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Confucius, Lùnyǔ (“Analects”) 

孔⼦子《論語》  

Translated by Sabine Wilms, Spring 2014. 

	  

Please note: 

- This is a draft translation made for the personal use of myself and my students 
and colleagues, not intended for public distribution. Please respect the translator’s 
copyright and share only with expressed permission. 

- Words or concepts in my translation that are explained in the notes following the 
translation are marked in bold.  

- While Confucius was clearly addressing a male audience and talking about male 
actors unless clearly stating otherwise, I have consciously chosen to avoid the male 
pronoun as much as possible because it is my intention to read the Analects as a 
text with relevance for our times, for both men and women. If English style 
requires the use of a personal pronoun, I therefore alternate between the feminine 
and masculine form. 

- Many of the key terms, like 仁 rén (“humaneness”), 道 dào (“Way”), 德 dé (“Virtue”),
孝 xiào (“act in loving respect and service to parents”), 君⼦子 jūnzǐ (“noble person”), 
義 yì (“justice”), etc., do not have an acceptable equivalent in English because they 
come from such a different cultural background. I have tried my best to balance my 
need for faithfulness to the content and intention of the source text with an 
effort to make the text accessible in English, a process that can never be perfect 
and continues to evolve in my work.  
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Analects I 《學⽽而篇第⼀一》  

Line I.1 

（⼀一）⼦子曰：「學⽽而時習之，不亦說乎？  

（⼆二）有朋自遠⽅方來，不亦樂乎？ 

（三）⼈人不知⽽而不慍，不亦君⼦子乎？」 

1) The Master said: “To learn and in time to practice it, isn’t this joyful 
indeed? 

2) To have friends come from far away, isn’t this happiness indeed? 

3) To not get irritated when other people don’t know [you], isn’t this being a 
noble person indeed?” 

Notes: 

* 習 xí: Etymologically, a combination of “wings” and “self”, the English word 
“practice” works beautifully here because it implies both meanings of the Chinese 
term: to doing something over and over to learn it (in the sense of a young bird 
learning to fly), and in the sense of applying it by actually doing it, putting it into 
practice. 

* According to Zhū Xī 朱熹 (1130-1200), who is here quoting the “Masters Cheng” 
(i.e., Cheng Hao 程顥 and Cheng Yi 程頤, “joy is in the heart, while happiness rules 
the “eruption and diffusion” to the outside” (說在⼼心，樂主發散在外). 

* 君⼦子 jūn zǐ: Usually translated as “gentleman” or “nobleman,” its original meaning is 
“son of a sovereign.” The English “gentleman” in the traditional sense of denoting a 
member of the hereditary ruling class and from there by extension any educated 
man marked by virtuous conduct, refinement, education, and meticulous manners 
works quite well for the way in which the term came to be used by Confucius and his 
followers. My only criticism from the modern perspective is that I prefer a non-
gendered version, so I use the slightly less elegant “noble person” instead. 

 

Line I.2 

（⼀一）有⼦子曰：「其爲⼈人也孝弟，⽽而好犯上者、鮮矣。 
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（⼆二）不好犯上，⽽而好作亂者，未之有也。 

（三）君⼦子務本，本立⽽而道⽣生。 

（四）孝弟也者，其爲仁之本與。」 

1) Yǒuzi said: “In [our condition of] being human, it is certainly rare to have 
somebody who acts in loving respect and service to parents and older 
siblings enjoy going against authority. 

2) To not enjoy going against authority and yet to enjoy causing upheaval, 
this simply does not happen. 

3) The noble person attends to the root, and when the root is established, the 
Dào is born. 

4) Loving respect and service to parents and older siblings, these are the root 
of humaneness!” 

Notes: 

*有⼦子 Yǒuzi: The name of one of Confucius’ disciples, 43 years his junior. Besides 
Zengzi  曾⼦子, the only disciple named with the honorific ⼦子, as in “Master Yǒu,” 
after the name. According to one commentator, the reason for this is that the 
Analects were written down by the followers of these two men. 

