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DEATH AND DYING IN THE ANALECTS

Phitip J. Ivanhoe

Sheuld we not confess that in our civilized artitude rowards death we
ate once again lving psychologically beyond nur means, and should we
not rather e back and recognize the trugh?

~Sground Freud, “Thoughts for vhe Times on War and Death”

uman feactions to death play a prominent, diverse, and complex role
# motivaring, guiding, and shaping religious and philosophical thought
broughout the worlds cultures. Fven if we restrict this claim to straight-
rward cases, wherein the theme of death is explicit, its range is quite
inpressive. I we include cases where the influence s more indirect and
ubtle, the realm over which the claim holds true increases significantly. In
i tumber of Western religious traditions, a belief in life after death has been
i such singular imporrance that cur mundane existence here on earth fades
framatically in comparative value. Such 2 sense of propertional dissenance
Gty yet inform contemporary inheritors of these tradivions, appearing now
i the puise of various, more-secular beliefs, artitudes, and behaviors as well
as it 1t general yearning for something more bevond the lives we live that
~will somichow make them all worthwhile.

' Muny religious rraditions have regarded the phenomenon of death as
sy alwrration, 2 profound anomaly crying out for explanation and resolu-
tenn, However, modem psychological accounis of death tend to insise that
specls resporses 1w death are forms of denial: according o such views, the
shyeat of duard is 5o overndwlnniog o our individual egos thar i moves ug
b ] Lundsh the obwions fat of death
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from consciousness.! A desire to live on in some afterdife or to be reborn
to live again may well be understood as a kind of denial of death, Many
who relish “deflating” religion on this score seen: unaware that the seli-
centered life of etemal consumption that is so widespread in industrialized
culnures is but a variation on this theme. Those who display the bumper
sticker that reads “He who dies with the most toys wins” can never pause
in the frenetic acquisition of toys to ask what exactly he wins or the mon
obvious question of who precisely wins. Indeed, smug proclamations abous
“not needing” religious answers, like declarations of fearlessness by religious
fanatics as they joyfully sacrifice themselves “for God,” easily lend them:-
selves to be understood as expressions of a dread of death, more hawling
than whistling in the dark.

In those culrures thar regard death as a breach of cosmic order, we
often find myths about how death came into the world. Such stories usually
associate the arrival of death with some particular human failing or explain
it as a manifesration of an irrevocable tension, dichotomy, or flaw in the
fabric of the universe irself. n such accounts, life and death are understood
in some sense as shadows or echoes of good and bad. A distinctive feature
of the early Confucian tradition is that it offers no account of how death
originated or catne into the world or, for thar matter, when or how the world
irself came into being. Barly Confucians did not vegard the namure or origin
of death as a great conundrnutm in need of explanation.’ This is not to sy
they did not see death as posing profound and vexing problems to human
beings; however, the nature of these problems—and the tensions they folt
while secking to undetscand the relationship between hife and death—were
conceived of differently, These thinkess were primarily concerned with
understanding what place death and our reactions and responses to it play
in a well-ordered, meaningful, and noble life, rather than what is the essence
or origin of death and its relared phenomena.

With these remarks before us, et us turn 1o vhe specific case of the
founder of the Confacian tradition, How did Kongzl conceive of death !
How did he think one should react and respond to it? How, i at all, shoubd
our conceprion of and auitude toward deach inform our lives? These ue
the questions T will address by exploring Kongei's views on death and {]yixa;;
as found in rhe text of the Anafects.® After presenting my interpretation i
Kongzt's views on death, T will question whether his position suffers frous
probiem identified by 2 number of modern Western thinkers. These thinker:,
many of whotn are associated with the broad category “existentialism,” < rie
that certain conceptions of the ideal human life amount to an evasion of s
most baste fact of the human condicion: owr fnite exbsrence and huuniens
death. Such flawed conceptions manage to do this by lasing one’ aitess
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2y suggest sacrificing one’ life for some abstract cause or future utopia.
50 doing, they allow one to avoid the subjective reality of one’s mortal
tence. Hence, they encourage 2 fundamentatly *inaurhentic” form of life.
Il argue that while Kongsi's allegiance to the Dao 3 (Way) can appear
reseny such an evasion, it does not; Kongzi offers a consistent, complex,
alistic, and profoundly moving account of human life and death,

- Kongzi did not believe in any serong sense of personal survival after
ath? Even i one could show that he did hold some form of such a
lief, it still was not part of a developed eschatology and played no role
haping his views abour how one should live one’s life. That is o say, i
relieved in some form of post-life survival, this was not embedded in a
cater web of belfets about a final judgment, subsequent punishment and
ard, or any notion of reincarvarion. | find no passages in the Analects to
sort the idea that Kongsi believed one's individual personality survived
ny forin beyond death® And so, { take him as having held the view
, for alt practical purposes, physical death is the end of an individual’s
nal consciousness.

