The
duty of the student is no other than to seek his lost heart.
He who employs his whole mind, will know his nature. He who knows
his nature, knows heaven.
It were better to be without books than to believe all that they
record.

25.

Sherman Paul. THE SHORES OF AMERICA: THOREAU’S INWARD EXPLORATION. Urbana IL: U of Illinois P, 1958;
reprinted 1972
Paul noticed that for Thoreau, Nature was merely “the middle term in the progression from a lower to a higher
society,”
a “place of renewal” rather than any sort of “final goal.”
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A WEEK: Mencius says: “If one loses a fowl or a dog, he knows well
how to seek them again; if one loses the sentiments of his heart,
he does not know how to seek them again.... The duties of
practical philosophy consist only in seeking after those
sentiments of the heart which we have lost; that is all.”
MENCIUS

PEOPLE OF

A WEEK
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WALDEN: In any weather, at any hour of the day or night,
I have been anxious to improve the nick of time, and notch it on
my stick too; to stand on the meeting of two eternities, the past
and future, which is precisely the present moment; to toe that
line. You will pardon some obscurities, for there are more secrets
in my trade than in most men’s, and yet not voluntarily kept, but
inseparable from its very nature. I would gladly tell all that I
know about it, and never paint “No Admittance” on my gate.
I long ago lost a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle-dove, and am
still on their trail. Many are the travellers I have spoken
concerning them, describing their tracks and what calls they
answered to. I have met one or two who had heard the hound, and
the tramp of the horse, and even seen the dove disappear behind
a cloud, and they seemed as anxious to recover them as if they
had lost them themselves.
To anticipate, not the sunrise and the dawn merely, but, if
possible, Nature herself! How many mornings, summer and winter,
before yet any neighbor was stirring about his business, have I
been about mine! No doubt many of my townsmen have met me
returning from this enterprise, farmers starting for Boston
in the twilight, or woodchoppers going to their work. It is true,
I never assisted the sun materially in his rising, but, doubt not,
it was of the last importance only to be present at it.
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[It] will probably never be solved to everyone’s
satisfaction.
— Walter Roy Harding and Carl Bode (eds.)
THE CORRESPONDENCE OF HENRY
DAVID THOREAU. NY, 1958, page 749

According to page 395 of Professor Paul’s THE SHORES OF AMERICA, Thoreau’s favorite poem in the 2d
edition of Walt Whitman’s LEAVES OF GRASS had been “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry.” He compares this poem
to Thoreau’s A WEEK. According to page 349 of Robert D. Richardson, Jr.’s HENRY THOREAU: A LIFE OF THE
MIND, the point of connection which Paul had recognized was that the “core of [A WEEK is] about how all eras
and places are equal and how we, in the present, are as lucky and blessed as any.” According to page 121 of
Malcolm Clemens Young’s doctoral dissertation, entitled “Thoreau’s Religious Practices,”
Whitman in general and this poem in particular appealed to
Thoreau because of the way it renders the process of perception.
For Whitman and Thoreau perception relates fundamentally to the
construction of our identity. Both men passionately believe that
landscapes become part of us when we are attentive to how we see
and hear them. They both believe in the “glories strung like
beads on [our] smallest sights and hearings.” They both hope to
cultivate a perception that would make them sensitive to the
whole or what Whitman calls the “scheme.” They both are
nourished by “impalpable sustenance ... from all things at all
hours of the day.” They want to see the world “face to face.”
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1967
The gravesite of Confucius in Shandong province was desecrated by Red Guard (Hongwei) youths eager to
display their zhongdong or loyalty to Chairman Mao and their aidang or love for the Communist Party. The
grave, however, proved to be empty. (More than 100,000,000 people, as an estimate, would be denounced,
injured, or killed in China during this “Cultural Revolution” spasm of righteousness.)
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1968
July 9, Tuesday: The International Herald Tribune went on sale in Moscow — the first US newspaper to be sold in
the Soviet Union in 40 years.
Talks aimed at the unification of the three main Quebec separatist groups ended in failure.
Paragraph 1 of The Great Learning for chorus (speaking, playing stones and whistles, and organ by Cornelius
Cardew to words of Confucius, translated by Ezra Pound, was performed for the first time, in Cheltenham.
Some in the audience reacted disrespectfully, and produced disruptive sounds. Fffffffffffffff.
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1969
March 16, Sunday: John Barry, a reporter for the London Sunday Times, published an article about having visited
Mikis Theodorakis in Zatouna, where the composer is being held by the Greek Security Police. He had
returned with tapes of new songs performed by Theodorakis as well as with letters directed to the attention of
U Thant, Secretary-General of the United Nations, and of the Subcommission on Human Rights of the Council
of Europe. These were published with the article, and would be excerpted in periodicals throughout the world.
Paragraph 2 of The Great Learning for singers and drummers by Cornelius Cardew, to words of Confucius
translated by Ezra Pound, was performed for the initial time, at the Leeds College of Art.
1776, a musical by Sherman Edwards and Peter Stone, opened in New York City.
May 4, Sunday: Paragraph 2 of The Great Learning for singers and drummers by Cornelius Cardew, to words of
Confucius, translated by Ezra Pound, was performed publicly for the initial time, at the Round House in
London.
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1972
January 21, Friday: After ten weeks of impasse, Prime Minister Gaston Eyskens of Belgium formed an new coalition
government.
Paragraph 5 of The Great Learning, for a large number of untrained musicians making gestures, performing
actions, speaking, chanting, and playing a wide range of instruments, plus, optionally, ten solo singers singing
“Ode Machines,” by Cornelius Cardew to words of Confucius translated by Ezra Pound, was performed for
the initial time, in the Cecil Sharp House of London.
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1984
July 7, Saturday: At the Union Chapel, Upper Street, Islington, London, the beginning of the first complete
performance of The Great Learning for vocalists doing various things, by Cornelius Cardew to words of
Confucius translated by Ezra Pound.

July 8, Sunday: At the Union Chapel, Upper Street, Islington, London, completion of the initial performance of The
Great Learning for vocalists doing various things, by Cornelius Cardew to words of Confucius translated by
Ezra Pound.
Ikon of Light for chorus, violin, viola and cello by John Tavener was performed for the first time, in
Tewkesbury Abbey, Cheltenham.
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1993
Professor Guy Davenport’s story “The Concord Sonata” in COLLAGES A TABLE OF GREEN FIELDS TEN
STORIES (New Directions) begins with a reference to the Thoreau parable of the hound, the bay horse, and the
turtledove:
At his small sanded white pine table in his cabin at Walden Pond
on which he kept an arrowhead, an oak leaf, and an ILIAD in Greek,
Henry David Thoreau worked on two books at once. In one, A WEEK
ON THE CONCORD AND MERRIMACK RIVERS, he wrote: Give me a sentence
which no intelligence can understand. In the other, WALDEN; OR
LIFE IN THE WOODS, he wrote three such sentences, a paragraph which
no intelligence can understand....26
According to Professor Davenport, A WEEK ON THE CONCORD AND MERRIMACK RIVERS is Henry Thoreau’s
“excursus through common places and commonplace books,” and the closing part “Thoreau” of Charles Ives’s
“Second Pianoforte Sonata: Concord, Massachusetts 1840-1860” amounts to A WEEK in miniature. The
music’s central theme is the orders of nature disclosed to the determined forager, and its central gesture is its
foraging through commonplace books, on a quest to give (like Johann Wolfgang von Goethe) a true account
of the actual. “Some, poor in spirit, record plaintively only what has happened to them; but others how they
have happened to the universe, and the judgments which they have awarded to circumstances.” The key to the
puzzle in WALDEN, of the hound, the bay horse, and the turtledove, is to be found in THE DIAL: A MAGAZINE
FOR LITERATURE, PHILOSOPHY, AND RELIGION’s and A WEEK ON THE CONCORD AND MERRIMACK RIVER ’s

26. This reference to Thoreau’s parable was mentioned to me recently by Professor of Comparative Literature and Classics Kenneth
Haynes of Brown University.
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quotation of Mencius’s “If one loses a fowl or a dog, he knows well how to seek them again. The duties of all
practical philosophy consists only in seeking after the sentiments of the heart which we have lost; that is all.”
THE SCHOLAR.
Teen, son of the king of Tse, asked what the business of the
scholar consists in? Mencius replied, In elevating his mind and
inclination. What do you mean by elevating the mind? It consists
merely in being benevolent and just. Where is the scholar’s abode?
In benevolence. Where is his road? Justice. To dwell in
benevolence, and walk in justice, is the whole business of a great
man.
Benevolence is man’s heart, and justice is man’s path. If a man
lose his fowls or his dogs, he knows how to seek them. There are
those who lose their hearts and know not how to seek them. The
duty of the student is no other than to seek his lost heart.
He who employs his whole mind, will know his nature. He who knows
his nature, knows heaven.
It were better to be without books than to believe all that they
record.

According to Davenport, in seeking the lost hound, bay horse, and turtledove Thoreau was not seeking three
particular things but instead was seeking the “fine effluences” in nature that he hoped would offer clues to the
nature of these lost “sentiments of the heart.” Davenport apparently was unaware that he was covering ground
that has already been fully covered and publicized in 1916 by Mark Van Doren in HENRY DAVID THOREAU:
A CRITICAL STUDY27 and in 1958 by Professor Sherman Paul in THE SHORES OF AMERICA: THOREAU’S
INWARD EXPLORATION,28 and was merely reaffirming Van Doren’s and Paul’s interpretation of the parable,
which itself was merely reaffirming a letter of explication that Thoreau himself had written to one of his
readers on April 26, 1857:

Concord April 26th
1857
Dear Sir
I have been spending a fortnight in New Bedford, and on my return find your
last letter awaiting me.
I was sure that you would find Newcomb inexhaustible, if you found your way
into him at all. I might say, however, by way of criticism, that he does not take
firm enough hold on this world, where surely we are bound to triumph.
I am sorry to say that I do not see how I can furnish you with a copy of my essay
on the wild. It has not been prepared for publication, only for lectures, and
would cover at least a hundred written pages. Even if it were ready to be dis27.

Mark Van Doren. HENRY DAVID THOREAU: A CRITICAL STUDY. Boston MA: Houghton, Mifflin, 1916; NY,
Russell and Russell, 1943, 1961.

28.

Sherman Paul. THE SHORES OF AMERICA: THOREAU’S INWARD EXPLORATION. Urbana IL: U of Illinois P, 1958;
reprinted 1972
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persed, I could not easily find time to copy it. So I return the order.
I see that you are turning a broad furrow among the books, but I trust that some
very private journal all the while holds its own through their midst. Books can
only reveal us to ourselves, and as often as they do us this service we lay them
aside. I should say read Goethe’s Autobiography by all means, also Gibbon’s
Haydon the Painter’s– & our Franklin’s of course; perhaps also Alfieris, Benvenuto Cellini’s, & De Quincey’s Confessions of an Opium Eater – since you
like Autobiography.
I think you must read Coleridge again & further –skipping all his theology– i.e.
if you value precise definitions & a discriminating use of language. By the way,
read De Quincey’s reminiscences of Coleridge & Wordsworth.
How shall we account for our pursuits if they are original? We get the language with which to describe our various lives out of a common mint. If others
have their losses, which they are busy repairing, so have I mine, & their hound
& horse may perhaps be the symbols of some of them. But also I have lost,
or am in danger of losing, a far finer & more etherial treasure, which commonly no loss of which they are conscious will symbolize— This I answer hastily
& with some hesitation, according as I now understand my own words.
I take this occasion to acknowledge, & thank you for, your long letter of
Dec 21st. So poor a correspondent am I. If I wait for the fit time to reply,
it commonly does not come at all, as you see. I require the presence of the other
party to suggest what I shall say.
Methinks a certain polygamy with its troubles is the fate of almost all men.
They are married to two wives – their genius (a celestial muse) and also to
some fair daughter of the earth. Unless these two were fast friends before marriage, and so are afterward, there will be but little peace in the house.
In answer to your questions, I must say that I never made, nor had occasion to
use a filter of any kind; but, no doubt, they can be bought in Chicago.
You cannot surely identify a plant from a scientific description until after long
practice.
The “millers” you speak of are the perfect or final state of the insect.
The chrysalis is the silken bag they spun when caterpillars, & occupied in the
nymph state.
Yrs truly
Henry D. Thoreau
EDWARD GIBBON
THOMAS DE QUINCEY
VITTORIO ALFIERI
BENVENUTO CELLINI
BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
BENJAMIN ROBERT HAYDON
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Characteristically, however, the critic Davenport refrains from going further into this: “all Symbolism is
subliminally perceived –is felt– without being arranged in a critic’s museum display.” Instead he delivers some
epigrams such as that “Thoreau was most himself when he was Diogenes,” and an imaginary conversation
between Thoreau and a mouse, and the remark “The man under the enormous umbrella out in the snow storm
is Mr. Thoreau. Inspecting, as he says. Looking for his dove, his hound, his horse.”
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Hongbo Tan presented “Confucius at Walden Pond: Thoreau’s Unpublished Confucian Translations”29
in STUDIES IN THE AMERICAN RENAISSANCE 1993, filling a significant void in Thoreau scholarship.

THOREAU AND CHINA
It was revealed for the first time that the 1841
edition of M.J. Pauthier’s CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS had
been Thoreau’s basis for translation of 96 paragraphs of Confucius into 23 pages of a commonplace book at
the Berg Collection of the New York Public Library.
MENCIUS

LIGHT FROM CHINA

“CONFUCIUS AT WALDEN POND:
THOREAU’S UNPUBLISHED CONFUCIAN TRANSLATIONS”
HONGBO TAN
STUDIES IN THE AMERICAN RENAISSANCE, 1993
(ED. JOEL MYERSON)
29.
Hongbo Tan. “Confucius at Walden Pond: Thoreau’s Unpublished Confucian Translations.” STUDIES IN THE AMERICAN
RENAISSANCE, 1993. Ed. Joel Myerson. Charlottesville VA: U of Virginia P, pages 275-303
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CHARLOTTESVILLE VA: U OF VIRGINIA P, PAGES 275-303
The Berg Collection of the New York Public Library possesses an
unpublished manuscript notebook by Henry David Thoreau
containing, among other writings, Henry Thoreau’s translation
of ninety-six paragraphs of Confucius from M.J. Pauthier’s
CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS (Paris, 1841) written on twenty-three pages.30
This is an important document, since for decades, scholars have
been speculating on possible sources for the Confucian sayings
Thoreau used in his writings. In 1961, Lyman V. Cady discovered
to his surprise that none of the nine Confucian quotations he
found in WALDEN coincided with any of the English translations
of the Confucian works Thoreau had read.31 After a close
comparison between these quotations and M.J. Pauthier’s CONFUCIUS
ET MENCIUS in LES LIVRES SACRÉS DE L’ORIENT (Paris, 1840), Cady
submitted that Thoreau must have made his own translations from
M.J. Pauthier, whose text controlled “the form and wording of
the english equivalent” of the WALDEN quotations, with even the
proper names following “the French system of romanization used
by Pauthier.” Despite his convincing demonstration, Cady admits
that “external evidence is very scanty.”32 What Cady did not
realize is that “external evidence” does exist in the Berg
Collection manuscript notebook. In it, Thoreau had translated
not only these nine quotations, but many more. This article,
besides presenting for the first time Thoreau’s complete
translation from M.J. Pauthier’s text, attempts to investigate
the history of the manuscript, and the factors that have kept
these translations from being acknowledged. It will also explore
the possible causes behind Thoreau’s decision to make his own
translation, the tentative date of his undertaking, as well as
discuss the Neo-Confucian FOUR BOOKS, the texts from which
Thoreau selected his translations.