* 孝弟 xiào dì: My translations of these two key terms of Confucian thinking are 
admittedly awkward, and I often prefer just leaving the pinyin instead. 
Etymologically, 孝 is a combination of 老 (old/elder) and ⼦子 (child), so it quite 
literally means the proper attitude and behavior of a child towards his or her 
parents.  I find the standard English translation “filial piety” distasteful. 弟 literally 
means “younger brother” and therefore by extension the proper attitude and 
behavior of a younger brother towards an older brother. 

* 仁 rén: Usually translated as “benevolence” or even “empathy,” it is a combination 
of ⼈人 (human) and ⼆二 (two), or in other words the attitude of humans towards each 
other. Sometimes used interchangeably with ⼈人 (human), which is pronounced 
identically, it is what makes us human, what distinguishes us from other living 
creatures. It is the ability “to put yourself in another person’s shoes,” to see a 
situation through their eyes. 
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Line I.3 

⼦子曰：「巧⾔言令⾊色，鮮矣仁！」 

The Master said: “Crafty words and a flashy presence, how rare to have 
these associated with humaneness!” 

 

Line I.4 

曾⼦子曰：「吾日三省吾身：為⼈人謀⽽而不忠乎？與朋友交⽽而不信乎？傳
不習乎？」 

Zēngzi said: “Every day, I look at myself carefully in three areas: In my 
considerations of others, have I been disloyal?  In my interactions with 
friends, have I been untrustworthy? In my teachings, have I not put them 
into practice?” 

Notes 

* 曾⼦子 Zēngzi: One of Confucius’ disciples. See the note above for Yǒuzi 有⼦子. 

* 傳 chuán: This can be read either as active or passive, or in other words either as 
the transmissions that he has received from his teacher, i.e.,  Confucius, or in what 
he is passing on to others. Given the context here of Zēngzi being Confucius’ 
disciple, the first option is the standard way of reading this line, but the original 
Chinese certainly implies both. 

 

Line I.5 

⼦子曰：「道千乘之國，敬事⽽而信，節用⽽而愛⼈人，使民以時。」 

The Master said: “To lead a state of a thousand chariots, you must be 
trustworthy in attending to business, you must have loving care for others in 
regulating expenditures, and you must employ the population in accord with 
the seasons.” 

Notes 

* 千乘之國 qiān shèng zhī guó: The standard explanation is that 800 households can 
provide one chariot. In other words, the political entity referenced in this line is a 
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state powerful enough to maintain an army with a thousand chariots. Specifically, 
shèng 乘 is a chariot drawn by four horses. 

* 時 shí: While this character can also simply means “time” or “timeliness,” the 
standard interpretation in this line is that the ruler must take the agricultural 
calendar into consideration when employing the general population. In other words, 
the people must not be forced away from their farm into service for warfare or 
public works project, etc., during the busy farming seasons when their labor is 
needed at home for essential work like planting. 

 

Line I.6 

⼦子曰：「弟⼦子⼊入則孝，出則悌，謹⽽而信，汎愛眾，⽽而親仁。⾏行有餘⼒力，
則以學⽂文。」 

The Master said: “Youngsters must act in loving respect and service to their 
parents inside the home, and with a younger sibling’s deference outside the 
home.  They must be earnest and trustworthy, broadly love everybody, and 
become intimately familiar with humaneness. If they have extra strength 
for actions, then use that to study [the ancient] literature!” 

Note 

* 親仁 qīn rén: Literally, 親 means “relative” and therefore also “to treat somebody 
as a relative,” and given the Chinese cultural connotations of what this means, 
perhaps best translated as “intimate” in English. An alternative reading of this 
phrase could be “be intimate with humane people.” 

 

Line I.7 

⼦子夏曰：「賢賢易⾊色；事⽗父母，能竭其⼒力；事君，能致其身；與朋友
交，⾔言⽽而有信，雖曰未學，吾必謂之學矣。」 

Zǐxià said: “If you recognize worthiness as worthy and disregard sexual 
desire; if in serving your father and mother you are able to exhaust all your 
strength; if in serving your lord you are able to abandon yourself; if in your 
interactions with friends, what you say is trustworthy: even though some 
may say that you are not learned, I must certainly call you learned!” 
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Notes 

* ⼦子夏 Zǐxià: One of Confucius’ disciples. 

