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Th e buzz was palpable on a weekday aft er-
noon, with hundreds of school children in 
uniform swarming into the majestic Con-
fucius Temple complex and the regal Kong 
family residence, mingling with a steady 
fl ow of tourists. Footfalls have multiplied 
— from 2.5 million in 2005 to a whopping 
4.3 million in 2011, a 10 percent increase, 
year-on-year.

Stalls on either side of the approach road 
to Confucius Temple brim with the sage’s 
statuettes, wooden scrolls containing some 
of his sayings and other souvenirs — includ-
ing a quaint abridged version of the Analects 
sporting a red cover, oft en placed strategi-
cally right next to Chairman Mao Zedong’s 
Little Red Book. 

But does Qufu really care for the teachings 
of its most illustrious son?

Th e answer is a resounding yes, according 
to Liu Xubing, administrator of the local 
Confucius Institute. “About 70,000-80,000 
young people visit the temple complex in 
Qufu every year as part of orientation pro-
grams. Th ey are exposed to Confucian val-
ues, inspired to respect each other, make a 
greater contribution to society and oft en get 
a sense of direction as to how to lead their 
lives,” Liu says. 

Some of these young men and women take 
part in a coming-of-age ritual in their 18th 
year. “Dressed in Han robes and elaborate 
headgear, they make a pledge about observ-
ing filial piety, being industrious, making 
a contribution to society and to the coun-
try,” informs Han Fengju, deputy director of 
Qufu Cultural Relics and Tourism Bureau. 
“Th e graduation ceremony is held to enhance 
young people’s awareness of Confucian cul-
ture and pay a tribute to the sage.” 

Confucian scholars from diff erent univer-
sities in China preside over the event.  

Th e writer Zhang Wei, whom we meet in 
Jinan a few days later, however, claims there 
has been an erosion in Confucian values as 
China’s fast-track economic development 
continues. 

“Th e friendly relationship among people 
has been destroyed, and so has the moral 
fabric,” he tells us, regretting that “only a 
tiny part of Confucius’ core teachings is fol-
lowed by people in their daily lives. We live 
in a time when Confucianism is extremely 
ravaged.”

But Qufu’s young people appear to have 
struck a fine balance between Confucian 
ideals and the materialistic drive and vault-
ing ambition that Chinese youngsters are 
oft en associated with. 

Kong Lingchun, a 76th generation Kong 
family descendant, owns a souvenir stall 
along the approach road to Confucius Tem-
ple. She sells about 20 wooden scrolls a day 
at a modest profi t of 2 yuan. “But profi t is not 
my primary concern,” Kong says. “Th is store 
is my window on the world.” 

“I treat the tourists here as guests of Qufu 
and look upon them as friends,” says Kong, 
citing Confucius’ saying: “It’s always a plea-
sure to greet a friend from afar.” “When busi-
ness is sluggish, I grab a book by Confucius 
and start reading.” 

“Indeed, it’s our moral responsibility to 
help visitors to these premises,” pipes up Han 
Xue and Zhang Xiaoya, sprightly teenagers 
whizzing by on a bike. Han cites the Confu-
cian tenet, “Treat others the way you would 
like yourself to be treated”.

Both Qufu locals, they say they visit the 
temple complex oft en, for its serene ambi-
ence and also to meet new people. “I want 
to be a restaurant boss and run it in the 
Confucian way,” Han says, her kohl-lined 
eyes glinting. 

She might have a worthy example in Kong 
Xiangling, a member of the 75th generation 

of the Kongs and owner of the Tianxiang 
Fish Restaurant. A genial entrepreneur in 
her mid-50s, she talks nineteen-to-the-doz-
en, disarming us completely. 

“We abide by common Confucian max-
ims, such as, be honest, be hardworking, 
don’t cheat, don’t overcharge your clients. I 
am very serious about taking good care of 
my 35 employees and their families, just as I 
would of my own children. I take care of sick 
employees, covering their hospital fees, and 
lend them money in times of need. 

