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An Exhortation to Learning

1. An Exhortation to Learning

The gentleman says: “Learning must never be concluded.”

Though blue dye comes from the indigo plant, it is bluer than indigo. Ice is made from
water, but it is colder than water.

A piece of wood straight as a plumb line can, by steaming, be made pliable enough to
bend into the shape of a wheel rim, so its curvature will conform to the compass. Yet,
even though it is then allowed to dry out completely in the sun, it will not return to its
former straightness because the process of steaming had effected this change in it.

So, too, wood that has been marked with the plumb line will be straight and metal that
has been put to the whetstone will be sharp.

In broadening his learning, the gentleman each day examines himself so that his
awareness will be discerning and his actions without excess.

3. I once spent a whole day in thought, but it was not so valuable as a moment in
study. I once stood on my tiptoes to look out into the distance, but it was not so
effective as climbing up to a high place for a broader vista.

Climbing to a height and waving your arm does not cause the arm’s length to increase,
but your wave can be seen farther away.

Shouting downwind does not increase the tenseness of the sound, but it is heard more
distinctly.

A man who borrows a horse and carriage does not improve his feet, but he can extend
his travels 1,000 /i. A man who borrows a boat and paddles does not gain any new
ability in water, but he can cut across rivers and seas.

The gentleman by birth is not different from other men; he is just good at “borrowing”
the use of external things.

6. If you accumulate enough earth to build up a high hill, rain and wind will flourish
because of it. If you accumulate enough water to fill a chasm, dragons and scaly
dragons will be born within it. If you accumulate enough good to make whole your
inner power, a divine clarity of intelligence will be naturally acquired and a sagelike

mind will be fully realized. Accordingly,



if you do not accumulate paces and double paces, you will lack the means to reach
1,000 /i, and if you do not accumulate small streams, you will have no way to fill a
river or sea.

Even a famous thoroughbred like Qiji cannot cover ten paces in a single stride. But in
ten yokings even a worn-out nag can. Its achievement consists in its not giving up.
If you start carving but give up, you cannot cut even a rotting piece of wood in two.
Yet if you carve away and never give up, even metal and stone can be engraved.
Though the earthworm has neither the advantage of claws and teeth nor the strength
of muscles and bones, it can eat dust and dirt above ground and drink from the waters
of the Yellow Springs below,

because its mind is fixed on a constant end.

The crab has eight legs and two claws; still if there is no hole made by an eel or snake,
it will have no safe place to live,

because its mind moves in every direction at once.

For these reasons, if there is no dark obscurity in purpose, there will be no reputation
for brilliance; if there is no hidden secretiveness in the performance of duties, there
will be no awe-inspiring majesty in achievements. If you attempt to travel both forks
of a road, you will arrive nowhere, and if you attempt to serve two masters, you will
please neither.

The eye cannot look at two objects and see either clearly; the ear cannot listen to two
things and hear either distinctly.

The wingless dragon has no limbs, but it can fly; the flying squirrel has five talents,
but it is reduced to extremity.

An Ode says:

The ring dove is in the mulberry tree,

Its young ones are seven.

The good man, my lord,

His bearing is constant,

His bearing is constant,

As though his mind were tied.

Thus, the gentleman is tied to constancy.

(John Konblock: Xunzi: A Traslation and Study of the Complete Works, Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1994)



