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INTRODUCTION

The text of The Twenty-Four Filial Exemplarshas stood for generations as the prime folk document on what filial piety is all about.

The collection is not by any means part of the Confucian canon, and indeed tends to attract little but scorn from Chinese
intellectuals. But until the Communist regime campaigned to suppress the text as part of its campaign against tradition, there was
probably not a bookstore in China that did not have copies available, and in the course of the 1980s and 1990s new editions ame
flowing back i nto Chinese bookstores, and it is nearly universally available once again. The tales are known individually to most

Chinese, and the collection has spawned many imitators containing other stories, usually overlapping with these.

The author of the Twenty-Four Exemplarsvas Gu3z 1 jihg ,aYuan dynasty (1260-1368) man who lived in Datian Xian :
north of Déhua , in Fujian province . He was apparently much known for his filial piety, and took the occasion of the

death of his father to publish the tales we read here, recounting the feats of filial children @ nearly all malefi towards their parents
i mostly aged mothers i from the age of the primordial Emperor Shun down to his own era.

The present translation was made by me in 1973, and first appeared in the 1986 volune cited below. | have made minor editorial
changes from time to time in the subsequent years. | am grateful to Mrs. Shiu-kuen Fan Tsung for her criticism of the original
translation and for her assistance in interpreting some passages which | found obscure. The responsibility for remaining errors is,
of course, my own.

The numbering of the tales used here is traditional, but is not observed in all editions. Similarly, the brief summary titles (each four
characters in Chinese) are quite traditional.

| have published three articles on filial piety, the first (1986) concentrates on this collection of tales, including an examination of
many later imitations that included different ones (a total of 131 all told). The second (1998) expands upon the analysis of filial
piety itself that | began in the analysis of the Exemplarsarticle. Both articles derive from a 1986 conference on the Psychodynamics
of the Confucian family, held in Korea under the auspices and gracious hostmanship of the International Cultural S ociety of Korea.
The third article (2004) links filial piety with conceptions of hell. (A separate item on this web site provides the full tex t of the most
common Chinese text about hell.)
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1. THE FEELING OF FILIAL PIETY M OVED HEAVEN

Emperor Sh%»n of the Y¥ dynasty -Mank Hignatare gas mostdilfal. Batlhis fathen waé eb&ihateramd O d
his mother was boori sh. Hi s younger brother Xi“"ng was proud J,and ov
where the elephants ploughed for him and the birds weeded for him, for his feelings of filial piety were so great [that even the beasts

were moved]. Emperor Yao [of Tang] heard of this; he sent nine of his sons to wait on him and two of his daughters to be his wives and

later abdicated the throne in his favor. Verses praise him saying:

Herds of elephants plough in the spring;

Flocks of birds pull the weeds;

He is the heir of Yao and mounts his throne;

The spirit of filial piety moves the heart of He aven.




2.HER SON TASTED SOUPS AND M EDICINE

Emperor Wén of the western Han was named Héng. He was the third son of [LiuBFng, ] the founder of the dyna
emperor he was appointed king of D" i [ i AMotBen BofHjx =] .p r to lvdoihe negpextfulddi s mot

tended her and was not idle. His mother took sick for three years. The emperor did not sleep nor even unfasten the belt of his clothes.
And if he had not tasted a medicine, it was not brought to his mother. His benevolence and piety were rumored throughout the

kingdom. Verses praise him saying:

Benevolence and piety are rumored through the kingdom;
Lofty and eminent he excels a hundred kings;

The Queen-Mother has been sick for three years,

And he always tastes the medicine first.
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3.SHE BIT HERFINGER AND PAINED HIS HEART

Ztng Shtn of the Zh3zuy¥Wynhabityciwmlse cafl | elde ZMast er ) . He was extremely
mountains to gather firewood. A guest came to the house, and his mother had no arrangements [to entertain him]. She longedf or Sht n
who did not return. Then she bit her finger, drawing bl oodand Sudden
returned home. Kneeling, he asked his mother what t hebitmafingeeto was.
alert you.dé6 Later, verses praised him, saying:

