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ABSTRACT 

 
Abstract—  By comparing and analyzing both English versions and Chinese versions of the first paragraph of 

the Analects, the present study seeks to explore the extent to which the translated versions of the Analects achieve 

cohesion and coherence in logic with a view to figure out the most logical version of the paragraph. The findings 

are as follows: (1) Most of the English versions can be diagnosed as being incoherent and illogical or lacking 

explanatory notes, which consequently fails to provide foreign readers with insightful ideas and enjoyable reading 

experiences. (2) Many Chinese versions prove coherent in logic but the most authoritative ones separate the whole 

paragraph into three sentences. (3) The Chinese versions of Nan Huaijin’s (2014) and Liang Wendao’s (2016) can 

be adopted as the original text for both of them achieve coherence in logic. Although the new interpretation seems 

to contradict previous ones, a more logical translation is favorable in cultural promotion. 

Keywords— the Analects, the first paragraph, cohesion and coherence, logic, explanatory notes. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

Amid joys of the Analects circulating to the rest of the world, the translation of the book has regained attention. 

For a long history of thousands of years, the Analects has exerted great influence on Chinese people and on the 

insight and interpretation of Chinese people by people abroad. It goes without saying that in the course of Chinese 

culture going out, Confucius and the Confucian masterpiece Analects would be the pioneer in culture 

dissemination.  

 Confucius and its thoughts have also become a gem of the entire world since it was made known abroad. As 

early as the 17th century witnessed the arrival of the Analects in Europe. From the first Latin version in 1687 in 

Europe to the present day, the book has developed hundreds of versions which serve as an indicator of the existence 

of numerous varying understandings on it. However, if more careful deliberation resumes to examine those 

translated versions, deficiencies will be detected, for instance the neglect of coherence of logic. To probe into 

defective translations concerning coherence and cohesion in detail, the dissertation will take the translations of the 

first paragraph of the Analects as a case. The dissertation will serve the purpose to figure out the most effective way 

to translate the first paragraph of the Analects. 

Two factors are at play in choosing the targeted text. It firstly stems from the paramount position which the 

first paragraph has been wildly acknowledged to be in with the second factor lying in its distinguished sentence 

pattern. Noticeably, the first three sentences have three varied themes, dissimilar to other groups of sentences in the 

book which either feature one theme or a smooth flow of speech. The likes of ‘The wise won’t get bewildered, the 

virtuous are not anxiety-ridden, and the courageous are dauntless’ and ‘Learning without thinking leads to 

puzzlement; thinking without learning is perilous’ are intrinsically far from controversial which are accessible and 

comprehensive, instead. As for the first paragraph, it is another story. Along with its significant location in the 

book, the first paragraph boosts the main ideas of Confucius’ and the Analects which have become obscure after 

being translated, both of which makes the study a necessary and urgent one.      
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THE IMPORTANCE OF THESIS 

 
The significance of the research would be to dig up the most effective way to translate the foremost sentences in 

the Analects in a bid to making them acceptable and enjoyable for foreign readers. To the targeted paragraph of the 

Analects, a new and clear profile will be built up by attempting to create a new angle to appreciate it which is to 

appreciate it as a whole. In some senses a poor translation will do the cultural dissemination much harm and estrange 

Confucius and other Chinese works from the rest of the world. To promote and progress Chinese culture, we should 

not only make foreign readers know it but also attract them to love it and delight in it. But how could readers love it 

and delight in it without understanding it? Any translated works see to it that the shining thoughts and ideas within the 

book have been conveyed and effective cultural exchange and communication have been realized. Otherwise efforts 

on cultural dissemination will buckle under the defects. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOTY 

 

As the research aims to analyze the cohesion and coherence in logic of different versions of translation, both 

comparison and analysis approaches have been adopted to find the best translation strategy. By comparing different 

versions of translation and different understandings of certain terms by translators, the better version which is more 

coherent in logic can be found. By analyzing the original text and the translated text, whether cohesion and coherence 

are achieved or not and how to achieve cohesion and coherence can be figured out. To conclude, the main methods 

applied in the dissertation are comparison and analysis.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 The Analects 
 

Written during the Warring States period (475–221 BC) and finished in the Han dynasty (206 BC–220 AD), the 

Analects is a collection of sayings and thoughts attributed to Confucius and his followers, consisting of 12,000 words or 

20 chapters, all told. Confucius, one of the greatest thinkers and philosophers in the world history, is the greatest pioneer 

of civilian education who devoted his life to spreading knowledge. The Analects is the fruit of Confucius’ wisdom.  

