THE DATE OF CONFUCIUS’ BIRTH
by HOMER H. DUBS

The date of Confucius’ birth has been the subject of doubt and dispute
for more than two thousand years. Some have even doubted that we know
anything whatever about his dates. But there is too much historical evidence
concerning him to justify such scepticisms. Some time, probably befare
110 B.C,, the great historian Sz-ma Tsien? visited the house of Confucius,
which had become his temple. There Sz-ma Tsien saw Confucius’ robes
and bonnet, his lute, his chariot, and the documents about him®, The latter
probably included the genealogical register of his descendants, which the
historian quotes®, He wrote the first life of Confucius, making it Chapter
XLVII of his great history, the Shzh-ji or Historical Records. This house
had been occupied by the descendants of Confucius since the Sage’s death,
Abecut it had grown a village of Confucian teachers and pupils—the first
university in China®.

The date of Confucius’ death is well known, the fourteenth year of
Buke Ai of Lu, the fourth month, the day ji-chou, which was the same
as the fourth of March, 479 B.C.* That date is not only found in the
Historical Records®, but also in the very eatly continuation of the Spring and

L Cf, E. Chavannes, Les Mémoires Historiques de Se-ma T¥'ien {book hereafter
denocted by the abbreviation MH), Vol. V, pp. 4209, 435. This baok is a partial transla-
tion of Sz-ma Tsien's Shzh-ji or Historical Memoirs (book hereafter denoted by the
abbreviation S¥).

*MH, V, 430434

*MH, V, 429.

¢ Throughout this paper there is used the Gregorian calendar now in use. For
the purpose of an anniversary, it is better to use only one calendar, in which judgment
I am glad to have the approval of the Camden Professor of Ancient History and
Principal of Brasenose College, H. M. Last.

To convert Gregorian dates into the corresponding Julian ones: between 50z and
6oo B.C., add six days; between joz and s00 B.C., add five days.

5 To find the European dates corresponding to a Chinese one, I have used P.
Hoang, Concordance des Chronologies Néoméniques Chinoise et Européeme, 1010,
“Variétés Sinologiques”, No. 29 {book abb.: Hoang). | have tested this splendid work
by its dates for some fifty-odd solar eclipses in Han times, sorme of which had not been
identified by its author, and have found it always correct to within a mimmum of three
days.

These ervors of a few days do not, however, invalidate its equations between
Chinese and European dates. The ancient Chinese indicated the days by a well-known
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Autumnt, a work which is said to have been written by the disciples of
Confucius, in order to continue his history down to his death. This con-
tinuation more probably formed part of the original Spring and Autumn,
which was actually a fifth-century B.C. chronicle of the State of Tu?, with
which Confucius probably had little to do. This entry is very early and I
S€¢ No reason to question it. )

cycle of sixty names, which cycle was repeated over and over, quite regardless of the
months or years. Consequently 2 name from this cycle, if transcribed correctly, is like
the last two digits of a Julian day number—it can be in error only by a large amount,
in this case by sixty days or a multiple thereof, and not by a smaller amount. Unless
there is likely an error of at least twa months, these cyclical days provide an accurate
equation with European calendars,

The ancient Chinese calendar attemnpted to begin a new month with the new
maon, and yet ta keep the months at approximately the same place in the solar year.
Since Han times (200 B.C.) and eaclier, when solar eclipses had come to be considered
as serious visitations from Heaven, the time of conjunction between sun and moon
{(at which times, only, eclipses occur) had been attempted to be set on the last day of
a2 month, 50 that no month would begin with an eclipse. It is uncertain whether
such an attempt was made in the lifetime of Confueius.

It is very likely, however, thet in the time of Confucius the length of the month
was caleulated, and no longer were months begun merely when 2 new moon was seer.
Aralects 111, xvii, says; “(Duan-mu Tg) Dz-gung wished to dispense with the live
sacrificial sheep offered in the Ducal Ancestral Temple at the announcement of the
first day of the new month”. There had thus been a time when the beginnings of new
months had not been fixed by a rule, and when, consequently, each new month had to be
announced to the ancestors, just as births, accessions, etc., continued so to be apn-
nounced. Bue before, or by the time of, Confucius, the months had begun to be fixed
by some plan such as that in a saros (which cycle was known in Babylonia quite sarly),
so that it was no longer necessary to announce the months to the ancsstors. Jeng Hsiian
(lived A.D. 127-200) states, "In {the state of] Lu, beginning [in the time of] Duke Wen
{626-609 B.C.), they no longer ohserved [the moon to discover when to announce] the
first day of a new month.” .