“I follow the idea of sharing one’s profi ts. 
In the last 10 years I have sponsored 10 col-
lege students and donated money to chari-
table organizations.

“Th e restaurant waste is taken to a cattle 
farm to be recycled as fodder, following 
Confucius’ idea of caring for the nature and 
protecting it against environmental damage. 

“I believe in considering other people’s 
opinions. Each time we introduce a new 
dish I call all my employees and ask for sug-
gestions. 

“I am a woman of contemporary times, 
and I’m glad to be able to earn the money 
to provide for my family. Business keeps me 
busy, but family is the priority,” says Kong, 
suddenly ready to go. She has to run back 
home to cook lunch for her husband and 
mother-in-law who has always lived with 
her, she says.

“But hey, don’t give me too much public-
ity, that’s against Confucian principles,” she 
says, before darting out. 

It’s not as if Confucius is accepted with-
out question by the residents of his native 
town. Xun Yuanyuan, a young mother and 
tour guide, often goes to public lectures 
held at Shi Li hall. “I do not always agree 
with his teachings, his views on women, for 
example.” 

Confucius once famously said, “Women 
and people of low birth are hard to handle, 
if you let them get close, they presume and 
if you keep them at a distance, they resent it.”

Xun does understand, however, that the 
remark was made in a certain context. Con-
fucius was annoyed with the fact that Duke 
Ding of the Lu state was distracted by the 80 
pretty female musicians off ered to him as 
a battle strategy by his rival, the head of Qi 
state. It was a comment of anguish and exas-
peration at the lack of integrity of the duke. 

As Liu, of Confucius Institute, explains, 
“Women and common people would oft en 
be bracketed together in ancient times as 
they, it was felt, had to be protected by the 
ruler, leader or family head. Had Confucius 
been an utter misogynist he would probably 
have taken up the subject more than once 
… but we have just this one mention, and 
that was out of pure concern for women’s 
well-being.” 

Confucius’ infl uence, he says, could only 
grow in the future, given that “Confucianism 
is part of the mainstream of Chinese tradi-
tional culture and Chinese culture is in the 
throes of prosperity, its infl uence growing 
in the world”. 

Also, Confucianism will survive, Liu says, 
because of its adaptability. “It works in dif-
ferent time frames and cultural contexts, 
depending on how it is interpreted, and 
lends itself to manifold interpretations. 

“Confucianism allows different dispa-
rate cultural elements to work together. For 
instance, scholars are engaged in developing 
specialized need-based programs premised 
on Confucian thought for state offi  cials and 
entrepreneurs.”

“Confucianism is not a religion, but a 
tradition, a way of life. It has played a spiri-
tual role in China traditionally. Since the 
Tang Dynasty (AD 618-907), we have had a 
temple and school dedicated to Confucius’ 
teachings in almost every county,” Liu says.

Li Bin, who came all the way from 
Shenyang, capital of Liaoning province, 
to visit the hometown of the philosopher 
whose teachings he has read since childhood, 
agrees. “We’re Chinese, we follow Confucian 
principles as a matter of habit without having 
to making a conscious eff ort.”

Contact the writer at 
basu@chinadaily.com.cn. 

CONFUCIUS IN 
THE 21ST CENTURY

The thinker and his philosophies are as relevant today as they ever were, 
Chitralekha Basu fi nds on a visit to his homeplace in Qufu, Shandong province.

C
onfucius continues to attract and mystify a worldwide audience a good 2,500 years aft er his 
aphorisms, compiled in the Analects, were fi rst propagated by his followers. Th e infl uence of 
Confucian wisdom on Chinese thought and lifestyle has been sustained. With 523 Confucius 
Institutes around the world and 4,359 titles in English on the life and teachings of the great 
seer on the Amazon database alone, Confucius is one of China’s biggest exports to the world. 
But is Confucius (551-479 BC), who lived in the Spring and Autumn Period (770-476 BC) as 

popular on home turf? To fi nd out, we went to Qufu, Confucius’ hometown in Shandong province.  
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If you want to learn a new skill, you 
should go to the top exponents in the fi eld.