* 賢 xián: Often used and interpreted with a moral connotation as a “virtuous 
person,” I have chosen the word “worthy” here because of its broader meaning, 
based on the etymology of the character. The radical 貝, indicating wealth, points 
to a person with resources, which is also confirmed by the Shuōwén definition: 賢，
多才也。 (“xián means having a lot of resources). For an even more radical reading 
here, you could even translate the phrase as “if you value what is [truly] valuable...,” 
reading 賢 in direct contrast to 易 “regard as insignificant.” Alternatively, 易 is here 
sometimes understood as “to change,” or in other words, to transform sexual desire 
by focusing on virtue. In the traditional way of reading this line, the four character 
phrase is interpreted quite narrowly as referring to the relationship between 
husband and wife, as being able to value and act in virtue instead of carnal desire. 

 

Line I.8 

⼦子曰：「君⼦子不重則不威；學則不固。主忠信。無友不如⼰己者。過則
勿憚改。」 

The Master said: “If the noble person does not take herself seriously, she 
does not inspire awe, and her learning is not firmly grounded. Take loyalty 
and trustworthiness as your guiding principles. Do not befriend those who 
are inferior to you. When you make mistakes, do not dread correcting them.” 

 

Line I.9 

曾⼦子曰：「慎終追遠，民德歸厚矣。」 

Zēngzi said: “Be meticulous with endings and pursue them far into the 
distance, and the virtue of the people will return to a state of generosity!” 

Notes 

*慎終追遠 shèn zhōng zhuī yuán: My translation is very literal, but the phrase is 
generally explained as a specific reference to the meticulous and comprehensive 
performance of funerary rites and ancestral sacrifices, and remembrance and 
veneration of one’s ancestors far into the past. 
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*德 dé: I follow the standard practice of translating this key Confucian term as 
“virtue” for the sake of convenience but not without grave reservations. In my mind, 
德 is best explained as the manifestation or outwardly visible sign that a person is 
following the Dào 道 in their behavior, resulting in a certain “power” or 
effortlessness, where things fall into place because one is in accord with the order 
of Heaven. As such, it looks like the Chinese equivalent of the English “virtue,” but 
it also has connotations of power, as in the title of Laozi’s 道德經 “Classic of the 
Dào (Way) and Dé (Virtue/Power).” 

 

Line I.10 

（⼀一）⼦子禽問於⼦子貢曰：「夫⼦子⾄至於是邦也，必聞其政，求之與？抑
與之與？」 

（⼆二）⼦子貢曰：「夫⼦子溫、良、恭、儉、讓以得之。夫⼦子之求之也，
其諸異乎⼈人之求之與？」 

1) Zǐqín asked Zǐgòng: “When our master arrives at any given state, he 
invariably hears about the local government. Does he [gain this information] 
by pursuing it? Or is it given to him?” 

2) Zǐgòng said: “Our master is friendly, ethical, respectful, and humble. He 
obtains it by yielding. Now our master’s way of pursuing something, isn’t it 
entirely different from the way other people pursue things?” 

Notes 

* ⼦子禽 Zǐqín and ⼦子貢 Zǐgòng: The names of two of Confucius’ disciples. Nothing else 
is known about their identity. 

* 夫⼦子 fūzǐ: A respectful way to address or referring to a teacher. 

 

Line I.11 

⼦子曰：「⽗父在，觀其志；⽗父沒，觀其⾏行；三年無改於⽗父之道，可謂孝
矣。」 

The Master said: “When [a person’s] father is alive, observe his intentions. 
When his father is no longer alive, observe his actions. For three years to not 
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change the ways of one’s father, [such behavior] can be called xiào (‘act in 
loving service and respect to one’s parents’)!” 

Note 

This line is sometimes interpreted slightly differently as “When your father is alive, 
observe his intentions. When your father is no longer alive, observe his actions….” 
Both readings are grammatically possible. In other words, the character 其 (“his,” 
the third person male or female possessive pronoun) can refer either to the father 
or to the person whose father is still alive or has passed on. 

