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Abstract  Confucians emphasizes and values morality, hence observers 
tended to regard moralities as politics so that the independent politics in the 
Confucian tradition has become implicit. Through a perusal of the Analects 
of Confucius, we can find that ethics and politics were separated from and 
independent of each other to Confucius, the primitive Confucian: he did not 
substitute ethics for politics. 
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Confucianism is well known for its idea that emphasizes nei sheng wai wang 
(内圣外王, sageliness within and kingliness without). The concept of sage-
liness within and kingliness without was originally brought forth by 
Zhuangzi, and later, the Daxue (the Great Learning) developed it in a sys-
tematic doctrine. According to most scholars, the sageliness within would 
naturally generate kingliness without, that is, those who wanted to bring the 
families, the states and the tianxia (天下, literally the world) to good gov-
ernance would have to strengthen their intentions, rectify their minds and 
cultivate their moral characters, and conversely, those who strengthen their 
intentions, rectify their minds and cultivate their moral characters would be 
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able to bring the families, the states and the tianxia to good governance. 
Under such an understanding, the most remarkable characteristic is that 

the sageliness within shadowed and replaced the exterior political prowess. 
Specifically, neither politics nor morality had its independence, and the 
boundary between them was not clearly determined. Especially to politics, 
people often set off from the Confucians’ morality-centred doctrine or 
value-prior principle and directly take ethics as politics, so that politics had 
no distinctive place in the Confucian tradition, and in fact, over times of 
evolutions, people have been used to relying on the logic and terminology of 
the Great Learning to understand the essence of the Confucianism as a 
whole. 

The point that Confucianism emphasized and valued morality is not very 
debatable, of course. In the passage “Zilu asked about politics,” the principle 
by which Confucius chose between “strong armies,” “sufficient food” and 
“creditability of people” also fully indicated the latter’s support for the prior-
ity of values. But can we think thereby that there were no independent 
spheres of and differences between morality and politics to Confucius, the 
primitive Confucian? Were morality and politics definitely lack of mutual 
independence? These questions are still in need of consideration. 

I 

Taking the Analects of Confucius as a text to explore the dialogues concern-
ing “asking about politics” between Confucius and his disciples, we can find 
the following examples: 

 
1. Zigong asked about politics. The Master replied, “With sufficient 

food and strong armies, people will be trust.” Zigong asked again, “sup-
pose you have to choice but to dispense with one of these three, which one 
could be the first?” The Master replied, “The armies.” Then Zigong asked 
further, “suppose you were forced to dispense with one of the two that 
were left, which one would you forgo?” The Master replied, “The food. 
Man is mortal indeed and it has been so since the very ancient times, but 
people that no longer trust their rulers were lost indeed.” (Yan Yuan)  

“It is difficult to be resentless in poverty, and it is easy to be modest 
when rich.” (Xianwen) 

 
Here, two points have to be noted: first, political affairs are different from 

morality; and the enrichment of a state, the strengthening of the armies and 
the establishment of rites and laws are the fundamental principles of politics. 
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People’s trust was not simply an issue of morality, or to say, not mainly an 
issue of morality. Creditability was actually the principle of trust, which was 
based on the availability and maturity of rites and laws. Second, in the above 
quotation, Confucius’ principle of the priority of value was also clearly in-
dicated. 

 
2. The Master once said, “If it is really possible to govern countries by 

ritual and yielding, there is no more to be said. Now that people could not 
handle politics with propriety, what use on earth do the rites have?” (Liren) 

 
What may be most easily misunderstood in this quotation is the expres-

sion “propriety”: people would think of ruling a state through morality at the 
first sight of “propriety.” Actually, propriety was a representation of the in-
stitutionalization of rites. It is true that to “handle politics with propriety” in-
dicates moral content to a great extent, but the governance of a state right 
here means the establishment of rites to discriminate and the observance of 
rites to rule. As a matter of fact, the contents of rites at the times of Confu-
cius were far more than the limited implications of ethics and moralities that 
we have apprehended nowadays: just as Xunzi observed that “no discrimina-
tion is more important than limits, and no limit is more important than the 
rites” (Chapter Feixiang 非相 of Xunzi), they also involved the aspect of 
political institution. 

