“The Scholars” and its internal processes in society
“The Scholars” is one of the greatest examples of Chinese classical literature. In this paper I do research into internal processes in society, some invisible levers that controlled minds and deeds of people, the subject of investigation is big group of people that is known as Confucians. 
Confucianism is philosophical and ethical doctrine that proved its importance with different leaders and political systems, it merged with Chinese society so much that even communists had no choice but to appeal to moral and social rules developed by Confucius and his followers. Confucius (551-479 BC) is real historical figure, who lived during one of the most complicated periods in China’s, when the country was breaking apart, and the government couldn’t find the way to save the country. Under those conditions religious and philosophical doctrine of Confucius that combined ethical and social elements in one was followed by west majority of people, achieving a status of national religion. 
Sacred books of Confucianism are mainly consisting of two canons: “The Five Classics” (Wu jing) and “The Four Books” (Si shu). “Yi jing” Chinese fortune telling book and magical charms; “Shu jing” mythological history of ancient China; “Chun qiu” short historical excursus of Chinese history (VIII–V BC); “Shi jing” the collection of ancient hymns and songs, with mostly religious or poetical content; “Lu zi” descriptions of rituals and ceremonies that each Confucian must strictly follow in his life; these five books are part of “The Five Classics”.
“The Four Books” consists of “Da xue” – short summary basic statements of Confucianism; “Lun Yu” – collections of phrases told by Confucius and written down by his apprentices; “Zhong Yong” philosophical treatise about Confucian idea of following “the golden middle” rule; “Meng Zi” the Confucian doctrine retold by one of the greatest apprentices of the founders to be . 
Any person who wants to be a worthy part of society and an individual of high moral has to follow two main principles of Confucianism: “ren” (humanity) and “yi” (duty). The idea of humanity was popularized by Confucius and consisted of many human features, like justice, philanthropy, decency, peacefulness etc. Duty is a moral obligation that is laid upon a person who wants to be virtuous by himself. Idea of duty includes respect to the parents, unconditional trust to the ruler and preservation of marital fidelity.
In contrast to many other religions that tried to obliterate former traditions to favorably present new moral and social rules, Confucians made a bet on restoring heritage of the past. Considering the fact that Chinese people traditionally cherish their history of “golden age” the most, Confucius and his apprentices in their books tried to create the rules that would turn back the time and return humanity to its original state. Confucius expressed his ideal of returning back in time on that moment when that was the only way to unite Chinese society and give them the power to prevent internal collapse and fight external invaders. His apprentices who used rather words that spirit of Confucian doctrine turned his recommendation into universal laws, collection of rules and people who automatically stick to them are assured to live happily. That’s why Confucians are concentrated on a ritual - scrupulous fulfillment of tiniest instructions - and refuse to change even a single movement in the ceremonies to entirely follow the path of salvation provided by their teacher.
Confucian doctrine not only tried to prevent people from living the state similar to the one in which the teacher lived in, but also clearly pointed out that even the greatest of us shouldn’t refuse his public work, living in society among the friends and close relatives. This circumstance by the time of II century BC made Confucianism into state religion of Chinese society. To apply Confucian ethical ideals in practice resulted in establishment of special examination that must be passed by everyone who wanted to get an official post. That examination should not only show the knowledge but also moral qualities and general erudition of examinee. According to Confucian doctrine only a person with high morals can take the official post, since his feeling of duty would be stronger than greed for gain.
Confucian instructions became basis for Chinese society for the thousand years. In medieval China educational system founded on Confucian principles was obligatory for all government representatives; it wasn’t the only doctrine that controlled minds of people though, because influence of Daoism and Buddhism wasn’t weak too.
Confucianism as ethic, political and religious system penetrated every single part of social life and through many centuries’ determined moral standards, family and social traditions, scientific and philosophical thought; preventing its further development and creating certain stereotypes in people’s mind, especially among the intellectuals.

Wu Jin-zi was born in a wealthy family of Qing’s official. His family was well known among the nobles and scholars. However Wu Jin-zi failed to pass state examinations and get high ranked official’s post, becoming an outcast in eyes of his family members. As a private individual he took on different scholars jobs. Most of his life he was poor. Trying to change his life he moved to Nanjing where he became a famous figure among the educated officials in the city. 
Approximately in the year 1740 in Nanjing he started his sole big novel called “The Scholars” the first important socially-satiric novel in the history of Chinese literature. He worked on this novel more than ten years of his life. 