I
The manuscript that contains these translations has an
interesting history. As early as 1932, Arthur Christy noted an
unpublished Henry Thoreau notebook described in the CATALOGUE OF
THE STEPHEN H. WAKEMAN COLLECTION OF BOOKS OF NINETEENTH CENTURY AMERICAN
30. Thoreau, “Commonplace Book,” pages 127-49, NN-B. I thank the Henry W. and Albert A. Berg Collection, and Astor, Lenox,
and Tilden Foundations of the New York Public Library for generously granting me permission to quote and publish these
translations, and to Dr. Albert J. von Frank for carefully directing and supervising this project.
31. Lyman V. Cady, “Thoreau’s Quotations from the Confucian Books in WALDEN,” American Literature, 33 (March 1961): 20. The
Confucian works which Cady believes Thoreau used are Joshua Marshman’s THE WORKS OF CONFUCIUS,” (Serampore: Mission
Press, 1809); Father Couplet’s “The Morals of Confucius,” in THE PHENIX: A COLLECTION OF OLD AND RARE FRAGMENTS
(NY: W. Gowan, 1835); and David Collie’s THE CHINESE CLASSICAL WORK, COMMONLY CALLED THE FOUR BOOKS
(Malacca: Mission Press, 1828).
32. Lyman V. Cady, “Thoreau’s Quotations from the Confucian Books in WALDEN,” American Literature, 33 (March 1961): 21-22.
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WRITERS as containing Thoreau’s translations of Confucius.33 Sold
at the Wakeman sale to a private collector, and apparently not
easily accessible, in 1958, it was sold at the Parke-Bernet
Galleries to the House of El Dieff for $3,750.34 Six years later,
Kenneth Walter Cameron listed this notebook, now in the
collection of the New York Public Library, as the only
unpublished Thoreau Commonplace book.35 In 1974, William L.
Howarth presented a bibliographical description of the notebook
itself in THE LITERARY MANUSCRIPTS OF HENRY DAVID THOREAU,36 and the
following year, Joseph J. Moldenhauer, editor of Thoreau’s EARLY
ESSAYS AND MISCELLANIES, acknowledged his translations when
commenting in a textual note on Thoreau’s selections of the
Confucian sayings for The Dial.37 Most recently, and on the
evidence of the notebook, Robert Sattelmeyer included M.J.
Pauthier’s CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS in his “Bibliographical Catalogue”
in THOREAU’S READING (1988).38 But none of these scholars seems to
show an understanding of exactly what Thoreau had translated;
nor do they seem to feel the need for further investigation. The
Princeton edition of Thoreau’s TRANSLATIONS, for example, ignores
these translated Confucian passages, stating that its editorial
principle is to publish Thoreau’s “literary translations”
only.39 Thus, ironically, while critics such as Cady go so far
as to infer that Thoreau had made his own translations in WALDEN,
while a single figure of speech in Thoreau’s writings often
triggers endless source probing and investigation, these twentythree pages of Thoreau’s actual translation remain ignored in
the archive, their content virtually unknown.
Anxious to defend Thoreau’s originality, or, rather his
Occidentality, critics since Mark Van Doren, who asserted in
1916 that “Thoreau took figures and sentences, not ideas from
his Oriental reading,”40 have tended to minimize Thoreau’s debt
to the Orient, particularly to the Confucian texts. In his
pioneering study of the ORIENT IN AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALISM, Christy
acknowledges the Confucian canon as one of the three major
Oriental resources. But he quickly dismisses it as least
significant when compared with the Indian and Persian
influences, and declares unhesitantly that it is “fruitless to
attempt finding in [Thoreau] a resemblance to the ethics of

33. THE CATALOGUE OF THE STEPHEN H. WAKEMAN COLLECTION OF BOOKS OF NINETEENTH CENTURY AMERICAN WRITERS, item
985, quoted in Arthur Christy, “Books and Marginalia,” THE ORIENT IN AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALISM (NY: Columbia UP,
1932), page 276.
34. “$32,295 Worth of Thoreau Manuscripts!” Thoreau Society Bulletin, number 65 (Fall 1958), page 1.
35. Kenneth Walter Cameron, THOREAU’S LITERARY NOTEBOOK IN THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS (Hartford CT: Transcendental
Books, 1964), page 3.
36. William L. Howarth, THE LITERARY MANUSCRIPTS OF HENRY DAVID THOREAU (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1974), page 293.
37. THE WRITINGS OF HENRY D. THOREAU, ed. Walter Roy Harding et al., 12 volumes to date (Princeton: Princeton UP, (1971- ),
EARLY ESSAYS AND MISCELLANIES, ed. Joseph J. Moldenhauer (1975), page 385.
38. Robert Sattelmeyer, THOREAU’S READING: A STUDY IN INTELLECTUAL HISTORY WITH BIBLIOGRAPHICAL CATALOGUE
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1988), page 248.
39. THE WRITINGS OF HENRY D. THOREAU, ed. Walter Roy Harding et al., 12 volumes to date (Princeton: Princeton UP, (1971- ),
TRANSLATIONS, ed. Kevin Van Anglen (1986), page 159.
40. Van Doren, HENRY DAVID THOREAU: A CRITICAL STUDY (NY: Russell and Russell, 1961 [1916]), page 95. Van Doren’s
view prevails in the 1980s as well. In an up-to-date study of Oriental religions and American thought, Carl T. Jackson states that
“like Waldo Emerson, [Henry Thoreau] usually mined the Oriental writings for their ‘lusters’ — to embellish and universalize an
idea” (THE ORIENTAL RELIGIONS AND AMERICAN THOUGHT. Westport CT: Greenwood, 1981, page 66).
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Confucius.” He further asserts that there was “nothing
essentially Confucian in Thoreau’s temperament,” adding “No
Confucius would ever have gone to Walden.”41 Few scholars have
challenged these conclusions. Even Cady, after his elaborate
effort to argue that the nine Confucian quotations in WALDEN are
Thoreau’s own translation, finds himself noting apologetically
that Thoreau “for the most part uses Confucian materials in a
non-Confucian way,” and that “he rarely sees these sayings in
their proper implications.”42 As if it were to avoid the pit,
some recent scholars turn to the “construction’ of Thoreau’s
Taoism via his reading of Confucianism.43 When Orientalism in
general is regarded as marginal, the Confucian canon marginal
within that margin, one cannot be surprised that these
translations have been neglected for so long.

II
To understand what impelled Henry Thoreau to undertake his own
translation, we need to examine what the Confucian texts are,
and how they came into existence. Most Thoreau scholars view the
Confucian tradition as a stagnant orthodoxy having nothing in
common with Thoreau’s dynamic and unconventional, if not
eccentric, individualism. A closer study of Chinese intellectual
history will reveal, on the contrary, that Confucianism is, to
quote Daniel K. Gardner, “no more an unchanging monolith than
was Christianity.”44 Just as the understanding of the Bible
varied from a Puritan to a Transcendentalist, the interpretation
of the Confucian texts differed between scholars of the Han and
Sung dynasties.
The texts Thoreau translated are from the Neo-Confucian FOUR
BOOKS, compiled by the great Sung Confucian scholar, Chu Hsi
(1130-1200), “the most influential philosopher” since the time
of Confucius and Mencius.45 A collection of four Confucian
classics, THE FOUR BOOKS consists of the TA-HSÜEH (the GREAT
LEARNING), the LUN-YÜ (the ANALECTS), the MENG-TZU (the Mencius), and
the CHUNG-YUNG (the DOCTRINE OF MEAN). While the LUN-YÜ and the MENGTZU were originally two of the THIRTEEN CONFUCIAN CLASSICS, the TAHSÜEH and the CHUNG-YUNG were two chapters from the LI CHI (the BOOK
OF RITES, one of the THIRTEEN as well). In 1190, Chu Hsi grouped
the four together and published them for the first time in one
collection.46 The significance of this compilation was far41. Arthur Christy, THE ORIENT IN AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALISM. NY: Columbia UP, 1932, page 196.
42. Lyman V. Cady, “Thoreau’s Quotations from the Confucian Books in WALDEN,” American Literature, 33 (March 1961): 31.
43. See John Emerson, “Thoreau’s Construction of Taoism,” Thoreau Journal Quarterly, 12, number 2 (April 1980), 5-9, and Gary
Simon, “What Henry David Thoreau Didn’t Know About Lao-tze: Taoist Parallels in Thoreau,” LITERATURE EAST AND WEST, 16
(March 1973):253-71.
44. Gardner, CHU HSI AND THE TA-HSÜEH: NEO-CONFUCIAN REFLECTION ON THE CONFUCIAN CANON (Cambridge MA: Harvard
UP, 1986, page 7.
45. Wing-tsi Chan, “The Study of Chu Hsi in the West,” Journal of Asian Studies, 35 (August 1976): 555.
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reaching; it altered the entire course of the Confucian
classics.
For centuries, the central texts in the Confucian tradition had
been the FIVE CLASSICS: the I CHING (the BOOK OF CHANGES), the SHIHCHING (the BOOK OF POETRY), the SHU CHING (the BOOK OF HISTORY), the
LI CHI (the BOOK OF RITES) and the CH’UN-CH’IU (the SPRING AND AUTUMN
ANNALS). These works were the first of the Thirteen Classics to
be canonized and remained central and most important for more
than a millennium.47 But Chu Hsi, after over fifty years’
devotion to the Confucian classics, was convinced that the
Confucian principles were “more accessible” in THE FOUR BOOKS. He
therefore urged his students to focus on these works instead.
In 1313, the FOUR BOOKS, together with Chu Hsi’s commentaries,
were made official and became the basis of the Chinese civil
service examinations. Until 1905, when the examination system
was abolished, the FOUR BOOKS had been held as the “intellectual
standard” for the Chinese literati.48
The rise in importance of the FOUR BOOKS was closely connected
with Sung intellectuals’ efforts to revive the Confucian
tradition. Like any philosophical or religious tradition,
Confucianism has also experienced its ups and downs. Since the
reign of Emperor Wu (141-87 BCE) of the Han dynasty (206 BCE220 CE), Confucianism had gained a more privileged status than
any other Chinese doctrines. From the late Han through the Tang
(618-907 CE) dynasties, however, Neo-Taoism and Buddhism, the
latter in particular, gained a stronger hold on the Chinese
population. The political chaos and social upheaval prevailing
throughout the country during the late Tang dynasty further
enhanced the appeal of these teachings.
Restoration of the Confucian tradition became urgent for the
Sung dynasty (960-1279 CE). To many of the Sung scholars, the
Confucian classics were no doubt the “receptacle of the truth.”49
The problem was how to interpret them. They found that scholars
since Han had relied too heavily on Han commentaries, many of
which “obscured” the true message of the original. To unveil the
truth, Sung scholars advocated a return to the “bare” text. This
going back to the original was not a mere intellectual gesture.
It was closely related to the Sung Confucianists’ vision of the
world order. As Gardiner’s study shows, with the collapse of the
powerful Tang empire still “fresh” in their mind, the Sung
Chinese encountered new problems: nomads were occupying the
north, and the doctrines of Buddhism, penetrating from India,
continued luring away the population. “Be they adults or
children, officials, farmers, or merchants, men or women, all
46. Gardner, CHU HSI AND THE TA-HSÜEH: NEO-CONFUCIAN REFLECTION ON THE CONFUCIAN CANON (Cambridge MA: Harvard
UP, 1986, page 2.
47. The canonization of the Thirteen Confucian works began in the 2d Century BCE, but was not complete until near the end of the
11th Century CE when the MENG-TZU was finally added. Throughout this process, the FIVE CLASSICS had been the first of
importance (Gardner, CHU HSI AND THE TA-HSÜEH: NEO-CONFUCIAN REFLECTION ON THE CONFUCIAN CANON (Cambridge MA:
Harvard UP, 1986, page 7.)
48. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), page 592.
49. Gardner, CHU HSI AND THE TA-HSÜEH: NEO-CONFUCIAN REFLECTION ON THE CONFUCIAN CANON (Cambridge MA: Harvard
UP, 1986, page 8.
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have entered the Buddhist fold,” lamented Chu Hsi.50 The Sung
scholars believed that this was all because the Confucian “Way”
had declined. To return to the Golden age, they held, one needed
only to bring back the principles of the Classics and let the
Way prevail again. Thus Chu Hsi wrote:
THe sages wrote the classics in order to teach later
generations. These texts enable the reader to reflect
on the ideas of the sages while reciting their words and
hence to understand what is in accordance with the
principle of things. Understanding the whole substance
of the proper Way, he will practice the Way with all his
strength, and so enter the realm of the sages and
worthies.51
Not all Thirteen Classics caught his equal attention, however;
nor was the Five Classics his preference. He was attracted
instead, as has already been mentioned, to THE FOUR BOOKS:
In reading, begin with passages that are easy to
understand. For example, principle is brilliantly clear
in the TA-HSÜEH, the CHUNG-YUNG, the LUN-YÜ, and the MENGTZU, these four texts, Men simply do not read them. If
these texts were understood, any book could be read, any
principle could be investigated, any affair could be
managed.52
It seems that an easy accessibility of Confucian principles made
Chu Hsi turn his attention to THE FOUR BOOKS. But other factors
were even more important.
With the impact of Buddhist thought, accompanied by the
increasing prominence of Neo-Taoism, Sung Confucian scholars
could no longer ignore broader ontological and metaphysical
issues. They had to ponder not only man’s relation to man, but
also man’s relation to the universe. While the Five Classics
were more prescriptive in nature, indicating, for example, how
one should conduct oneself in “certain concrete objective
situations,” how “ritualistic practice” could maintain “a wellordered society,” the FOUR BOOKS were concerned primarily with
the “nature of man,” the “inner source” of his morality, and his
relation to the world.53
Another factor Gardner believes grew logically from the
“reaction” of the scholars to the “bleak” political situation
of the time, and, particularly, to the failure of Wang An-shih’s
political
and institutional reform. Disillusioned, Sung
scholars realized that institutional and legal changes alone
could not bring about social and political order. Many then
turned their concerns inward to the process of “moral self50. Chu Hsi, YÜ-LEI, 126.306, trans. Gardner, in his “Principle and Pedagogy: Chu Hsi and the FOUR BOOKS,” Harvard Journal
of Asian Studies, 44 (June 1984): 61.
51. Chu Hsi, WEN-CHI, 82.26a, trans. Gardner, in his “Principle and Pedagogy: Chu Hsi and the FOUR BOOKS,” Harvard Journal
of Asian Studies, 44 (June 1984): 63.
52. Chu Hsi, YÜ-LEI, 14.1a, trans. Gardner, in his “Principle and Pedagogy: Chu Hsi and the FOUR BOOKS,” Harvard Journal of
Asian Studies, 44 (June 1984): 64.
53. Gardner, “Principle and Pedagogy: Chu Hsi and the FOUR BOOKS,” Harvard Journal of Asian Studies, 44 (June 1984): 67-68.
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perfection.” They felt deeply that progress in the “outer” realm
depended on “prior” progress in the “inner realm,” and believed
that only the “truly” good man could bring about good reform;
only the “truly” good man could maintain the effectiveness of
his reformation.54 Consequently, the problems of human nature
and the cultivation of the self became the center of their
attention, and THE FOUR BOOKS, with their emphasis on exactly
these issues, rose naturally in importance. Their centrality in
the Confucian canon was thus established. Understandably, books
of this nature would catch the attention of Thoreau, who was
equally engaged with these issues. In 19th-century New England,
social reform –from civil disobedience and the abolition of
slavery to communitarian schemes like Brook Farm– was on
everybody’s mind.