A number of thinkers have argued that deazh, so understoad, cannot
copsidered bad for the person who dies.? If one believes thar death really
thie complete end of personal consciousness, then it is just a mistake or 2
-of fack of nerve to worry about being dead, and this holds rrue whether
is considering the death of another or oneself. This rauch seews vight.
we accept this claim, though, it might appear to present problems for
. As we shall see, in several places in the Analects, Konpai ar least
ars w be worried about death—when contemplating both someone’s
stual death and the prospect of death in general. Whar I mean by *being
ted about death” is showing » heightened concern about i, not dreading
if‘i‘; but disliking it, wanting to keep it at bay, and finding {t—in at least
fir cases—a source of sadness, regret, and even tragedy. So, the finst issue
rould like o explore is whether, in worrying about certain cases of death,
ngzi was making a fundamental mistake or showing a fack of nerve. Let
begin with cases of the death of another and then move on to the spe-
}ease of one’s own death 1o see first what Kongzi found dissurbing abour
wh and second whether we can discern in these examples any legicimare
sons for such concern.

Kongzt was clearly distressed ar the deaths and threats of death of
werad people. In Analects 6.10, he hemoans the terminal illness of his
;?ln Bo Niu. The passage goes: “Bo Niu was ill and the master went o
abont him. Holdiog his hand through the window, the master said, “lt
Hsver! s it not simply a matter of fare? But that such a man should
0 such e ilness! Thet such 2 man should have such an illness!™ Thig
devidally nor ther oo da of i Srode, Borgel is distwrbed by the impend-
ir ;iia Hf !\rn Ntu AT i
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commentators suggest was pethaps leprosy). This passage, and others like
it, starkly contrast with those in which Kongzi advocates a calm and detr
mined acceptance of mortality.

When Kongzi had to confront the death of his favarite disciple, Yur
Hui, we see his distress reaching the point of openly uncontrolled grict
With the loss of Yan Hui, Kong:i wails, “EEE! Heaven has taken him froem
me! Heaven has taken him from met™ This leads his disciples to question
him, in the following passage, for allowing his mourning to reach suct
extremes, something he explicitly warns against on other occasions.™ Kongii
responds by saying, “Have 1 lost control of myself? If not for this man, ko
whom then should I lose contral?” These and other passages make cle
that Kongzi thought that at least some cases of death warrant—or at leas
allow for-—excessive displays of grief.

The two cases | have explored have at least three dhings in common,
First, they involve the death of young people. Second, these young peopl
were morally good; they were leading lives in accordance wich the Do,
Third, they died of ilinesses. Inx Hght of these three factors, Konget’s excessive
grief does not contradict what he says elsewhere about the proper attifade
toward mouming, for such cases as Bo Niu’s and Yan Hui’s reptesent genuing
tragedies. These two young men were morally fine people cut dows: early
in life for no apparent reason and in the service of po greater cause. Their
lives end tragically and are thus events thar even a cultivated person firuk
unsetthing and disturbing. _

It seems fair to speculate that Konge would not have been particulurly
distressed, i ar all, by the deaths of Bo Niu and Yan Hui had they been il
people, young or old. In Analects 14.46, Kongzi even implies thar somecrs:
who consistently refuses fo engage in self-cultivation would be beuer +ff
dead. We cannot understand Kongz{'s response to the deaths of Bo Niu sl
Yan Flui without appreciating that these were good young men who died
tragically; their dearhs were a severe blow w the rause of the Das sred ol
wheo support it

Kongsi thinks that we should moum but not be excessively distressd
when a good person dies at a ripe old age. As we shall see when we discua
the case of Kongsts own death, losing those we love, respect, and s

