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BOOK SYMPOSIUM

Roger T. Ames

Author’s Reflections and Responses

Let me begin by thanking the scholars included in this symposium issue, whose
thoughtful commentaries mean that they have spent much valuable time in
reading and critiquing my new book, Confucian Role Ethics: A Vocabulary. They
do me great honor by joining this discussion and have helped me substantially
with the uniform quality of their contributions. Indeed, there are few
compliments to be cherished more in our academic lives than to be taken
seriously by our peers and few opportunities to be relished more than being given
the opportunity by the organizers of this event—Ralph Weber and Wen
Haiming—to respond to their comments and critiques. I hasten to add that it is
only the fact that this manuscript grew out the Ch’ien Mu (Qian Mu) series of
lectures that I was invited to give at the Chinese University of Hong Kong in
2008 that it had to be a singled-authored volume, and I give my friend and
collaborator Henry Rosemont the credit he is due for introducing the idea of
Confucian role ethics, while at the same time absolving him of any blame that
might be incurred by the many inadequacies in my development of his important
insight. Let me turn to each of the individual commentaries on Confucian Role
Ethics and respond to them seriatim.

1 William Keli’i Akina

Keli’i Akina’s main concern with my presentation of Confucian role ethics lies
with what he takes to be too stark a contrast being drawn between Confucian and
Western ethics, thereby making the differences between these traditions absolute
and exclusive. He worries that in treating them in such a dualistic way, I fail to
appreciate sufficiently the pluralistic nature of both the Chinese and the Western
traditions. I am grateful to Keli’i for raising an issue that is often characterized as
“cultural essentialism” and for giving me an opportunity to respond to it at the
start. For those of us who try to do philosophy of culture, this is a familiar and
persistent criticism. I have made an effort to evade this criticism by dealing with
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the problem head on in this book, but I have obviously failed to make my case
adequately. As one more run at this issue, let me use the example of a prominent
scholar who has in his writings accused me and my collaborators on precisely
this point, that is, of essentializing some of the cultural differences that
distinguish the Chinese and Western narratives.

Michael Puett has categorized my earlier work with David Hall specifically as
“cultural essentialist,” voicing a concern similar to Keli’i’s about the dangers of
overdrawing cultural contrasts. I have tried to answer Puett in Confucian Role
Ethics in an effort to get past what I take to be an unfortunate misreading of what
we are doing. Puett rehearses a distinction between the reductive rational and
more holistic aesthetic sensibilities that we introduced early on in Thinking
Through Confucius as a way of identifying and thinking about the cultural
differences that might provide us with the interpretive context necessary to take
classical Confucianism on its own terms. Indeed, over the years, we have
appealed to other similar, related generalizations for the same reason: the
difference between what we have called first and second problematic thinking,
the difference between dialectical and correlative thinking, and the difference
between and causal and analogical thinking.

In our interpretive efforts, we have never suggested that these generalizations
are exclusive or absolute. And Puett in his own critique of our work allows as
much. Letting Puett speak for himself, he asserts that through such distinctions,
like Marcel Granet before us, Hall and Ames “attempt to ‘illumine the
contrasting assumptions shaping classical Chinese and Western culture’ (Puett
2002, 17). True enough. But continuing, he says that, like Angus Graham, Hall
and Ames “see each of these ways of thinking as existing to some degree in both
Chinese and Western cultures, and ... are thus able to argue that Chinese thought
is something that can be fully assimilated into contemporary Western thinking”
(Puett 2002, 18). Again confirmed.

We are neither in our own work nor here as critiqued by Puett making absolute,
essentialistic, or exclusive claims. Surely cultural essentialism is to be
understood as the strong assertion that certain properties possessed by a specific
population are universal and exclusive to them, that these same properties as
essential are not dependent on context, and that the presence of such properties
set the ground for both cultural relativism and an incommensurability among
traditions. Puett’s own account of our interpretation, however, ascribes to us what
I take to be an open and inclusive pluralism among importantly different cultures,
making his use of “essentialism” to characterize us as a case of Puett’s criticizing
his own misunderstanding. And in that my account of Confucian role ethics
anticipates a productive dialogue among importantly different approaches to
ethics, I would in fact describe my understanding of this sui generis vision of
moral conduct as advocating for a continuing dialog that contributes to cultural



642 Roger T. Ames

pluralism.

Keli’i cites some good counterexamples that make the case that we ought not
to treat the Chinese and Western philosophical narratives as separate, singular, or
incommensurable, and there are, of course, many more to which he could appeal
in making his argument. Such specific examples are cautionary and illuminating,
but they are not the whole story. The Book of Changes (Yijing 5,%) appeals to
the language of biantong (%1 )—of change and persistence—as a way of
characterizing cultural transformation and evolution. The examples Keli’i cites
give us the bian, the specific details, but we also need to register the fong—those
general cultural features that, while also changing over time, are more enduring
and persistent. And we need to distinguish such generalizations clearly from
universal claims—they are importantly different. While one counterexample
defeats an absolute and exclusive assertion, a battery of counterexamples simply
provides us with a better generalization. And I have always contended that the
only approach more dangerous than making such generalizations is failing to
make them.

While we want to recognize cultural commonalities, and be pluralistic and
inclusive in our best efforts at cultural comparison, at the same time, we do not
want to lose sight of the singular importance of cultural difference. Indeed, while
perhaps well motivated, the uncritical assumption that mutual respect requires an
acknowledgment that other cultures must think the same way as we do is for me
the very definition of essentialism and ethnocentrism. When we begin from the
assumption that all cultures think the same way, it is a position that is clearly not
innocent because it makes our own thinking the gold standard in evaluating other
traditions. I contend that it is precisely the recognition and appreciation of the
degree of difference obtaining among cultures in their living and thinking that
properly motivates cultural translation in the first place and that ultimately
rewards the effort. Surely, arguing that there are culturally contingent modalities
of thinking can be pluralistic rather than relativistic and can be accommodating
rather than condescending. At the very least, if the field of comparative studies is
to provide us with the mutual enrichment that it promises, we must strive with
imagination to take other cultures on their own terms and appreciate fully the
differences among them.

