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INTRODUCTION  
 
The text of The Twenty-Four Filial Exemplars has 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 came 
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 Exemplars was Guƺ JȊjìng , a Yuán  dynasty (1260-1368) man who lived in Dàtián Xiàn , 

north of Déhuà , in Fújiàn 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 ñnearly all maleñ towards their parents 

ñ mostly aged mothers ñ from the age of the primordial Emperor Shùn  down to his own era.  

 
The present translation was made by me in 1973, and first appeared in the 1986 volume cited below. I have made minor editorial 
changes from time to time in the subsequent years. I am grateful to Mrs. Shiu-kuen Fan Tsung for her criticism of the original 
translation and for her assistance in interpreting some passages which I 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.  
 
I have published three articles on filial piety, the first (1986) concentrates on this collection of tales, including an examinat ion 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 I began in the analysis of the Exemplars article. 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 Sh½n of the Y¼ dynasty was the son of GǈshƼu (=Blind Old-Man). His nature was most filial. But his father was obstinate and 
his mother was boorish. His younger brother Xi¨ng was proud and overbearing. Sh½n ploughed on Mount L³ [in ShƑndƺng province], 
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 Yáo [of Táng] 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 Yáo and mounts his throne;  
The spirit of filial piety moves the heart of He aven.  
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2. HER SON TASTED SOUPS AND M EDICINE  
 
Emperor Wén of the western Hàn was named Héng. He was the third son of [Liú B Ƒng,] the founder of the dynasty. Before he became 
emperor he was appointed king of D¨i [in ShƑnxƩ province]. His mother became Queen-Mother Bó[ -jƩ]. the emperor-to-be respectfully 
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 HER FINGER AND PAINED H IS HEART  
 
ZƗng ShƗn of the Zhƺu dynasty was called Zƫ-y¼ (=Disciple of the Master). He was extremely filial to his mother. ShƗn once went to the 
mountains to gather firewood. A guest came to the house, and his mother had no arrangements [to entertain him]. She longed for ShƗn , 
who did not return. Then she bit her finger, drawing blood. Suddenly ShƗn felt a pain in his heart. He shouldered the firewood and 
returned home. Kneeling, he asked his mother what the matter was. His mother said: òA guest came unexpectedly. I bit my finger to 
alert you.ó 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. HE OBEYED H IS M OTHER IN SIMPLE CLOTHES  
 
Mƫn Sǈn of the Zhƺu dynasty was called ZƫqiƑn (=the Master's Inferior). His mother died very early, and his father took another wife, 
who bore two sons, whom she dressed in raw silk lined with cotton wadding. She was jealous about Sǈn and dressed him in mere 
rushes. One day his father ordered Sǈn to harness the cart. Sǈn 's body was cold and he dropped the rope. His father looked into the 
reason, then resolved to divorce his second wife. Sǈn said: òIf Mother stays, one child will be poorly dressed. If Mother leaves, three 
children will be cold.ó The stepmother heard this, and she repented and changed. Verses praise him, saying:  

 
The Mƫn 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.  

 

 
 