i

is always sad—and such sadness is part of even the best human life—Lut &
those who have died have lived proper lives, that is, lives in accordance with
the Do, we should see their deaths s the final act in the greater nuress
of their lives and respond with genuine, ritually appropriate mourniog. i
such cases, “moumning should reach to grief and then stop.™ But whee
young person dies for no higher purpose, this pattern & diseupted e e
event is tauch more difficult to accepr. The youthiulness of Po N wd Yon
Hui 18 therefore significant,
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We must also keep in mind that the deaths of chese fing young men
cked any special ethical significance, All good people, youog and old, must
. prepared to risk and even sacrifice their lives for the Way? And those
hical heroes, young or old, who pay the highest price in defense of the
oy should be moumned with special reverence and esteem. For example,
Analects 16.12, Kongei praises the moral exemplars Bo Yi and Shu (4,
sacrificed themselves for the Way, and points out that their selfsacri-
¢ bestowed upon them: a kind of worddly immortality: "Duke Jing of (i
“a thousand teams of horses and yet the day he died, the people found
virtue in him to pmise. Bo Yi and Shu Qi starved to death at the foot
Mount Shou Yang, yet down to the present day, the people sing theis
ses .. . In light of these various observations, we can construct a general
erstanding of Kongzi's view sbout the death of another. As will become
n more clear later, his view is predicated on a conception of what makes
warth living. A gaod human life, one that is In accordance with che
15 a life well lived. Such a life requires that one be willing to sacrifice
elf in pursuit of the Way should the need atise. Implicit in such a view
ke idea that an important constituent of living well is having principles,
ts, and values for which one is willing to die. People who have no such
inciples, ideals, and values may live Tonger and meore-pleasurable fives, but
e Hves back 2 special sense of dignity, comunitment, arsd hosor, i lving
grally committed life leads to death, this—like every death—is a source
adness, but it does nor warrant excessive grief, For like the death of a
d person who has lived our a full span of years, such a life fulfills the
t important part of the true destiny of human beings {that is, the athical
vt} and is in this respect proper and firting. But 4 promising young person
1ir dies as 2 result of some calamity such as disease or accident presents o
sfoundly different case: she is denied the chance to fulall her true destiny
humarn being. Such cases are true tragedies and warrant the excessive
el we see Kongzi express for Be Niu and Yan Hui.
© Since Kongzi has a clear idea of what constitotes a good human life,
can explain whar is bad about the death of another, distinguish differ-
¢ kinds of cases, and advocare a range of appropriate responses. Those
ho are able o live our their years following the Deo completely realize
wir full destiny as human beings. We mourn them at death because, given
fe sockal and relational nature of the Dao, they are part of our lives as
. When they die, we lose not only our personal relationship but also
sy participation in our greaver communal Hves, Our foss i3 grearer or less
Jing on how close they were o us, that is, whether they were parens,
arivis, friends, or simply fellow humans,¥

Theme voung in age who sacrifice themselves for the Way—{or exam-
phe, poaple sugh vs B Y5 and Sha Ol-folfill their ethical duvy 1o the Way
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bug are not able to fulfill all of the Way, since the proper goal in following
the Way is to live out the natural allotment of human years and folfil the
various role-specific duties that fife presents at its different stages. So, it i
appropriate to mourn for martyrs to the Way with special reverence arel
respect and pay tribute to them throughout the ages. Cases in which these
dedicated to the Way are cut down in youth, for no apparent reason amud
in pursuit of no greater cause, present true tragedies, To see a young, gouwd
person die of disease or accident & deeply tragic and disturbing and wel
warrangs the profound distress Kongzi displays. This does not contradict
his other teachings, nor does ir manifest philosophical confusion or ary
fack of nerve, In cach of the cases previously discussed, Kongzi describes
profoundly humane undessranding and response to death that reflects the
structare of his larger philosophical perspective on the proper form and ewd
of human life.

This farger philosophical perspective also gives Konged a way ro answer
other questions concerning death. Among the most vexing of these is, Wha
makes death not just bad, but bad in a unigque and unequivocal way? As
noted . previously, it cannor simply be the fact that we will not exist—far
nothing can be of any consequence to those who do not exise, What i
bad about dying is that we will lose whar we now have and what we will
reasonably might have. With death, the prospect is that these things—all
of them-—~will be gone and gone for good.

To understand death and what is had about it is not o understand
what the state of death irself s like, for death s not fust ke nothing; «
be dead is to be nothing. Ratrher, to understand death and ies signifieance
for us is to understand whas it will deprive us of. Most generally, of course,
death deprives us of {ife and all the varivus things that make life worth lving.
This tmplies that in order 1o understand the significance of death we must
understand, ar least in general terms, the meaning of life. If we understand
what life is really about, that will provide us with whar we need in onde
o understand the significance of death, This is just what Kongzi impliss
in Analzers 11,12, In this passage, the disciple Ji Lu asks Kongzi about bew
to serve ghosts and spirits. Kongzi replies, “While you are not yer able
serve human. beings, how can you serve spirits?” When the disciple poes oo
to ask abour death, Kongzi replies, “While you do not et understand e,
haw can you understand death?