Chapters in the Analects are grouped by different themes while are not arranged in order of stream of ideas. Each 

saying can be controversially separate from another. For the book has exerted tremendous influence on Chinese people, 

numerous translators and scholars have made their unremitting efforts on its translation and research. 

 

2.2 Relevant Studies on Cohesion and Coherence 
 

 

“Cohesion” was first coined by Halliday and Hasan in 1976 who were the founders of systematic functional 

linguistics. They argued that all passages are endowed with cohesion and connection between different parts of the text. 

That is to say, if the first paragraph of the Analects is recognized as a passage, it is coherent in nature because 
“connection” between different parts of a passage plays a decisive role in the clearance and smoothness of a passage 

(Han and Zhou, 2014). Unfortunately, the argument fail to do right by lexical meaning and logical coherence by 

focusing on the former.   

Whether the organization of passages in the Analects is coherent has long been debated. According to Huang 

(2002), under the perspective of systematic functional linguistics organization of the Analects is undoubtedly coherent 

with the reason that no passages exist without being coherent. But the above conclusion drawn can only be limited into 

the structural level. It has been highly acknowledged that coherence in logic and in meaning is a byproduct of coherence 

in structure. With such a belief in mind, coherence in logic has been suffered from ignorance by most researchers. 
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 2.3. Relevant Studies on the Logic of the First Paragraph of the Analects    
 

Among all the researches of the Analects, culturally-loaded words and translation on the level of words or 

sentences have been given priority while analysis of the context and the paragraph as a whole have always been 

ignored. Taking the English versions of the Analects for example, researchers’ eyes have mostly been caught to the 

correct translation of certain terms and its style or the translation of the culturally-loaded concepts; however, such 

discussions hardly reach the level as high as exerting influence on culture strategies. What is worse, the ideas and 

logic behind the literal words have been scarcely explored (Tan, 2009). It has been estimated that there have been 96 

master dissertations, 7 doctoral dissertations and around 150 journal articles concerning English versions of the 

Analects in China until now of which the researches on Legge and Welay account the most. The content of the 

research mainly focuses on translation theories and linguistics while little concern has been given to figure out 

whether the translated versions reflect the ideas or spirit of the original text. 

 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
Given that the intention of the dissertation is explore the extent to which the translation of the first paragraph of 

the Analects achieve coherence in logic by comparing different versions of translation, the analysis lists different 

explanations of the core words of the first paragraph and the first paragraph as a whole given by the translators both at 

home and abroad. What is also given is the relevant study on the meaning of the first paragraph.   

Since the popularity of the Analects, there have been more than 60 English versions, the new ones emerging 

continuously. But linguists and translators both at home and abroad have had different interpretations on the 

translation of the first paragraph of the Analects. 

 

3.1. Different Translations of the First Paragraph of the Analects  

 

3.1.1. Different Translations of the Terms 
 

For the first important term ‘学 xue’, most of the translators (Legge, 1861; Waley, 1938; Wang, 1997; Ding, 

1999; Wu, 2012) vaguely translated it into ‘to learn’ or ‘what one has learned’ except that Xu Yuanchong (Wu, 2011) 

and Gu Hongming (1898) translated it into ‘acquire knowledge’. ‘时 shi’ as another important term means ‘at due 

time’ (Lai and Xia, 1994; Li, 1991) or “constantly” (Ledge, 1861; Wang, 1997; Pan and Wen, 1993; Wu, 2012). ‘习

xi’ has been interpreted into ‘to repeat’ (Waley, 1938; Li, 1991) or ‘review and practise’ (Lai and Xia, 1994; Wang, 

2001; Ding, 1999; Wu, 2012) or ‘application’ (Legge, 1861). Most of the translators believe that ‘朋 peng’ means 

‘friends’ while Wang (2001) and Liu (1979) regarded it as ‘like-minded people’. ‘远方 yuanfang’ has been translated 

into ‘afar’ or ‘faraway places’. Waley (1938), Lai and Xia (1994), Ding (1999), Li (1991) and Wu (2012) translated ‘

君子 junzi’ into ‘gentleman’ while Wang (2001) and Pan and Wen (1993) considered it as ‘superior man’. 