 
3. Prince Jinggong of the Qi State consulted Confucius for politics. 

Confucius replied, “Let the monarch be a monarch, the minister a minister, 
the father a father, and the son a son.” (Yan Yuan) 

 
Then how to understand the expression “Let the monarch be a monarch, 

the minister a minister, the father a father, and the son a son?” In the context 
of asking about politics, it should be thought that this expression meant the 
principle of separation of politics, that is, rights and obligations would have 
to determined in accordance to corresponding statuses so that politics went 
right. That was the establishment of the principle and layout of political af-
fairs, which should not be understood form the point of view of ethics or 
moralities. Indeed, the liege and filial pieties contained the implications of 
ethics and moralities, but just as a fundamental transformation from the prin-
ciple of benevolence and righteousness to the principle of rites and laws was 
available to Confucius (this transformation displays itself as a transformation 
from meaning to order), these lieges and filial pieties represented the system-
atic arrangement of political layout in Confucius’ political thoughts although 
they could contain the ethic contents concerning the respects of the relatives 
and the superiors. Through this arrangement, Confucius had, in a certain 
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sense, established the independent significance of politics to morality. 
 

4. Zizhang consulted about politics. The Master answered, “Hold it 
persistently and do it loyally.” (Yan Yuan) 
 
Now what did Confucius exactly mean? According to Zhu Xi, “The world 

‘hold’ means to ‘hold it in one’s mind,’ while the world ‘persistently’ means 
‘all the same.’”(Collected Commentaries of the Four Books) This explana-
tion is obscure compared with the Correct Meaning of Analects, which says 
that “This line means that the principles shall be practiced personally and no 
nonfeasance is allowed,” and more clearly, Li Zehou explained it as “to hold 
one’s post wearilessly and loyally handle political affairs.” (Li 1998, p. 290) 
Thus, the transformation from “wearilessness” to “loyalty” in Confucius’ re-
ply simply indicated a kind of political responsibility or a kind of responsi-
bility politics, and in this way, the responsibility politics was embodied as a 
kind of duty ethics. Responsibilities and obligations depended on the specific 
range of political affairs that a post involved, but the loyalty was the same. 
Here, it is clear that we have to differentiate the three related but different 
concepts of politics, political ethics and moralization of politics. People 
would often wonder why Confucius focused his replies on the criteria of ac-
tivities in the context of consulting about politics. Was it not clearly to take 
politics as moralization? Actually, the issue is not so simple as such. 

 
5. Jikangzi consulted Confucius about politics. Confucius replied, 

“Politics means straightening. If you lead along a straight way, whoever 
dare otherwise?” (Yan Yuan) 
 
The expression that “political means appropriateness” has often been 

misunderstood, for most people explained the “appropriateness” as the “jus-
tice” in the sense of morality. Is this explanation really the only possibility? 
Is politics no more than the justice of activities in the sense of morality? In 
the context of Confucius’ consultancies about politics, it should be said that 
in the aforementioned dialogue, the moral sense of the “appropriateness” 
was only its implicated sense or affiliated one, instead of its essential sense. 
In essence, Confucius meant that everyone should hold his appropriate post 
and carry out his appropriate responsibilities, which was closely related to 
Confucius’ doctrine about the “appropriateness of names.” According to 
modern politics, “appropriateness” may be understood as justice in terms of 
institution and laws; meanwhile, it can also be explained as legitimacy in 
respect of procedures. Generally speaking, it may have represented the in-
dependence of political affairs, although this kind of politics is inevitably a 
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characteristic of model politics.1 It was the history that made it so, which 
was not incomprehensible at all. 

