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Confucius: “The Great Together (Li Yun Da Tong)”
From the Chapter “The Operation of Etiquette” in Li Ji

- Translated by Feng Xin-ming, April 2008, revised September 2008 -
http://www.tsoidug.org/Literary/Etiquette _Great_Together Comp.pdf
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Translator’s Note

This is a very famous piece that almost every traditionally educated Chinese knows, and
is a quote from the chapter “The Operation of Li (etiquette or propriety)” in the classic
“Li Ji” (“Book of Etiquette” or “Book of Propriety”). Here Confucius describes an ideal
society where the “Great Way” operates. After he finishes his description he also says
that the “Great Way” cannot be practiced at this time but Li (etiquette or propriety) can be



practiced to give us a society that, though not ideal, is still not too bad.

Lately, the Chinese vernacular interpretations of this piece that I’ve seen on the web
somehow all seem to depart somewhat from the original text’s meaning. Therefore I
have respectfully published my interpretation here, trying to provide a different viewpoint
for the study of Confucius. I hope that the reader will point out any mistakes or
omissions.

As for my translation of the Chinese term A [5] as “The Great Together”, while it is true
that “together” is an adverb and I am using it as a noun here, that is because nothing else
in English quite fits. “Union”, “communion”, “association”, “oneness”, “solidarity”,
“coming together”, “come together”, and so forth don’t really express the idea just right.
Since the Chinese word [&] in X [5] is used in a sense not seen in any other context in
Chinese, I feel justified in using “together” in a sense not seen in any other context in
English as well. Thus, I am making the term “The Great Together” into a sort of a proper
noun. If the reader has a better idea to translate X [5], I would definitely welcome the

suggestion. Please email me at contact@tsoidug.org.
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When the Great Way is practiced, the world is for the public.
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Those with virtue and those with ability are chosen and used.
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People value trustworthiness and cultivate harmony with each other.
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Thus people do not treat only their parents like parents, nor do people treat only their
sons like sons.
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That makes the aged have the appropriate last years, those in their prime have the
appropriate employment, and the young have the appropriate growth and development.
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Elderly men with no spouses or children, widows, orphans, elderly people without
children or grandchildren, the handicapped, the ill — all are provided for.
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Males have their station; females, their places to belong to.
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Money is despised and thrown on the ground'; it is not necessary to store money on
oneself.
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Labor is despised if it does not come from oneself, and it does not have to be on behalf of
oneself.
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Therefore people don’t engage in intrigue or trickery, nor do they engage in robbery,
theft, and rebellion.
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Thus, though people leave their houses they don’t close their doors.
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" The word “gi £ has made this sentence a bit hard to translate. If we rigidly translate
according to the apparent meaning of the words, then the sentence would translate as,
“People despise the throwing of money on the ground.” Does this not, however, interpret
the piece to be saying that under The Great Together, people think that one should be
more concerned over money and not throw it on the ground, and that people despise it
when they see someone doing that? On the contrary, the whole piece very clearly says
that under The Great Together people are not very concerned over their own interests,
and that they think of others more than they think of themselves. Therefore I cannot
accept the meaning generated by translating word for word as truly representing the
author’s meaning. Instead, I think that the word “gi " here is the same as the word “e

M ”, and so I translate the sentence as if it said “huo wu er gi yu di ye & 2 % ﬁ"i’cb&”.
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This is called “The Great Together”.
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A1 #7469 “Great Togethet",
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Postscript

Since publication of this translation of Confucius’ piece Li Yun Da Tong, on more than
one occasion we've received the suggestion to translate "Da Tong K[A" as “Great
Harmony”. Indeed, before we published this piece we've already considered this
translation. Unfortunately, however, Li Yun Da Tong has been written during the Spring
and Autumn and the Warring States periods, yet during those periods, even up to the Qin

and Han Dynasties, as far as I know there has been no piece of writing that uses “fong [F]
” to mean “harmony” (“he 17, “FIZ&” or “HIfE"). It hasn't been until the Tang
Dynasty, about a thousand years after Confucius, that the only example of such a use of
“tong [A” appears, and it is exactly the annotation of this very Li Yun Da Tong by Lu De-
ming of the Tang Dynasty, that is, the five words he has written annotating Li Yun Da
Tong’s last sentence “shi wei da tong 7&K [E]”: as “you he ye, ping ye 1t » A

o

That Lu De-ming has annotated “da tong K[A]” in this manner has caused the Kangxi
Dictionary, which has been published about one thousand years afterwards, to also list
one of the meanings of “tong [A” as “he 17, and lists those five words Lu De-ming has
written as grounds.

I personally do not, however, agree with this explanation of “Da Tong K[E]” by Lu De-
ming. A usage of the word “fong [A]” that hasn't been seen from the Spring and Autumn
and the Warring States periods to the Qin and Han Dynasties, but is finally brought out
during the Tang Dynasty and said to be the way that ancients from a thousand years prior
have used that word - this is a bit hard to believe. If the Spring and Autumn or Warring



States period authors of Li Yun Da Tong really have meant "harmony" (he xie FI5& or he
mu FIEE), then why haven't they simply used the word “he ¥1? Why is it that what is in
our heritage is not “da he K¥1” but “da tong K[F]"?

Therefore, helpless, we have had to put up with the embarrassment of creating a new
usage for an English word and translate “da fong K[A]” as "The Great Together".

Of course, this is just my personal unlearned opinion. If anyone can point out an example
of using “fong [A” to mean "harmony" (he xie FI5& or he mu FEE) in a piece of writing
from the Spring and Autumn and the Warring States periods to the Qin and Han
Dynasties, then we will gladly consider changing our translation to "Great

Harmony". Any English term that can replace "Great Together", as long as it has
grounds and faithfully reflects the original author's meaning, we will also consider using
to replace "Great Together". We definitely wish that we could do so, as we then will no
longer have to create a new usage for an English word.

Thank you, dear readers. Please continue to enlighten us; we will listen most respectfully
and attentively.

Feng Xin-ming