 

3.1.2. Different Translations on the whole paragraph 
 

There have been two main different understandings of the first sentence which are respectively ‘It is a pleasure to 

learn and practise what one has learned at due time’(Lai and Xia, 1994; Ding, 1999; Wu, 2012) and ‘It is delightful to 

learn knowledge and review or repeat it constantly’ (Waley, 1938; Pan and Wen, 1993). However, Pound (1969) 

translated it into ‘He said study with the reasoning swinging past is not this pleasant?’ and Xu Yuanchong (Wu, 2011) 

argued that based on the “Theory of Practice” the first sentence is talking about the attitude of doing researches, which 

should be translated into ‘Is it not a delight, said the Master, to acquire knowledge and put it into practice?’ . The other 

two sentences are of no big difference. The second and the third sentences have mostly been translated into ‘Is it not a 

delight after all to have friends come from afar? Is it not a gentleman or a superior man after all who will not take 

offence when others fail to appreciate him?’ 
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3.2. Relevant study on the meaning of the first paragraph  
 

 

3.2.1. Chinese Translation of the Analects 
 

According to Huang Guowen, the translation of Chinese classics contain both the intralingual translation and the 

interlingual translation (Wu, 2011). All English versions of the Analects begin with the interpretation of the original 

text. There are three main modern Chinese translations of the Analects which are written by Cai Xiqin, Nan Huaijin, 

as well as Yang Bojun, Wu Shuping and Yang Shuda separately. Cai (2003) regarded ‘学而时习 xue’ershixi’ as ‘to 

learn and practice’ , interpreting the whole paragraph into ‘Is it delightful to learn knowledge and practice it 

constantly? Is it not a delight after all to have friends come from afar? Is it not a gentleman or a superior man after all 

who will not take offence when others fail to appreciate him?’ Yang and Wu (1993) defined it as ‘to learn and review’ 

whose interpretation is almost same to Cai’s (2003) with only the first sentence different which is ‘Is it delightful to 

learn knowledge and review it constantly?’ Nan (2014) and Liang (2016), however, concluded that to learn and to 

reflect or practise it are the key to have great attainments. ‘学 xue’ is not about commanding some specific knowledge 

but having the great virtue and being cultured. ‘朋 peng’ has been mostly translated into ‘friends coming from afar’ 

while Nan (2014) and Liang (2016) translated it into ‘those who share same belief and knowledge with you’ for they 

both have been convinced that friends can be good or bad and a bad friend coming from afar would not be a pleasant 

experience. One thing should be mentioned is that the discrepancies between Chinese versions in ‘君子 junzi’ is not 

noticeable.   

All in all, ‘Isn’t it a pleasure to learn and constantly practice or review what is learnt? Isn’t it delightful to have 

friends coming from afar? Isn’t he a gentleman who is not annoyed for not being understood?’ is the most popular 

Chinese version while some other versions which are more coherent and logical enjoy their distinctiveness represented 

by those of Liang Wendao’s (2016) and Nan Huaijin’s (2014). 

 

3.2.2. Different understandings of the coherence of the first paragraph 
 

The Analects as a record on the discourses between Confucius and his disciplines compiled by Confucius’ 

disciplines has been mostly considered as independent and irrelevant from chapter to chapter, from sentence to 

sentence. The first paragraph of the Analects has been viewed by most of the Chinese scholars such as Zhu Xi, Qian 

Mu and Yang Bojun as three separate sentences which should be interpreted literally into ‘It is delightful to study 

followed by reviewing and practicing what one has learned. It is delightful to have friends come from afar. One can be 

a gentleman if he/she would not be angry on someone else’s misunderstanding.’ This kind of interpretation has found 

an echo in most of the English versions and Chinese versions. However, many scholars have stood out to challenge 

the conventional profile, claiming the first paragraph a coherent one.  