 
6. Consulting Confucius about politics, Jikangzi asked, “What if I 

killed the unworthy people and kept in touch with those of virtues?” 
Confucius replied, “Why do you take such a trouble to kill people for 
your politics? People would be good if you wanted to be good. The vir-
tues of a worthy man are just like wind, and those of ordinary people are 
like grass. As the wind blows over, the grass certainly will respond.” (Yan 
Yuan) 
 
This dialogue has most frequently been quoted as a typical explanation of 

politics through morality. Jikangzi’s question was a relatively pure legal and 
political one indeed, but Confucius answered him as “People would be good 
if you wanted to be good.” It seems that there was an apparent transition,2 
the very reason of which was that Jikangzi’s question involved capital sen-
tences while Confucius thought that an ideal polity did not depend on capital 
punishment. To the thinking of Confucius, if political steadiness was really 
based on sufficient supplies, strong armies and timely edification, it would 
not have been necessary to establish the boundary between the worthiness 
and the unworthiness by means of capital punishment, and the society would 
have been lent itself to the moralization just as grass bowed when the wind 
blew. In addition, we have to know the nuance between ideal political state 
and moral idealism, aware that at the times of Confucius there could hardly 
be a clear division between ideal politics and morality in the modern sense. 
On the other hand, however, we cannot adduce this phenomenon for a con-
clusion that Confucius intended to substitute morality for politics. 

 
7. Zilu asked about politics. The Master replied, “Lead one’s men in an 

act, and work hard.” Zilu asked the Master to further the explanation, and 
                                                                          
1 Many people may oppose us, thinking that we are simply intend to bring forth something different. But 
our such understanding is based on several grounds. First, we should differentiate the later Confucians’ 
understanding of Confucianism from the primitive Confucianism itself and the abundant contents of 
primitive Confucian texts, and the disparity between the primitive Confucianism and the later Confucians 
should be noted. Second, there is a great disparity between the concept of politics by the primitive Confu-
cians and that by the modern people. That is a difference of time space. But this disparity does not hinder 
the possibility that the texts of the primitive Confucians are explained in several ways. In addition, it is 
true that the primitive Confucians’ understanding of politics can hardly be differentiated from primitive 
religion and clanship moralities under the historical background at that time, but we should fail to see 
their awareness of politics simply due to their attachment to moralities. 
2 The Shisan Jing Zhu Shu (十三经注疏, Notes to Commentaries of 13Classic Books) explained these 
lines as “Politics does not presuppose criminal punishments; if only the superiors behave themselves, the 
people will be edified.” This explanation seems to have put politics into a too close relation to moralities, 
hence neglecting the transition therein. 
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the Master replied with “wearilessness.” (Zilu) 
 

Simply as the previous dialogue, this item has represented the same clue 
of model politics in which the leaders should play a role of models. The ethic 
requirements of ideal politics are different from the mixture or confusion of 
ethics and politics we have usually talked about. From the point of view of 
modern politics, we still cannot purify a political activity into an activity that 
is completely unrelated to morality and ethics, for even up to the present, we 
still think that a politician should spare no efforts in the performance of his 
duties, should take the people’s causes as his own ones, or at least, the poli-
ticians should take the rules of activities to regulate their behaviors. On the 
other hand, Confucius’s reply in this passage shows also the characteristic of 
his teaching students in accordance to their aptitude. Zilu’s question in-
volved a broad range of issues of course, and in addition, he was bold and 
brave, while “people of brevity are fond of great achievements but unable to 
be persistent, so Confucius taught him this way.” (Collected Commentaries 
of the Four Books) So it is clear that Zilu’s question about politics might 
naturally involve the issue of political ethics, but Confucius told him to be 
persistent and play a model role to his followers, which was indeed not a 
confusion of ethics and politics as Li Zehou said. 