2 Daniel A. Bell

One of the claims of my new book is that I am seeking to allow Confucianism to
use its own vocabulary in speaking for itself and to resist what I take to be a
familiar asymmetrical pattern of shoehorning Confucian axiology into Western
ethical categories. Bell points out rightly that a prominent theme in my text is
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how family and communal relations function as the site for developing moral
competence. This being the case, if we are trying to let Confucianism speak for
itself, what, he asks, is the Chinese term that does the work of “community” in
these canonical texts? Indeed, the mantra in the Great Learning (Daxue K¥)
that is often cited as the radial and reflexive process of personal cultivation is:

The ancients who sought to demonstrate real excellence to the whole world (**
K'F) first brought proper order to their states (¥A1); in seeking to bring
proper order to their states, they first set their families right (5%%); in seeking
to set their families right, they first cultivated their own persons (&%) ...
Once their hearts-and-mind knew what is proper, their persons were cultivated;
once their persons were cultivated, their families were set right; once their
families were set right, their state was properly ordered; and once their states
were properly ordered, there was peace in the world.

There is certainly no mention of “community” in this passage, and if there is not
an equivalent for “community” in these texts, am I not perhaps importing
insights from the contemporary Western communitarian tradition to define
Confucian role ethics?

My first point is that this Confucian project as stated in the Great Learning is
clearly holistic, and even though there is no specific mention of “community” per
se, the radial pattern of cultivation is inclusive of the direct, shared sense of
identity and the significant quality of relationships that we associate with the
communal dimension. The central message of this terse yet comprehensive
document is that while personal, familial, social, political, and indeed cosmic
cultivation is ultimately coterminous and mutually entailing, it must always
begin from a commitment to personal cultivation. Again, personal cultivation is
not the bringing together and the “uniting” of the world and the human
experience; rather, it is the deepening and intensifying of the productive
continuities that conjoin two inseparable aspects of experience, that is, oneself
and one’s world in all its social and natural complexity. The basic significance of
the mantra “the continuity between the natural and cultural context, and the
human experience” (tianren heyi R N\&—) that is often invoked to describe the
Confucian religious sensibility is making this same point about the human
potential to transform the world. It is the person nourished by culture who
becomes consummately human, and it is the consummate life of the cultivated
human being who ultimately contributes to the cultural resources that make a
consummate humanity possible. Potentiality emerges in these collaborations
between aspiring persons and an inspired world.

Another way of arguing that the notion of community is integral to Confucian
role ethics is to derive community from the ubiquitous use of the term
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“exemplary person” (junzi) in the early Confucian canons. It is a commonplace
that Confucius as depicted in the Analects reinvents the term junzi, transforming
it from denoting nobility of birth and blood (king, ruler, vassals, high ministers)
to nobility of conduct (persons who serve as exemplary models for family and
community). This being the case, junzi still retains a social and political reference
in the sense that human beings can become exemplary in their conduct only
through full participation in the social and political life of their family lineages
and communities. Several of the early glosses and texts—the Er Ya /R, the
Hanshi Waizhuan 155M#%, the Baihutong HEIE, and others—underscore this
social dimension when they define the term jun # paranomastically—that is, by
semantic and phonetic association—as qun #f (to gather around): “The jun is he
to whom the multitude repairs” (Hanshi Waizhuan 5.31). Analects 12.24 conveys
this same point that people are drawn to exemplary persons: “Master Zeng said:
‘Exemplary persons attract friends through their refinement, and thereby promote
consummate conduct.’

A second concern that Daniel voices is with my claim that we are constituted
by our relations. He suggests that while some of our relations might be
“constitutive” (our immediate family relations, for example), others might well
be “contingent” (second cousins and the shopkeeper). I am not sure what to make
of this distinction between “constitutive” and “contingent,” except to assert that
while all roles are constitutive of whom we become (those over which we have
little control as well as those that we choose arbitrarily), some are more
important and thus more defining of personal identity than others. I begin from
the assumption that within the interpretive framework of the Analects, associated,
interpersonal living is taken to be an uncontested, empirical fact. Every person
lives and every event takes place within a vital natural, social, and cultural
context. Our lives are lived not beneath our skin, but in the world. And no one
and nothing does anything by itself. Association being a fact, our different roles
lived within family and society are nothing more than the stipulation of specific
modes of associated living: mothers and grandsons, teachers and neighbors, and
even second cousins and shopkeepers.

But while we must take associated living as a simple fact, the consummate
conduct that comes to inspire and to produce virtuosity in the roles lived in
family, community, and the cultural narrative broadly—what we have called
Confucian role ethics—is an achievement; it is what we are able, with
imagination, to make of the fact of association. Beginning from the enormous
value Confucius places on the term ren {= that I have translated as
“consummate conduct,” it is the relationality of persons rather than their
autonomy and independence that is primary in describing, analyzing, and
evaluating their quality as people and the efficacy of the social institutions of
family and of community in which they live their lives. And while all our roles
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are in degree constitutive of who we become, we certainly do invest more
heavily in some of these roles than we do in others, and these more invested roles
are most formative in shaping our always unique persons. Indeed, the Analects is
explicit about the fundamental uniqueness of persons as they are defined by their
specific patterns of relations and about the interdependence among persons as
they live these relations. With respect to our uniqueness as persons, Analects
15.36, for example, quotes the Master as saying: “In striving to be consummate
in your person, do not yield even to your teacher.” And on personal
interdependence Confucius says in Analects 6.30: “As for consummate persons,
they establish others in seeking to establish themselves; they promote others in
seeking to get there themselves. Correlating one’s conduct in those near at hand
can be said to be the method of becoming consummate in one’s conduct.”

