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The Great Learning1 大學

1. The Way of great learning lies in letting one’s inborn lumi-
nous virtue shine forth, in renewing the people, and in coming to
rest in perfect goodness.

[Zhu Xi’s commentary explains that heaven endows all human beings
at birth with perfect virtue (mingde 明徳). The goal for each of us is to
give expression to that inborn virtue in everyday life. This requires
effort, however. For,just as each ofus is bornwith perfect virtue, so each
ofus is bornwith apsychophysical endowment constitutedofqi氣, which
can perhaps be best understood as the matter and energy that informs
and constitutes the entire universe.2 Unlike the luminous virtue, which
is one and the same in all human beings, the particular endowment of
psychophysical stuff differs with each individual. This endowment can
be more or less balanced, more or less refined, more or less clear. The
less balanced, the less refined, the less clear it is, the more likely it will
cloud over the individual’s innate virtue and keep it from shining forth.
Further, the less balanced, the less refined, the less clear the endowment,
themore likely it will give rise in the individual to creaturely desires that
will inhibit the expression of this inherent virtue.
It is essential to note that no person ever loses the endowed virtue

nor does the virtue ever lose its original luminosity or perfection. It

1 The Great Learning, according to Zhu Xi’s arrangement of the text, is divided
into eleven chapters: the first chapter, the most important, contains the words of
Confucius, and the next ten are a commentary on the “classic portion” prepared by
Zengzi, Confucius’ disciple. Whereas over the centuries other scholars offered
other arrangements ofthe classic, it was Zhu’s that remained the standard. All seven
paragraphs of the classic portion are presented here; so too is Chapter 5 of the
Zengzi commentary portion.
2 The terms “qi,” “psychophysical stuff,” and “stuff” are used interchangeably
throughout this book.
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4 The Four Books

simply becomes obscured. The Way of great learning is the process of
bringing balance, refinement, and clarity to our psychophysical endow-
ments so that the inborn virtue in each of us will be unobscured,
becoming fully manifest toward others. Bymanifesting it toward others,
we, through the traditional Confucian power of moral example, lead
others to engage in a similar process of self-renewal. In short, once we
have made our inborn luminous virtue shine forth we are obligated to
help bring about the same moral perfection in others.
Zhu’s practice ofreading and understanding the Four Books in light

of contemporary philosophical concerns is apparent in this very first
passage of the GreatLearning.]

2. Knowing where to come to rest, one becomes steadfast; being
steadfast, one may find peace of mind; peace of mind may lead to
inner serenity; inner serenity makes reflection possible; only with
reflection is one able to reach the resting place.

[Once we recognize where it is that perfect goodness lies, namely, in
letting our inborn luminous virtue shine forth and in renewing the
people, we feel assured, clear about the direction we are to follow. We
become focused and less distracted. Calmness and equilibrium come to
prevail. Effective reflection is now possible, and such reflection is sure
to lead us to the right place.]

3. Things have their roots and branches; affairs have a beginning
and an end. One comes near the Way in knowing what to put first
and what to put last.

[Great learning follows a set order. Making perfect virtue shine forth
is the foundation; bringing moral renewal to others grows from it.
Similarly, knowledge of what constitutes perfect goodness necessarily
comes before its achievement.]

4. Those of antiquity who wished that all people throughout the
empire would let their inborn luminous virtue shine forth put
governing their states well first; wishing to govern their states well,
they first established harmony in their households; wishing to
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The Great Learning 5

establish harmony in their households, they first cultivated them-
selves; wishing to cultivate themselves, they first set their minds in
the right; wishing to set their minds in the right, they first made
their intentions true; wishing to make their intentions true, they
first extended knowledge to the utmost; the extension ofknowledge
lies in the investigation of things.

[To bring about moral self-realization in others depends on a program
ofneatly articulated steps. Cultivation ofour own selves makes possible
the renewal ofothers, and self-cultivation itself rests on efforts to inves-
tigate things (gewu格物). Thus, the grand Confucian moral agenda—
cultivation of the self and the betterment of others—depends on this
first step, the investigation of things. But what this classic, the Great
Learning, means by the term “investigation of things” had long been a
matter of debate. Only with the two prominent Neo-Confucian com-
mentators of the twelfth century, Cheng Yi and Zhu Xi, was general
agreement reached. Investigation of things for them, and most of the
later Chinese tradition, was the process of probing and apprehending
the principle (li 理) that inheres in each and every thing and affair in
the universe. By studying or investigating the principle in all things, we
come to understand better the true, underlying nature of those things;
and, as our efforts accumulate, our ability to comprehend theworld and
to relate appropriately—that is, morally—to all things in it deepens.]