Therefore, we can classify Confucius’ dialogues about politics as two ba-
sic types: one was special answers that mostly focused on specific political 
requirements and ethics, for as a matter of fact, the issues involved had to be 
handled with regards to the specific conditions of the askers; while the other 
type was some general answers about political affairs and politics. As with 
the latter, apparently Confucius noted the independence of politics, and 
thereby analyzed the principles of politics, told the priorities, and described 
the policies. Doubtlessly, the concrete expressions and contents were char-
acteristic of the phraseology of Confucius’ times. For us, it seems more im-
portant to a certain extent to discriminate politics and moralities and ascribe 
specific qualities to each of them than to understand the particular contents. 

The interpretation of classic works can find no exclusive answer, and the 
apprehension itself is just a kind of event. The meaning of a text always 
transcends its author because this kind of meaning is always determined at 
the same time both by the historical situation in which an interpreter lives, 
and by the whole objective historical course. 

II 

In the Analects, many of Confucius’ ideas about politics were not brought 
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forth directly by the questions his pupils asked, this further shows his appre-
hension of the respective characteristics of politics and moralities. In the 
analysis of this kind of text, we have to keep several points in mind: one is 
the contextual dialogues that were specially targeted and the ideas that the 
dialogues displayed; the second is the general idea about the principle of 
politics; and the third is the differentiation of the apprehension of politics as 
practical affairs and the politics as ethic requirements in the thoughts of 
Confucius. This differentiation does not mean that politics was completely 
separated from ethics in Confucius, but that Confucius noted clearly the in-
trinsic qualities of politics or its qualities different from moralities. Doubt-
lessly, the principle of the priority of value held a very significant position in 
Confucius’ thought; hence we have unconsciously explained the Confucian 
ideas about politics as those about ethics. But the principle of the priority of 
value is not equivalent to the moralization of politics. To re-establish the or-
ders under the general goal of reviving the culture of the Zhou Dynasty, it 
was impossible that Confucius neglected the role of politics and its inde-
pendence, nor could he substitute pure edification for the establishment of 
politics. Based on the special historical background as such, it is 
well-founded that the issue of Confucius’ thought about the relationships 
between ethics and politics is still arguable. 

Again, according to the Analects, Confucius not only embraced his moral 
ideal all his life, but also eagerly expected the restoration of political orders, 
even to an extent that is too anxious to live on. The Analects spares no 
lengths to describe it, such as: 

 
Ziqin asked Zigong, “Every time he goes to a state, the Master will in-

quire about the political affairs……” (Xueer) 
Ranzi returned from the court. The Master asked, “Why are you so 

late?” Ranzi replied, “I had some political affair to deal with.” The Master 
remarked, “Well, your private business! If it could really be considered as 
some political affair, I guess I should have heard about it although I am 
not holding a post.” (Zilu) 

 
“Every time he goes to a state, the Master will inquire about the political 

affairs,” this line fully displays Confucius’ emphasis on and concern with 
politics, and such emphasis and concern have revealed an idea like this: even 
an ordinary man, or an ignorant person in the remote countryside, should be 
enthusiastic for the political affairs of the state. The political affairs are con-
cerned with everyone’s personal benefits, so a Confucian cannot stay away 
from politics if he wants to improve himself morally. That possibly was an 
important reason that the primitive Confucianism obtained so great 
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achievement.3 
In the Analects, Confucius’ thinking about politics is also revealed in the 

following several conversations.4 
 

1. One engaged in politics with his virtues is just like the Big Dipper, 
which stays at its post while all the other stars admire and support it. 
(Weizhing) 