But Daniel’s major concern is yet to come. In his concern over the relationship
between role ethics and moral obligation, he distinguishes between two claims:
“the strong claim that the (constitutive) roles we occupy determine (or are the
main source of) the content of our moral obligations and the weaker claim that
our (constitutive) roles set constraints upon what we ought to do.” He rightly
associates my book with the former claim, while he wants to advocate for the
latter. Daniel’s position in sum is that if “role ethics is to provide morally
informed practical guidance, it needs to be constrained by moral standards
external to the roles.” For Daniel, we need to consult abstract principles rather
than just roles for two reasons. First, roles change over time. There is clearly a
difference between the role of “wife” in classical China, in the contemporary
world, and in a same-sex marriage. Second, our roles often entail conflicting
obligations—he references the obligations of citizen versus family member in the
cases of Seif Qaddafi and the Unabomber’s brother.

I would first like to argue that lived roles are themselves the ultimate source of
what Daniel refers to as standards and principles. In guiding our actions, we are
inclined to presume uncritically perhaps that because we have a word, we have a
“thing”: Not only does “courage” or “justice” have an immediate referent, but
this referent is somehow independent of our actions and thus has either causal
status as a given antecedent to what we do or a teleological status as a
predetermined goal for our actions. To the extent that we think of courage or
justice as principles, there is a strong sense of antecedence, generality of
application, and derivation. Indeed, the idea of principle carries just such
connotations: a basic source, an essence or determining characteristic, an original
faculty or endowment, an originating or actuating force, a higher-order norm
from which lower and more specific rules of behavior are derived, a fixed or
predetermined mode of action, an axiom of conduct.

But, in fact, on reflection we can argue from a Confucian perspective that if
courage or justice do have a referent, it is primarily as a generalization that is
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derived from acting courageously or justly within our family and community
roles and relations. Courage is an abstracted characterization of the unrelenting
tenacity of this mother protecting her child from this danger, and justice is the
deliberate, circumspect evaluation of the applications of these students by this
teacher. Rather than being fixed and retrospective, such principles point most
concretely to the unfolding of complex configurations of always-unique,
always-specific relations as they are informed by analogy with past experience.
Similarly, putative “virtues” are in fact a virtuosity—a quality of conduct itself
when it is informed by our best efforts at cultivation and personal growth,
thereby making our actions efficacious and qualitatively productive.

Because lived roles are the ultimate source of principles, the content of
abstracted (rather than abstract) principles like roles themselves also change over
time. The question is then: Does the role give us better guidance for practical
actions or does the derivative principle? For example, the principle of justice as it
is to be understood in a classical Chinese family is different from that for a
contemporary Western family, and from the same-sex family as well, and to
assume that it can be applied objectively is simply a contemporary conceit.
Because of the abstract, ambiguous, and purportedly objective sense of justice, it
is not capacious enough to provide us with the same quality of guidance that
appeal to the roles of “wife” and “husband” will do as they are being redefined
and reauthorized in our own time and place.

When I reflect on what it means to be a good husband to my wife, I find an
enormous disconnect from what “husband” meant even for my father’s
generation, and I wonder whether these traditional but changing terms are
meaningful for members of a same-sex family or whether they would want to
stipulate a different role that is more appropriate to their familial
relationship—*“partner,” for example. What is optimally appropriate in the
husband-wife relationship in my home is certainly retrospective in being
informed by the past experience of my parents, but it is also prospective in being
determined ultimately by the needs of the two persons in this specific
relationship. The virtue of giving privilege to the lived roles of “wife” and
“husband” is that it allows me to focus on the satisfactions of my own specific
relationship without doing violence to it by having to tailor it to conform to some
ostensibly objective norm.

Let me say this another way. Does not the appreciation of real differences—those
of gender, generation, and, most importantly, personal differences—give the lie
to the idea that social justice is to be achieved by treating all people the same?
Ironically, a heavy-handed conception of justice that, in imposing a quantifiable
standard of equity on family, fails to respect the processual, phasal, and
resolutely hierarchical nature of family life, is itself reductive and violent,
becoming a procedural strategy for enforcing conformity at the unacceptable
expense of excising real differences and their creative possibilities. In failing to




Author’s Reflections and Responses 647

accommodate family roles lived through richly textured and constantly changing
patterns of both natural and socially constructed differences, such a theory is an
anathema to the optimizing of the family experience for all its members. And
after all, it must be this aspiration to optimize the family experience that is the
ultimate goal of any conception of real, actualized justice.

With respect to Daniel’s concern that our roles often present us with conflicted
obligations, of course, this is true. And the Confucian process recommended for
dealing with such cases requires appeal to deference and the application of the
quantum of moral imagination that will enable us to discover and act upon what
is most appropriate for all concerned within the specific circumstances—what in
the Confucian vocabulary is captured in the term yi . The problem is that the
determination of what is appropriate cannot be disengaged from the specifics of
the roles and circumstances. In the extreme cases of Seif Qaddafi, the son of
Muammar, and the Unabomber’s brother that Daniel cites, I don’t think many of
us would have much difficulty in deciding which of their roles must take
precedence and wherein appropriateness lies.

3 Sarah Mattice

Sarah Mattice’s succinct summary of the project of Confucian Role Ethics
rehearses the substance of this Confucian vision of the moral life, and her astute
criticisms suggest ways in which the project might be extended in new and
important directions. As an aside, one helpful image of “role” that I will borrow
from Mattice’s comments and will use again is the omote, or mask, as a
“reflection” that is shaped by the performance of the Noh drama artist,
expressing the aggregating meaning of the role in the mask itself, rather than
appealing to some assumed self behind the mask. What we see in the reflective
omote identity is the depth of this nuanced face itself without committing the
“retrospective fallacy” that would separate persons from their evolving
narratives.