III
Before proceeding with the description of Henry Thoreau’s
translations, a brief note to each of THE FOUR BOOKS is necessary.
• (1) The TA-HSÜEH. The TA-HSÜEH, the first of the FOUR, was
originally Chapter 42 of the LI CHI. Chu Hsi, following Ssuma Kuang (1019-1086 CE) and the famous Cheng brothers (10321085 CE, 1033-1107 CE), rearranged the chapter, making it an
individual work.55 As its title suggests,56 the TA-HSÜEH
presents an “outline for learning,” and a “pattern for
cultivating the self and governing the other.”57 Chu Hsi
compares this text to the “foundation” of a house. A man
building a house must start with the foundation; a student
reading THE FOUR BOOKS must begin with the TA-HSÜEH. Chan finds
that the TA-HSÜEH, despite its small size, has summarized the
Confucian “educational, moral, and political” programs
neatly in its “three items” of “manifesting the clear
character of man, loving the people, and abiding in the
highest good,” and the “eight steps” of “the investigation
of things, extension of knowledge, sincerity of the will,
rectification of the mind, cultivation of the personal life,
regulation of the family, national order, and world peace.”
In contrast to the CHUNG-YUNG, this book is “rational in
tone.” While the former is a metaphysical discourse, the
latter, Chan maintains, is the “Confucian doctrine of
54. Gardner, “Principle and Pedagogy: Chu Hsi and the FOUR BOOKS,” Harvard Journal of Asian Studies, 44 (June 1984): 68.
55. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), page 85.
56. Wing-tsi Chan interprets the Chinese characters, “Ta-hsüeh,” as literally meaning “the education for the adults,” or using the
word “Ta” in the sense of “great,” the education of “great men” (Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY.
Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963, page 85).
57. Chu Hsi, YÜ-LEI, 14.3b and 14.2a, trans. Gardner, in his “Principle and Pedagogy: Chu Hsi and the FOUR BOOKS,” Harvard
Journal of Asian Studies, 44 (June 1984): 71-72.
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humanity (jen) in application.”58 Although the TA-HSÜEH does
not discuss metaphysical problems, it presents “the
investigation of things” as the “starting point” in moral
and social life. This, Chan holds, is “perfectly” in
accordance with the Confucian emphasis on learning.59
• (2) The LUN-YÜ. A collection of sayings by Confucius and his
pupils, the LUN-YÜ consists of two parts of ten books each.
Four hundred and ninety-two chapters in its original state,
Chu Hsi combined and redivided certain chapters, making a
total of eight hundred and forty-two, with one of the
chapters further divided into eighteen sections.60 Chan
considers the material of the text “unsystematic,” in a few
cases, “repetitive,” and in some cases “historically
inaccurate”; but the LUN-YÜ, he insists, is “generally
accepted” as “the most authentic and reliable source of
Confucian teachings.”61 It reflects most explicitly the
humanistic emphasis of the Confucian teaching. Like Thoreau
in A WEEK ON THE CONCORD AND MERRIMACK RIVERS,62 Confucius talks
about man and life at present: “Chi-lu (Tzu-lu) asked about
serving the spiritual being. Confucius said, ‘if we are not
yet able to serve man, how can we serve spiritual beings?’
He ventured to ask about death, Confucius said, ‘if we do
not yet know about life, how can we know about death.’”63 His
strong faith in man is reflected in his belief that man “can
make the Way [Tao] great,” and not that “the Way can make man
great.”64 He offers also specific instructions on how to be a
superior man and on what constitutes proper conduct. He
teaches further, like Emerson and Thoreau, the
perfectibility of all men. Until Confucius’s time, the term
chün-tzu, often translated as “superior man,” was a term
referring to hereditary nobility. Confucius changed this
concept and used it to address most of the time a “morally
superior man.”65 The Confucian interpretation of Heaven in
the LUN-YÜ departed from the traditional belief even more
radically. According to Chan, the superior power was
originally called “Ti” (the Lord) or “Shang-ti” (the Lord on
High) and was understood in an “anthropomorphic sense.”
Confucius never used “Ti,” but “T’ien” (Heaven) instead. While
it is still “purposive” and is the “master of all things,”
58. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), pages 84, 95.
59. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), page 84.
60. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), page 19.
61. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), page 19.
62. THE WRITINGS OF HENRY D. THOREAU, ed. Walter Roy Harding et al., 12 volumes to date (Princeton: Princeton UP, (1971),A WEEK ON THE CONCORD AND MERRIMACK RIVERS, ed. Carl F. Hovde et al. (1980); see particularly pages 73-74.
63. LUN-YÜ, 11.11, trans. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), page 36.
Thoreau copied this Confucian passage in the version of Father Couplet’s translation into one of his “Commonplace Books”; see
Kenneth Walter Cameron, TRANSCENDENTAL APPRENTICESHIP (Hartford CT: Transcendental Books, 1976), page 152.
64. LUN-YÜ, 15.28, trans. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), page 15.
65. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), page 15.
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Chan writes, Confucius’s Heaven is no longer the “greatest
of all spiritual beings who rules in a personal manner.” His
is a “Supreme Being” who only “reigns,” leaving his “Moral
Law” to operate by itself.66
• (3) The MENG-TZU. The MENG-TZU is perhaps the most “unified
text” of the four.67 The work is divided into seven books;
each in turn is divided into two parts. While Confucius
talks about specific modes of behavior, Mencius speaks to
larger issues, such as preserving the mind, and nourishing
the nature. Chan considers Book 6, Part I, “the most
important portion” of the text. It records in full Mencius’s
theory of human nature. While “Confucius no more than
implied that human nature is good,” Mencius “declared
definitely” that human nature is “originally good.”68 In
Mencius’s scheme, as for the Transcendentalists’, the
universe is “essentially moral.” Both man and nature
originate from Heaven. The moral principles of man are
therefore “the metaphysical principles of the universe,” and
the nature of man is an “exemplification” of these
principles. Based on his conception of the original goodness
of human nature, Mencius further develops the theory that
all things are complete within: “All things are already
complete in oneself. There is no greater joy than to examine
oneself and be sincere.”.69 Built up around his theory of
human nature are, as Chan summarizes, Mencius’s other
tenets: Man “possesses the ‘innate’ knowledge of the good
and ‘innate ability’ to do good”; “if one develops his mind
to the utmost, he can ‘serve Heaven,’ and ‘fulfil his
destiny’”; “evil is not inborn but due to man’s own failures
and his inability to avoid evil external influences”;
“serious efforts must be made to recover our original
nature”; and “the end of learning is none other than to
‘seek for the lost mind.’”70
• (4) The CHUNG-YUNG. Of THE FOUR BOOKS the CHUNG-YUNG is
considered the most difficult since it concerns, to quote
Chu Hsi, “subtle mysteries of the ancients”; it speaks often
of “the abstract,” of “spiritual beings,” and of “forming a
trinity with heaven and earth.”71 Formerly a chapter of the I
CHING, the CHUNG-YUNG is, in Chan’s opinion, “the most
66. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), page 16.
67. Chu Hsi considers the text a model piece “completely coherent from beginning to end” (YÜ-LEI, 19.4b, trans. Gardner, in his
“Principle and Pedagogy: Chu Hsi and the FOUR BOOKS,” Harvard Journal of Asian Studies, 44 (June 1984): 75).
68. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), pages 51, 49-50.
69. Mencius, 7A:4, trans. Wing-tsi Chan in his A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), page
79.
70. Mencius, 7A:1 7A:1, 6A:8, 6a:11, trans. Wing-tsi Chan in his A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ:
Princeton UP, 1963), page 50.
71. Chu Hsi, YÜ-LEI, 62.1a, trans. Gardner, in his “Principle and Pedagogy: Chu Hsi and the FOUR BOOKS,” Harvard Journal of
Asian Studies, 44 (June 1984): 81.
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philosophical” of the FOUR.72 The text begins with Chu Hsi’s
remark:
Master Ch’eng I [Ch’eng I-ch’uan, 1033-1107 CE] said,
“By Chung (central) is meant what is not one-sided, and
by yung (ordinary) is meant what is unchangeable. Chung
is the correct path of the world and yung is the definite
principle of the world.” This work represents the
central way in which the doctrines of the Confucian
school have been transmitted.... The book “first speaks
of one principle, next it spreads out to cover the ten
thousand things, and finally returns and gathers them
all under one principle.” Unroll it, and it reaches in
all directions. Roll it up, and it withdraws and lies
hidden in minuteness.
The language itself reveals the mystic nature of the text. No
wonder this work has “strong appeal” to both Taoist and Buddhist
scholars, who had written lengthy commentaries on it long before
it was made one of the Confucian FOUR BOOKS. One Buddhist monk in
the eleventh century even styled himself by the title of the
book.73 What had attracted Taoists, Buddhists, as well as Sung
Confucian scholars, is, Chan believes, the very subject the text
explores, “human nature and the Way of Heaven”: “What Heaven
(T’ien, Nature) imparts to man is called human nature. To follow
our nature is called the Way (Tao). Cultivate the Way is called
education. The Way cannot be separated from us for a moment.
What can be separated from us is not the Way.”74 These are the
concepts even Emerson had to copy into his “savings bank.”75

IV
We must note that Thoreau had read at least three English
translations of the Neo-Confucian FOUR BOOKS, from which he made,
together with Waldo Emerson, two selections, and published them
in The Dial in 1843.76 But in his writings he seldom relied on
these translations. The reason is perhaps easy to surmise: by
his time, western intellectuals had inherited two conflicting
views of Confucius. The Jesuits, whose mission reached China in
the late 16th Century, were the first introducers of Confucius
into the west. Hoping to win over the mandarin-scholars, hence
the Imperial Court, these missionaries carefully studied the
Chinese classics, many becoming renowned Chinese scholars and
72. Wing-tsi Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY (Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963), page 95.
73. For this, Wing-tsi Chan considers the book “a bridge” between Taoism and Buddhism, which “prepared” in his view for their
influence on Confucianism (Chan, A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY. Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963, page 95.)
74. CHUNG-YUNG, 1, trans. Wing-tsi Chan, in his A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY. Princeton NJ: Princeton UP, 1963, page
98.
75. THE JOURNALS AND MISCELLANEOUS NOTEBOOKS OF RALPH WALDO EMERSON, ed. William H. Gilman, Ralph H. Orth, et al.,
16 vols. (Cambridge MA: Harvard UP, 1960-1982), 3:363.
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great admirers of Confucius. The version of the Chinese sage
they presented to the West had so aroused the admiration of such
European thinkers as Leibnitz and Voltaire that Confucius became
“the patron saint of eighteenth-century Enlightenment.”77 On the
other hand, the Protestant missionaries, who came to China in
the early 19th Century, and who ardently set about to convert
millions of lost souls, found Confucius a pagan, lacking the
light of God. It is altogether characteristic of this age that
David Collie, one of the Protestant translators Thoreau
encountered, should describe the Confucian system as “compounded
of a number of self-evident, sound, practical truths,
intermingled with many abstruse, high sounding, false, and
highly dangerous theories,” while noting that Confucius himself
laboured “under the destructive influence of the most gross and
dangerous ignorance, viz. Ignorance of his Creator.”78
Of the three English translations Henry Thoreau read, the first
was by Father Couplet, a Jesuit missionary who went to China in
1658 and stayed there till 1680 when he was sent back to
Europe,79 and published in 1687 CONFUCIUS SINICA PHILOSOPHUS, “the
first translation of Confucius” in Europe.80 The other two were
by Joshua Marshman, a Baptist missionary stationed in India,81
and Collie, a member of the London Missionary Society, and later
principal of the Protestant Anglo-Chinese College at Malacca.82
Unlike these English translators, M.J. Pauthier (1801-1873) was
not a missionary. He was, according to Raymond Schwab, a “good
Indic scholar” but a “better sinologist.”83 Pauthier began his
literary career as a poet, publishing two collections of poems
in the late 1820s. But his verse, as Schwab notes, showed “few
flashes of genius.” It was his Oriental scholarship that put him
on a level with Abel Rémusat, Stanislas Julien, and other famed
Orientalists. His translation of Henry Thomas Colebrook’s “Essay
on the Philosophy of the Hindus” in 1832 won him a prize from
the royal college. His LES LIVRES SACRÉS DE L’ORIENT (Paris, 1840)
provided the curious “a portable Asia,” and became an “important
76. See
Lyman V. Cady. “Thoreau’s Quotations from the Confucian Books in WALDEN.” American Literature, 33
(March 1961): 20-32