James Legge, in his note ro this section of the Analects, claims thar i i
another example where *Confucius [Kongzi] avoids answering the importis
questions put o him ¢ Bur in this case, Legpe simply missed the g,
Kongzi does answer the question, saying thar i poc troly undestands he
significance of human life, he or she will Toeve atiduesl o il and satisteroes
understanding of Jeathe-one will ks ol thor there s e koo adead w0 &
Such a persprotive will peovide one witls s ereer et wenersl fueate

DEATE AND DYING IN THE ANALECTS 143

what is bad about death (i.e., it deprives one of all those good things
t we value in living), and it will help one begin to answer more specific
stions such as, “What, if anything, is worth dying for™ So, withour
ending into the metaphysical heavens or abandoning ourselves to the
rwronght pronouncements of certain existentialist philosophers, we can
20 how a consciousness of death is indeed sn imporrant and an arguably
essary perspective for answering questions about the meaning of hfe. A
s of the general aims of huran life and its normal course and calmina-
1 allows one ro appreciate the value of those things in life worth secking,
king for, and defending.” Such an appreciation of life is what gives death
particular sting.” It tells us why and in what senses death is indeed bad.
h a4 consciousness of death focuses the mind in particalarly sharp and
aling ways, Turning this msight around, it is not at all unreasonable to
st that an adult who has never thought deeply about the meaning of
th could not passibly have a mature, full, and lively appreciation of the
aning of human life.

These same ideas apply when we turn 1o the case of one’s own death.
te are pood reasons to worry about one’s martality, just as there are good
sons to mouwmn the deaths of others and to do so differently in different
g. While it is true that what happens after 1 am dead will be meaning-
‘to me then (for | will no longer exist), it is nevertheless true thar my
h will affect a number of people and stares of affairs in the world, and
future fate of these people and affairs is important so me now snd in
tever time { have left between now and then. This kind of concern is
icularly acute in the Confuctan teadizion, where relational roles and
r artendant duties play 2 large part in one’s conception of oneself and
he nature of what one values, Moreavesr, how [ die, both the manner in
ch § face death and what T become in the time between now and then,
wlso issues of great importance to me. How I conceive of these future
vz can and should deeply affect and shape the life 1 still have left o
what zoals | seek o attain and promnte and how | go about working
- their realization.

These ideas are evident in a remarkable passage chat purports to record
i oceaston when Kongzi was on the verge of death™® Andeets 9.12 says:

The Master was seriously ill. Zilu ordered the other disciples w act
as retainers. During a period when his condition had improved,
the Master said, You [Ziu} has Iong been practicing deception. In
prefending to have retainers when | have none, whom would we be
deceiving? Would we be deceiving Heaven? Moreover, would | not
rather die in your arms, my friends, than in the srms of retainers?
Bueen If T am nog given an elaborare funeral, it §s oot as 1 will

Boe Jdying by the wavide ™
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In this deep and profoundly moving passage, we see several distinctive
features of Kongei’s views about death and life. In bhis last moments he
as always, teaching: living out his particular role in the great Dac. The
message he delivers is that the best life for human beings is one of genaits
love among fellow hunans, While important, the marks of social rank— .
this case rerainers—are only 50 in terms of their ability ro engender a tou
monious social order held together with genuine love and respect for cusw
another. Such outward sigms are vot to be pursued, much less presumed, i
personal glorification. Analects 9.12 presents an account of Kongzi fiviryg oo
his beliefs in whar appear to be his last moments of life. He displays 5 wise
understanding and courageous acceptatice of his own death.

A passage that is remarkably sitnilar in structure though strikingls
different in meaning and sensibility is found in the Zhumgz. Ir is words
citing in full and discussing for the conzrast it offers.

When Zhuangzi was dying, his disciples wanted to give him a lav-
ish funeral. Said Zhuangst, | have Heaven and earth for my outer
and inner coffins, the sun and moon for iy pair of jade discs, the
stars for my pearls, the myriad creatures for wy farewell gifts. s
anything missing from my funeral paraphemalia? What would you
add o these!

“Muaster! We are afraid the crows and kites will ear you!” said
one of his disciples.

“Above pround I'll be eaten by the crows and kites; below
ground I'll be eaten by the ants and mole-crickers. You rob from any
to give ta the other. How come you like them so much betrer?™