Having taken the measure of role ethics, Mattice adds to the critical Epilogue
in Confucian Role Ethics that worries about the limitations of role ethics as
presently defined by offering a feminist challenge to this uniquely Confucian
way of thinking about achieving moral competence. Broadly speaking, she asks:
How can we extend Confucian role ethics from the relational conception of
person to institutions such as family, community, and workplace? And more
specifically, how can Confucian role ethics respond to the patently clear
injustices that are pervasive in the existing institution of family? What makes
Mattice’s challenge particularly relevant is the Confucian claim that to be true to
its own premises it must be appropriated and reauthorized by each generation in
redressing the pressing issues of the day. And overcoming gender inequity has
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certainly become one of the most important issues of our generation and time.
Mattice’s concern about the institution of family and gender discrimination
echoes the late Susan Moller Okin, and we might turn to Okin’s work specifically
to develop a more substantial Confucian response to Mattice’s questions.

Okin argues that developing a sense of justice in our adult political life cannot
take place unless justice is first learned and practiced in the family. Indeed, in her
influential work Justice, Gender, and the Family, she offers a compelling
argument that the institution of family, as it is presently constituted by a
hierarchical structure of roles saturated by a pervasive gender bias, is
fundamentally unjust. And given the crucial importance of family as the veritable
“school of justice” in the moral development and education of children, the
assumption that we can construct a just society on such a weak foundation is, as
she properly claims, untenable.

Okin frames the problem well, but her solution is disappointing. While she
does fairly describe the family as a patently unjust institution upon which so
much of social justice is built, and on which justice ultimately depends, she has
on offer only a thin Rawlsian-inspired attempt to apply the principle of justice to
a family of autonomous individuals in order to establish equal opportunity
among them. Okin’s ostensible solution is to construct ideal institutions and
policies that can then be applied to achieve a quantifiable justice defined largely
in terms of equal distribution of work and compensation among generic
individuals. Not only is this proposal not a remedy but it is, in fact, an integral
part of the problem itself. Her underlying assumption is that an abstract principle
of justice can be mechanically applied to abstract individuals who are conjoined
by extrinsic, causal relations to achieve a kind of quantitative equality in work
and pay. As such, she ignores the intimacy, mutuality, and particularity that is
invariably defining of relations in real families, the always particular context
from which putative principles ultimately derive, and the complexity of the
unique situations to which they are to be applied.

If we presuppose that human beings should be seen as fundamentally discrete,
autonomous individuals, then we preclude the possibility of their living
interdependent lives within the family. Said another way, it might be thin justice
for women that is premised upon their becoming ungendered persons rather than
remaining women and thin justice for family members as well by reducing them
to a committee of generic individuals rather than allowing them to be the unique
persons that they are as they live their lives within their thick and always
evolving familial bonds.

Viewed from a Confucian point of view, if Okin’s book reflected the process
that we ought to follow in formulating a practicable conception of justice, it
would have to be retitled The Family, Gender, and Justice, and it would have to
include consideration of partial relations as well as impartial ideals. That is, a
Confucian critique of Okin would begin by arguing that consideration of the
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wholeness of experience requires that we start with life in the lived family within
which not only sex and gender but also ubiquitous patterns of hierarchy have
been familiar distinctions and try to reconstruct a vision of all relations, gender
included, that best serves the interests of the many diverse and constantly shifting
roles lived by each member of the family. The goal would not be to enforce a
simple equality among the family’s distinctive members but, rather, to achieve a
parity that saves productive differences as much as possible. We must strive to
avoid coercion in all the relational transactions that are defining of family life
while at the same time keeping in mind that patterns of deference are always
changing as family members move through the natural cycle of benefactor and
beneficiary relations.

Because gender is largely a social product rather than a distinction determined
by human biology, we can and must strive to redefine gender difference in a way
that replaces an oppressive inequality with a complementary and productive
parity. Confucianism has been reviled by many feminists as a philosophy that
promotes gender bias, and I am grateful to Mattice for allowing me to address
this discrimination problem directly. Like many feminist scholars, such as
Michael Nylan, Lisa Rosenlee, and Dorothy Ko, I would also argue that although
Confucianism has been used historically to reinforce patriarchal family relations,
there is nothing essential to this philosophy that requires this kind of an
institution. On the contrary, misogyny violates the underlying Confucian premise
that morality broadly and justice specifically comprise nothing more or less than
growth in relationships. Further, Confucianism has its own resources for
addressing gender discrimination without appeal to Western liberal values. I am
glad that Mattice has made the point that family as an institution has to be
addressed and made right if Confucianism and its notion of role ethics is to have
something to contribute to the contemporary discourse in moral philosophy.

4 May Sim

May Sim’s comments on my Confucian Role Ethics focus on what she finds a
questionable interpretation of the central Confucian notion of “consummate
conduct” (ren 1=). She voices her concerns in the following terms:

What is clear from Ames’s account of ren is that he eschews anything that is
universal, essential, fixed, and definable while embracing the particular,
processive/contextual, contingent, and indefinable. As such, the situation and
one’s roles and relationships take precedence over one’s character. ... The
question for us is whether Ames’s ren is a legitimate interpretation of the way
Confucius and the Confucians understood it.

For Sim, any predication of ren is defining of a specific kind of conduct that is
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always required in any instance of ren. Allowing her to speak for herself:

More elaborately, Confucius requires the one with ren to have the virtues of
reciprocity (shu #), loyalty (zhong '), acting with appropriateness (vi ),
living up to one’s words (xin 15), and excellence (de #f). ... Ironically,
Ames’s masterful scholarship in dealing with the vocabulary he takes to make
up Confucian role ethics is also what undermines his anti-universal,
anti-essentialist, and overly contextual reading of Confucius. If each of these
virtues is possessed by the one with ren, and a specific account can be
provided for each, then it follows that ren does not vary from one person to
another.

This leads Sim to the following conclusion:

If Confucius subscribes to the definability and determinateness of each of
these virtues, to which Ames’s own exposition of the vocabulary of role ethics
attests, and if Confucius also believes that these virtues are exemplified by
concrete models, then it is not the case that an endorsement of virtues as fixed
ideals or universals is incompatible with attention to concrete, particular
situations within which moral actions are performed. In short, the stark
exclusiveness that Ames maintains between the universal and essential, on the
one hand, and the particular and contingent, on the other hand, is neither true
nor necessary for the Confucians.