READ THE FULL TEXT
and THE WRITINGS OF HENRY D. THOREAU, ed. Walter Roy Harding et al., 12 volumes to date (Princeton: Princeton
UP, (1971- ), EARLY ESSAYS AND MISCELLANIES, ed. Joseph J. Moldenhauer (1975), pages 140, 147. For detailed
discussion of the subject, see Hongbo Tan, “Emerson, Thoreau, and the FOUR BOOKS” (PhD dissertation,
Washington State U, 1989), pages 153-186.
77. Adolf Reichwein, CHINA AND EUROPE: INTELLECTUAL AND ARTISTIC CONTACTS IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY (London:
Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner, 1925), page 77.
78. David Collie, THE CHINESE CLASSICAL WORK, COMMONLY CALLED THE FOUR BOOKS (Malacca: Mission Press, 1828),
“Chung Yung,” pages 10, 29.
79. Samuel Couling, THE ENCYCLOPAEDIA SINICA (London: Oxford UP, 1917), page 135.
80. Adolf Reichwein, CHINA AND EUROPE: INTELLECTUAL AND ARTISTIC CONTACTS IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY (London:
Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner, 1925), page 20.
81. Kenneth Scott Latourette, A HISTORY OF CHRISTIAN MISSIONS IN CHINA (NY: Macmillan, 1929), page 210.
82. Samuel Couling, THE ENCYCLOPAEDIA SINICA (London: Oxford UP, 1917), page 24; Kenneth Scott Latourette, A HISTORY OF
CHRISTIAN MISSIONS IN CHINA (NY: Macmillan, 1929), page 214.
83. Raymond Schwab, THE ORIENTAL RENAISSANCE, trans. Gene Patterson-Black et al. (NY: Columbia UP, 1984), page 326.
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channel” through which “works exhumed by the philologists were
to enter the larger sphere of living values.”84 Even Ezra Pound
based his poetic rendering of the Confucian Cantos on this
book.85 Like the famous sinologist Rémusat, Pauthier, too,
devoted much of his life to Chinese studies. His scholarly works
include a Chinese-Latin-French dictionary, and translations of
various
Chinese
classics
(including
the
Taoist
text),
chronologies, and official documents. He also wrote essays and
books on China, ranging from its literature, government, and
religion to agriculture, medicine, and plants; from general
descriptions of the country to accounts of its interactions with
Western powers — making a total of over forty publications.86
Pauthier’s CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS was first published as part of LES
LIVRES SACRÉS in 1840. This part, a complete translation of THE
FOUR BOOKS with Chu Hsi’s commentaries, was reprinted the
following year as a separate book. It was from this that Thoreau
made his translations.
Contrary to what had then been held to be the Oriental mentality,
motionless and immovable, M.J. Pauthier begins his introduction
to CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS by stating that “En Orient, comme dans la
plupart des contreés du globe, mais en Orient surtout, le sol a
été
sillonné
par
de
nombreuses
révolutions,
par
des
bouleversements qui ont changé la face des empires.”87 What have
endured these “bouleversements,” Pauthier writes, are those
monuments that “exercent la plus puissante influence sur les
destinées des nations.” These are “les grandes œuvres de
l’intelligence humaine que les siècles produisent de loin en
loin, et qui, météores extraordinaires, apparaissent comme des
révélations à des points déterminés du temps et de l’espace,
pour guider les nations dans les voies providentielles que le
genre humain doit parcourir” (page i). The Chinese text
presented here in French is, he states, “un de ces monuments
providentiels” (page i). Pauthier has certainly shown his
reverence for the subject. He has been disturbed by the
assumption held by many of his contemporary historians of
philosophy in regard to Confucius. In LIVRES SACRÉS he cites with
overt agitation G.W.F. Hegel’s view:
N’est-il pas pénible, par exemple, de voir des
historiens de la philosophie comme Hegel et H. Ritter,
dont les habitudes d’esprit sérieuses devaient ætre
exemptes, sinon d’une pareille ignorance, au moins
d’une pareille légèreté, écrire, le premier: ‘Nous
avons des entretiens de Confucius avec ses disciples,
dans lesquelles est exprimée une morale populaire;
cette morale se trouve partout, chez tous les peuples,
et meilleure; elle n’a rien que de vulgaire.’ Confucius
84. Raymond Schwab, THE ORIENTAL RENAISSANCE, trans. Gene Patterson-Black et al. (NY: Columbia UP, 1984), pages 326, 109.
85. Hugh Kenner, THE POUND ERA (Berkeley CA: U of California P, 1971), page 445.
86. P.G. and O.F. von Möllendorff, MANUEL OF CHINESE BIBLIOGRAPHY, BEING A LIST OF WORKS AND ESSAYS RELATING TO
CHINA (Shanghai: Kelly and Walsh, 1876), items 76, 167, 264-77, 488-92, 806-808, 1043, 1133, 1291, 1408, 1422, 2045-46, 257071, 2573-75, 4432.
87. M.J. Pauthier, CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS: LES QUATRE LIVRES DE PHILOSOPHIE MORALE ET POLITIQUE DE LA CHINE (Paris:
Charpentier, 1841), page ii.
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est un philosophe practique; la philosophie spéculative
ne se rencontre pas dans ses écrits; ses doctrines
morales ne sont que bonnes, usuelles, mais on n’y peut
rien apprendre de spécial.88
G.W.F. Hegel blindly dismisses Confucius as a mere “practical
philosopher.” His moral is “good,” Hegel writes, but “common,”
and can be found at “homes of all peoples.” Because the
“speculative philosophy” is lacking in this teaching, Hegel
continues, there is “nothing special” in it. With a tone of
Occidental superiority, Hegel writes: “L’ouvrage moral de
Cicéron, DE OFFICIIS, nous en apprend plus et mieux que tous les
ouvrages de Confucius” quoted on page ix).
Addressing himself directly to Hegel’s “Légèreté,” if not
“ignorance,” M.J. Pauthier argues that “cette doctrine, il ne
la donnait pas comme nouvelle,” but in the “mission d’Institute
du genre humain,” the Chinese philosopher accomplished
bien autrement qu’ancun philosophie de l’antiquité
classique. Sa philosophie ne consistait pas en
spéculations plus ou moins vaines, mais c’était une
philosophie surtout practique, qui s’étendait à toutes
les conditions de la vie, à tous les rapports de
l’existence sociale. Le grand but de cette philosophie,
le but pour ainsi dire unique, était l’amélioration
constante de soi-mème et des autres hommes; de soi-mème
d’abord, ensuite des autres. L’amélioration ou le
perfectionnement de soi-mème est d’une nécessité
absolue
pour
arriver
à
l’amélioration
et
au
perfectionnement des autres.89
To teach the priority of self-improvement, Pauthier maintains,
is what makes Confucius unique and distinctive from other
philosophers. Speaking of Mencius, Pauthier holds that he
“possédait une connaissance profonde du cœur humain” (page
xxiv), and he finds Mencius’s philosophy “plus de viqueur et de
sallies spirituelles” than that of Socrates and Plato (page
xxv). Pauthier also commends the Confucian way of government,
stating: “Selon Khoung-tseu, le gouvernement est ce qui est
juste et droit. C’est la réalisation des lois éternelles qui
doivent faire le bonheur de l’humanité, et que les plus hautes
intelligences, par une application incessante de tous le
instants de leur vie, sont seules capables de connaitre et
d’enseigneur aux hommes” (page xi). Perhaps Thoreau would find
him quite in agreement when Pauthier concludes: “Dans un temps
ou le sentiment moral semble se corrompre et se perdre, et la
society marcher aveuglément dans la voie des seuls instincts
matériels, il ne sera peut-ètre pas inutile de répéter les
enseignements de haute et divine raison que le plus grand
philosophe de l’antiquité orientale a donnés au monde” (page
88. M.J. Pauthier, LES LIVRES SACRÉS DE L’ORIENT, COMPRENANT LE CHOUKING, LES SSE-CHOU, LES LOIS DE MENOU ET LE KORAN
(Paris: Didot Frére, 1840), page ix.
89. M.J. Pauthier, CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS: LES QUATRE LIVRES DE PHILOSOPHIE MORALE ET POLITIQUE DE LA CHINE (Paris:
Charpentier, 1841), page viii.
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V
The manuscript that contains Henry Thoreau’s Confucian
translations is a bound notebook, consisting of “136 leaves of
white wove [paper], 23.8 x 19.2 cm., paged ‘1-269.’”91 The
catalog of the Parke-Bernet Galleries 1958 sale describes the
notebook thus:
Thoreau, Henry D. MS Note Book, containing Transcripts
and Extracts of Poems By Early English Poets,
Translations of Portions of two French Works with his
notes on the same, etc. Closely written, in ink, on
about 225 pages and consisting of approximately TwentyEight thousand and Two Hundred Words. 4to, half roan....
Entirely in the Autograph of Thoreau.... Among the
contents may be mentioned: Translations from the
French: Portion of “Confucius et Mencius ... Traduit de
Chinois. Par M.G. Pauthier.” Written on 23 pages.
Thoreau
has
translated
many
paragraphs,
and
interspersed are notes by Thoreau on the same.92
Thoreau’s
translations
(including
that
of
Pauthier’s
introduction) were copied fairly neatly on pages 127-49. At the
head, Thoreau cited the book from which he made his
translations: “Confucius et Mencius. Les Quatres Livres De
Philosophie Morale Et Politique De La Chine, Traduit Du Chinois
Par M.J. Pauthier. Paris, 1841” (page 127). He then translated
two paragraphs from Pauthier’s Introduction (pages 127-28). The
third paragraph consists of his notes on Pauthier’s other
Chinese works, SPRING TIME & AUTUMN and CHOU-KING, both of which
Pauthier had translated from the Chinese and published in his
LIVRES SACRÉS, and DESCRIPTIONS HISTORIQUE, GEOGRAPHIQUE ET LITTÉRAIRE DE
LA CHINE (page 128). His translation of the Confucian passages
begins on page 129 and continues to page 149. Thoreau has
translated a total of ninety-six paragraphs of Confucius from
M.J. Pauthier,93 of which five are from the TA-HSÜEH, thirteen
from the CHUNG-YUNG, forty-six from the LUN-YÜ, and thirty-two from
the MENG-TZU. On the whole, Thoreau follows the order of the
French text in selecting his translations. In a few cases,
however, he goes back to a previous chapter and translates one
or two more items before resuming the regular order. All the
translations are written in ink, but interspersed are his
additions, corrections, and commentaries, mostly in pencil. A
helpful clue in the manuscript is that forty-one of these
passages are struck through with a light vertical line in

90. William L. Howarth, THE LITERARY MANUSCRIPTS OF HENRY DAVID THOREAU (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1974), page 293.
91. “$32,295 Worth of Thoreau Manuscripts!” Thoreau Society Bulletin, number 65 (Fall 1958), page 1.
92. Excluded are the translations from M.J. Pauthier’s introduction, Thoreau’s commentaries and notes.
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pencil. I have succeeded in locating Thoreau’s use of twentyseven of these marked passages: fifteen in WALDEN (one in F.B.
Sanborn’s Bibliophile edition), six in A WEEK, two in “Civil
Disobedience,” one in “Walking,” and three in the CORRESPONDENCE —
plus nine paragraphs in a single long passage in an unpublished
manuscript at the Houghton Library, Harvard University.94 It
seems obvious that Thoreau had also intended these translations
for his literary writings — like Emerson’s “savings bank,” from
which he could readily withdraw ideas or quotations.
Nowhere in his journals or other writings did Thoreau specify
the date of these translations although he alluded to them once.
On 12 December 1856, Thoreau responded to Benjamin B. Wiley’s
inquiries about Confucius. After explaining what he understood
as the essence of the Confucian teaching, Thoreau included three
sayings, stating that these were passages he “translated from
the French.”95 However, he did not give any indication of when
he had done it.
There is no known record of Thoreau’s borrowing of the Pauthier
book, nor did Thoreau date the “Commonplace Book.” The
catalogues of the Wakeman and the Parke-Bernet sales both
describe the “Commonplace Book” as “in all probability” written
in Thoreau’s “Later Thirties or Early Forties,” which would
place it in the mid and late 1850s. Based on its contents,
Kenneth Walter Cameron also agrees on 1850-1855.96 William L.
93. The Houghton manuscript fragment is bMS Am 278.5, Folder 12a, and reads:
But suppose his digestion is sound, still we might ask, would this man, if he were at the head of affairs, do any better than those
whom he condemns? We confess that we should not like to try the experiment. We lately read an anecdote of Confucius and his
disciples which is to our purpose.
“Tseu-lou, Thseng-sie, Yan-yeou, Kong-si-hoa, were seated by the side of the Philosopher.
The Philosopher said: make no account of my age more than if I were only a day older than you.
Living apart and isolated, then you say: we are not known. If any one knew you, then what would you do?
Tseu-lou replied with a brisk but respectful air: Suppose a kingdom of a thousand war-chariots, hard-pressed between other great
kingdoms, add even, by numerous armies, and that withal it suffers want and famine; let Yeou (Tseu-lou) be appointed to its
administration, in less than three years I could accomplish that the people of this kingdom should recover a manly courage, and
know their condition. The Philosopher smiled at these words.
And you, Khieou, what are your thoughts?
The disciple replied respectfully: Suppose a province of sixty or seventy li in extent, or even of fifty or sixty li, and that Khieou
were appointed to its administration, in less than three years I could accomplish that the people should have sufficient. As to the
rites and to music, I would entrust the teaching of them to a superior man.
And you, Tchi, what are your thoughts?
The disciple replied respectfully: I will not say that I can do these things; I desire to study. When the ceremonies of the temple of
ancestors are performed, and great public assemblies take place, clothed in my robe of azure and other vestments proper for such a
place and such ceremonies, I could wish to take part in them in the quality of a humble functionary.
And you, Tian, what are your thoughts?
The disciple did nothing but draw some rare sounds from his guitar; but these sounds prolonging themselves, he laid it aside, and
rising, replied respectfully: My opinion differs entirely from those of my three fellow disciples — The Philosopher said: What
prevents you from expressing it? Here each one can speak his thought. — The disciple said: spring being no more, my robe of spring
laid aside, but covered with the bonnet of manhood, accompanied by five or six men, and six or seven young people, I should love
to go and bathe in the waters of the -Y-, and go and take the fresh air in those woody places where they offer sacrifices to heaven to
obtain rain, to moderate some airs, and then return to my abode.
The Philosopher applauding these words by a sign of satisfaction, said: I am of Tian’s mind.
The three disciples departed, but Thseng-sie remained yet some time. Thseng-sie said:
What ought one to think of the words of these three disciples? The Philosopher said: Each one of them has expressed his opinion;
that is all.”
The narrator proceeds to tell why the Philosopher smiled; but that is obvious enough.
For the most part, when we listen to the conversation of the Reformers, we too [are] of Tian’s mind. [Quoted by permission of the
Houghton Library.]
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Howarth gives the notebook two dates: 1842-1843 and 1850, while
Moldenhauer assumes a time period from the late 1830s to the
early 1840s.97 We need to reach a more satisfactory date than
somewhere between the late 1830s and 1850s.
Pauthier’s book was published in 1841, which establishes the
earliest year in which Thoreau could have done the translation.
The
Confucian
translations
follow
closely
Thoreau’s
transcriptions of early English poets in the notebook. According
to Robert Sattelmeyer, from the second half of 1841 to the end
of 1843 Thoreau read and copied “extensively” English poetry and
verse dramas.98 It is very likely that these transcriptions of
early English poets were done during this period, and it might
even be probable that some of them were copied from the books
Thoreau read in New York in late 1843 when he was tutoring
William Emerson’s children.99 William L. Howarth’s dating of
1842-1843 undoubtedly refers to the copied English poetry. This
then leaves us two possible times for the translations: one
could be within the period of Thoreau’s transcriptions of the
English poets, as the translations follow closely after them;
the other would be any time after that, but certainly before
1850.
In “Resistance to Civil Government,” Thoreau first makes use of
one of his translations:100

“RESISTANCE TO CIVIL GOVERNMENT”: If a state is governed by the
principles of reason, poverty and misery are subjects of shame;
if a state is not governed by the principles of reason, riches
and honors are the subjects of shame.

“Resistance” first reached print on 14 May 1849 as Article X
of Elizabeth Palmer Peabody’s ÆSTHETIC PAPERS, after it was earlier
delivered as a lecture before the Concord Lyceum on 26 January
1848.101
But Thoreau is known to have been in the habit of
94. THE CORRESPONDENCE OF HENRY DAVID THOREAU, ed. Walter Roy Harding and Carl Bode (NY: New York UP, 1958), page

446.
95. William L. Howarth, THE LITERARY MANUSCRIPTS OF HENRY DAVID THOREAU (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1974), page 3.
96. William L. Howarth, THE LITERARY MANUSCRIPTS OF HENRY DAVID THOREAU (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1974), page 293;
“Textual Notes,” in THE WRITINGS OF HENRY D. THOREAU, ed. Walter Roy Harding et al., 12 volumes to date (Princeton:
Princeton UP, (1971- ), EARLY ESSAYS AND MISCELLANIES, ed. Joseph J. Moldenhauer (1975), page 385.
97. E. Robert Sattelmeyer, THOREAU’S READING: A STUDY IN INTELLECTUAL HISTORY WITH BIBLIOGRAPHICAL CATALOGUE
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1988), page 31.
98. The fact that Waldo Emerson was unfamiliar with M.J. Pauthier (at this time at least) suggests that the book may not have
been in Henry Thoreau’s possession in Concord. The fact that Thoreau’s translations are not reflected in the “Ethnical

Scriptures” selections might argue for a date after September 1843.