Except the novel literary heritage of Wu Jing-zi includes several poems (most of them were lost) and his comments on collection of classical poems “Shi-jing”. It is said that Wu Jing-zi died choking with wine on the meeting with his friend.
“The Scholars” is a satiric novel that shows us flaws of feudalist society. Author wanted to describe the life differently from the “official” historians of that time. His goal was to uncover internal processes in the life of society: a poor imitation of it, where almost disappeared the moral of Confucian doctrine during Ming and especially Manchurian dynasty in Chinese history.


If have an idea about Confucianism, you can analyze deeds and actions of characters in the novel, investigating if they followed this ethic, political and religious system.
The novel starts with the prologue, the characters presented here don’t appear in the further chapters, and they seem to be original prototypes that author used to create his own main characters. There is a small episode in the prologue – on the first sight it isn’t important at all, but actually there is deep meaning in it – when Wang Mian meets three officials. Next thing that author writes about is description of the nature around that amazes young peasant boy called Wang Mian so much. Author deliberately emphasizes on the beauty of their surroundings to show the difference in their attitude. Three officials are completely indifferent about the nature around them, what they talk about is food and gossips. With such contrast author skillfully shows how empty and narrow-minded officials are. The most interesting is the topic of their conversation; they’re interested in a certain noble of high rank, his wealth and glory. Under their manner of the speech that seems to be calm and polite a lot of hidden feelings can be seen: cringing because of his might, admiration of his power, awe of his authority; but on the other side envy, that gives the resolution to do everything to become as wealthy as that rich noble. Glory, wealth, respect and fame are all they dream about. These three officials from the prologue are only the first type of antagonists that we’ll see in the novel. They’re representatives of influential group of officials from intelligent class and other stratums of society, small and big predators, infected by careerism and money-grubbing.
In the novel different types of officials are shown, starting with influential noble men close to emperor’s court, to the minor workers in various administrative settings. The only difference between them is social status and authority; all of them are connected by common idea which allows us to refer them to the same big group that holds one interest. All they think and strive for are not Confucian virtues that they often mention in their conversations. Their whole life circles around their greed, uncovered love of gain and shameless careerism. This is how successful noble – brightly described by the author – Wang Hui is. He appears in the second chapter of the novel and functions in many following episodes. In the very beginning Wang Hui is just a common scholar with an academic degree. But with only that much he familiarly talks to people, who have lower social status. We can see it from his attitude towards the monk, servants and even the teacher. Rudeness and tactlessness of Wang Hui point out his stupidity and narrow-mindedness. Wang Hui thinks that his academic degree gives him not only opportunity to get high official post but also the right to arrogantly talk to person who has lower or no rank, no matter how talented and erudite he is.
The author shows how one of “the chosen by Sky” – Wang Hui – climbs up the social ladder. It seems that there’s no end to his ambitious plans. He’s filled with careerism and is ready to do anything for it. 
Wang Hui is a Confucian and he follows the principles of Confucian moral and by this moral he can hide his deeds under the mask of decent person. He violates these principles all the time, and feels neither regret nor remorse. When his colleague’s mother died, that person should leave his post for three years mourning according to the law. This tradition derives from Confucian doctrine about filial duties. Knowing this Wang Hui advises him to keep the fact of friend’s mother death secret. He himself would do the same, because Confucian morality that is often present in his speeches has probably the lowest priority for him. 
In this character author not only shows hypocrisy of the officials, but also their endless money-grubbing, unstoppable greed and overflowing love of gain, their violence in matters of earning money. Wang Hui always tells that he’s dedicating his work to the emperor, but in truth a job only a way to raise his fortune. He easily empties chests and pockets of others, and cruelly gets rid of everyone who stands on his way. With such attitude he made people in his district tremble in fear whenever his name is mentioned. His cruelty might have not reached this point if higher officials didn’t try to stop his greed and severity. But for emperor’s court Wang Hui isn’t a criminal, but loyal worker, not a beast who robs everyone including the court itself, but a person of high moral. Showing the emperor court’s attitude towards him, author emphasizes on unconscionability of existing government, his narrow-mindedness and corruption. Wang Hui not only isn’t punished but also got promoted as “capable and promising man”. Author skillfully exposes not one person’s rottenness but the corruption of the whole official’s society including emperor’s court. He never openly tries to talk about Manchurian government, because it might have had bad consequences for him at that time; but nevertheless his bad attitude towards emperor’s court can be seen through his unprejudiced tone. 