 
This line has often been thought of as one of the most important texts that 

shows the substitution of morality for politics. Actually, this kind of inter-
pretation may not be necessarily correct, or at least it is not necessarily the 
exclusive interpretation. To our thinking, what this line expresses is Confu-
cius’ expectation of ideal politics instead of the substitution of ethics for 
politics, or otherwise, his other ideas of the discussion about politics would 
become groundless and unexplainable. Heretofore, we have repeatedly 
stressed that the ideal politics and morality itself have to be discriminated, 
the very reason rests in that the ideal politics (a good life) and a virtuous life 
(to live well) are closely related even though from a modern stand, but their 
understandable bases, their paths to achieve the goals and their aims are not 
necessarily the same. The fact that the compiler of the Analects put this entry 
under the topic “politics” might be somewhat helpful for our apprehension of 
it. According to the same logic and line of thinking, Confucius interpreted it 
more clearly in the chapter “Engagement of Politics”: “Guided by politics 
and constrained by laws, people will be law-abiding but know nothing about 
virtues; guided by moralities and constrained by rites, people will know vir-
tues and behave themselves.” In this entry, the first part refers to the politics 
in reality, while the latter an ideal politics, they are two different states re-
vealed along the line of political thinking. But obviously, it does not mean to 
replace politics with ethics although the layout and appearance of an ideal 
politics are full of the sense of moralities. The moral idealism represented in 

                                                                          
3 From the stand of modern ethics, we can easily find that Confucius’ such thinking about politics and 
moralities actually contained much of modern consciousness. Modern ethics has more or less abandoned 
the isolated propriety of individuals in terms of the issue of the obtainment of virtues. Compared with in-
dividuals’ moral obtainment, the history, society and traditional culture (including languages and linguis-
tic rules) have gained the transcendent nature of ontology. This is evident in the thoughts of the Western 
communitarianism, Martin Heidegger, Juergen Habermas and K. O. Apel. Here we have to point out that 
by the Song and Ming dynasties, especially during the Ming period, Confucianism had gone a distance 
too far from the primitive Confucians: more than before, the Confucianism of the Ming Dynasty was ap-
proximate to the Hinayana, which pursued only self-salvation, thinking nothing of the relationships be-
tween the monarchs and subjects, or fathers and sons, nothing of the nation or the common people. Un-
practical and rootless, the Confucianism during this period was characterized with its indifference to the 
exploration of the external world and the responsibility to the families, the state and the nation. 
4 This article is not going to enumerate all the entries involving politics, so only a few of them are se-
lected as simple evidences. 
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political expectations is one thing, and the practical thinking about the poli-
tics in reality is another. These two kinds of things were actually very dis-
tinctive in Confucius’ thought, but people are often confined to what they 
heard or what the succeeding Confucians said, or their own unfamiliarity 
with the classic works. So it is a pity indeed! 

As with his thinking about politics, of course, Confucius was most famous 
of his doctrine of the rectification of names. 

 
2. Zilu asked, “Suppose the Prince of Wei expects your Master to be 

engaged in politics, then what would you begin with?” 
The Master replied, “Certainly, the rectification of names, I think!” 
Zilu argued, “Do you really mean it? How pedantic you are! Whatever 

could you rectify?” 
The Master said, “How rude you are, Zilu! A worthy man might have 

been worried about such serious ignorance. If the name is not proper, the 
opinions won’t be authoritative; where the opinions are not authoritative, 
the efforts will be in vain; where the efforts are in vain, the rites and mu-
sic won’t revive; where the rites and music fail to revive, the legal pun-
ishments won’t hit the target; where the legal punishment can’t hit the 
target, the people won’t know how to behave themselves. Therefore when 
he names something, a worthy man must be able to express his authorita-
tive opinions; and when he expresses his authoritative opinions, these 
opinions certainly can be followed. So a worthy man always watches his 
words cautiously.”(Zilu)5 
 