99. ÆSTHETIC PAPERS, ed. Elizabeth Palmer Peabody (Boston MA: The Editor, 1849), page 202.
100. THE WRITINGS OF HENRY D. THOREAU, ed. Walter Roy Harding et al., 12 volumes to date (Princeton: Princeton UP, (1971), REFORM PAPERS, ed. Wendell Glick (1973), pages 214, 313.
101. The first drafts of WALDEN and A WEEK do not contain the Confucian sayings. A WEEK was published on 26 May 1849, a
few days after “Resistance to Civil Government” appeared in Elizabeth Palmer Peabody’s ÆSTHETIC PAPERS (see J. Lyndon
Shanley, THE MAKING OF WALDEN [Chicago IL: U of Chicago P, 1957], and Linck C. Johnson, THOREAU’S COMPLEX WEAVE: THE
WRITING OF A WEEK ON THE CONCORD AND MERRIMACK RIVERS [Charlottesville: UP of Virginia, 1986]).
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constantly revising his manuscripts until the last minute. Many
of his Confucian sayings in A WEEK and WALDEN are, I find, later
additions to his first drafts.102 We do not know whether this
quotation was in the lecture as he first delivered it or whether
it was added afterwards. No manuscript of the lecture survives.
Thus, in so far as the external evidence indicates, Thoreau
could have made these translations any time between 1841 and
1849, though late 1843 seems most likely.103
As we will see, most of these translations concern the nature,
or inner qualities, of the Confucian superior man and with the
Confucian ideal of governing. A good number are devoted to the
more mysterious aspects of Neo-Confucian naturalism.104 Of
particular interest is that lengthy Confucian anecdote — a
conversation between Confucius and four of his disciples, in
which Confucius asked each what he would do if he were one day
famous. Three of them showed ambition in statesmanship; only
Tian, the last to speak, expressed his wish to be free and to
go with a few companions to the river Y, to take some fresh air
and then return home singing. Hearing this, Confucius smiled and
exclaimed that he agreed with Tian. Instead of a man of formality
and convention, Confucius is presented here as rather a Taoistlike individual, free and unrestrained. Notice Henry Thoreau’s
own comment at the end of this translation: “For the most part
I too am of the opinion of Tian” (page 138). This anecdote, as
has been noted, also appears in almost exactly the same form in
the Houghton manuscript fragment.105 Since Thoreau saw fit both
to translate this section and also to use it in his other work,
clearly he was caught by the message the Confucian conversation
insinuated. We cannot tell for sure whether it directly affected
his decision to go to Walden as we have no absolute date for
this translation,106 nor for the Harvard manuscript. But Thoreau
might certainly have found his justification in it: even
Confucius would consider retreating into the woods. Viewing this
in light of Christy’s bold declaration that “No Confucius would
ever have gone to Walden,”107 we would have to question who is
misrepresenting whom. Is it Thoreau who misread Confucius? Or
have Thoreau scholars all along misread Thoreau’s reading of
102. The fact that Emerson was unfamiliar with M.J. Pauthier (at this time at least) suggests that the book may not have been
in Henry Thoreau’s possession in Concord. The fact that Thoreau’s translations are not reflected in the “Ethnical
Scriptures” selections might argue for a date after September 1843. In the early 1840s, Thoreau engaged in extensive
and enthusiastic studies of the Oriental scriptures under the influence of Emerson and through Emerson’s personal
library. It was in 1843, as mentioned earlier, that Emerson and Thoreau made the two Confucian selections for THE DIAL.
Pauthier and his translation s did not appear in Emerson’s journal until 1854. Neither is Pauthier’s book in Emerson’s
library. It is likely that Thoreau might have encountered Pauthier’s text himself in the latter part of 1843 in New York
where he was tutoring William Emerson’s children. Bradley P. Dean, secretary of the Thoreau Society, believes, however,
that 1849 is a more likely date for these translations since Thoreau began to use Confucian translations in the second
drafts of A WEEK and WALDEN. Scholars generally assume that the 2nd drafts of these writings were completed in 1849
(letter to Joel Myerson, 9 February 1992).
103. A few of these passages also appear in THE DIAL’s Confucian selections in Marshman’s and Collie’s translations, such as
[44.1]-[44.3], [76.8], [102.9], [394-395.11].
104. bMS Am 278.5, Folder 12a; click on the button for a full transcription:
105. Henry Thoreau began to live at Walden Pond in July 1845 and left there in September 1847. The whole of his Walden days
falls within the time period of his Confucian translation.
106. Arthur Christy, THE ORIENT IN AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALISM. NY: Columbia UP, 1932, page 195.
107. Arthur Christy, THE ORIENT IN AMERICAN TRANSCENDENTALISM. NY: Columbia UP, 1932.
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Confucius?
In their search for ultimate relations between man and God, self
and nature, Transcendentalists like Waldo Emerson and Thoreau
turned to the East as one of many sources for inspiration. The
Neo-Confucian FOUR BOOKS became one site for their spiritual
exploration and intellectual expansion. Thoreau’s translation
of these texts is a typical example. Much study remains. But the
recognition and publication of these translations provide us
with
further
evidence
for
the
Oriental
influence
on
Transcendentalists in general, and on Henry Thoreau in
particular.

VI
In the following transcription, I adopt the editorial
conventions in the JOURNALS AND MISCELLANEOUS NOTEBOOKS OF RALPH WALDO
EMERSON. I specify in footnotes passages which appear in Henry
Thoreau’s
published
writings.
Thoreau’s
additions,
cancellations, corrections, commentaries, and passages marked
in pencil are also noted. All additions are above the line unless
otherwise indicated. Spellings and punctuations appear as they
are in the original. Manuscript page numbers are given in square
brackets, while page numbers of the French text and the French
titles of THE FOUR BOOKS appear in braces. All other instances of
bracketing are Thoreau’s. The text, here printed for the first
time, is reproduced by permission of the Henry W. and Albert A.
Berg Collection, The New York Public Library, and the Astor,
Lenox and Tilden Foundations. [Austin Meredith’s note: the mode
of representation of this material, here in the Kouroo
Contexture, differs slightly from the mode of presentation used
by Hongbo Tan for the book pages of her paper publication, since
our FrameMaker tool allows for greater freedom in representation
of marked-up text, and since this material here needs to be
presented in the same manner as the numerous other instances of
marked-up text already present in this database.]

HDT

WHAT?

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

INDEX

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN A WEEK

“CONFUCIUS ET MENCIUS. LES QUATRES LIVRES DE PHILOSOPHIE MORALE
ET POLITIQUE DE LA CHINE, TRADUIT DU CHINOIS PAR M.J. PAUTHIER.
PARIS, 1841.”
In the Introduction the Translator says — (ii-iii) “Indeed it
is a phenomenon which we can call extraordinary, that of the
Chinese nation and the Hindoo nation preserving themselves
immoveable, from the remotest origin of human societies, on the
so moveable and changing scene^
would^

stage of the world! One

might say that their first legislators, seizing with

their arms of iron these nations in their cradle, had impressed
upon them an indelible form,

(and) cast them, so to speak, in a

mold of brass, so strong has been has been [sic] the
impress^

imprint, so durable has been the form! Assuredly, there

are there some vestiges of the eternal laws which govern the
world.
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A WEEK: “Wherefore, O Arjoon, resolve to fight,” is the advice of
the God to the irresolute soldier who fears to slay his best
friends. It is a sublime conservatism; as wide as the world, and
as unwearied as time; preserving the universe with Asiatic
anxiety, in that state in which it appeared to their minds. These
philosophers dwell on the inevitability and unchangeableness of
laws, on the power of temperament and constitution, the three goon
or qualities, and the circumstances of birth and affinity. The
end is an immense consolation; eternal absorption in Brahma.
Their speculations never venture beyond their own table-lands,
though they are high and vast as they. Buoyancy, freedom,
flexibility, variety, possibility, which also are qualities of
the Unnamed, they deal not with. The undeserved reward is to be
earned by an everlasting moral drudgery; the incalculable promise
of the morrow is, as it were, weighed. And who will say that their
conservatism has not been effectual? “Assuredly,” says a French
translator, speaking of the antiquity and durability of the
Chinese and Indian nations, and of the wisdom of their
legislators, “there are there some vestiges of the eternal laws
which govern the world.”

According to Pauthier — Khoung-fou-tseu (by the missionaries
Latinized Confucius) (vi-vii) “collected and put in order in the
second half of the sixth century before our era, all the
religious, philosophical, and political and moral documents
which existed in his time, and formed of them a body of
doctrines, under the title of Y-King, or Sacred Book of
permutations; Chou-king, or Sacred Book par excellence; Chiking, or Book of Verses; Li-ki, or Book of Rites. The The Ssechou, or Four Classical Books, are his sayings and maxims
collected by his disciples. If one can judge of the worth of a
man and of the power of his doctrines by the influence which
they have exercised over^

sur populations, one can, with the

Chinese, call Khoung-tseu the greatest Instructor of the human
race which the ages have ever produced.”
There is mention of a book called “Spring time & Autumn”
written by Confucius. Pauthier has translated the Chou-king in
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what he calls his “Livre sacres de l’Orient” from which in fact
the present translation is taken. He has also printed a
“Descriptins historique, geographique et litteraire de la Chine
— Didot — 1837.”

TA HIO, La Grande Étude

[12.1]
“Characters engraven on the bathing tub of the King Tchingthang said: Renew thyself completely each day; do it
anew,^

regenerate again anew, and always anew. Thseng-tseu

PEOPLE OF

WALDEN: Every morning was a cheerful invitation to make my life
of equal simplicity, and I may say innocence, with Nature herself.
I have been as sincere a worshipper of Aurora as the Greeks. I got
up early and bathed in the pond; that was a religious exercise,
and one of the best things which I did. They say that characters
were engraven on the bathing tub of king Tching-thang to this
effect: “Renew thyself completely each day; do it again, and
again, and forever again.” I can understand that. Morning brings
back the heroic ages. I was as much affected by the faint hum of
a mosquito making its invisible and unimaginable tour through my
apartment at earliest dawn, when I was sitting with door and
windows open, as I could be by any trumpet that ever sang of fame.
It was Homer’s requiem; itself an Iliad and Odyssey in the air,
singing its own wrath and wanderings. There was something
cosmical about it; a standing advertisement, till forbidden, of
the everlasting vigor and fertility of the world. The morning,
which is the most memorable season of the day, is the awakening
hour. Then there is least somnolence in us; and for an hour, at
least, some part of us awakes, which slumbers all the rest of the
day and night.

WALDEN

HOMER
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[12.3]
“Although the family of Tcheou may have had possessed
for a long time a royal principality,
It obtained from heaven (in the person of
Wen-wang) a new investiture.” Book of verses.

[13.3]
“How the virtue of Wen-wang was vast and profound!
How he knew how to join splendor to the greatest
solis solicitude for the accomplishment of

destinations! Book of verses.”

his different destinies^

[19.2]
“The soul not being mistress of herself, one looks,^

écoute

regarde

and one does not see; one hears,^ listens and one does
^
entend; one eats,
not understand
hear^
and one does not know the
savor of food.”

HDT

WHAT?

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

INDEX

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN A WEEK
WALDEN: Who has not sometimes derived an inexpressible
satisfaction from his food in which appetite had no share? I have
been thrilled to think that I owed a mental perception to the
commonly gross sense of taste, that I have been inspired though
the palate, that some berries which I had eaten on a hill-side
had fed my genius. “The soul not being mistress of herself,” says
Thseng-tseu, “one looks, and one does not see; one listens, and
one does not hear; one eats, and one does not know the savor of
food.” He who distinguishes the true savor of his food can never
be a glutton; he who does not cannot be otherwise. A puritan may
go to his brown-bread crust with as gross an appetite as ever an
alderman to his turtle. Not that food which entereth into the
mouth defileth a man, but the appetite with which it is eaten. It
is neither the quality nor the quantity, but the devotion to
sensual savors; when that which is eaten is not a viand to sustain
our animal, or inspire our spiritual life, but food for the worms
that possess us. If the hunter has a taste for mud-turtles,
muskrats, and other such savage tid-bits, the fine lady indulges
a taste for jelly made of a calf’s foot, or for sardines from over
the sea, and they are even. He goes to the mill-pond, she to her
preserve-pot. The wonder is how they, how you and I, can live this
slimy beastly life, eating and drinking.

Thseng-tseu

[23.6]
“Conduct yourself suitably toward the persons of your family,
then you will be able to instruct & to direct a nation of men.”
Thseng-tseu^

in spirit of C.

Henry Thoreau’s letter to Benjamin B. Wiley:

He also said — (I translate from the French) Conduct yourself suitably
toward the persons of your family, then you will be able to instruct and
to direct a nation of men.”
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TCHOUNG-YOUNG / Ou L’invaribilité Dans le Milieu

[36.2]
“Of all men there is no one who does not drink and eat, but
very few among them know how to distinguish savors.” C.

[43.4]
“The man who is out of the way of duty casts himself into a
thousand rash enterprises to seek what he ought not to obtain.”
Tseu-sse reporting the spirit of C.

[43.5]
“The archer may be, in one respect, compared to the wise man;
if he misses the mark at which he aims, he enters into himself
to seek the cause of it.” C.

[44.1]
“How the faculties of the subtle powers of Heaven & of earth
are vaste and profound!
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[44.2]
One seeks to perceive them, and one does not see them; one
seeks to apprehend^
apprehend^

hear

entendre hear
^

them, and one does not

them; identified with the substance of things,

they cannot be separated from them.

[44.3]
They cause that, in all the universe, men purify & sanctify
their hearts, clothe themselves in their holiday clothes to
offer sacrifices and oblations to their ancestors. It is an
ocean
“It is an ocean of subtle intelligences! They are everywhere
above us, on our left, on our right; they environ us on all
sides!” C.108

108. Austin Meredith commentary: Thoreau was transliterating this not directly from the Chinese of THE DOCTRINE OF THE MEAN
(he could not read Chinese) but from the Catholic scholar Pauthier’s rendering of this into the French language. Such Catholic
scholars have consistently emphasized the “transcendental” interpretation of this passage, the one which in China had been favored
by the neo-Confucian Chu Hsi (born October 18, 1130-died April 23, 1200) in his 1189 CE edition of the FOUR BOOKS. Such
Protestant scholars as Professor James Legge have preferred on the other hand to interpret this passage as having to do with the later
Taoist credulity about ghosts, the ubiquitous spirits of the dead. Thoreau sided with the Jesuits and with their “transcendental”
reading of the text inclusion following Chu Hsi. Whichever is the more accurate reading of this Taoist inclusion in the Confucian
materials, the reading preferred by Thoreau would be to all accounts obviously the far more interesting one to us.
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WALDEN: Any prospect of awakening or coming to life to a dead man
makes indifferent all times and places. The place where that may
occur is always the same, and indescribably pleasant to all our
senses. For the most part we allow only outlying and transient
circumstances to make our occasions. They are, in fact, the cause
of our distraction. Nearest to all things is that power which
fashions their being. Next to us the grandest laws are continually
being executed. Next to us is not the workman whom we have hired,
with whom we love so well to talk, but the workman whose work we
are.
“How vast and profound is the influence of the subtile powers of
Heaven and of Earth!”
“We seek to perceive them, and we do not see them; we seek to hear
them, and we do not hear them; identified with the substance of
things, they cannot be separated from them.”
“They cause that in all the universe men purify and sanctify their
hearts, and clothe themselves in their holiday garments to offer
sacrifices and oblations to their ancestors. It is an ocean of
subtile intelligences. They are every where, above us, on our
left, on our right; they environ us on all sides.”

[55.16]
“He who does not know how to recognize in man the mandate of
heaven, has not yet arrived at perfection.”^Tseu-sse C—in
spirit

[59.2]
“The perfect is the commencement and the end of all beings.”
Tseu-sse reporting C.’s spirit
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[61.6]
“That one who is in this high condition of perfect holiness
does not show himself, and yet like the earth, he reveals himself
by his benefits; he does not move, and yet like ^

the

heavens,

he produces numerous transformations; he does not act, and yet,
like space & time, he arrives at the perfection of his work.”
Tseu-sse giving spirit of C.