Since the movements of the moon are more difficult to calculate than those of
any other con§picuous heavenly body (they are not even yet completely calculable), jt

and first days of the month, because thereby they could correct their calendar.

The errors in Hoang’s calendar arise from his inability to know in all cases exactly
what day was actually set to be the first day of a month. Since, however, Chinese
months were based on astronomical facts, and the occurrence of eclipses would <on-
stitute & public warning that the calendar was our of step with the heavens, Chinese
months never differed more than z few days from what they should have been, We may
rely upon the exact correctness of Hoang's equations between European calendars and
Chinese cyclical days, even though he may be 2 few days in error concerning the first
day of an ancient month.

' CL. J. Legge, The Chiun Ts'ew, with the Tso Chuen, Vol. V of his “Chinese
Classics™, p. 844%=846,

* The fact that Confucius is here called “Kung Chiu”, using his given name,
which was avoided as disrespectful when used by a pupil or a junior, even in the
Analects, is evidence that this entry could hardly have been made by a disciple of
Confucius. The original Spring and Auwtumn was ptobably cut short by the early
Confucians, in order to make it end shortly before the death of Confucius 2nd thys
attribute it to him,
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Far otherwise is the case with the date for the birth of Confucius. The
primary sources appear hopelessly contradictory. For their djscussion we
need to translate and interpret them individually. - ~.__--

Bz-ma Tsien, writing about 100 B.C,, is quite uncertain on what day
Confucius was born. He, however, twice states that the Sage was bora in
the twenty-second year of Duke Siang of Lu, which date corresponds with
551 B.C.! He also declares that Confucius was in his seventy-third year
when he died in 4972, which date agrees with a birth in the Duke’s twenty-
second year.

This birth is not mentioned in the Spring and Autumn. Two early
commentaries upon it, called the Gung-yang and the Gu-liang Tm‘d:'tictm,
however, provide dates which are different from that in the Hnton.cai
Memoirs and from each other. These two books (they may have both origin-
ally been the same book, which suffered mutilation and loss) probably date
from the first half of the third century B.C. The records therein are worth
careful study along with the corresponding passage in the Spring and
Autumn, to which they are attached.

The Spring and Autumn, in its account of the twenty-first year (?.f
Duke Siang (552 B.C.), states, “In the ninth month, on the day geng-sii,
the first day of the month, there was an eclipse of the sun. In the winter,
the tenth month, on the day geng-chern, the first day of the month, there
was an eclipse of the sun.'?

The Gung-yang Tradition for the same year repeats the two above-
quoted sentences from the Spring and Autumn, and adds, “In the eleventh
menth, on the day geng-dz, Master Kung (Confucius) was born.””*

The Gu-fiang Tradition for the same year likewise repeats these two
sentences from the Spring and Autumn, adding, in continuance of the
events in the tenth month, “On the day geng-dz, Master Kung (Confucius)

was born.”*

LCE MH, V, 289. The same date is given in Sz-ma Tsien's “Table of the Twelve
Nobles, 8%, Chap. 14. This chapter was not transizted by Chavannes.

PMH, V, 125, . . .

3 op. c¢it., p. = .

“ giu};-ezfgfbuirg-yan; }:al j‘:?m, 2o; 8a, from the “Sz-bsf Bei-g(.r_ao” ed. of the
“Shzh-san Fing Fu-su”. In his Combined Concardanc_es to th_e Ch u_n-ch 1te, Kung-}:arrf,
Ku-liang and Tso-chuan, “Harvard-Yenching Institute Smolcg}cal Index Senesh,
Supplement No. 11, Vol. I, p. 295, William: Hung has place‘d this sentence frqm the
Gung-yang Tradition in the text of the Spring and Autumn 1Fself, wltl?out mdxcatm'g
the fact that it is lacking in the present text of that book. His theory is that the two
Traditions copy the ancient text of the Spring and Autumn. But the name for Coflfucfus
used in this passage, “Kung-dz”’, is not what would have been written by a hlstonaln
in the time of the Sage. He would have used the Sage's personai’ ,na_lme, as is _dune_ in
the Spring and Autume’s record of the Sage's dea_th. "‘Kung-qlz is the d651g'[13.t‘1‘0n
used by the early disciples of the Sage. Hung's attribution of this record to the Spring
and Autumn is almost surely mistaken. ]