Generally speaking, throughout all the dialogues between Confucius and 

his disciples recorded in the whole Analects, the “Consultancy of Benevo-
lence” and the “Consultancy of Politics” are two very outstanding topics, 
which are just like the repeated theme of a symphony. The “Consultancy of 
Benevolence” involves the issues of moralities, of course; and the “Consul-
tancy of Politics” certainly refers to those of politics. However, the arguable 
point here is that Confucius followed the tradition of the culture of the Zhou 
Dynasty, so when he talked about benevolence, he involved benevolent poli-
tics, and conversely, when he talked about politics, he would discuss the 
ethics of politics. Thus, Confucius’ discussion about political institution can 
also be divided into two parts, one was the thinking of political affairs and 
political systems and the other was the establishment of political ethics. To 
Confucius’ thinking, the paramount task of politics was to enrich people and 
the state, and the enrichment presupposed a system that was for the people. It 

                                                                          
5 For this entry, it will be better if the reader consults the entry on Jinggong of the Qi State as a reference. 
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was the principle of separation to establish a political system for enrichment 
and regulate the realities respecting their names. The establishment of this 
principle was a requisite methodology (proceduralization) for a reasonable 
politics. Most probably, the very activities of Confucius who gave priority to 
the rectification of names in handling political affairs might have displayed 
an awareness of proceduralization, institutionalization and standardization 
that the modern political philosophy relied on. Some scholars have explained 
it as the “Confucian linguistics,” which to our thinking is too far away from 
Confucius’ line of thinking about “politics.” 

 
3. Prince Aigong asked, “How could I make people obey willingly?” 

Confucius replied, “Select some upright people to rule those not upright, 
and then people will obey; or otherwise, they won’t.” (Weizheng) 

 
Annotators of different generations commented on this entry from the 

point of view of the appointment of governmental staff members, such as 
“Keep in touch with loyal ministers and away from unworthy persons.” That 
explanation might probably be correct. In Confucius’ thought about the ap-
pointment of governmental staff members, however, there were at least 
points that deserve our attention: one is the principle of justice and public 
fairness; and the other is its evolution from the governance of people to the 
governance of laws. From the points of view of “engagement of politics” and 
“consultancy of politics,” the issue of the appointment of people should not 
be understood as a problem of morality. As a politician, Aigong made his 
question with an eye to people’s willing obedience, if in today’s words, peo-
ple were resentless and hateless due to the fairness of the society, and there 
were some standardized systematic regulations for them to follow. Here, 
Confucius put forward the concept “uprightness,” which just meant justice. 
Based on Confucius’ thinking about the issue of the appointment of govern-
mental staff members, therefore, one might fully be able to derive the issue 
of the establishment of a personnel system, and likewise, from Confucius’ 
aforementioned thinking, it seems easy to see the process from the govern-
ance of laws to the governance of people. 

The above explanations could at least indicate, just as Hans-Georg 
Gadamer observed, the residual implications of the dialogues of Confucius if 
they could not be directly deduced from the same source. 

III 

The whole Analects has provided us with fairly sufficient materials to under-
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stand Confucius’ apprehension of the relationships between politics and eth-
ics, of course; but his comments about Guan Zhong are especially helpful in 
our grasping his ideas of the separation of politics from moralities. 

Confucius’ comments about Guan Zhong are mainly seen in the chapters 
Bayi and Xianwen. Generally speaking, Confucius held a positive attitude 
toward Guan Zhong, so when he was asked what kind of a man Guan Zhong 
was, Confucius thought he was a great man.6 But Confucius’ remarks varied 
on different occasions, and his attitudes toward Guan Zhong seem quite con-
trary with regards to benevolence and rites, moralities and career, ethics and 
politics, and historical and moral appraisement. However, instead of indis-
criminatively generalizing the primitive Confucians’ related thoughts as the 
substitution of moralities for politics, it is through these paradoxes that we 
can grasp Confucius’ wisdom to discriminate moralities and politics. 