in this passage, we fnd a very different message. While both Kongsi ared
Zhuangzt sought ro end their lives by taking their proper place within e
universal pattern of the Do, for Kongyi this place is in the arms of hi 0
ciples, his proper position within the human social order. For Zhuangs, o1
proper place is anywhere within the broad bosom of Nature; his comumes
is the vast, unbounded realm of the natural. This open-ended accepranes <4
things leaves hitn at home everywhere in the wide world, but he is witle on
Kongzi's special sense of belonging within the deep and precious refisiis
ships of human community. Zhuangzi facks the resources to distinguisks .
justify the different responses o death that are characteristic of o
pasition. The death of anyone at any time is equally aceeptable on
a view.” This difference represents well what is at stake in the alterun,
visions sketched by these early Chinese sages. The only kind of
is irproper for Zhuangzt s the ong that oo brises upoits oneself or foe
upety erhers by fdlowing the foodish mads o the o horsing b o
Such a destl ixomoee piuhid this ¥ 6 s
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tive, and ritualized—that is, shared, communal—mourning finds no place
n Zhuangzt’s scheme,*
Zhuangzi, too, is tesching with his last breaths, but his lesson is one

a probing skepticism. He seeks to leave his disciples with a final expres-
on of his lifelong theme of humarous doubting by once more poking holes
1 their complacent certainty abour what is right and wrong. He tries to
nove them out of their familiar frames of reference w look at things from
i grander perspective, one in which human beings and their concems
ssume a more-diminutive stature against the background of an expansive
iend comprehensive natural landscape. As always, the lesson is delivered as
it amusing md open question. Zhuangzi ends his life as he has hved i, in
stactice, 2 playful skeptic.
As I mentionad at the cutset, a certair: group of thinkers in the West-
oy tradition have arpued that many views of death represent a misguided
d deforming evasion of the human condition. In a fascinating essay,
ichael Slote explores a number of versions of this view, which he argues
y be seen as originating with Kierkegaard. Slote explaing

According to Kietkegaard, to have an objective artitude roward
one’s Hfe is to have the kind of attirude toward one’s life encour-
aged by an Hegelian view of the world, On such a view, one is
part of a larger “world-historical” process of the seifrealization of
Reason or Spirit, and one’s life takes on significance if one plays o
role, however minor, in that world-historical process.?

s kind of attitude, in a sense deferring one’s life in order 1o bring some-
iing really meaningful into being or sacrificing one’s life for some shsirgr
suse or future utopia, is not restricted to any particudar tradition or tlme.
Sote goes on 1o note, “One does not have to be an Hegelian w think
it this kind of way. One can be thinking in a similar way i, as a scientist
¢ philosopher, eg., one devotes oneself i ones field in the belief or hope
that one's life gains significance rhrough one’s contribution to something
bigirer” ™ These remarks bring the problem close, for some perhaps too
. to home. Many of us, ar least at times, talk in precisely this Hege-
an fushion. In the case of my own profession, many find their energies
ated wrtention completely absorbed in the rask of finishing that next book,
- seticle, or presentation. Much of the meaning of such a life seems to con-
avd solely in the effort to “move the field forward.” As a result, reacking
stnd persongl life often are tgnored, suffer, or are sacrificed {or worse, are
valised only for the contribution they make o our research and advance-
swrit ), How, though, can we allow such an ephemeral project as “moving
the Bebd forward” {whatever that odd memphor is taben to mean} o draw
e complerely our of our inrerpersonal obligations sod relaionships and

o
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fills its function only when people actually make use of it, when they fol-
the challenging yer fulfilling course it lays out for human beings. One
not reach one’s destination simply by knowing where the proper road
+ be found; one must walk the full length of that road.
Kongzi does express a fervent hope for the future revival of a past
den age, one that will herald the retums of a kind of utopia here on
He is willing and encourages others ro make significant sacrifices to
ze this grand goal. In regard to our present concerns, much depends on
ve understand such exhortations. Even if we grang that on occasion he
00 much of us, it is still clearly the case thar this greater project can
.be won by working to develop our individual characters in the daily
se of our Hves and that the realizarion of this ideal society, however
1y of sacrifice, s not the sole source of value in our lives® Quite ro
onerary, Kongs wants us to keep out attention focused abwavs on the
lenges and the joys that lie before us; cultivating a heightened aware-
f the extraordinary potential of the ordinary is an important, though
' neglected, feature of Kongzi's philosophy and of Confucian thought
smeral. This concern for the everyday wonder and delight 10 be found
ell-lived life is evident throughout the rext. For example, when, in
ts 11.24, Kongzi asks various disciples to express their greatest aspira-
the one he approves of most is Dian, who suggests, “In the waning
of spring, wearing the new clothes of the season, with five or six young
and six ar seven boys, to bathe in the River Yi, dry ourselves in the
& breezes 1o he found at the Altar of Rain and then, togethet, ta return
¢ chanting.”
Kongzl’s joyful appreciation of such simple pleasures is a crivical nspect
its larger philosophical view. While he hopes and works for o brighter
re, this never feads him to lose sight of the everyday, for the only way
¢ former poal is through an ongoing effort to improve and complors
ter. This ability to comprebend and balance opposing renstons
erng, to understand the extremes and yer hold o the mean, is part of
ubtle power of his vision. And so, we should not be at all surprisec
il that Kongzt’s understanding of human Hfe includes a realistic and
wine understanding of {ts inevitable conclusion in dearh.

the more-immediate tasks and challenges of Hfe: our human subjectiviey!