What is interesting here is that Sim is criticizing my account of Confucian role
ethics for not making universal and essential claims about the vocabulary that
defines it. That is, she is concerned that I am not ascribing to Confucius the
universal, essential, fixed, absolute, and exclusive virtues that for Keli’i Akina
(and Puett, among others) would mark me once and for all as the cultural
essentialist that they do not want me to be.

To understand Sim’s critique, one has to begin from the substance ontology of
Aristotle and the logic and ethics that follows from it. That is, one must
presuppose that terms such as ren, shu, zhong, yi, and so on, have an ontological
status as a currency of discrete, essential, and univocal virtues. Sim assumes that
any predication of ren—for example, that all instances of ren describe a quality
of action—must necessarily entail a universal claim about the content of ren that
makes all instances of ren essentially the same in some way or other. I would
claim, on the contrary, that in Confucian role ethics, ren and these other terms are
not “virtues” at all but, rather, form a non-analytic, explanatory vocabulary
(Confucian Role Ethics: “A Vocabulary”) that Confucians have developed and
have used to make sense of and generalize about the quality of always unique
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instances of conduct. Just because we use the same term to describe a certain
behavior—“putting oneself in someone else’s place,” for example—does not
mean that there has to be some strict identity among all instances of such conduct
that is antecedent to such behavior. Family resemblances can do the job. And, as
I have argued above, generalizations about specific instances of conduct need not
entail either Aristotelian virtues or universals, but in the Confucian case are
simply useful generalizations derived from specific circumstances in the ordinary
conduct of the day. After all, analogy among seemingly similar situations is a
more modest claim than asserting an essential identity among them, and
generalizations about specific circumstances can do the work of universals
supervening on particulars.

Confucius is asked in the Analects repeatedly to clarify what he means by ren,
and in each instance he gives a different account by taking under consideration
his understanding of the conduct of his different students. A narrative rather than
an analytic understanding of ren conduct would give us a provisional
generalization about ren virtuosity that is always open to revision as each
generation of Confucian literati succeeds the generation that has come before it.
And from each generation emerge new models (rather than identical
reduplicative principles) that inspire us to achieve consummatory conduct within
the unique manifold of our own relations.

Instead of beginning from Aristotelian ontology as our interpretive context, we
might begin from the primacy of vital relations that is persistent in the process
cosmology grounding Confucian role ethics. Certain corollaries follow from this
worldview. If relations are primary, then person and conduct are simply two ways
of looking at the same phenomenon. A doctrine of fixed essences that gives us
natural kinds gives way to the flux and flow of process in which all
generalizations are of a provisional nature and in which categories are defined by
analogy rather than some self-same identical characteristic. A reductionistic and
disjunctive formalism is replaced by an aesthetic holism in which all
circumstances—specific details and generalizations that we make about
them—are relevant to the totality of the effect. Human “beings” become human
“becomings,” and what we call human nature is under constant revision. And if
we choose to use terms such as “virtue,” “principles,” and “values,” they are
emergent rather than originative and hence give up their assumed univocity in
service to creative advance.

5 Ralph Weber

Ralph Weber opens generously by giving me the benefit of the doubt in how he
reads my work, allowing me the processive and emergent implications of my
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radical empiricism. That is, he resists reading my claims about persistence in this
cultural narrative from Shang to Han dynasty culture as an essentialism, thus
giving me leave to make what [ always claim to be only provisional
generalizations. Indeed, one might ask those who disallow my efforts at
establishing an interpretive context: What is your alternative to making such
generalizations? It must be either to try to say everything at once or to say
nothing at all.

Ralph joins me as a fellow pragmatist and asks after the concrete political
implications of the family and society as it is described in this account of
Confucian role ethics. He uses my own distinction between contrastive and
associative analogies in challenging my contrastive claim that where family is a
seldom referenced institution in the Western philosophical narrative, it has held a
vital degree of importance in Confucian philosophy. Ralph is able to cite several
among presumably many more important liberal counterexamples to this claim,
from John Locke to Friedrich August von Hayek to John Rawls, with Catholic
natural law theorist Heinrich A. Rommen among them.

In citing counterexamples, however, Whitehead insists that we always ask a
second question: That is, how important on balance are such exceptions? If, for
example, in response to Chad Hansen’s claim that “technically, classical China
had semantic theory but no logic,” one might immediately cite the Later Mohist
canons as a counterexarnple.l But ironically, such a counterexample, far from
defeating the general claim, in fact makes the point. In comparison with the
singular role of Aristotelian logic in the evolution of the Western philosophical
narrative, the Later Mohist canons had little influence on Chinese philosophy
from the Han dynasty until the revival of this text in response to the encounter
with Western philosophy by Sun Yirang #)i&it in the late Qing dynasty. So the
question is: By comparison, how important is the institution of family in the
Chinese and Western narratives?

Following Ralph’s insistence that as pragmatists we ask about the practical
differences that family makes rather than just the theoretical, and the real
political implications of family rather than just the institution itself, I would
argue as I have done above in response to Daniel Bell that “family” in the
Chinese context is largely inclusive of what we might parse as both community
and polity. The Chinese Classic of Family Reverence (Xiaojing #%%), a text so
important that it was literally carved in stone by the emperor during the Tang
dynasty, begins with Confucius’s claim “As for family reverence (xiao ), it is
the root of excellence and whence education itself arises.” It is worth noting

! See the entry on “Chinese Logic” in Hansen (1998, 693).

2 R, iy A, B2 ihEW. See Rosemont Jr. and Ames (2009, 105). The cover of this
book is a photograph of the stele on which Emperor Tang Xuanzong had this text and his own
commentary on it carved to endorse its canonical stature and to perpetuate its influence in the
empire.
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that there is no functional equivalent close to the term xiao in European
languages, requiring that it be translated innocuously as “filial piety” or “family
reverence.”

