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“Fame or Life, Which Matters Most?”:An Exploration on Confucian Concept of “Cherishing
One’s Life” through Excavated Manuscripts

Liu Gang

Abstract: Confucianism does not oppose achieving benevolence, dutifulness, success and fame on the premise of
“protecting oneself with one’s intelligence and wisdom” (Bl ¥ £ & ). Later scholars, however, overemphasized thoughts
such as “We have to give our life (&) in order to achieve benevolence” and “We should choose dutifulness rather
than our life” from Confucius and Mencius, thereby overlooking their consistent emphasis on “cherishing one’s life”
(% £ ). The Anhui University manuscript Zhongni yue Slip 2 reads: “How can one who abandons his life ever fulfil
that reputation? In haste or adversity, he must abide by this principle.” Considering both the usage of “life” in Chu
bamboo manuscripts and the common pairing of “life” and “fame” in received texts, the graph “life” should be
interpreted literally. The variant in the Wangjiazui Bamboo Slips The Sayings of Confucius ( {fLF EH ) ) and the
received The Analects 4:5
fulfil a reputation” appears to be an adaptation based on the parallel texts in the Anhui University Chu Bamboo Slips.

({5 - 1)), which writes “How can a noble man who abandons benevolence ever

Later Confucian scholars in the regions of Qi and Lu likely altered life to benevolence to eliminate any connection with
Daoist thought of “cherishing one’s life”—a revision motivated by the need to uphold Confucian doctrinal consistency
and reinforce orthodox standing.

Keywords: cherishing one’ s life; the relation between Confucianism and Taoism; excavated manuscripts; The
Analects
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