There is sumething particularly perverse about teachess of the humanitice
allowing—and even advocating—this ongoing sacrifice ro some vague profic
andd amotphous future state of affairs. This is not a problem afflicting only
academics; people in every walk of life can be heard piving voice o thy
same kind of actitude.

My present aim is to determine whether Kongzi’s view of death, s §
have described it, entails such an evasion of subjectivity. In other wonlke
is Kongzi’s notion of the Dao like Hegel’s norion of Geist, a ghostly repusi:
tory for our greatest hapes and values, something we look up to in order 1
avoid facing our all-4po-human lives, something reafly grand thar we by
will inflate and sustain the value of our existence? Is his call w follow the
Dao a way of fleeing from our subjecrivity and in particular the prospert
of our own: deaths?

My view i that Kongzi does not display or advocate this kind ef
“imauthentic” or “false” consciousness. If we consider again the passage ih:
describes him facing his own death, in his final moments, he is not ke
ing away from his imminent densdse and roward some Dao thar relieves h
pain and promises him peace or some greater reward. On the contrary, be
is focused upon and pointing his students’ artentfon roward his imminen
death and saying he is ready, happy o die in their arms and not alone--"s
the wayside.” While Kongzi sees himself and his life in terms of groas
patterns and processes, the Dao is not ideal in the way that Geist is by
Hegel. Rather than describing a world-historfcal process, the Dao shoadid B
understood in part as a symbol for the ideal form of life thar Kongzi sine
to revive and propagate and for aur all-too-human struggle to realize tu
poods represented by the Do here and now in our own lives.

Through concerted and ongoing hirvan effory, the Dao can be geuli
te varying degrees in the world, but there is no other place to be bur |
in the world we know, with all irs faults, its pains, and even s trape
The inevitably imperfect context of human life s parr of why we m
the humanizing influence of Confucian ritual: to acknowledge and seck
ameliorate the faults we encounter, relieve some of the pain, and offer one
another solace and solidarity in the face of rragedy. On such a view of huss
life, one can understand, endorse, and sympathize with Kongai’s exc
rief for Bo Niv and Yan Hui, for one feels a distinctive senselessness io ihe
deaths of these fine voung men.

According to Kongzi, even if one finds oneself living n o ok
disordered age, one’s work and attention are o be forused on the :
hand, not on some future utopia or reward, The Confueian Do i s
only as it & fulflled snd re Jimrd in th‘ coees ol uctusd b lves
is }mw uncderstandd Anodects ST IS IESIETON FI SO
the Wny The Wiy vuaal I:H o iu_m
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NOTES

Abr earlier, shorer version of this essay sppeared with the ssme title in Tu
nirgg wnd Mary Evelyn Tuckey, eds,, Confucian Spivitality (New Yock: Crossroad
ishity gy Company, 3003, 1:220-232, Thanks o Brin M. Clise, Amy L. Olberding,
1 Michael Blaser for helpful sugpestions on varlier deafts of this essay.

- s ahlition o Frends, one of the most eloquent and compelling argomenis
oot g offered by Broest Becleer; see The Deniad of Death {MNew York: Free
aperback, U7

H .
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2. By “sarly” Confucians 1 mean those who lived prior 1o the unihcation o
China under the Qin dynasty in 221 nox

3, 1 employ the romanization “Kongai™ 4U-F, literally “Master Kong,” ratli
than the latinized name “Confuciug” for the founder of the Confucian tradition.

4. Excellent, though ar times imaginatively exuberant, work has been e
on the text of the Lunyw 88 (Anglecs) in terms of arguing for difﬁzr?m: strotis.
their differeny dates, and possible origins. See, in particular, the work of Brucs: £
and Tacko A. Brooks, The Origingl Analecrs, rev. 2nd ed. {New York: Columbis
University Press, 2001}, However, [ am interested in Kongai as a character in the
recsived text of the Analects and in the views attribured to him, I beltave the pae
gages that concern death and dying hang together in a consistent manner ael offer
an enlightening perspective on the nature and menning of both Bfe and deathy thin
#s enough to treat them, a5 they have been treated throughout the Confuclin k-
tion, as parts of a single, unified work.