The distinguished sociologist Fei Xiaotong #%2%ili draws a contrast between
the nuclear “family,” which for anthropologists takes its major significance from
being the site of reproduction, and the dominant historical pattern of premodern
Chinese families as lineages of persons with the same surname (shizu KJ%), and
by extension, as clans (jiazu %) made up of several lineages that share the
same surname. While lineages also have the function of reproduction, Fei insists
that within the Chinese experience they serve as “a medium through which all
activities are organized” (Fei 1992, 84). That is, in addition to the perpetuation of
the family, lineages have complex social, political, economic, and religious
functions that are expressed along the vertical and hierarchical axes of the
father-son and mother-daughter-in-law relationships. Lineage relations are again
reinforced socially and religiously through the institutions of ancestor reverence,
a continuing practice that archaeology tells us dates back at least to the Neolithic
Age (Keightley 1998).

Of course, given the fact that the structure of Chinese family lineages has
evolved, such generalizations must be qualified by time and place—by regional
and temporal variations. Having said this, Yiqun Zhou marshals scholarly
consensus behind her claim that premodern Chinese society was “for several
thousand years largely a polity organized by kinship principles” (Zhou 2010, 19).
In weighing the extent to which social order was derived from and dependent
upon family relations, Zhou insists that in contrast to the Greeks, “the Chinese
state was never conceived as a political community that equaled the sum of its
citizens,” and that “the relationship between the rulers and the ruled was
considered analogous to the relationship between parents and children” (Zhou
2010, 17-18n51). It is this persistent family-based sociopolitical organization of
Chinese society that has within this antique culture, late and soon, elevated the
specific family values and obligations circumscribed by the term xiao to serve as
the governing moral imperative.

As an aside, Fei also provides authority for the notion of Confucian role ethics.
He would claim that the predominant pattern of kinship relations in hierarchically
defined roles and relations—what he calls “the differential mode of association”
(chaxu geju 7)7#%Js)—that “is composed of webs woven out of countless
personal relationships” produces its own distinctive kind of morality (Fei 1992,
78). Fei insists that “Confucian ethics cannot be divorced from the idea of
discrete centers fanning out into a weblike network™ (Fei 1992, 68). This being
the case, simply put, for Fei “no ethical concepts ... transcend specific types of
human relationships” (Fei 1992, 74). That is, kinship as the root of human
relations is defined by the values of “family reverence” (xiao ) and “fraternal
deference” (#i 1#). And friendship as the way of extending this pattern of kinship
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relations to include non-relatives is pursued through an ethic of “doing one’s
utmost” (zhong &) and “making good on one’s word” (xin 1%).> All these
ethical values are achieved within the specific personal relationships of family
and community.”

But Ralph is not done. His second point of concern about the politics of family
is an associative analogy between Confucianism and Conservatism. Having cited
Edmund Burke, who uses language reminiscent of the Confucians with respect to
the fundamental importance of family in the emergence of a flourishing society,
he wonders whether such resonant values would mean that Confucianism is, in
fact, a conservatism with Chinese characteristics. One might concede that
Confucianism is conservative to the extent that it promotes the maintenance of
traditional institutions such as family and supports the most minimal and gradual
change in society. But, of course, Burke was committed to the role of property as
the basis for the established class structure, legitimating a property-based social
hierarchy and the ostensible desire of the people to be ruled and controlled. For
Burke, property defines social class and produces an agreement among these
social divisions that the natural formation of classes is for the mutual benefit of
all subjects.

But then Ralph answers his own question. Such a property-based social
structure contrasts rather starkly with the Confucian social ideal in which the
people defined by family lineages are ultimately self-ordering and the economic
ideal in which proper governance leads to a distributive justice. Confucius
describes this ideal in Analects 16.1:

Confucius said, “Ran You 447! What exemplary persons hate most is having
to declare in favor of something that they have already rejected and then to
have to come up with some excuse for doing so. As for me, I have heard that
the ruler of a state or the head of a household:

Does not worry that his people are poor,

But that wealth is inequitably distributed;

Does not worry that his people are too few in number,
But that they are disharmonious;

Does not worry that his people are unstable,

But that they are insecure.

3 See, for example, Analects 1.4 and 1.8. There is an ambiguity in the expression “associates
and friends” (pengyou 74*) as it is used in the documents of the Western Zhou and Spring
and Autumn period where these texts do not distinguish between non-related friends and
agnatic male relatives—that is, paternal relatives such as brothers, uncles, nephews, cousins,
and so on. Some have argued that pengyou becomes a term commonly used to denote non-kin
friends specifically only in the Warring States period. See Zhou (2010, 110-11,137-39).

* Henry Rosemont and I have developed this understanding of xiao ¥ in Rosemont and
Ames (forthcoming).
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For if the wealth is equitably distributed, there is no poverty; if the people are
harmonious, they are not few in number; if the people are secure, they are not
unstable.”

Ralph suggests rightly that a fair argument can be mounted that Confucian
political philosophy is closer to an anarchism than to a Burkean conservatism.
Zhou Yiqun cites the late Qing scholar Yan Fu /& who claims that imperial
China from its beginnings was “70 percent a lineage organization and 30 percent
an empire” (Zhou 2010, 19n55).

Certainly, the Confucian political model is hierarchical, but as we have seen, it
is the family analogy rather than a natural, property-based class structure that
grounds it. Leibniz was a keen observer and admirer of the Confucian social and
political structure, and we can appeal to his language in describing it:

Indeed, it is difficult to describe how beautifully all the laws of the Chinese, in
contrast to those of other peoples, are directed to the achievement of public
tranquility and the establishment of social order, so that men shall be disrupted
in their relations as little as possible. ... Certainly the Chinese above all others
have attained a higher standard. In a vast multitude of men they have virtually
accomplished more than the founders of religious orders among us have
achieved within their own narrow ranks. So great is obedience toward
superiors and reverence toward elders, so religious, almost, is the relation of
children toward parents, that for children to contrive anything violent against
their parents even by word, is almost unheard of. ... Moreover, there is among
equals, or those having little obligations to one another, a marvelous respect,
and an established order of duties. To us, not enough accustomed to act by
reason and rule, these smack of servitude; yet among them, where these duties
are made natural by use, they are observed gladly. (Leibniz 1994, 46—47)

Ralph seems intent on finding a new descriptive label for Confucian role ethics
that reflects these several political commitments and arrives at “a religious
conservative anarchism” as his first choice. I cannot dispute the fact that, at least
in a Pickwickian sense, defending such a label would be a source of further
clarification. And I am grateful to Ralph for questions that have enabled me to
bring additional clarity to Confucian role ethics.