5. Only after things are investigated does knowledge become com-
plete; knowledge being complete, intentions become true; inten-
tions being true, the mind becomes set in the right; the mind being
so set, the person becomes cultivated; the person being cultivated,
harmony is established in the household; household harmony estab-
lished, the state becomes well governed; the state being well gov-
erned, the empire becomes tranquil.

[Zhu Xi comments that the steps from the investigation of things to
cultivation of the self relate to “letting one’s inborn luminous virtue
shine forth.” The steps from establishing harmony in the household to
bring tranquility to the empire relate to “renewing the people.” He also
comments that Confucius was speaking very freely here and that one
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step in the sorites does not necessarily or automatically lead to the next.
In particular, he suggests, advancing from the completion ofknowledge
to making the intentions true, and from making the intentions true
to setting the mind in the right, requires considerable discipline
and effort.
This passage, together with the previous one, held special signifi-

cance for Neo-Confucians. The stress placed on the inner quest for
self-perfection and on the role of the mind in that quest resonated
strongly with the philosophical concerns that had come to preoccupy
literati ever since the middle of the Tang period. At the same time the
text remains true to the traditional Confucian responsibility ofordering
family, society, and empire. Thus, prominent literati such as Han Yu
(768—824) and Li Ao (d. 844) found in the text of the Great Learning
canonical license to reflect on the process of self-cultivation—without
opening themselves to charges that concern with the selfwas a preoc-
cupation that came at the expense of social commitment.]

6. From the Son of Heaven on down to commoners, all without
exception should regard self-cultivation as the root.

[There are two assertions here. First, self-cultivation (xiushen修身) is to
be in no way limited to the elite. Each and every person, irrespective
of social, political, and economic status, is to make the effort to refine
himself3morally, to permit his luminous virtue to shine forth. After all,
it is not the SonofHeaven (the traditional Chinese termfor theemperor)
alone who is endowed with an “inborn luminous virtue.” Second, suc-
cessfully fulfilling the Confucian ideal has its beginnings in the self, in
bringing it about that the humanness with which we are all born is
unobstructed, luminously manifest to the world.
Late imperial thinkers associated with Neo-Confucianism, men

such as Cheng Yi, Zhu Xi, and Wang Yangming (1472—1529), were
profoundly committed to the text of the Great Learning in large part

3 Masculine pronouns have been used consistently throughout all of the texts in
this book—within both the translated material and the commentary—in view of
the original authors’ having written at a time when the readership was almost
exclusively male.
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because it argues for the applicability of the Confucian self-cultivation
process to all people. Any person could practice the program for self-
cultivation outlined here; anyone had the potential to manifest perfect
humanness and become a sage.]

7. It is impossible that the root be unhealthy and the branches
healthy. Never should the important be treated as trivial; never
should the trivial be treated as important.

[The root and branch analogy is a common one in the Chinese tradi-
tion and is generally used to distinguish betweenwhat is the foundation
or the basis and what grows out of and depends on the foundation or
the basis.
With this passage, what has traditionally been treated as the heart

ofthe Great Learning, the portion attributed to Confucius himself, comes
to a close. Reading passages #6—7 as a summing up ofpassages #4—5,
Zhu Xi comments: “the ‘root’ refers to the ‘person’ and the ‘important’
refers to the ‘family.’ ” Zhu, with this commentary, is attempting to
point up the strong coherence of the text, the close interrelationship
among passages within it.
The following passage is part of what Zhu and the later tradition

take to be the portion of the Great Learning in which Confucius’ disciple
Zengzi offers his commentary on the words of his Master. In studying
and reflecting on this portion, Zhu Xi concluded that its original fifth
chapter, the Zengzi commentary on “the investigation of things” and
“the completion ofknowledge,” hadbeen lost and so he “reconstructed”
it. Ever since, the Chinese tradition has regarded this, the “supple-
mental” fifth chapter by ZhuXi, as part ofthebody ofthe GreatLearning,
and indeed as themost important chapter in the text next to the portion
above by Confucius himself:]

What is meant by “the extension of knowledge lies in the investiga-
tion of things” is this: If we wish to extend our knowledge to the
utmost, we must probe thoroughly the principle in those things that
we encounter. Now every person’s intellect is possessed of the capa-
city for knowing; at the same time every thing in the world is pos-
sessed of principle. To the extent that principle is not thoroughly
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probed a person’s knowledge is not fully realized. For this reason,
the first step of instruction in the Great Learning teaches students
that, encountering anything at all in the world, they must build on
what they already know of principle and probe still deeper, until
they reach its limit. Exerting themselves in this manner for a long
time, they will one day suddenly become all penetrating; this being
the case, the manifest and the hidden, the subtle and the obvious
qualities of all things will all be known, and the mind, in its whole
substance and vast operations, will be completely illuminated. This
is what is meant by “the investigation of things.” This is what is
meant by “the completion of knowledge.”