5. A number of scholars have said and continue to say thar Kongsi is an
apnostic abour spititual beings, citing Analscts 6.22 in support, but wh:en Kersyzi
enconrages us o “respect ghosts and spivits but keep them ar a distance,” he seeres

to be expressing a belief in their existence along with an admonition that they -

shauld not be one'’s ptimary concern. If one does not belicve in ghosts and \{'i
what would be the point of respecting them or keeping them at a distance? 1
critical issue for my purposes, though, is not whether he believad in the exiser
of ghosts and spiries but what exacely his bebief in such beings envailed. My positicr
is that it did not enti any swong sense of personal survival.

6. Kongzi does seem to allow that "spiriee® do survive, but their ientities
not personal and appesr to be role-specific, Scholarly consensus indicates that the

sarly Chinese believed that the spirits of different classes of people survived differsy

fengths of time but thar all gradually lost theie lndividual personaliries am? evenyu
faded away, For a good discussion of this topic, see Yi Ying-shik, * O Sodl, Cois
Back!” A Smudy in the Changing Conceptions of the Souf and Afiedife in Pre-Bisi-
dhist Chins,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Sadies 47.2 {1987) 363-395.

7. Classical examples are thinkers such as Epicurus i his Letrer @ Menwoiss
and Stoics such as Seneca, Bpictetus, and Marcus Aureling. Among maodern thivdess
Spinoa is famous for claiming, “A free man thinks of nothing fess than of <o :
and his wigdom s nor a meditation vpon death but upon lifle” (Ehics, Prop. LXY zi
Oine might srgue though that even the most thorongh meditation on “Hife” that
ignores the fact of humas mortality s inadequate.

5. Al vanslations of Chinese material are my own,

9, See Analects 119, These lines might beand inderd have beev—re
saving, “Heaven is destroying me! Heaven is destroying me!” -

10, Fis remarks about Yen i seem to go sgainst claims such as ™1 e
complain against Heaven nor do [ blame men” (Analects 14.35). They alse Appare
sontradice his teaching that “mourning should reach o grief and then swop” (A6

19,14}, It Is interesting that Kongi's stare of mind is described vs tomg 1% {m w
upser with grief}, which graphically, phanetic aiiz,r, s sesantically s oaoke
tive of dorg §5 {moved or vnseitded), OF coun et kool
anad promoting the setainmene of a b dnyg win
What, rhough, be moan by b

Pods 1ETER z'\“,!l'vi{: 3'u-;=;'z’_

e REEEET L RRNERLIGEY

5

DEATH AND DYING IN THE ANALECTS 149
It. See Analzets 19,14,

12. See Analects 8.13. However, Kongzi doss not adeire recklessness; see, for
ample, Analects 7.1, The Way has such importance for Kongei that fo. Analeets 4.8
» find him declaring, “If in the morming I heard that the Way was being followed,
wuld die that evening conrented.”

13, Konget distinguished different responses 1o and duties regarding the death
niother depending on the closeness of one’s relationship ta the deceased. The
t elaborate duties were, of course, for one’s parents, These included the prescribed
tee-year period of mouming {Analects 1.11, 4.20, 17.19, ete.} However, he ako
fieussed the duty one has o bury % friend whose relatives do not provide for him
nalects 10.14} and a generl imperative to show respect for anyone in mourning
naderts 10,15}, In other works, Kongsi is quoted as insisting that one has a related
-t animals thar have served one’s family See, for example, his discussion of
duty te bury & family dog or horse in the Book of Rites. For a wanslation, see
fries Legpe, trans., The Li Chi: Dook of Rites {reprint, New Yorks University Books,
7h 1196157
14. Lucretius argued that i s irestional to fear death because this would
fent gn asymmeiry bebween our reactions to our nonexistence before hirth and
- death, tut Thomas Nagel points out that this argument is not quite right. The
atter one’ death is time of which death deprives one. See his essay “Death” in
a3 Nagel, Mores! Questions {Cawbridge University Press, 19793, 7-8.

15. 1 have argued thar “life™ (o this sense is significantly different from the
¢ notion of existence, See “Filial Plety as a Virtue," in Working Virtwe: Virtue
s and Contamporary Moral Problems, o, Rebecen Walker and Philip ] fvanhoe
ford: Oneford Univessity Press, 2007), 301.