5 Chun-tsiu Gu-liang Fuan Fu-su {same ed. as in the previous note), 16: 3a.
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QOur zfncient sources thus provide three different dates for the birth
of Confucius: 551 B.C. (in the S¥) 552 B.C., month xi, day geng-dz (the
Gung-yang); and 532, month X, geng-dz (the Gu-liang). This discre anc
has prevented subsequent historians from fixing the date of Confuciuy’ I};‘irthy
. The first circumstance that strikes one in these datings is the statement-
in the Gung-yang Tradition that the tenth month began with a geng-ck
day and that Confucius was born in the next month on a gerzg-dzgdag-cFm
that was c?early impossible. Geng-chen is the seventeenth day in the Ci;ne:;
cycle of sixty days, while geng-dx is only the thirty-seventh day. Hence
geng-dz must have been in the same (the tenth) month, if that rnon.th reail :
began with a geng-chen day. Geng-dz cannot have occurred in the elevend):
month. ‘Something is obviously wrong in the Gung-yang Tradition

This error was obvious to any intelligent Chinese who e‘{amixlled th
passage, for the cyclical series was, and stilt is, in constant use ‘The :
vation of so obvious an error, however, seems to Lndicate; th:;t thereprzf3;;
have t?een some very strong reason for such a strange tradition. It makes
us bell.eve that we are dealing with a genuine record of Confuc;us’ actual
birth, if only we can discover what is wrong with it and correct it. Cor?—

fucianism emphasized the faithful transcription of texts. “The Master said. .

‘I can sFiIl remember when a clerk would leave blank spaces (in transcribi
an 1llegEb[e text) . . . Now, alas, such things are no more,” * Under| ing
the obviously impossible statement in the Gung-yang de;'t:'on the s
have been a correct record of Confucius’ birth, A
The second circumstance that strikes us as strange is the sequence of
two solar e::clipses in successive months recorded in the Spring arqu Autumn
Some Ch_mese astronomers in the Middle Ages protested that such a-
sequence is impossible. The reply was made that the Spring and Autumn w
written by Confucius, hence must be correct; moreover, there are o o0
ally similar records in subsequent histories, ’ e
To-day we are fortunately able to calculate eclipses and need not
deg?end upon possibly incorrect records. It is indeed possible that two sol
echpsfe:e. may follow one another at an interval of one lunation. But if b al:
are visible eclipses, they are invariably partial and are [ocateo; at o 00'::
poles,.one being visible in the north polar region or thereabouts aI:I}::l i;le
other in Fhe south polar region, or vice versa, It is impossible for tv:ro visible
solar e_cfllpses to be seen in China at consecutive new moons. Then the
rec?rd in the Spring and Autumn is itself in ercor. Possibl the- mistak; in
dating Confucius’ birth arises from this circumstance. ’ o
The eclipse in the tenth month is stated to have occurred on a geng-
chen day. It is, however, possible that geng-chen is itself an error. Now fhefe
are only two other of the ten branches that might easily be r.m?stak;:n for

! Analects XV, xxv.
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geng B, ndmely jia B and gue: Z& . Forchen & , sii FX is 2 possible mistake.
Guei does not combine with chen or sii, hence we must look for eclipses on
one of the four days: geng-chem, geng-sii, jia-chen, and .!j:'a-n'il.

Now in the period of twenty years, ten years before and ten years after
the presumed date of this eclipse, there was only one prominent eclipse of
the sun visible at Lu on any one of these four cyclical days®.-This eclipse
occurred on the fourteenth of August, 552 B.C., a geng-sii day in the ninth
month of Duke Siang’s twenty-first year®. This was the first of the two
eclipses recorded in the Spring and Autumn. It was a fairly large eclipse,
beginning at 1.1z p.m., reaching a magnitude of 71 per cent. (rotality
=100 per cent.) at 2.32 p.m., and ending 2t 3.48 p.m., local time'. An
eclipse of v5 per cent. magnitude is generally considered conspicuous, so
that it could not escape notice. This eclipse almost reached that condition.

There was no solar eclipse visible in Lu in the tenth month. The error
in the Spring and Autumn is then a dittography, possibly due to misreading
a probably difficultly legible word. Si can easily be mistaken for chenS.

1 These are days 17, 47, 41, and 11 of the sixty-day cycle. The eclipses occcurring
on these days are easily discovered by using the table in Th. von Oppolzer, Canon der
Finsternisse, “ Denkschriften der kaiserlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften™” No. 5z,
Wien, 1837. The number in the Chinese cycle is found by dividing his Julian day
numbers by sixty and adding fifty or subtracting ten from the remainder,

* There were two other solar eclipses visible on such days in that period, but
neither one was large or lasted long enough for us to expect it to have been noticed.