6 Wen Haiming

Wen Haiming begins his commentary with a fundamental and indisputable
insight: What is distinctive about “Confucian” role ethics is that it is a specific
way of living one’s roles and relations. And it follows that role ethics in a
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different culture would be importantly different from this Confucian
understanding. Said another way, Confucian role ethics is not only sui generis as
a moral philosophy, but it is also culturally specific.

A second point that Wen makes is that the idea of “role” is different when we
move from the Chinese juese fiiffi to the English “role.” I am not sure that there
is such a difference here because as Wen suggests, these two terms both reference
the notion of persona in a play. But the “duplicative” notion of “playing” a role
does allow me to make an important philosophical point. I remember hesitating
in using the expression “role ethics” to describe the Confucian position precisely
for the reason that when an actor plays a role in a play, there seems to be
something false and counterfeit for one person to pretend to be someone else. But
on reflection, one person gradually taking on the persona of someone else is a
felicitous image for underscoring the modeling and embodying processes that are
at the heart of the intergenerational transmission in Confucian role ethics and that
I will have the opportunity to discuss below in responding to Zhang Xianglong.

But I still think Wen is right in suggesting that there is a major difference
between the notion of “role” in these two languages, English and Chinese.
However, this difference lies in the contrast between /un 1, rather than juese ffi
4, and “role.” I have made the point that, in Confucian role ethics, social and
political order emerges from and is dependent on personal cultivation within the
institution of the family. Fei Xiaotong, whom I have cited above, reflects upon
the contemporary configuration of the Chinese kinship-based sociopolitical
model of governance that can be attested to as early as the canons and the bronze
inscriptions of the early Zhou dynasty. He contrasts those rule-governed social
organizations that function with clearly defined boundaries and that are
constituted by groups of discrete individuals—what he calls “the organizational
mode of association” (tuanti geju Wl{&#% Jsj)—with the Chinese kinship model
that he likens to “the concentric circles formed when a stone is thrown into a
lake” (Fei 1992, 63).

Fei provides us with a terminology that is useful in clarifying the implications
of a tradition in which primacy has been given to kinship and relationality. He
notes that the term “relational order” (lun 1£) denotes not only specific family
and social relations themselves (husbands and wives, rulers and subjects) but also
the meaning that it is possible to achieve in these same relations (nobility or
baseness, intimacy or remoteness). That is, lun refers to both the specific roles
themselves and to the process of growth and refinement within the roles that we
are describing as Confucian role ethics. We might note that the considered
translation of the English word “ethics” in the modern Chinese and Japanese
languages as it is derived from early Han dynasty sources is lunlixue 1&H%%
(Jap., rinrigaku)—that is, “the study of the meaningful coherence achieved in
human relations.” This being the case, we would have to allow that the
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expression /unli means “role ethics,” and that to say “Confucian ethics” is in fact
to say “Confucian role ethics.” That is, to designate “Confucian role ethics”
more explicitly in Chinese as rujia juese lunlixue & C/8F%% in fact make
the term “role” redundant as “Confucian ‘role’ role ethics.”

That lun also means “class,” “category,” and “order” as well as “relations”
might seem somewhat odd at first blush, but it repeats what I have said above in
response to May Sim that classification in this cosmology is dependent upon
analogy and association rather than on some essential feature or characteristic.
The later Wittgenstein makes a similar point when he insists that words are not
defined by core meanings present in all uses of that word. Rather, we should
approach words historically and contextually, mapping them through “a
complicated network of similarities, overlapping and criss-crossing” (Wittgenstein
1953, sec. 66). Wittgenstein surrenders his earlier concern for certainty and
exactness and fixed boundaries when he introduces the expressions ‘“family
resemblances” and “language games”—that is, when he appeals to similarities
and associations rather than strict identity and formal definitions.

These two important differences between /un 1 and “roles”—that is, (1) lun
references not only “roles” but “achieved meaning in roles,” and (2) lun also
means “category” as determined by correlation and association—provides me
with the basis for responding to an important point on which Wen and I might not
agree. Wen argues that “propriety in roles and relations” is not something that is
“achieved” but something “set” and that I am introducing the idea of growth and
accomplishment whereas there is no such meaning in the Chinese terms
themselves. I am surprised by this comment because of Wen’s own important
work, which has argued for creativity as an essential aspect of most of the central
philosophical terminologies. In Wen’s own words:

Ames actually emphasizes the idea of “do[ing] together” (87), which tends to
go beyond the traditional Chinese meaning of “role,” which is shaped either by
context or by others. Ames and Rosemont stress that “role” is something that
changes with relationships. However, as previously argued, in the Chinese
context, roles are something more determined by relationships and held stable
as the relationship goes on. For example, being a son to a father does not
change for one’s whole life. ... Whether or not the role is properly played, the
role in the relationship remains stable. By the same token, translating /i fL as
“achieving propriety in one’s roles and relations” (144) is generally different
from a traditional Chinese way of understanding the term. Even for Confucius,
li is not something that can be achieved in everyday life, but something that
his contemporaries had lost, and disobeyed. So, what Confucius suggests is

> See Liu (1995, 316) for the Han dynasty sources of the term funi.
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that we need to go back to the ritual system from the ancient Zhou dynasty. It
is not something that people achieve, but something that people should follow
here and now.