16. See James Legge, trans., Confucian Analeets, in The Chinese Classies {reprint,
i Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 19703, 1241 n. 1L

17. This is precisely how Cheng Yi #28 {1033-1107) interprered the passage.
aements, “When you understand the Way of life, you will understand the Was
dearth, When you have completely fulfilled your service to human beings, you
Fhave completely fulfilled your service to the spirits” (quoted by Zha X1 &8
312001 in his Sishw jizhe 3 F &i2A0, SSBY 6.3a).

t&. Bernand Williams acgues that we need a coneeprion of the hounded nacure
sur existence in order 1o find any significatce i life, Immortality is a recipe for
fum and meaninglessness, See “The Makropulos Caser Reflections on the Tedium
wamortality,” in Lenguage, Metaphysics, and Death, 2 John Dollelly {New York:
sdhurn University Press, 19783, 228-242,

19, Aristotle makes a related claim i the course of his discussion of courage,
ung that it is more difficule for the person of practical wisdom, who understands
ul appreciates all thara pood life offers, to risk or sacrifice his Tife, Qnly the phroni-
e fenls che full measure of whar such sacrifice entails. See NE 1117610
3 Compare this passage with Analeess 8.4, where che disciple Zengs &5 seri-
#l sud s fed o comment, *When a bied is about w die, #s song is mowmbud.
Ve i man s shou to die, bis words are gopd.”

2t mn;mn this and the pass ke i the following from the Shusngd with
hevrs VLA, where Eo fisciples for giving Yan Fuis lavish fuoeral

A Bhaoas bl for b Bewarite abbseiple. Herw mod througlont rhe

1 {Hsi‘\ §

i
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text of the Andects, we find a remarksbly consistens view on various aspecrs of
death and dying,

22. The passsge is from chapter 32, “Lie Yukouw” of the Zhuangz. For an
alternative eranslation, see Burton Warson, trans., The Complete Works of Zhuamgs
{New York: Columbia University Press, 1968}, 361,

23 This view is not consistendy maintained ncross the various secrions and
strata of the Zhuangzi. The examples of the deaths of different friends and Mengsun
Cat's mother, found in chapter 8, “The Great and Venemble Teacher—ong of the
“Inner Chapters™—represent the view I regard a5 most consistent with Zhuangs
general philosophy {see Warson, Complere Works, 83-891. This view, though, seerni
inconsistent with Zhuangal’s seaction o passiog the grave of his friend Huizi {ses
Watson, Complite Works, 269). It ale seems to be in comsiderable rension witls
Zhuangzy complex reaction to the death of his wife {(See Watson, Complete Warks,
191-192),

24. The lack of this rype of mourning is brought home in a number of places
i the rext of the Zhumgz, bar perhaps nowhere is it clearer than in the swovies
from chapter 6 and the stary of the death of Zhuangts wife, See the reference in
the previous note.

25, Bee Michael Slote, “Existentialism and the Fear of Dying,” in Language,
Metaphysics, and Death, 69-57,

28, Slote, “Baistentialism snd the Fear of Dying,” 70.

27. As a symbol, the Dao possesses value above ond beyonad the various poods
it direetly prometes. It gives us a guiding and inspicing metaphor by means of wly
we can organize and catey our our lives. Robert Adams puts this well: *Symbolicaliy
F can be for the Good as such, and not just for the birs and pieces of it thar | o
coneretely promote or embody” {“Symbolic Value,” in Perer AL French, Theeluer
K. Uehling, fr., and Howard K. Wettstein, eds,, The Philasophy of Refigion, Miskeen
Studies in Phifosophy 21 {Notre Danwe, Ind.: Univemsity of Notee Dame Press, [t
1-15, esp. F2.

28. For helpful comments on the meaning of this line and particularly the
character hong %4 (Al our or extend), see Bryan W, Van Nowden, “Merthod i she
Madness of the Lea,” in Keligions and Philisophical Aspects of the Laosi, o, Mash
Csikszentmibalyt and Philip L Ivanhoe {Albany: State University of New York {fes
1998, 207, 0. 25

29 In Analecrs 1438, Kongst is described a3 one whe “knows it is no wse v
keeps on teying.” This leads w interesting questions eoncerning the degres o w
he i commited to pursuing @ lost cause and how much of what is valuable is &
in such pursuits. Bar Mlost causes™ need o absorb all of life’s values; Iike the s
syonbols disoussed previously, they can serve as ideals around which deeply
fid yer in many respects quite normal human Jives are organized. Josiab Rova
thar most religions reprosent such “lose canses,” amd his deseriprion offers prw
irwights into how such ideals can funcrion in 2 human life

i

One heging, when one serees the ket o
one ought to devite one’ higheyt eediy
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'_.voric’L_. -+ Loyaley sesks, therefore, something essenti affy superhuman. . .. In
i highest reaches it always is, therefore, the service of g cause that was
Just now Inst and Jost because the mere now is too poor 2 vehicle for the
presentation of thay ideal uniry of life of which every form of loyalty is
I quest. {Josiah Royce, The Philosophy of Lavaly [New Yorks i

X y [New York: Macmillan
1908], 284-285. 1 ’
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