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Author’s Note:

Xiao (Z£) or being good to parents is a fundamental tenet of traditional

Chinese society and therefore fundamental to the Chinese heritage. Being
good to parents, xiao, has been designated by the original Confucian classics
the foundation of civil society and the guarantee of moral conduct. It is not
possible to understand traditional Chinese society, Chinese history, and the
Chinese heritage in general without some understanding of xiao.

Over the past century, however, xiao has been denigrated by various
intellectual forces, such that it is now identified in many Chinese people’s
minds with yu xiao (F&iZ%) i.e. foolish or blind xiao. It is laughed at and

considered, along with yu zhong (J& ) i.e. foolish or blind loyalty, to be the

reason for China being backward and poor despite all the thousands of years
of civilization.

To make matters worse, there is some truth in the charge of foolish blind
xiao: since the the 1000’s during the Song Dynasty, there has been an
intellectual movement lasting several centuries to convert xiao and
Confucian teaching in general from a set of practical and reasonable tenets
into a metaphysical cult of absolutes and excesses. For example, the version
of the book The Twenty-Four Xiao (—.+PUZ%) published in 1604 during the

Ming Dynasty under the emperor’s patronage, has a story supposedly about
exemplary xiao where the protagonist, in order to spare food for his parents,
goes to kill his own son. That kind of “exemplary xiao” is completely
foreign to Confucius’ original teachings, which teach valuing the next
generation and one’s own life and health as being first commandments of
xiao, and which teaches that the flip side of xiao by the offspring is kindness
by the parents: gin ci zi xiao (FRZ&1-3%), i.e. “parents be kind; sons be

xiao.” While during the early and mid-Qing dynasty reasonableness is
somewhat restored by the popularization of such tracts as Di Zi Gui (551-#1)

and a general intellectual trend away from the cultish excesses of the
previous five centuries or so, some cult-like thinking has still revolved
around xiao, and is partly responsible for the vulnerability of the entire
concept to wholesale attack and denigration during the twentieth century.

To revive xiao, which I think is indeed a most important foundation of civil
society and a strong guarantee of moral behavior, and to remove xiao from
the cultish deviations of the 1000’s to the 1600’s, I have written this
“Twenty-Four Ways to Carry out Xiao,” to update the 1604 “Twenty-four



Xiao.”

Of course, there are more ways to carry out xiao than only twenty-four; I use
the number only because of the 1604 work.

Here I translate xiao plainly into English as “being good to parents” rather
than the standard translation of “filial piety,” a term which dates from the
Jesuits working at the Ming Dynasty court during the early 1600’s and is
open to cultish interpretation. Xiao, I feel, should mostly be a normal day-
to-day activity of being good to parents, and unlike what the cultists
advocate, no god-like worship of one’s living parents is needed, no self-
deprecating overriding guilt feeling is called for, and no extraordinarily
painful, self-punishing, excruciating exertion or sacrifice need be involved,
except under certain special circumstances. Also, I am not enamored with
the term “filial piety” because it denotes a subjective state, i.e. a state of
mind, a state of piety. I think xiao is more of an objective state, i.e. a way of
conduct, indeed a whole way of living one’s life. Thus I use the term “being
good to parents.”

My paper is based mainly on the precepts in the above-mentioned Di Zi Gui
and in the early Confucian classic Xiao Jing (Z£4%), plus study and
discussion, including discussion with my students.

Hopefully this work will contribute somewhat to the revival and renewal of
what is good in the Chinese heritage. No doubt this piece can stand
improvement; any suggestions or comments from the reader will be much
appreciated.

Feng Xin-ming, November 2006
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There are many ways to carry out xiao, that is, to be good to parents, and here are
twenty-four of the ways:
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Respect parents and treat parents with courtesy;

Obey parents’ orders, unless they are against moral
righteousness;

Reverently and thoroughly receive and understand parents’
teachings;

Accept parents’ reprimands;

Look after our bodies and our health;

Look after our daily affairs well;

Frequently update parents on our situation, so that they
wouldn’t worry;

Practice and cultivate good conduct and character, so that we
will reflect well on our parents;

We must not hoard the family’s material possessions for our
own use but must share them with the family;

Come into possession of what parents like, and avoid or get
rid of what parents don’t like;

Even if parents hated us, we would still need to be Xiao (be
good) to them:;

If parents should engage in wrong conduct that 1s against
moral righteousness we must remonstrate and dissuade, and
persist until we succeed;

Among siblings there must be harmony;

The older siblings should help look after and teach the
younger so that the burden on the parents will be lessened;
We should have a stable career;

In study and career we should do our best and achieve the best
that we are capable of;

If possible, we should attain outstanding achievements so that
our names will be remembered by posterity and thus bring
glory to our parents;

When we are young and our parents are working we must help
our parents with their work and with the household chores;
When parents are old and unable to work we must support
them materially;

If parents are ill or infirm we must care for them;
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When parents die we must hold dignified funerals;

When parents die we must mourn for an appropriate period;
After parents die we must periodically hold sincere memorials
for them;

We must have offspring in order to carry on the previous
generations’ name.
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