On October 17, 547 B.C., there was a sunset eclipse an a geng-chen day. At Lu it
began at 5.15 p.m. loca! time and ended at 5.32 p.m., when the sun set. The moon’s
shadow entered cnly 28/ 100 of the sun’s diameter across the sun’s disk, an amount not
sufficient to cause a perceptible diminution of light. Unless, in clear weather, with no
trees or hills to obscure the sun at the horizon, someone happened to be watching
the sun during those seventeen minutes, this eclipse weuld have been missed. One
should not expect it to have been seen except by a person who could predict it—
something not possible in China until abeut the third century A.D.

On March 10, 362 B.C., another geng-chen day, there was a sunrise eclipse {6.1z
a.m.) at Lu. This eclipse covered only z per cent. of the sun’s diameter at sunrise and
almost immediately ended—a mere touch of the moon's umbra at sunrise. Such an
eclipse could hardly have been seen, '

* Hoang equates this date with the second day of the ninth month, not the first day.
He is following his theory of the way the Chinese calendar was made, and is here
obviously in error by one day. Hoang recognizes this fact on p. 3 of his Catalogue des
Ecligses de Solesl et de Lune relatées dans les Documents Chinois, “Vartétés Sinologiques''
No. 56. Hoang did not feel justified in allowing for empirical errers made by ancient
royal astronomers, because discrepancies between his calculations and Chinese
records might have been due to errors of transcription.

¢ The calculation of these eclipses was made by the tables in P. V, Neugebauer,
Astr ische Chronologie—which is an improvement on Oppolzer. The latter is not
sufficiently accurate to locate the region in which an ancient eclipse was visible.

¢ | have shown that the eclipse of June 2o, 1 B.C. (Julian), which occurred on a
ren-sii day, was actually recorded as having occurred on a ren-chen day—the same
misreading of chen for st as in this case; of, HFHD, Vol. 111 (in process of publication},
Chap. XI, App. I, ii, Since winter automatically began with the tenth month, “in the
winter’”” means no more than “tenth to twelfth month"” and has no separate value for

the date.
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Once that error was made,

Both Traditions were thereaf\t:I: r:'zss:eszt: ear:e:::: f'ouows e atly
it 3 rin the text they were

The correct recording, maoreover, gives us confidence |

tmhzntt‘iljjc;i::;;?::: c(;t;lHoang’s calend‘ar. Confucius was born:r;{:tj;rdi}ln[igd?;
the Lo twenty-ﬁrs,t caj g;rg-dz day |‘r.1.thc tenth or eleventh month of the
and peegy A tii - DInce geng-sii is the forty-seventh day of the cycle
the eibeds o the rty-seventh da.y, Confucius was bora fifty days after
e » that 13, in the tenth Chinese month, on the third of O
552 B.C. There was no geng-dz day in the eleventh month > Detober,

Gung-y, 11
mon{h}}z:gaui;;dit;:f,bm?re?v‘er, _knew that Confucius was born in the
ot i g deven&;}glmnmg w%th a.solar eclipse, so mistakenly placed
nonsense by oy mt;nth, 1n. spite 'of the fact that thereby it wrote
e by foca Iegndsgmg- 'z dz.ly in an impossible month. This circum-
— remrd‘_—ﬂ;at ; §rez.1t reliability’ to the fact underlying the Gung-
ot pathat. -Oniucius was actually born on g geng-dz dav in a
o Tollow Cirrectlm.aruhgurated b)f an eclipse, The Gu-liang Trm;':'tion’s
e of hieen corre d e czlculation of the visibility of eclipses and the
ey ity cocal ?en. ars has enabled us to decide definitely, and with

‘ ce 0 mistake, between these two tecordings— methi

previously possible. e Tomething not
. Rem:;‘;ga; Zn?r::?s;: :1 saty ?bout the date of Confucius’ hirth in the Historical
whon e g T wse ates that Confucius was in hjs seventy-third year
uge s conmod by Ch’must now base our reasoning upon the way that
Tt o Froauenane 1gese, itis necessary first to explain this counting,
dentals s Oney stated that Chlnt?se count zges differently from occi-
understandinggof thc;r(t:\;? yean;, to their age. Such a statement betrays mis-
phrasey i of the inese a::!guage.‘}n the classical Chinese style, the
oy Writtgﬂ cxze Iyea;? old a.nd in the seventy-third year of age™
o s ctly a 1ke‘, a8 men tsi-shah-san or tsi-shzh-san sui, The
expected to know which one is meant in any particular case. It is