The episode when Wang Hui got promoted isn’t the only one that exposes corruption of high officials and emperor’s court. Author clearly shows us that Wang Hui isn’t an exception, but a common phenomenon, product of existing regime, when people not only aren’t punished because of their bad deeds, but also encouraged for this, while morality is slowly disappearing. This is showed on examples of Xiang Ding, Xiao Yun-xien and Tang Chou. All of them are honest people that more or less try to protect justice and fight the evil. Official’s society punishes them for it: Xiang Ding and Tang Chou got fired while Xiao Yun-xien was suited by the court. This is how they’re rewarded for their work and loyalty. Author not only describes the situation but also tries to give an appraisal of it. Using the words of Xiao Yun-xien’s father he openly disapproves of the court’s deeds. Xiao Yun-xien’s father is zealous defender of official’s work, he was the one who advised his son to work hard or the emperor’s court. However he himself is starting to understand how useless the official’s carrier was, and regrets he made his son one of them. Xiao Yun-xien realizes it too after facing the punishment for his hard work and soon rejects his ideas of loyalty to the court. 
It seems that Xiao Yun-xian is successful with his carrier but he doesn’t feel satisfied, he realizes that all his efforts to do right things in this world of unjust and lies are in vain. 
Among the wide range of antagonists there are not only high officials like Wang Hui, but also some lower ranked ones, e.g. penmen, clerks, guardians. They’re just the as greedy, self-interested as their masters, and also are ready to commit any crime for money. One of the most colorful character is Mr.Pan. Firstly is shown opinion of others about him and then his actual behavior and deeds. His relative says that he’s respectable and virtuous man, but later it becomes obvious how cunning and roguish he is. He is scary not only because of his cruelty but also his position frightens people around him. It’s clear now that even officials of low rank like Mr.Pan can rule sway the destinies, he can easily put innocent person behind the bars or on the execution desk if he happened to disappoint the mighty one. He has only one passion – it’s money, and he’ll commit any crime or meanness for it. 
Describing officials author tried to show us how rotten the state and society of China has gotten during the period of Manchurian occupation. He’s also showing mental disintegration that just like some kind of disease affected whole Chinese population of that tie, especially scholars. 
For feudalistic society of China the scholars and officials were connected so strongly, that it was impossible to separate them. An official in ancient China most likely had academic degree, and a scholar, educated man, had the high position or at least the right to get one. During Manchurian occupation time there were so many people eager to have academic degree, that even the popular examination system couldn’t let anyone pass. The hope to become an official, a part of the mightiest in the whole empire, and raise the fortune made people crazy about getting an academic degree. Those who got it in ancient China had a lot of privileges: they were feed from paying taxes and fees, from punishments and duties, from obligatory military service in the army. But besides this scholars were likely to become owners of bid estates, lands and servants. 
It’s not surprising that everyone tried their hardest to become a part of scholar’s society. During Manchurian occupation careerism, corruption and blackmailing reached its highest point. Examination system turned into something like a feedbox for fools, ignoramuses and rascals of all kind. 
One of the most memorable characters in the novel is Chou Jin, he spent decades working as a teacher languishing in poverty. But actually he also was affected by his ambitions, making him lose himself in the end. Soon he’s like others is engaged with the pursuit of fame and profits, losing the good points he’d ever had. After the examination in the capital he got an academic degree and became an examiner and official of high rank. 
At that time talented person wasn’t likely to get an academic degree, because only those succeeded who managed to win examiner’s appreciation. So it wasn’t whether you deserve it or not but whether corrupted officials like Chou Jin like you.
Another interesting character is Fan Jin, who spent whole his life in useless attempts to pass the exams, but still he’s refusing to give up the idea until it makes him lose his mind. He’s totally obsessed with that fixed idea to get the academic degree. His madness symbolizes the madness of whole Chinese nation, infected by the virus of careerism. The scholars waste their life hunting for honors and fame; they’re narrow-minded and often ignorant, but still take up high official ranks in society, and eventually get the right to mentally bully others. This is how Fan Jin is, who got a high academic degree. Besides Confucian doctrines he learned by heart he knows nothing. His character perfectly describes hypocrisy and sanctimony of fake Confucians. Even when Fan Jin’s mother dies according to Confucian traditions he has to leave his post for a while, wear humble clothes and eat humble food. But his mourning and filial respect is just a mask he put up. This can be seen during the lunch he had with head of district, just seeing expensive dishes on the plates made him forget everything about his duty.