His mother has just bitten her finger,

When her son's heart aches uncontrollably;

He shoulders his wood to return and is not too late;

The tie between mother and child [lit.: bones & flesh] is so deep.
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4. HEOBEYED HIS MOTHER IN SIMPLE CLOTHES

Mt n SLin of the Zh3zu dynasty was <called Ztqi Fn (=the Masterwifs, | nfer

who bore two sons, whom she dressed in raw silk |Iined with ecotton
rushes. One day his father ordered SLn to harness the <carno.theSLin 's
reason, then resolved to divorce his second wife. SLjn teavesdthreeo | f Mo
children wild/l be cold. 6 The stepmother heard this, and she repented

The M{tn family has a saintly son,
Who never resents his stepmother;

Before the cart he [has begged his father to] let his [step] mother stay;
Three children are saved from wind and frost.
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5.HE SHOULDERED RICE TO NOURISH HIS PARENTS

Zh,ng Y-u of the Zhzu dynasty was <called Ztl Y% (=Way of the Master
chenopodium]. For hi s parents he often carried [sacks of] rice more

than a
state of ChLljy, where he became an official and had a hundmedgsat hari ot
upon many | ayers of c¢cloth before rows of tripods [of food]carryiBut he s
rice more than a hundred |t for my parents, but that is i mpossible.

He carried rice to provide go od food,

And willingly traveled a hundred |t away,;
He has become prosperous, but his parents are already dead;

He still thinks on their ogrievous toil .o




6.HE SOLD HIMSELF TO BURY HIS FATHER

I n the H"n dynasty t he f ami.MWhen bidfatierdiedy heodmiged hvresedf asvsecuriyy toborrow money to
bury him. Then he went to work [for the | ender to pay back itehe debt
and she went with him to his master's house. The master ordered them to weave 300 bolts of silk, and then they could return [home]. His
wi fe wove for a month and then was finished. They returnedod-byg f ar a

and vanished. There is a poem praising him, saying:

To bury his father he has to borrow money;
A fairy concubine appears upon the road and
Weaves the silk to repay his debt;

Filial feeling moves the heavens.




/.HEFED HIS PARENTS DEER'S M ILK

I n the Zh3zu dynast yaniwhosemadtureawasivarynfiliah Bisnmamentswere old, and both suffered from a malady of the
eyes [for the cure of which] they desired to drink deer's milk. Tan therefore [disguised himself in] a deerskin and wentto a herd of deer
deep in the mountains to obtain deer's milk to give his parents. Some hunters saw him and were about to shoot him, when Tén revealed
himself to them to avoid [being shot]. There is a poem which praises him, saying:

His elderly parents want deer's milk,
So he wears a coarse fugarment;

If he had not spoken out loud,

He would have borne back arrows.




8.HEHIRED OUT TO SUPPORT HIS M OTHER

Ji Fng G® |ived in the | ater H n dynasty. Hi s father died when he
trouble d and chaotic, so, carrying his mother on his back, he fled. Again and again they encountered bandits who wanted to force him to

join them. But Gé burst into tears and told them that he bore his mother with him [whom he had to support]. The bandits could not bring
themselves to kildl him, and at |l ength he reached Xi "  P®imseffouhasJi Fngs
a laborer to support his mother. His mother was able to have all she desired, and there was no end to what he gave her. A verse praises

him thus:

He carries his mother out of danger;

When destitute brigands assault him many times,
He tells them his grief and is able to avoid them;
By his labors he supports his mother.




9.HE CONCEALED ORANGES TO PRESENT TO HIS M OTHER

certain LY JZX, allso dalFngd
Sh. Sh%% br oughtncealedttwos o me o

I n the | ater H"n dynasty there |ived a
province], where he met [ General] Yus8n

oranges in his sleeves. But when he thanked [the general pbarmirpppon | e a\
guest, and yet you conceal oranges?060 JX knelt and aopsesestherdto hed My mot

when | returned. 6 Sh»® was greatly amazed. A poem praises him in the

Filial duty is an inborn quality, thus

Among men a six-year-old child

Conceals oranges in his sleeve to

Present them to his mother and repay her deep benevolence.