In this case the top men aren’t in the fi eld, 
they are in the park. You can hear them 
before you see them.

A low-pitched humming noise came 
from six spinning tops, diabolos or Chinese 
yo-yos (kongzhu) expertly wielded by their 
middle-aged and elderly owners. 

I pedaled home quickly and picked up 
the top I was given as a birthday present. 
All my attempts to work the darn thing had 
failed. It either fell or the string ended up in 
a fankle (Scots for twisted mess).

What I needed was a lesson from experts. 
I expected my clumsy attempts would be a 
source of amusement and me, the ignorant 
laowai, would be the butt of their jokes. I 
could live with that. I wanted to learn. 

I nodded and smiled at 
the group of men gathered 
on a Sunday on a sandy 
square in Yuan Dynasty 
Wall Park. Taking out my 
blue plastic top and two 
wooden sticks connected 
by string, I wrapped the 
string around the top and 

tried to get it going. It fell in the dust. 
A dozen top men guff awed delightedly. 

Th en a gray-haired expert showed me how 
to loop the string around the top and roll it 
to and fro on the ground before lift ing it up 
by moving the sticks like a percussionist per-
forming a drum roll.

I tried to copy his actions, without success. 
I wasn’t getting the top to spin fast enough.

Meanwhile, an expert with a top attached 
to about 3 meters of string was creating the 
sound of an aircraft  coming in to land.

My gray-haired tutor  went off  to fl y 
his kongzhu in elliptical planes around 
his head and shoulders. He made it look 
eff ortless. 

A man in his 80s came over and handed 
me the sticks of his already spinning top. He 
showed me how to keep it going by shift ing 
my feet and turning in a circle. I managed 
for a minute and the audience applauded. 

Th e gray-haired tutor returned. Th e 
Chinese yo-yo was mushroom shaped. He 
held it by the shaft  where the string goes 
and demonstrated that both ends could 
rotate. My plastic spinning top was obvi-
ously an inferior model. Despite this, one 
of my tutors got it going fast enough for it 
to emit a humming sound. It was now the 
turn of the champions to demonstrate their 
exquisite skills.

A middle-aged man in a cap was throw-
ing his kongzhu into the air and catching it 
on the end of his stick (the stick had a little 
plastic cap about the size of a 1 yuan coin).

Th e top continued to spin on the end 
of the stick and then he pitched it up and 
caught it on his string bow.

I returned to the park several Sundays 
later. What sounded like gunshots rang 
out. A man with a bullwhip had joined 
the top men. He was teaching a little lad 
of about 10 how to crack the 4-meter-long 
whip. Like a ringmaster or lion tamer, the 
father swung the whip in a lazy arc over his 
head and then made it crack loudly with a 
sharp jerk of his arm.

He coached the child. Th en the father 
took over again and let rip with a series of 
fi erce whipcracks, which reduced the rope 
tail of the bullwhip to shreds. 

Two men attached ribbons to their 
kongzhu and sent them looping around 
their heads like elegant, wailing banshees. 
Spontaneous applause broke out from 
onlookers. On my way home I stopped to 
watch teams of in-line speed skaters prac-
tice, presumably for the 2020 Olympics, on 
a skating circuit off  Huixin Dongjie. 

Th eir average age was about 12. Each 
eight-person team was led by the young-
est, who set the pace. Aft er a lap, he or she 
dropped back and the next in line took up 
pacemaking. Th e teams of skaters, in single 
fi le and close together moved with perfect 
coordination like express trains.

I returned home delighted with my Sun-
day aft ernoon’s free entertainment.

Over the top 
for a Sunday 
of free fun

Kong Lingchun, a 76th generation Kong family descendant, owns a souvenir stall along 
the approach road to Confucius Temple.

The Confucius Temple in Qufu, Shandong province, attracts a steady fl ow of tourists every day. PHOTOS BY WANG QIAN / CHINA DAILY