[Zhu Xi, in “filling in the lacuna” here, as he puts it, lays out the meta-
physical foundations of his Neo-Confucian vision of self-cultivation. It
is a process ofself-cultivation available to everyone, as everyone has the
faculty for knowing. The process requires that this faculty for knowing,
in all affairs, relationships, and things in the universe, seeks to under-
stand principle; over time such investigation ofprinciple in the affairs,
relationships, and things around us can result in a full understanding
of the universe, ofwhat gives coherence and real meaning to the uni-
verse and everything in it. It should be pointed out that the ultimate
goal of the Neo-Confucian program ofself-cultivation is not the under-
standing of the true nature of things. The goal is moral action, moral
behavior: on the basis of having probed and understood principle, we
know precisely how to comport ourselves as required by the nature of
everything that we encounter. In all of life’s situations we behave as we
should interrelationally. Thus, as outlined in #4—5 in the portion by
Confucius, we can readily bring good governance and harmony to
family, state, and empire.
If in fact there was a lost fifth chapter, it is safe to observe that it

would not have been expressed in the terms Zhu Xi uses here. Principle
and the search for it only became part of the Confucian vocabulary
with thinkers associated with the “learning of the Way,” or the Neo-
Confucian movement, in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Nonethe-
less, from the time ofZhu on, this passage would be read as a chapter
of the classic itself, replacing the “lost chapter” transmitted by Zengzi
and his disciples.]
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THE FOUR BOOKS

by DANIEL K.GARDNER

This kind of The Great Learning is translated by Daniel K. Gardner.

There are rich humanistic thoughts in it. Because Daniel K. Gardner use

some humanistic terminology, it makes The Great Learning emphasis on

the interpretation of moral principles. For example: 「安而后能慮，慮

而后能得。」 “inner serenity makes reflection possible; only with

reflection is one able to reach the resting place.” In the sentence,

Daniel K. Gardner use “reflection” to interpret「慮」. Daniel K. Gardner

adopts a literal translation approach to translate The Great Learning and

a very detailed translation of Zhu Xi’s each paragraph. It is convenient for

people to understand the concept from Zhu Xi, but the disadvantage side

is that the original text is a bit broken up and a weakening of coherence,

so it’s harder for people to follow the main ideas in The Great Learning.

According to Zhu Xi’s commentary. The book applies metaphysical

concepts to interpret the article. For example: the terms “qi”

“psychophysical stuff” and “stuff” are used interchangeably throughout

this book.



THE CHINESE CLASSICS

by JAMES LEGGE

James Legge is a Pioneer in the field of translating Chinese classics

in scholars from non-Chinese speaking countries. In the aspect of writing

methods, not only James Legge translates the content of classics and the

interpretation of Zhu Xi, but he also has his own thinking. The author

openly admits in the book that he doesn’t fully understand some parts. It

is not just following Zhu Xi’s translation. For example: “l confess that l do

not well understand this paragraph, in the relation of its parts in itself

nor in relation to the rest of the chapter.” James Legge mentions his

confusion about「知止而後有定」. James Legge’s word-by-word Chinese

to English translation, from this opinion, it looks like he pays attention to

philology . Not only did he translate the book and offer a general

interpretation, but he was also careful to mark the meaning of characters

and sentences.



A SOURCE BOOK IN CHINESE PHILOSOPHY

by WING-TSIT CHAN

Referring to Zhu Xi’s translation, Wing-Tsit Chan explains The Great

Learning in a clear and concise way, focusing on the moral principles. It is

important to pay attention here that The Great Learning is interpreted as

‘adult education’. In the preface, Zhu Xi mentions “The Great Learning is

the gate through which the beginning student enters into virtue.” It can

be understand that adult education is a basic compulsory subject in

learning Confucianism and is the principle that people should study and

do it. On the other hand, in Wing-Tsit Chan’s translation, he translates

「在親民」as “loving the people” but 「親」interprets another meaning

「新」（to renovate）in the footnotes. Although English is an alphabetic

(phonetic) language, the book was written close from our own era so we

can understand the meaning well by Wing-Tsit Chan’s translation.
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