—

! The Gu-Kang Tradition's prese
recor e ( nt record may actuall i
oo : ;;iiuilllg r[l:e same as that in Fhe presentYGung-yjn:eI":-t::;i?:: d_";_f;:iﬂ fl}':)m .
over the Gans® -fm een !;nade in Han times to indicare the superiority o.f the EGE ;—ﬂ t
eclipse e 8 3D - 5 }v en, berween_ 91 and 7o B.C., the Gu-liang Tradition w- .
Wang Sruse g Jung-shu had r_hsapproved ofit. Cf. Trien-Han-shy 88: d of
chien, the Han-shu Bu-ju), On the other hand, the pre & romis e

Gu-liang Tradition may well be original. sent reading of the
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quite poss'ibie to write these phrases differently and unambiguously, but
that is not usually considered necessary. In the present spoken language,
ages are practically always stated in a phrase using the classical style, as
evidenced by the omission of a “numerary adjunct” with the number of
years, Hence, when a man says he is tsi-shzh-san sui, we have no right to
say that he must mean he is seventy-three years old, just because we state
ages that way. He may equally well mean he is in his seventy-third year—
a usage we sometimes, indeed, employ in English.

As a matter of fact, a person’s age in Chinese is almost always specified
in the same manner as are the years in a king’s reign. We do not wait until
after a king has reigned for a full year before we say it is his first year. So we
should not expect the Chinese to say that a child who has lived a day more
than ten years is shah sui. Of course he is shzh-yi suf, which means, “‘in his
eleventh vear”. '

In ancient China, ages were specified in terms of ordinal elapsed years.
A man who had lived just more than seventy-two full years was said to be
nien tsi-shzh-san, i.e., to be “in his seventy-third year’. To-day the fashion
has changed slightly. Instead of counting elapsed years, people count
calendar vears. So a babe born in November is, in December, in its first
year, and, in January, it is in its second (calendar) year. There is nothing
strange that a babe only three months old should be living in its second
calendar year. The Chinese do not add one or two years to their age—they
state ages quite as sensibly as we do. Only they follow a slightly different
practise. .

Now if Confucius was born on the third of October, 552 B.C., by the
fourth of March, 47¢ B.C. there would have elapsed seventy-two years,
five months, and one day, 7.e., he was in his seventy-third year. So Sz-ma
Tsien's statement of Confucius’ age is quite in harmony with what the two
Traditions say about the date of Confucius’ birth!, He very likely took this
length of life from the genealogical records he saw in Confucius’ house, in
which he alse found the ages of Confucius’ descendants®.

But Sz-ma Tsien was himself an astronomer. Upon looking at the two
Traditions, he, of course, immediately recognized the difficulties we have
noted. He could not coerect those errors and had no better dating. So he

1 This actual agreement of Sz-ma T'sien’s length for Confucius’ life and the date
in the two Traditions was recognized as early as the first century. In a note to the Dzo-
juan for Duke Siang, year XXXI (Chun-tsiu Dzo-fuan Ju-su, 40 113, in the same ed. as
that in Note 4, p. 141), Kung Ying-da (lived 574—648) quotes a note by the famous
scholar Jia Kuei (lived A.D. 20-101) to the Spring and Autumn for the twenry-first
year of Duke Siang, saying, “This passage states when [Kung] Jung-ni {Confucius)
was bomn. In the sixteenth year of Duke Ai, the fourth month, the day ji-chou [March 4,
479], he died, which was in kis seventy-third year”. (This note has otherwise been [ost.}

*Cf. MH, V, 430-433-



146 THE DATE OF CONFUCIUS' BIRTH

merely counted back from the year of Confucius’ death to the seventy-third
year previous—and reached the twenty-second year of Duke Siang (521 B.C By
He, however, failed to take into consideration the circumstance that
Confucius might equally well have been born towards the end of the Duke’s
twenty-first year. So there is no contradiction between the length of
Confucius’ life in the Historical Records and the date of his birth in the two
Traditions,

With the understanding of Chinese countings of age and the records
available to us, we accordingly conclude that the third of October, 552 B.C,
is almost surely the actual date of Confucius’ birth, In 1049 we may
accordingly celebrate the 2z 5eoth anniversary of his birth,