 

Line I.12 

（⼀一）有⼦子曰：「禮之用，和為貴。先王之道，斯為美；小⼤大由之。 

（⼆二）有所不⾏行，知和⽽而和，不以禮節之，亦不可⾏行也。」 

1) Yǒuzi said: “In the application of ritual, harmony is the highest value. 
This is what gave the Dào of the former kings beauty. Follow this in minor 
and major matters. 

2) There are areas where this does not work: Even if you know harmony and 
act in harmony, if you do not use ritual to regulate it, it cannot be made to 
work.” 

Note 

禮 lǐ and 和 hé: In this line, the two characters, translated above as “ritual” and 
“harmony” respectively, are used in opposition, with the natural ease of harmony 
tempering the severity of ritual prescriptions. According to Zhū Xī, ritual is the 
formalized expression of the pattern of Heaven that governs the rules of human 
conduct, while harmony refers to a quality of ease and willful engagement without 
the need for compulsion. According to Fàn Zǔyǔ 范祖禹, the “substance” (體 tǐ ) of 
ritual is respect, by means of which it is established, while the most important 
aspect of its “function” (用 yòng) is harmony, which engenders the pleasure of 
enacting it. 

 

Line I.13 
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有⼦子曰：「信近於義，⾔言可復也。恭近於禮，遠恥辱也。因不失其親，
亦可宗也。」 

Yǒuzi said: “When in being trustworthy you stay close to your sense of 
what is right and wrong, your words can be relied upon. When in paying 
respects you stay close to ritual, you distance yourself from shame and 
disgrace. When you do not abandon your relatives in what or who you rely 
on, you can join the ranks of [venerated] clan ancestors. 

Note 

義 yì: Often translated as “justice” or “righteousness,” this important Confucian 
virtue describes the intuitive ability to discern what is right and wrong, which 
results from a lifetime of moral self-cultivation. It functions like a moral compass, 
providing direction that allows you to act in accordance with the Dao of Heaven. 

 

Line I.14 

⼦子曰：「君⼦子食無求飽，居無求安，敏於事⽽而慎於⾔言，就有道⽽而正焉，
可謂好學也已。」 

The Master said: “The noble person does not strive for fullness when eating 
nor for comfort in living arrangements. Quick-witted in business affairs yet 
cautious with her words, she associates with those who possess the Dào and 
corrects herself accordingly. This is what you can call ‘love of studying’.” 

 

Line I.15 

（⼀一）⼦子貢曰：「貧⽽而無諂，富⽽而無驕，何如？」 

（⼆二）⼦子曰：「可也；未若貧⽽而樂〔道〕，富⽽而好禮者也。」 

（三）⼦子貢曰：「《詩》云：『如切如磋，如琢如磨。』其斯之謂
與？」 

（四）⼦子曰：「賜也，始可與⾔言《詩》已矣，告諸往⽽而知來者。」 
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1) Zǐgòng said: “To be poor without being fawning and to be rich without 
being arrogant, what do you think about this?” 

2) The Master said: “It is fine. But it is not as good as being poor and yet 
being happy, and being rich and yet loving ritual.” 

3) Zǐgòng said: “This phrase from the Shījīng, ‘like cutting and then again 
filing [bone], like carving and then again polishing [jade],’ is this what you 
are referring to?” 

4) The Master said: “Cì! You are beginning to be able to participate in a 
conversation about the Shījīng! I tell you various things from the past, and 
you know what is to come.” 

Note 

賜 cì: This is Zǐgòng’s personal name. Here, the character serves clearly as a happy 
exclamation by Confucius because he has finally found a student who can grasp the 
depth and challenge of his teachings and apply them humbly to cultivate himself in 
the never-ending pursuit of virtue. 

 

Line I.16 

⼦子曰：「不患⼈人之不⼰己知，患不知⼈人也。」 

The Master said: “I do not worry about whether others do not know me. I 
worry about whether I do not know others.” 
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