[71.1]
“The conduct of the wise man is without savor as water.” ibid
“The wise man knows things distant, that is to say, the world,
empires, ^

&

men, by the things which touch him, by his own

person;” ibid.

[72.6]
Virtue is light as the finest down. Book of verses. II
The actions, the secret operations of the supreme heaven109
Have neither sound nor odor. Book of Verses.

109. “the secret ... heaven” is connected by a pencil line to Thoreau’s comment in pencil “It is not material”.
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The LUN-YÜ

[76.8]
[This line, which is crowded between two entries and is struck
through in pencil with a vertical line, apparently was Thoreau’s
first version of the entry that would follow.]
|^Do not contract friendship with those who do not resemble you. C.
[76.8] Do not contract bonds of friendship with persons
inferior to yourself morally, et pour les connaissances.” C.

A WEEK: Confucius said, “Never contract Friendship with a man who
is not better than thyself.” It is the merit and preservation of
Friendship, that it takes place on a level higher than the actual
characters of the parties would seem to warrant. The rays of light
come to us in such a curve that every man whom we meet appears to
be taller than he actually is. Such foundation has civility. My
Friend is that one whom I can associate with my choicest thought.
I always assign to him a nobler employment in my absence than I
ever find him engaged in; and I imagine that the hours which he
devotes to me were snatched from a higher society. The sorest
insult which I ever received from a Friend was, when he behaved
with the license which only long and cheap acquaintance allows to
one’s faults, in my presence, without shame, and still addressed
me in friendly accents. Beware, lest thy Friend learn at last to
tolerate one frailty of thine, and so an obstacle be raised to
the progress of thy love. There are times when we have had enough
even of our Friends, when we begin inevitably to profane one
another, and must withdraw religiously into solitude and silence,
the better to prepare ourselves for a loftier intimacy. Silence
is the ambrosial night in the intercourse of Friends, in which
their sincerity is recruited and takes deeper root.
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[82.17]
To know that one knows what one knows, and to know that one
does not know what one does not know: behold ^that is true
science. C.

WALDEN: I think that we may safely trust a good deal more than we
do. We may waive just so much care of ourselves as we honestly
bestow elsewhere. Nature is as well adapted to our weakness as to
our strength. The incessant anxiety and strain of some is a well
nigh incurable form of disease. We are made to exaggerate the
importance of what work we do; and yet how much is not done by
us! or, what if we had been taken sick? How vigilant we are!
determined not to live by faith if we can avoid it; all the day
long on the alert, at night we unwillingly say our prayers and
commit ourselves to uncertainties. So thoroughly and sincerely
are we compelled to live, reverencing our life, and denying the
possibility of change. This is the only way, we say; but there
are as many ways as there can be drawn radii from one centre. All
change is a miracle to contemplate; but it is a miracle which is
taking place every instant. Confucius said, “To know that we know
what we know, and that we do not know what we do not know, that
is true knowledge.” When one man has reduced a fact of the
imagination to be a fact to his understanding, I foresee that all
men will at length establish their lives on that basis.

[91.8]
If in the morning you have heard the voice of celestial
reason, in the evening you will be able to die.” C.
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[92.15]
The doctrine of our master (C.) consists only in having
soundness (droiture, rectitude) of heart, and in loving his
neighbor as himself.

[167.23]
Tseu-Koung put a question in these terms: Is there a word in
the language which one could limit^

se borner

himself to

practice alone even to the end of existence? The Philosopher^

C

said: There is the word chou, of which the sense is: That which
we dos not desire should be done to us, we (must)^

should

not do

to others. C.

[93.25]
Virtue does not remain as an abandoned orphan;
it must of necessity^

necessarily have neighbors. C.

WALDEN: We are the subjects of an experiment which is not a little
interesting to me. Can we not do without the society of our
gossips a little while under these circumstances, – have our own
thoughts to cheer us? Confucius says truly, “Virtue does not
remain as an abandoned orphan; it must of necessity have
neighbors.”
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[94.2]
The Philosopher said that Tseu-tsien (one of his disciples)
was a man of a superior virtue. If the Kingdom of Lou possessed
no man superior, where could this one have taken^

got

his eminent

virtue? C.

[96.13-97]
Tseu-lou had hears (in the teachings of his master [C.]) some
moral maxim which he had not yet practised; he feared^

afraid

was

to hear more like it. C.110

[99.26]
The Philosopher said: Alas! I have not yet seen a man who has
been able to perceive his faults, and who has blamed himself for
them interiorly. C.

[102.9]
The Philosopher said: O how^

he was

wise (was) Hoei; he had a

vase of bamboo to take his nourishment, a cup to drink, and he
dwelt in the humble nook of a narrow and abandoned street;
another man than he would not have been able to support his
110. This item is struck through in pencil with a vertical line, Thoreau’s usual notation indicating that he had accessed the item for
use somewhere. (Nobody has managed as yet to figure out where. Is there a Thoreau writing still to be recovered?)
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privations and his sufferings. That did not change however the
serenity of Hoei; O how he was wise, Hoei! C.

[103.12]
[Between these two passages there is penciled very lightly and
almost illegibly a notation that may well be deciphered as “mind
your business”.]
When Tseu-yeou was governor of the city of Wou, the
Philosopher said to him: Have you men of merit? He answered: We
have Tan-tai, surnamed Mei-ming, who in travelling does not take
a cross road, and who, except when public affairs are

the business

(transacted)^ engage him , has never set foot in
^
the dwelling of Yen (Tse-yeou). C.

[108.15]
The Philosopher^

C

said to nourish one’s self with a little

rice, to drink water, to have only his bended arm to support his
head, is a state which has also its satisfaction. To be rich &
honored by iniquitous means, is for me as the floating cloud
which passes. C.

Henry Thoreau’s letter to Benjamin B. Wiley:

“To nourish ones self with a little rice, to drink water, to have only his
bended arm to support his head, is a state which has also its satisfaction.
To be rich and honored by iniquitous means, is for me as the floating
cloud which passes.”
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[111.34-112]
The Philosopher being very sick, Tseu-lou begged him to permit
his disciples to address for him their prayers to the spirits
and genii. The Philosopher said. Is that proper^

fit ^expedient?

Tseu-lou answered with respect: It is suitable^

convenient

. It

is said in the book entitled Loui: “Address your prayers to the
spirits and genii above & below. (of heaven & earth)” The
Philosopher said the prayer of Khieou (himself) is permanente.

[115.13]
If a state is governed by the principles of reason, poverty
and misery are a subject of shame; if a state is not governed
by the principles of reason, riches and honors are then the
subjects of shame.
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“RESISTANCE TO CIVIL GOVERNMENT”: When I converse with the freest of
my neighbors, I perceive that, whatever they may say about the
magnitude and seriousness of the question, and their regard for
the public tranquillity, the long and the short of the matter is,
that they cannot spare the protection of the existing government,
and they dread the consequences to their property and families of
disobedience to it. For my own part, I should not like to think
that I ever rely on the protection of the State. But, if I deny
the authority of the State when it presents its tax-bill, it will
soon take and waste all my property, and so harass me and my
children without end. This is hard. This makes it impossible for
a man to live honestly, and at the same time comfortably in
outward respects. It will not be worth the while to accumulate
property; that would be sure to go again. You must hire or squat
somewhere, and raise but a small crop, and eat that soon. You must
live within yourself, and depend upon yourself always tucked up
and ready for a start, and not have many affairs. A man may grow
rich in Turkey even, if he will be in all respects a good subject
of the Turkish government. Confucius said, “If a state is governed
by the principles of reason, poverty and misery are subjects of
shame; if a state is not governed by the principles of reason,
riches and honors are the subjects of shame.” No: until I want
the protection of Massachusetts to be extended to me in some
distant Southern port, where my liberty is endangered, or until
I am bent solely on building up an estate at home by peaceful
enterprise, I can afford to refuse allegiance to Massachusetts,
and her right to my property and life. It costs me less in every
sense to incur the penalty of disobedience to the State than it
would to obey. I should feel as if I were worth less in that case.

[121.22]
As soon as a child is born (it is necessary to)^

respect
course)^

we should

its faculties; the knowledge which will come to it (in

by and by

does not resemble at all its present state.

If it arrives at the age of forty or fifty years, without having
learned anything, it is no more worthy of any respect.
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Henry Thoreau’s letter to Benjamin B. Wiley:

“As soon as a child is born we must respect its faculties; the knowledge
which will come to it by & by does not resemble at all its present state.
If it arrives at the age of 40 or 50 years, without having learned any
thing, it is no more worthy of any respect.”

[122.25]
From an army of three divisions one can take away its general,
and put it in disorder; from the man the most abject or vulgar
one cannot take away his thought.
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WALDEN: However mean your life is, meet it and live it; do not
shun it and call it hard names. It is not so bad as you are.
It looks poorest when you are richest. The fault-finder will find
faults even in paradise. Love your life, poor as it is. You may
perhaps have some pleasant, thrilling, glorious hours, even in a
poor-house. The setting sun is reflected from the windows of the
alms-house as brightly as from the rich man’s abode; the snow
melts before its door as early in the spring. I do not see but a
quiet mind may live as contentedly there, and have as cheering
thoughts, as in a palace. The town’s poor seem to me often to live
the most independent of lives of any. May be they are simply great
enough to receive without misgiving. Most think that they are
above being supported by the town; but it oftener happens that
they are not above supporting themselves by dishonest means,
which should be more disreputable. Cultivate property like garden
herb, like sage. Do not trouble yourself much to get new things,
whether clothes or friends. Turn the old; return to them.
Things do not change; we change. Sell your clothes and keep your
thoughts. God will see that you do not want society. If I were
confined to a corner of a garret all my days, like a spider,
the world would be just as large to me while I had my thoughts
about me. The philosopher said: “From an army of three divisions
one can take away its general, and put it in disorder; from the
man the most abject and vulgar one cannot take away his thought.”
Do not seek so anxiously to be developed, to subject yourself to
many influences to be played on; it is all dissipation. Humility
like darkness reveals the heavenly lights. The shadows of poverty
and meanness gather around us, “and lo! creation widens to our
view.” We are often reminded that if there were bestowed on us
the wealth of Crœsus, our aims must still be the same, and our
means essentially the same. Moreover, if you are restricted in
your range by poverty, if you cannot buy books and newspapers,
for instance, you are but confined to the most significant and
vital experiences; you are compelled to deal with the material
which yields the most sugar and the most starch. It is life
near the bone where it is sweetest. You are defended from
being a trifler. No man loses ever on a lower level by magnanimity
on a higher. Superfluous wealth can buy superfluities only.
Money is not required to buy one necessary of the soul.

[122.26]
If there is any one who clothed in the humblest

^meanest

and
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coarsest dress could seat himself^

without

blushing by the side

of those who wear the most precious clothes, and the finest furs,
it is Yeou!
[122.26] Without envy^

the wish or inclination

to injure and

without ambitious desires,
For what simple & virtuous action is not one fit?
Book of Verses.

[140.8]
The ornaments of education are as the natural parts; the
natural parts as the ornaments of education. The skins of the
tiger & the leopard, when they are tanned, are as the skins of
the dog and the sheep tanned. Tseu-koung.

“WALKING”: I rejoice that horses and steers have to be broken
before they can be made the slaves of men, and that men themselves
have some wild oats still left to sow before they become
submissive members of society. Undoubtedly, all men are not
equally fit subjects for civilization, and because the majority,
like dogs and sheep are tame by inherited disposition, is no
reason why the others should have their natures broken that they
may be reduced to the same level. Men are in the main alike, but
they were made several in order that they might be various. If a
low use is to be served, one man will do nearly or quite as well
as another; if a high one, individual excellence is to be
regarded. Any man can stop a hole to keep the wind away, but no
other man could serve so rare a use as the author of this
illustration did. Confucius says “The skins of the tiger and the
leopard when they are tanned, are as the skins of the dog and the
sheep tanned.” But it is not the part of a true culture to tame
tigers, any more than it is to make sheep ferocious, and tanning
their skins for shoes is not the best use to which they can be put.
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[142.16]
The superior man perfects or develops the good qualities of
other men; he does not perfect nor develop their bad tendencies;
the vulgar^

common

man is the opposite to this.

[142.19]
You who govern public affairs, what need have you to employ
punishments? Love virtue & the people will be virtuous. The
virtues of a superior man are like the wind; the virtues of a
common man are like the grass; the grass, when the wind passes
over it, bends.
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Thoreau did not cite his source:

WALDEN: I was never molested by any person but those who
represented the state. I had no lock nor bolt but for the desk
which held my papers, not even a nail to put over my latch or
windows. I never fastened my door night or day, though I was to
be absent several days; not even when the next fall I spent a
fortnight in the woods of Maine. And yet my house was more
respected than if it had been surrounded by a file of soldiers.
The tired rambler could rest and warm himself by my fire, the
literary amuse himself with the few books on my table, or the
curious, by opening my closet door, see what was left of my
dinner, and what prospect I had of a supper. Yet, though many
people of every class came this way to the pond, I suffered no
serious inconvenience from these sources, and I never missed any
thing but one small book, a volume of Homer, which perhaps was
improperly gilded and this I trust a soldier of our camp has found
by this time. I am convinced, that if all men were to live as
simply as I then did, thieving and robbery would be unknown. These
take place only in communities where some have got more than is
sufficient while others have not enough. The Pope’s Homers would
soon get properly distributed.–

PEOPLE OF

WALDEN

“Nec bella fuerunt,
Faginus astabat dum scyphus ante dapes.”
“Nor wars did men molest,
When only beechen bowls were in request.”
“You who govern public affairs, what need have you to employ
punishments? Love virtue, and the people will be virtuous.
The virtues of a superior man are like the wind; the virtues of
a common man are like the grass; the grass, when the wind passes
over it, bends.”
ALEXANDER POPE
ALBIUS TIBULLUS
LYGDAMUS
CONFUCIUS
MENCIUS
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This brought about an interesting episode of source tracing over half a century later. In 1894, Charles Francis
Adams came across this quote in WALDEN. Struck by its “figure of speech,” and its “mystical Eastern turn,”
he “appropriated” it in his own writing. Thirteen years later, in delivering an address on General Robert E. Lee
at Lexington, Virginia, he again employed this quote. But, as he could not remember the exact source, he
simply drew it from his own earlier writing. It was then that he received a letter from R.V. Lancaster, telling
him that the saying he used in his speech had been quoted by a Professor Hogue of Washington and Lee
University in an account of Adams’s address, in which the quote was attributed to a “disciple of Emerson.”
Lancaster explained to Adams that this saying should be ultimately attributed to Confucius. Surprised at this,
Adams wrote back to Lancaster, “reiterating” his “own surmise” that the saying, if not original with Thoreau,
“went back at furthest only to Emerson.” Lancaster, a missionary to China for fifteen years, showed him the
source of the passage in Confucius’s LUN-YÜ. Complaining that “Thoreau had not in any way indicated the
source from whence he drew [it],” Adams resolved the case by writing to the Nation (“From Thoreau to
Confucius, Via Washington Co., Virginia,” 21 April 1910, pages 399-400):
I presume I do not stand alone in having on more than one occasion, lost
sleep over the effort to place some quotation which had stuck, so to speak,
in memory’s crop, and in the placing of which no collection of quotations
offered any assistance or supplied a clue. In the present case I hold it
to have been a notable coincidence that a poetical figure of speech found
in Thoreau’s work, and assumed to be taken from those of Emerson, should
thus be correctly placed as attributable to Confucius by a modest
Presbyterian clergyman, living in an obscure village nestled in the
Virginia Alleghanies; he having a knowledge of the writings of Confucius
solely as he had studied them in the Chinese tongue. Such a coincidence
seems to merit mention among the Curiosities of Literature.
In response to Adams’s correspondence, F.B. Sanborn verified Adams’s finding, stating that “early readers of the Dial” would
realize that Thoreau in Emerson’s absence edited the magazine’s “Ethnical Scriptures,” which made Confucius and Mencius first
“known” to “most New England readers.” He confirmed Adams’s source found in Thoreau as well, agreeing that “No author was
named by Thoreau in citing it.” But he supposed that to those “familiar with” Thoreau’s Dial chapters “the turn of the phrases
disclosed it as attributed to Confucius” (“Thoreau and Confucius,” Nation, 12 May 1910, page 481).