10.SHE SUCKLED HER M OTHER -IN -LAW

CuX N8nshfFn of the T8ng dynasty had a great grandmother known as M
Each day his grandmother, Madame Tang, combed the old lady's hair, washed her face, and brought her into the main hall, where she

fed her mother-in-law with her own milk. Although the old lady ate not a crumb, nevertheless she passed many years in good health.

One day she fell sick, and young and old gathered about hie-lawsas she
favors. | want all the sons and grandsons and their wives to be as filial and respectful as this daughter-inl aw has been. 6 She i :
verse thus:

The filial daughter -in-l aw of t he CuX family

Gives milk to her mother -in-law after combing her hair and washing her each morning;
This favor cannot be returned, but

It is wished that she receive the same treatment from her sons and grandsons.
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11.HELET M OSQUITOES CONSUME HIs BLOOD

When W¥% Mkng of the J3n dynasty was eight years ol d, he whadnowery fi
mosquito net. Every night in summer mosquitoes in droves nibbled at their skin and su cked their blood without restraint. Although

there were many, Mkng did not drive them away, l est i n |sApoerm g hi m
praises him:

On summer nights without a mosquito net,

When mosquitoes are many he dares not wave them off;
They gorge themselves on his flesh and blood,

And thus he avoids their bothering his parents.

11



12.HELAY ON ICEIN SEARCH OF CARP

Wg8ng Xi 8ng of the J3n dynasty | ost hi s unavinghtevard lenaand upceasikrbly spoke tllefp mot her
him before his father. Because of this he lost the love of his father also. His stepmother often liked to eat fresh fish, butone winter the

cold froze [the river] to ice. Xiang loosened his clothes and lay on the ice to [melt it so he could] procure them. Suddenly the ice opened
of itself and a pair of carp leapt out. He took them and returned to serve them to his stepmother. A verse speaks of this:

We have seen stepmothers before,
But never a Wang Xiang,

Until today upon the river, when

He left us a model by lying on the ice.
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13.HEBURIED HIS SON FOR HIS M OTHER

In the H"n dynasty the famil y -yeéroldsorg Hisribthey aosnetimes aivided hdrfoochvatlithea t hr e e

chid.Jusai d to his wife: o[ Because we are] very poor, we cannot pro

bury this son?6 He was digging the pit three feet deep wdakn he

maytake this nor may any other person seize it.dé6 A verse says of h
Gu3z J% wishes to serve his mother, and

Buries his son that his mother may survive;
Yellow gold is bestowed by heaven, and
Brilliant fortune brightens their poor threshold.

13



14.HE STRANGLED A TIGER TO SAVE HIS FATHER

When Y8ngfXitfhreg J3n dynasty was fourteen, he often foll owed his fa
occasion] was dragged away by a tiger . Aéathamdshegthoughat onlytofthis father angénoty 8 ng X
of himself as he leapt quickly forward and grabbed tightly at the tiger's neck. The tiger left in defeat, and his father was able to escape

injury. A verse praises him saying:

In the deep mountains a white forehead4 reared, and

When it moved the wind was filled with the smell [of its dead prey];
The father and child have suffered no injury, [for he]

Has rescued his [father's] body from the greedy mouth.
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15.HE ABANDONED A M ANDARINATE TO SEEKHIS MOTHER

When Zhdz Sh,uchfFng of the S, ng dynasty was seven years ol d,irsthi s mo

wife, was married out again [to another family]. For fifty years the mother and son did not see each other. Inthereigncal | ed Sh®n Z3r
[106861 085] he gave up his office and went to Ch2n [in Shannxeyddto t o fi
T-ngzh3zu [ in ShfFnxZX] and reached her. At t hatmthussme hi s mother was

At seven he was separated from his mother,
And fifty years have passed;

One morning they meet again,

And the joy of it moves Heaven.
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