Nan (2016) argued in his book regarding the Analects that the first paragraph as a whole shows us the right 

attitude and spirit to gain knowledge and achieve self-improvement, from studying and attracting those who share the 

same belief with you to being calm and gentle. Moreover, with the perspective of the systematic functional linguistics, 

the paragraph should be put into a teaching circumstance where a teacher is enlightening his students to think about 

‘learning’ and to accumulate experience (Wei and Zhang, 2006). Li (2004) wrote in his book Reading The Analects 

Today that the first three sentences reveal that ‘to be happy for study for human beings’ ‘to be happy for being a 

group’ ‘to have dignity and individual personality even if being in a group’ separately with its meanings getting 

deeper sentence by sentence. Fu (2007) interpreted it into “firstly studying hard on one’s own and then interacting 

with one’s bosom friends and finally being able to free from distractions from outside. In his book Interpretation on 

the Analects, Wu (2016) pointed out that the first paragraph of the Analects asks three famous questions which are 

respectively about time (studying and then practicing), space (having friends from afar) and relationship (how one 

react to others’ comments). In this case, the three sentences have been considered as a whole.   
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Liang (2016) makes the three sentences even closer and more connected by interpreting the first paragraph into 

“If you study hard to attain self-improvement and have opportunity to make use of your ability to make contributions 

to the world, it is delightful. But if you would not have that kind of opportunity and you fail, you are not alone because 

there are so many fellows who can give you company. Provided that you do not have a friend at all to share your woe 

with and you do not feel discouraged and angry, you can be called a gentleman”. The new kind of interpretation has 

come from his doubt to the previous versions which regard “study hard and constantly practice what is learnt” as a 

delightful experience and “have friends coming” a thing worth being happy for. He claimed that there must be 

undiscovered ideas behind the first and the most important paragraph which is not likely to be three separate sentences 

that teach readers three different lessons.  

It can be concluded in the chart that: (1) Positive opinion holders are in a large number; (2) Positive opinions are 

slightly different from each other; (3) All viewpoints prove themselves reasonable ones. (4) There will be a long way 

to go to translate them into English 

 

3.3. Studies on the Explanatory Notes or Illustrative Comments    
 

Conclusions can be drawn in wake of a total of 8 translated versions being analyzed that most of the English 

versions of the Analects provide explanatory notes only for some words and some version do not give any explanatory 

notes at all such as that of Pan Fu’en’s and Wen Shaoxia’s (2009). Moreover, most Chinese versions have explanatory 

notes but do no good to foreign readers. 

The only English version with exhaustive explanations is A New Annotated English Version of the Analects of 

Confucius by Wu Guozhen which was published in 2016. In his book, Wu (2016) gave his translation followed by 

notes of specific terms as well as historical facts and comments of the three sentences. In so doing, although his 

translation of the text alone does not achieve coherence in logic as most of the English versions do, his readers can get 

the whole picture with much more details of the ideas of Confucius’ and the book. His translation and explanatory 

notes as a whole can be considered as a coherent version, intelligible and understandable. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The first paragraph of Chapter I which is believed to be the topic sentences of the whole book should have been 

put in a paramount position. However, it turns out to be obscure, lacking coherence in logic in most of the translated 

versions. Deficiencies in the translations of the first paragraph can be considered as the most severe of its kind through 

the book. It stems in part that no other sentence in the book resemble the first three which involves three different 

themes respectively. And most of the English versions fail to achieve coherence in logic with the main culprit tracing 

back to the ignorance of the connection of logic between the three sentences. What makes it worse is that, almost all 

translated versions are devoid of explanatory notes or illustrative comments if those in Chinese are phased out. In the 

meanwhile, the most authoritative Chinese versions separate the whole paragraph into three sentences which have 

been adopted by the majority of the English versions. The only exception has been represented by the English version 

of Wu Guozhen’s (2012) in his new book A New Annotated English Version of the Analects of Confucius which can 

be said to have set a good model for translators by providing detailed notes and additional messages to help readers 

grasp Confucius’ thoughts and delight in reading it.  

Given that some Chinese versions such as that of Liang Wendao’s (2016) have achieved coherence in logic, 

English versions can be translated from these versions or to provide readers with more comments or introductions of 

the translated text. Moreover, to help foreign readers know Chinese classics, love Chinese classics and delight in 

Chinese classics, historical facts or explanatory notes or comments should be given following the translated text. At 

the top of all, logical and coherent translations are the fundamental and the most effective media in cultural exchange, 

ensuring that the efforts made can come to fruition.  
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As stated before, to put theories into actions, or rather, to translate logical and coherent Chinese versions into 

English without loss of structure is not an easy feat. However, to promote Chinese culture, sweat shall be offered.   
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