Let us take Wen’s example of the roles of father and son. If we ask the
question “Who comes first, the father or the son?” we would have to allow
that temporally they both arise at the same time or not at all. And while a father
and son assume these roles at the same time, the process of learning to become
consummate as a father or a son is something that we develop over a lifetime
and is something that we do together or not at all. To make the roles (lun 1)
that constitute the process of achieving propriety (i 4L ) purely
retrospective—something that we “are” and life forms that we simply
“follow”—is a familiar conservative reading of Confucianism, but it is an
unfortunate one. Confucianism as ruxue f%% certainly emerges out of past
accomplishments (shu er buzuo RIMAE) but it is also a living, aggregating
culture (wengu er zhixin U HUM%1H). Dao 18 is a living, continuing vision of
the flourishing life (benli er daosheng ARG E).

One additional comment that Wen makes that I must reconsider in future work
is that I should be clearer about how Confucian roles historically have sometimes
led to dire social consequences. The reformers at the beginning of the twentieth
century, such as Tan Sitong #ii[F] and Lu Xun i, for example, are properly
outraged at the decadence that had corrupted the traditional roles and relations in
the Confucian society, and we can certainly take a lesson from them.

7 Zhang Xianglong

Zhang Xianglong questions and then answers what for me was one of the
greatest risks that I took in the book—that is, my claim that ren 1= is the
expedient in the way of acting. He asks: “Why does the correlation-centered and
interconstitutive perspective of persons, as postulated in Confucianism, guarantee
that the relations between or among the persons turn out to be moral or ethical in
a good sense like ren?” How do family relations naturally (or ontologically) lead
to moral conduct? Zhang’s erudition in bringing both the Buddhist and the
continental traditions to bear on this issue is evident, and I have benefited greatly
from his insights.

In framing his answer to this vital question, Zhang focuses on the uniqueness
of the dynamics of intergenerational transmission captured in the Confucian
notion of “family reverence” (xiao ), the etymology of which references not
only the space but, importantly, also the temporal flow and continuity between
the elders (lao %) and the succeeding generation of young people (zi ). It is
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important here to allow Zhang to frame his answer in his own terms. He points
out that human beings are the same as most other animals in the way in which the
older generation serves the interests of the younger one: “So a mother—human
or not—Iloves her children naturally because her time-river or meaning-river is
flowing toward her children.” Where human beings are distinctive and rise above
their animality, however, lies in the way in which this time-flow is also reversed
in xiao: “Xiao is superior to i 1§ because the reversal or reverence is realized
between generations rather than merely in one generation. Xiao is therefore more
difficult to achieve and has more profound moral consequences.” Zhang’s point
is explicitly that xiao is at once both a yielding “defer-ence” and a responsive
“re-verence.” Expedience becomes a moral value because it grows and deepens
the virtuosity possible in relations by amplifying their temporal dimension, not
just extending time as duration but also evoking timeliness as a quality of moral
action. Zhang observes that “it is the time-structure of xiao that produces the
primitive moral consciousness. Taking xiao as its root, ren must contain and even
depend on original time-consciousness. In this way, the expedient intimately
relates to ren through its temporal character and by its capacity to enhance
time-consciousness with virtuosity.”

Confucian role ethics is perpetuated through family lineages that have a
complex political, economic, and religious function. The way that I have tried to
explain the dynamics of “family reverence” (xizo) as intergenerational
transmission is to appeal to two cognate characters that are integral to the
continuities of the family lineage: #i & (“body,” “embodying,” “forming and
shaping,” “category, class”) and /i #L (“ritual,” “achieving propriety in one’s
roles and relations”). The living body and our embodied living is the narrative
site of a conveyance of the cultural corpus of knowledge—Ilinguistic proficiency,
religious rituals, the aesthetics of cooking, song, and dance, the modeling of
mores and values, and so on—through which a living civilization is perpetuated.
While I have focused mainly on the spatial aspect of “embodying,” Zhang brings
appropriate attention to the temporal dimension of this profoundly existential,
“living” process.

I am always stimulated by Zhang to try to take another step. He has given me
the opportunity to underscore the primary intention that lies behind my efforts to
engage Confucianism—precisely the note on which I would like to bring this
conversation of this symposium to a close. That is, we can register this same xiao
Z kind of dynamic of intergenerational transmission—both spatial and
temporal—in the term ru f#. Indeed, it is perhaps for this reason that in the
Chinese language the tradition is not identified specifically with Confucius as
“Confucianism” but rather with the ru literati class, which over the centuries
provided the cultural tradition with its evolving “literati learning” (ruxue 1%2%).
And consistent with Confucius’s own premises, this legacy called ruxue—the
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always-porous core of an aggregating Chinese culture—is both vital and
corporate. That is, Confucianism has been appropriated, commented upon,
reinterpreted, and reauthorized by each of some eighty generations of Chinese
scholars and intellectuals since the time of Confucius that across the ages have
contributed their own best thoughts to this “literati learning” as a continuous,
living tradition.

Hence, for us in the first decades of the twenty-first century, “appreciating”
Confucianism means no more or less than participating in this evolutionary
process at a juncture when Confucian values will as never before emerge on the
world stage as a cultural force to be reckoned with. In our own much-troubled
historical moment, in the wake of the unrelenting holocaust of the twentieth
century, it behooves us all to find whatever resources we can within human
culture to do much better than we have done in making the most of the human
experience. This living Confucian legacy is one substantial resource for
informing and inspiring new directions in human culture, a legacy that for the
past two centuries and largely for economic and political reasons, has been muted
and ignored. The contention of Confucian Role Ethics: A Vocabulary is that we
are entering a transitional period of enormous proportions with the imminent
emergence of a new cultural order and that Confucianism offers us philosophical
assets as a resource to serve not only the renaissance of a revitalized Chinese
culture but also the interests of world culture more broadly. Thus, in identifying,
elaborating upon, and applying those elements within this continuing Confucian
tradition, which can be brought into productive conversation with cultural
narratives that lie beyond it, we will find that it can serve as a significant source
for the enrichment of our own ways of thinking and living. At the same time, this
integrative process will further “appreciate” Confucianism itself by offering it
opportunities for its own creative growth and innovation.
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