[158.25-159]
voted

In antiquity those who de^livered

themselves to study

did it for themselves; now those who devote themselves to study
do it for others (to appear learned in the eyes of others). C.

WALDEN: “In antiquity,” said Confucius, “those who devoted
themselves to study, did it for themselves; now, those who devote
themselves to study, do it for others;” as a commentator says,
“to appear learned in the eyes of others.” Now, it appears to me,
those who devote themselves to charity, do it for others.
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[159.26]
Kieou-pe-yu (great dignitary of the state of Wei) sent a man
to Khoung-tseu to know his news. Khoung-tseu made the messenger
be seated near him, and questioned him in these terms: What is
your master doing? The messenger answered with respect: My
master desires to diminish the number of his faults, but he can
not^

compass it come to the end^venir a bout of them. The

messenger being gone, the Philosopher said: What a worthy
messenger! what a worthy messenger!

WALDEN: What news! how much more important to know what that is
which was never old! “Kieou-pe-yu (great dignitary of the state
of Wei) sent a man to Khoung-tseu to know his news. Khoung-tseu
caused the messenger to be seated near him, and questioned him in
these terms: What is your master doing? The messenger answered
with respect: My master desires to diminish the number of his
faults, but he cannot accomplish it. The messenger being gone,
the philosopher remarked: What a worthy messenger! What a worthy
messenger!” The preacher, instead of vexing the ears of drowsy
farmers on their day of rest at the end of the week, –for Sunday
is the fit conclusion of an ill-spent week, and not the fresh and
brave beginning of a new one,– with this one other draggle-tail
of a sermon, should shout with thundering voice,– “Pause! Avast!
Why so seeming fast, but deadly slow?”

[159-160.33]
men
, not to fortify
cependant
^

Not to resist being deceived by them^

oneself against their want of faith when yet
foreseen it, is not that to be wise?

one has

^nevertheless
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[135.25-137]
Tseu-lou, Thseng-sie, Yan-yeou, Kong-si-hoa, were seated by
the side of the Philosopher.
The Philosopher said: Make no account of my age more than
if I were only a day older than you.
Living apart and isolated, then you say: We are not known.
If any one knew you, then what would you do?
Tseu-lou replied with a brisk but respectful air: Suppose a
kingdom of a thousand war-chariots, hard-pressed between other
great kingdoms, add even, by numerous armies, and that withal
it suffers want and famine; let Yeou (Tseu-lou) be appointed to
its administration, in less than three years I could accomplish
that the people of this kingdom should recover a manly courage,
and know their condition. The Philosopher smiled at these words.
And you, Khieou, what do you think^

are your thoughts

?

The disciple replied respectfully: Suppose a province of sixty
or seventy li in extent, or even of fifty or sixty li, and that
Khieou were appointed to its administration, in less than three
years I could accomplish that the people should have sufficient.
As to the rites and to music, I would entrust the teaching of
them to a superior man.
And you, Tchi, what do you think^

are your thoughts?

The disciple replied respectfully: I will not say that I can do
these things; I desire to study. When the ceremonies of the
temple of ancestors are performed, and great public assemblies
take place, clothed in my robe of azure and other vestments
proper for such a place and such ceremonies, I could wish to
take part in them in the quality of a humble functionary.
And you, Tian, what do you think,^

are your thoughts

?
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The disciple did nothing but draw some rare sounds from his
guitar; but these sounds prolonging themselves, he laid it
aside, and rising, replied respectfully: My opinion ^

entirely

differs

from those of my three fellow disciples. — The

Philosopher said: What prevents you from expressing it? Each one
here can speak his thought. The disciple said: Spring time being
no more, my robe of spring laid aside, but covered with the
bonnet of manhood, accompanied by five or six men, and six or
seven young people, I should love to go and bathe in the waters
of the -Y-, to go and take the fresh air in those woody places
where they offer sacrifices to heaven to obtain rain, to
moderate some airs, and then return to my abode.
The Philosopher applauding these words by a sign of
satisfaction, said: I am of (the opinion of) Tian.(’s mind.)
The three disciples departed, but Thseng-sie remained yet some
time.
Thseng-sie said:
What ought one to think of the words of these three disciples?
The Philosopher said: Each one of them has expressed his
opinion; that is all^

et viola tout.—

—He added: Master, why did you smile at the words of Yeou?
The Philosopher said: Each One ought to administer a kingdom
according to the established laws and customs; the words of Yeou
were not modest; that is the reason I smiled.
But Khieou himself, did not he also express the desire to
administer a state? How should se see that in a province of sixty
or seventy li, or even of fifty or sixty li in extent? that is
not a kingdom.
And Tchi, was it not of the affairs of a kingdom that he meant
to speak? Those ceremonies of the temple of ancestors, those
public assemblies, are they not the privelege of the grandest
of all the orders? And Tchi how could he take part in them in
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the quality of a humble functionary? Who then could perform the
great function?
For the most part, I too am of the opinion of Tian. &(am of
Tian’s mind.)111

[162.45]
T’seu-lou demanded what was the superior man. The Philosopher
replied: He exerts himself constantly to improve himself in
order to draw to himself respect. —Is that all he does? —He
improves constantly himself in order to procure for others
repose and tranquility. —Is that all he does? —He improves
constantly himself in order to render happy all people. Yao and
Chun themselves did thus.
111. Houghton Library, bMS Am 278.5, Folder 12a manuscript fragment:
But suppose his digestion is sound, still we might ask, would this man, if he were at the head of affairs, do any better than those
whom he condemns? We confess that we should not like to try the experiment. We lately read an anecdote of Confucius and his
disciples which is to our purpose.
“Tseu-lou, Thseng-sie, Yan-yeou, Kong-si-hoa, were seated by the side of the Philosopher.
The Philosopher said: make no account of my age more than if I were only a day older than you.
Living apart and isolated, then you say: we are not known. If any one knew you, then what would you do?
Tseu-lou replied with a brisk but respectful air: Suppose a kingdom of a thousand war-chariots, hard-pressed between other great
kingdoms, add even, by numerous armies, and that withal it suffers want and famine; let Yeou (Tseu-lou) be appointed to its
administration, in less than three years I could accomplish that the people of this kingdom should recover a manly courage, and
know their condition. The Philosopher smiled at these words.
And you, Khieou, what are your thoughts?
The disciple replied respectfully: Suppose a province of sixty or seventy li in extent, or even of fifty or sixty li, and that Khieou
were appointed to its administration, in less than three years I could accomplish that the people should have sufficient. As to the
rites and to music, I would entrust the teaching of them to a superior man.
And you, Tchi, what are your thoughts?
The disciple replied respectfully: I will not say that I can do these things; I desire to study. When the ceremonies of the temple of
ancestors are performed, and great public assemblies take place, clothed in my robe of azure and other vestments proper for such a
place and such ceremonies, I could wish to take part in them in the quality of a humble functionary.
And you, Tian, what are your thoughts?
The disciple did nothing but draw some rare sounds from his guitar; but these sounds prolonging themselves, he laid it aside, and
rising, replied respectfully: My opinion differs entirely from those of my three fellow disciples — The Philosopher said: What
prevents you from expressing it? Here each one can speak his thought. — The disciple said: spring being no more, my robe of spring
laid aside, but covered with the bonnet of manhood, accompanied by five or six men, and six or seven young people, I should love
to go and bathe in the waters of the -Y-, and go and take the fresh air in those woody places where they offer sacrifices to heaven to
obtain rain, to moderate some airs, and then return to my abode.
The Philosopher applauding these words by a sign of satisfaction, said: I am of Tian’s mind.
The three disciples departed, but Thseng-sie remained yet some time. Thseng-sie said:
What ought one to think of the words of these three disciples? The Philosopher said: Each one of them has expressed his opinion;
that is all.”
The narrator proceeds to tell why the Philosopher smiled; but that is obvious enough.
For the most part, when we listen to the conversation of the Reformers, we too [are] of Tian’s mind.
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[162.46]
Youan-jang (an ancient friend of the Philosopher) more aged
than he, was seated on the road with legs crossed. The
Philosopher said to him: Being a child, not to have had fraternal
deference; in mature age, to have done nothing praiseworthy;
arrived at old age, not to die; it is to be a good-for-nothing
wretch., [a worthless fellow^

my own

—vaurien] And he struck his

legs with his sticks (to make him get up).

[166.20-167]
The superior man demands nothing but of himself; the
common^

vulgaire

man and without merit demands everything of

others

[167.25]
I have almost seen the day when the historian of the empire
left blancs in his narratives

^relations^story

[where he was not

sure of the facts]

[168.31]
The superior man does not occupy himself but with the right
way; he does not occupy himself with eating and drinking. If you
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cultivate the earth, hunger is often found in the midst of you,
^

if you

study, happiness is found in the very bosom of study.

The superior man is not troubled because he does not [[...]]
obtain the right way; he is not troubled because of poverty.

[169.33]
The superior man cannot be known and appreciated suitably in
little things, because he is capable of undertaking great ones.
The common man, on the contrary, not being capable of
undertaking great things, can be known and appreciated in little
ones.

[169.38]
Have precepts [enseignements] for all the world, without
distinction of classes or ranks.

[187.8-188]
They say that Lieou-hia-hoei and Chao-lien did not sustain to
the end their resolutions, and that they dishonored their
character. Their language was in harmony with reason & justice;
while their acts were in harmony with the sentiments of men.
[187.8-188] They say that Lieou-hia-hoei and Chao-lien did not
sustain to the end their resolutions, and that they dishonored
their character. Their language was in harmony with reason &
justice; while their acts were in harmony with the sentiments
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of men.

A WEEK: Most men have no inclination, no rapids, no cascades, but
marshes, and alligators, and miasma instead. We read that when in
the expedition of Alexander, Onesicritus was sent forward to meet
certain of the Indian sect of Gymnosophists, and he had told them
of those new philosophers of the West, Pythagoras, Socrates, and
Diogenes, and their doctrines, one of them named Dandamis
answered, that “They appeared to him to have been men of genius,
but to have lived with too passive a regard for the laws.” The
philosophers of the West are liable to this rebuke still. “They
say that Lieou-hia-hoei, and Chao-lien did not sustain to the end
their resolutions, and that they dishonored their character.
Their language was in harmony with reason and justice; while their
acts were in harmony with the sentiments of men.”
PYTHAGORAS
SOCRATES
DIOGENES OF SINOPE

What follows is from Mencius.
MENCIUS

[209.7]
Another man had a thought;
I, I have divined it, and given it measure.
Book of Verses
Mencius

about a century after C.

[235.14-236]
Wen-kong, prince of Teng, put another question in these terms:
The men of Thsi are on the point of surrounding with walls the
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state of Sie; I experience great fear at it. What ought I to do
in this case?
Mencius replied with respect: Formerly Tai-wang inhabited the

land

country^

of Pin; the barbarians of the north, named Joung,

troubled him without ceasing by their incursions; he quitted
this residence and betook himself to the foot of mount Khi, where
he fixed himself; it is not from choice and deliberate purpose
that he did this, it is because he could not do otherwise.
If any one practises constantly virtue, in the course of
generations there will be found always among his sons and
grandsons a man who will be elevated to royalty. The superior
man who wishes to found a dynasty, with the intention of
transmitting the sovereign authority to his descendants,
acts^

agit so that his enterprise can be continued. If this

superior man accomplishes his work, then heaven has pronounced.
Prince, what is this kingdom of Thsi to you? Exert yourself to
practise virtue [which opens the road to royalty] and confine
yourself to that. [Mencius]

[256.8]
The ancient emperor Yu heard pronounce words of wisdom &
virtue, he bowed^

s’inclinait in sighs of veneration for

receiving them.112

[257.9]
Lieou-hia-hoei said What you do belongs to you, and what I do
112. This item is struck through in pencil with a vertical line, Thoreau’s usual notation indicating that he had accessed the item for
use somewhere. (Nobody has managed as yet to figure out where. Is there a Thoreau writing still to be recovered?)
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belongs to me. If ever you should be arms named and body naked
to^

by

my side, how could you soil^

defile

me? Mencius does not

quite approve of this.

[258.1]
It is said — It is not necessary to place the limits of a
people in frontiers wholly material, nor the strength of a
kingdom in the obstacles which mountains and watercourses
present to the enemy, nor the imposing majesty of the empire in
a great military equipage. That one who has attained to govern
according to the principles of humanity & justice, will find an
immeasurable^

incalculable support in the heart of the people.

[302.7]
Yang-ho desired to see Khoung-tseu, but he feared lest he
should not observe the rites. [It is said in the Book of Rites]
“When the first functionary carried a present to a learned man,
if it happens that the last is not in his house to receive it,
than [sic?] he presents himself at the abode of the functionary
to thank him for it.”
Yang-ho informed himself of a moment when Khoung-tseu was absent
from his house, and he chose this moment to go and carry to
Khong-tseu [sic?] a little salt here [sic?]. Khoung-tseu on his
side, informed himself of a moment when Yang-ho was absent from
his house to go and thank him for it. In this case Yang-ho was
the first to make advances; how could Khoung-txeu have avoided
going to visit him?
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[315.5]
Mencius said — Men have a constant way of speaking [without
very well understanding it]. All say: the empire, the kingdom,
the family. The basis of the empire exists in the kingdom; the
basis of the kingdom exists in the family; the basis of the
family exists in the person.

“RESISTANCE TO CIVIL GOVERNMENT”: The authority of government, even
such as I am willing to submit to —for I will cheerfully obey
those who know and can do better than I, and in many things even
those who neither know nor can do so well— is still an impure one:
to be strictly just, it must have the sanction and consent of the
governed. It can have no pure right over my person and property
but what I concede to it. The progress from an absolute to a
limited monarchy, from a limited monarchy to a democracy, is a
progress toward a true respect for the individual. Even the
Chinese philosopher was wise enough to regard the individual as
the basis of the empire. Is a democracy, such as we know it, the
last improvement possible in government? Is it not possible to
take a step further towards recognizing and organizing the rights
of man? There will never be a really free and enlightened State
until the State comes to recognize the individual as a higher and
independent power, from which all its own power and authority are
derived, and treats him accordingly. I please myself with
imagining a State at least which can afford to be just to all men,
and to treat the individual with respect as a neighbor; which even
would not think it inconsistent with its own repose if a few were
to live aloof from it, not meddling with it, nor embraced by it,
who fulfilled all the duties of neighbors and fellow-men. A State
which bore this kind of fruit, and suffered it to drop off as fast
as it ripened, would prepare the way for a still more perfect and
glorious State, which also I have imagined, but not yet anywhere
seen.
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[317.8-318]
Mencius said: Can one converse and speak the language of
reason with cruel and inhuman princes. Dangers the most menacing
are for them motives of tranquility, calamities the most
disastrous are for them subjects of profit; they rejoice at that
which causes their ruin. If one could converse and speak the
language of reason with inhuman and cruel princes, would there
be so great a number of kingdoms which perish, and of families
which fail^

fall

?