But the ideas presented in the novel aren’t limited to officials’ and scholars’ criticism. Author also uncovers the problems that agitated the wisest men of that time, he shows us negative and ugly sides of life: superstitions and obscurantism, how useless are some traditions and customs, legalized by Confucians. For example widows must commit suicide after their husband’s death, or slave-like position of woman. 
Except for antagonists there are a lot of positive characters in the novel, but it should be pointed out that they’re not so many-sided and perfect as negative ones; they’re mostly schematic and often controversial. 
One of the protagonists is Wang Mien, he’s poor, honest straightforward and unselfish. His lifestyle perfectly represents his modest, honest, sincere character. He negates official’s carrier, he doesn’t seek any fame or nobility, he’s eager for knowledge. Simple herder spends many years learning Confucian doctrine, history and geography. Wang Mien is deeply in love with literature and sincerely grieves about its degeneration. During the golden age of examination system literature was held as something despicable and worthless, and those who liked it were strictly punished on the State examinations. There are other positive characters in the novel like Yu Yu-tian and Chuang Shao-kuang. Despite being officials they’re still humane, educated people, whose sole presence contributes to extermination of human vices and strengthening the moral. They’re humble, sympathetic, kind. Their actions all motivated by the rules of so called “modest virtue”, in other words be of use to people, never asking for gratitude. These characters aren’t obsessed with careerism; they’re not aiming for higher ranks. 
They’re not even attracted by emperor’s court offers, preferring humble lifestyle, self-perfection and teaching people original ideas of ancient Confucian moral.  In author’s opinion that kind of lectures are enough to purify the society from all that filth. Actually main goal of Yu Yu-tian and others characters similar to him is to restore the idea of ancient rituals in people’s minds. 
Among positive character one of the brightest is Du Shao-qin. This is a bit extravagant and dissipated, but yet honest and kind man, who loves his life so much. In contrast to many people of his kind he’s unbelievably unselfish. It seems that he needs his fortune only to help others; one of his features of character is hateful attitude towards the officials and scholars, he doesn’t even try to become one, he laughs at them, their greed and unstoppable desire to raise the fortune. Du Shao-qin thinks that moral and ethical principles stated in the ancient doctrines should be the basic for each person’s mental life.  However the idea he presents isn’t blindly following ancient rules, but to apply old doctrines to contemporary society wisely, according to the modern people needs. 
In feudal China women was often seen as voiceless submissive creature, that wasn’t even able to have its thoughts and opinions. Women were like the object that could be bought or sold. And that kind of attitude was approved by Confucian morals. But for Du Shao-qin his wife is a close friend who he shares all his happy and sad moments with. Despite old traditions his wife has the same rights and freedoms as her husband.
Not only privileged group of people is shown in the novel, author also pays a lot of attention to common people: craftspeople, actors, shopkeepers and peasants. As well as other protagonists they’re shown as a contrast to the officials and scholars. They’re common honest men opposing the evil. You can feel enormous vital force, moral purity and mental greatness; not only they’re able to survive through the hardships but also defeat the evil and corruption. Their faith and power unconsciously fills the novel with optimism and confidence that one day the corrupted system will give in, and the poison of careerism and money-grubbing that affected officials, scholars and their assistants will forever disappear from this world. 
The society showed in the novel of a great author … not only meant to criticize the existing state author lived in. By using historical period as an example he uncovered the truth behind the beautiful masks that officials wear; their lies, ignorance and selfishness that often is hidden behind the Confucian moral they use for their own benefit. Not only the system is rotten to the core, but it also corrupts people’s minds and souls turning them into the puppets that are controlled by one common idea of greed. On the other hand author still expresses his hope for the bright future if people would work hard to oppose that process, the system will fall to pieces and people will be able to start once again using real Confucian moral as a manual of decent man’s life. The ideas presented by author can be applied not only for the period of time reflected in the novel, or the society he lived in himself, the truth is he used Manchurian occupation time to appeal to future people of every epoch or generation, to give them an example of the endless corruption, to encourage them become decent themselves. That makes “The Scholars” a great masterpiece that will never lose its actuality neither for us nor for future generation. 