There was a young child who sang, saying:
“The water of the river Thsang-lang is it pure,
I can wash there^

in it

^

y

the fillets which bind my head;

The water of the river Thsang-lang is it troubled,
I can wash there^

in it

my feet.”

Khoung-tseu said: My little children, hearken to these words:
If the water is pure, he will wash there the fillets which bind
his head; if it is troubled, then he will wash there his feet;
it is itself which^

will decide it.

Men certainly despise themselves before other men despise them.
Families certainly destroy themselves before men destroy them.
Kingdom certainly attack themselves before men attack them.¶
The Tai-kia* says: “One can preserve himself from the calamities
sent by heaven; one cannot support those which he has brought
upon himself.” These words say exactly what I wished to express.

*A Chapter of the Chou-king.
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[323.15]
If you listen attentively to the words of a man; if you
consider the pupils of his eyes, how can he conceal himself from
you?

[333.19]
That in which men differ from brute beasts is a thing very
inconsiderable; the common herd lose it very soon superior men
preserve it carefully.
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WALDEN: The other day I picked up the lower jaw of a hog, with white and
sound teeth and tusks, which suggested that there was an animal health
and vigor distinct from the spiritual. This creature succeeded by other
means than temperance and purity. “That in which men differ from brute
beasts,” says Mencius, “is a thing very inconsiderable; the common herd
lose it very soon; superior men preserve it carefully.” Who knows what
sort of life would result if we had attained to purity? If I knew so wise
a man as could teach me purity I would go to seek him forthwith. “A command
over our passions, and over the external senses of the body, and good
acts, are declared by the Ved to be indispensable in the mind’s
approximation to God.” Yet the spirit can for the time pervade and control
every member and function of the body, and transmute what in form is the
grossest sensuality into purity and devotion. The generative energy,
which, when we are loose, dissipates and makes us unclean, when we are
continent invigorates and inspires us. Chastity is the flowering of man;
and what are called Genius, Heroism, Holiness, and the like, are but
various fruits which succeed it. Man flows at once to God when the channel
of purity is open. By turns our purity inspires and our impurity casts us
down. He is blessed who is assured that the animal is dying out in him
day by day, and the divine being established. Perhaps there is none but
has cause for shame on account of the inferior and brutish nature to which
he is allied. I fear that we are such gods or demigods only as fauns and
satyrs, the divine allied to beasts, the creatures of appetite, and that,
to some extent, our very life is our disgrace.–

“How happy’s he who hath due place assigned
To his beasts and disaforested his mind!
*
*
*
Can use his horse, goat, wolf, and ev’ry beast,
And is not ass himself to all the rest!
Else man not only is the herd of swine,
But he’s those devils too which did incline
Them to a headlong rage, and made them worse.”
All sensuality is one, though it takes many forms; all purity is one. It
is the same whether a man eat, or drink, or cohabit, or sleep sensually.
They are but one appetite, and we only need to see a person do any one
of these things to know how great a sensualist he is. The impure can
neither stand nor sit with purity. When the reptile is attacked at one
mouth of his burrow, he shows himself at another. If you would be chaste,
you must be temperate. What is chastity? How shall a man know if he is
chaste? He shall not know it. We have heard of this virtue, but we know
not what it is. We speak conformably to the rumor which we have heard.
From exertion come wisdom and purity; from sloth ignorance and
sensuality. In the student sensuality is a sluggish habit of mind. An
unclean person is universally a slothful one, one who sits by a stove,
whom the sun shines on prostrate, who reposes without being fatigued. If
you would avoid uncleanness, and all the sins, work earnestly, thought it
be at cleaning a stable. Nature is hard to be overcome, but she must be
overcome. What avails it that you are Christian, if you are not purer than
the heathen, if you deny yourself no more, if you are not more religious?
I know of many systems of religion esteemed heathenish whose precepts fill
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I hesitate to say these things, but it is not because
of the subject, –I care not how obscene my words are,– but
because I cannot speak of them without betraying my
impurity. We discourse freely without shame of one form
of sensuality, and are silent about another. We are so
degraded that we cannot speak simply of the necessary
functions of human nature. In earlier ages, in some
countries, every function was reverently spoken of and
regulated by law. Nothing was too trivial for the Hindoo
lawgiver, however offensive it may be to modern taste. He
teaches how to eat, drink, cohabit, void excrement and
urine, and the like, elevating what is mean, and does not
falsely excuse himself by calling these things trifles.

[356.6]
That which operates or produces effects without apparent
action, is heaven; that which happens without one’s causing it
to come, is destiny.

[369.3]
To contract ties of friendship with any one, is to contract
friendship with his virtue. There ought not to be any other
motive in friendship.
But men wish that he should contract friendship with their vice.

HDT

WHAT?

PEOPLE OF A WEEK AND WALDEN:

INDEX

CONFUCIUS, MENCIUS

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN A WEEK
A WEEK: Confucius said: “To contract ties of Friendship with any
one, is to contract Friendship with his virtue. There ought not
to be any other motive in Friendship.” But men wish us to contract
Friendship with their vice also. I have a Friend who wishes me to
see that to be right which I know to be wrong. But if Friendship
is to rob me of my eyes, if it is to darken the day, I will have
none of it. It should be expansive and inconceivably liberalizing
in its effects. True Friendship can afford true knowledge. It does
not depend on darkness and ignorance. A want of discernment cannot
be an ingredient in it. If I can see my Friend’s virtues more
distinctly than another’s, his faults too are made more
conspicuous by contrast. We have not so good a right to hate any
as our Friend. Faults are not the less faults because they are
invariably balanced by corresponding virtues, and for a fault
there is no excuse, though it may appear greater than it is in
many ways. I have never known one who could bear criticism, who
could not be flattered, who would not bribe his judge, or was
content that the truth should be loved always better than himself.

[391.8]
The effect of a return to goodness, (produced)^
each day (in)^

to

brought forth

the tranquil and beneficial breath of the

morning, cause that in respect to the love of virtue and the
hatred of vice, one approaches a little the primitive nature of

felled

^
man [as in the sprouts of the forest which has been cut]
.

In like circumstances, what the evil which one does in the
interval of a day prevents the germs of virtues which began to
spring up again from developing themselves and destroys them.
After having thus prevented many times the germs of virtue which
began to spring up again from developing themselves, then the
beneficent breath of evening does not suffice to preserve them.
As soon as the beneficent breath of evening does not suffice to
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preserve them, then the nature of man does not differ much from
that of the brute. Men seeing the nature of this man like that
of the brute think that he has never possessed the^

innate

faculty of reason. Are those the true and natural sentiments of
man?

WALDEN: “A return to goodness produced each day in the tranquil
and beneficent breath of the morning, causes that in respect to
the love of virtue and the hatred of vice one approaches a little
the primitive nature of man, as the sprouts of the forest which
has been felled. In like manner the evil which one does in the
interval of a day prevents the germs of virtues which began to
spring up again from developing themselves and destroys them.
“After the germs of virtue have thus been prevented many times
from developing themselves, then the beneficent breath of evening
does not suffice to preserve them. As soon as the breath of
evening does not suffice longer to preserve them, then the nature
of man does not differ much from that of the brute. Men seeing
the nature of this man like that of the brute, think that he has
never possessed the innate faculty of reason. Are those the true
and natural sentiments of man?
“The Golden Age was first created, which without any avenger
Spontaneously without law cherished fidelity and rectitude.
Punishment and fear were not; nor were threatening words read
On suspended brass; nor did the suppliant crowd fear
The words of their judge; but were safe without an avenger.
Not yet the pine felled on its mountains had descended
To the liquid waves that it might see a foreign world,
And mortals knew no shores but their own.
*
*
*
There was eternal spring, and placid zephyrs with warm
Blasts soothed the flowers born without seed.”

[394.11-395]
If one loses a fowl or dog, he knows well how to seek them
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again; if one loses the sentiments of his heart, he does not
know how to seek them again!
The duties of practical philosophy consist only in seeking after
those sentiments of the heart which we have lost; that is all.

A WEEK: Mencius says: “If one loses a fowl or a dog, he knows well
how to seek them again; if one loses the sentiments of his heart,
he does not know how to seek them again.... The duties of
practical philosophy consist only in seeking after those
sentiments of the heart which we have lost; that is all.”
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WALDEN: In any weather, at any hour of the day or night,
I have been anxious to improve the nick of time, and notch it on
my stick too; to stand on the meeting of two eternities, the past
and future, which is precisely the present moment; to toe that
line. You will pardon some obscurities, for there are more secrets
in my trade than in most men’s, and yet not voluntarily kept, but
inseparable from its very nature. I would gladly tell all that I
know about it, and never paint “No Admittance” on my gate.
I long ago lost a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle-dove, and am
still on their trail. Many are the travellers I have spoken
concerning them, describing their tracks and what calls they
answered to. I have met one or two who had heard the hound, and
the tramp of the horse, and even seen the dove disappear behind
a cloud, and they seemed as anxious to recover them as if they
had lost them themselves.
To anticipate, not the sunrise and the dawn merely, but, if
possible, Nature herself! How many mornings, summer and winter,
before yet any neighbor was stirring about his business, have I
been about mine! No doubt many of my townsmen have met me
returning from this enterprise, farmers starting for Boston
in the twilight, or woodchoppers going to their work. It is true,
I never assisted the sun materially in his rising, but, doubt not,
it was of the last importance only to be present at it.
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[396.15-397]
not C

^
Khoung-tou-tseu
put a question in these terms: All men
resemble one another. Some are however great men, others little
men; how so?
Mencius said: If one follows the inspirations of the great parts
of himself, he is a great man; if one follows the inclinations
of the little parts of himself, he is a little man.

[398.17]
Each man possess nobleness in himself; only he does not think
to seek it in himself.
What men regard as nobleness, is not true and noble nobleness.
Those whom Tchao-meng [first minister of the king of Thsi] has
made noble, Thcha Tchao-meng can make. degrade abase

[439.3]
If one |...| gives an entire and absolute faith to [the
historical] books, then he is not in so advantageous^

off

so well

a condition as if he was without them.

I, in the Chapter of the Chou-king entitled Wou-tching, take
only two or three articles and no more.
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[454.37]
The most honest of all the village are the pest of virtue. C.
If you wish to find fault with them, you will not know where to
take them; if you wish to attack them in one place, you will not
succeed. They share in the degenerate manners and the corruption
of their age. That which dwells in their heart resembles
rectitude and sincerity; what they practise resembles acts of
temperance and integrity. As all the population of their village
boast of them without ceasing, they think themselves perfect
men, and they cannot enter into the way of Yao and Chun.
That is why Khoung-tseu regarded them as the pest of virtue.
Mencius

[285.4]
It is said, ‘Some work with their intellect, others work with
their hands. Those who work with their intellect govern men;
those who work with their hands are governed by men. Those who
are governed by men nourish men; those who govern men are
nourished by men.’ That is the universal law of the world.
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1999
September 26, Sunday: At Qufu in China’s Shandong Province, the 2,550th anniversary of Confucius’s birthday was
celebrated by announcement of the completion of the first phase of construction of a Research Institute of
Confucius, as modern Chinese continued their attempt to come to terms with an important part of their most
cherished and stubborn cultural legacy.
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2007
Professor Shoji Goto’s THE PHILOSOPHY OF EMERSON AND THOREAU: ORIENTALS MEET OCCIDENTALS.
Foreword by Phyllis Cole. Lewiston NY: Edwin Mellen Press.
Here are some excerpts from a review of this book by Randall Conrad, dealing with the posthumous transition
from 1849’s “RESISTANCE TO CIVIL GOVERNMENT” to 1866’s “CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE” — a transition which
presumably had reflected Thoreau’s deathbed instructions:
Although most of the 1866 revisions are trivial matters of
typesetting, a handful of them are problematic. Notably, one new
sentence was added to Thoreau’s stirring concluding paragraph.
In 1849, the final paragraph read, in part:
The progress from an absolute to a limited monarchy,
from a limited monarchy to a democracy, is a progress
toward a true respect for the individual. Is a
democracy, such as we know it, the last improvement
possible in government? Is it not possible to take a
step further towards recognizing and organizing the
rights of man? There will never be a really free and
enlightened State until the State comes to recognize the
individual as a higher and independent power, from which
all its own power and authority are derived, and treats
him accordingly.
In 1866, between the first and second sentences excerpted above,
the following sentence was interpolated: “Even the Chinese
philosopher [i.e., Confucius] was wise enough to regard the
individual as the basis of the empire.” Thoreau’s point,
clearly, is that recognition of individuals’ rights not only is
the basis of modern democracy but also was the foundation of
imperial government, ages ago. (When a dynasty no longer
provided peace and prosperity but became corrupt, it was
considered to have lost the “Mandate of Heaven” [divine right]
and the people were justified in rebelling against the old
regime.) This editorial revision, surely authorial, lends
resonance to Thoreau’s famous declaration about government in
“Civil Disobedience” (“to be strictly just, it must have the
sanction and consent of the governed”). He is not simply
invoking America’s Declaration of Independence, but harking back
to an ancient idea of popular sanction.

“MAGISTERIAL HISTORY” IS FANTASIZING: HISTORY IS CHRONOLOGY
People of A Week and Walden

“Stack of the Artist of Kouroo”
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COPYRIGHT NOTICE: In addition to the property of others,
such as extensive quotations and reproductions of
images, this “read-only” computer file contains a great
deal of special work product of Austin Meredith,
copyright 2014. Access to these interim materials will
eventually be offered for a fee in order to recoup some
of the costs of preparation. My hypercontext button
invention which, instead of creating a hypertext leap
through hyperspace —resulting in navigation problems—
allows for an utter alteration of the context within
which one is experiencing a specific content already
being viewed, is claimed as proprietary to Austin
Meredith — and therefore freely available for use by
all. Limited permission to copy such files, or any
material from such files, must be obtained in advance
in writing from the “Stack of the Artist of Kouroo”
Project, 833 Berkeley St., Durham NC 27705. Please
contact the project at <Kouroo@kouroo.info>.
“It’s all now you see. Yesterday won’t be over until
tomorrow and tomorrow began ten thousand years ago.”
– Remark by character “Garin Stevens”
in William Faulkner’s INTRUDER IN THE DUST
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This stuff presumably looks to you as if it were generated by a
human. Such is not the case. Instead, someone has requested that
we pull it out of the hat of a pirate who has grown out of the
shoulder of our pet parrot “Laura” (as above). What these
chronological lists are: they are research reports compiled by
ARRGH algorithms out of a database of modules which we term the
Kouroo Contexture (this is data mining). To respond to such a
request for information we merely push a button.
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Commonly, the first output of the algorithm has obvious
deficiencies and we need to go back into the modules stored in
the contexture and do a minor amount of tweaking, and then we
need to punch that button again and recompile the chronology —
but there is nothing here that remotely resembles the ordinary
“writerly” process you know and love. As the contents of this
originating contexture improve, and as the programming improves,
and as funding becomes available (to date no funding whatever
has been needed in the creation of this facility, the entire
operation being run out of pocket change) we expect a diminished
need to do such tweaking and recompiling, and we fully expect
to achieve a simulation of a generous and untiring robotic
research librarian. Onward and upward in this brave new world.
First come first serve. There is no charge.
Place requests with <Kouroo@kouroo.info>. Arrgh.