 
1. The Master said, “How narrow-minded Guan Zhong was!” 
Someone once asked, “Was Guan Zhong a frugal man?” The Master 

replied, “Guan Zhong had three households and three independent sets of 
house officials for each, how could he be considered frugal?” “Then did 
he know rites?” “The rites regulate that only a prince can have a screen 
wall, but Guan Zhong had a screen wall erected. The princes have some 
earth stands for returning drinking vessels for their amity, but Guan 
Zhong had an earth stand for returning drinking vessels, too. If Guan 
Zhong knew the rites, whoever else could be considered ignorant of 
rites?” (Bayi) 
 
In the above lines, Confucius seemed to have criticized Guan Zhong re-

specting his tolerance and manners of activities (luxury and disobedience of 
rites). Obviously, these appraisements were mostly concentrated within the 
range of ethics, in other words, Guan Zhong was vile in terms of moralities, 
which can be clearly seen in the line that “If Guan Zhong knew the rites, 
whoever else could be considered ignorant of rites.” But the following two 
passages might reveal something in the contrary: 

 
2. Zilu criticized, “When Prince Huangong of the Qi State murdered 

Prince Jiu, Zhao Hu committed a suicide to show his loyalty, but Guan 
Zhong didn’t. So Guan Zhong could not be considered benevolent, to my 
opinion.” The Master argued, “Prince Huangong called upon the other 
princes to meet for nine times, but never by means of forces. That was the 

                                                                          
6 Confucius said, “That man! He confiscated three hundred feudal lands of the Bo family so that the latter 
fell into poverty, but the family did not resent him all their lifetimes.” (Xianwen) 
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merits of Guan Zhong. So he could be considered benevolent, indeed.” 
(Xianwen) 

 
3. Zigong asked, “Could Guan Zhong be considered benevolent? When 

Prince Huangong murdered Prince Jiu, he not only didn’t die for Prince 
Jiu to show his loyalty, but even took the post of a primary minister for 
Huangong after that.” The Master replied, “Guan Zhong took the post of a 
primary minister for Huangong, helping the latter control the other 
princes and untied and regulated the whole country, so people have been 
benefited from him even up to the present time. If without Guan Zhong, I 
am afraid I would have become a slave of the barbarians. Such a great 
ambition and achievement that Guan Gong had, it is beyond the minds of 
ordinary shortsighted people who know nothing about their ignorance and 
limitedness. (Ibid.) 
 
Prince Jiu was Prince Huangong’s elder brother, and both Zhao Hu and 

Guan Zhong were the former’s ministers. Here, the issues of “loyalty to a 
monarch” and the “knowledge of rites” were involved. To the later Confu-
cians who valued nothing more than moralities, what Guan Zhong did was 
completely against the Confucian criteria. And in fact, as described above, 
Confucius did not appraise Guan Zhong highly in terms of morality. But this 
ethical appraisement did not reduce Confucius’ respect to Guan Zhong at all, 
which can clearly be seen from Confucius’ words such as that “he could be 
considered benevolent” and that “If without Guan Zhong, I am afraid I 
would have become a slave of the barbarians.” The problem is why Confu-
cius made such polar appraisement about Guan Zhong. It involves the rela-
tionships between political appraisement and moral judgment. From the 
point of view of pure moralism, Guan Zhong might have been good for 
nothing, at least problematic. For an example, Mencius showed his disap-
proval of Guan Zhong. Confucius, however, valued his merits from the point 
of view of national politics, for to the thinking of Confucius, the cause of the 
nation and the happiness of the people were much important than personal 
moralities and rites. That implies the standards for and the difference be-
tween moral judgment and political (historical) appraisement.7 It is true that 
Confucius valued moralities. For instance, he once said that “A worthy 
man’s mistake is as conspicuous as an eclipse of the sun or the moon, but 
such moralities did not reject practical careers.” If one “pays attention only 
to his own moral uplift” instead of “benefiting all the people,” what differ-
ence is there between such a moral self-achievement and the philosophy of 

                                                                          
7 See Note 3. 
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the Hinayana? In this sense, the defects of personal moralities and rites are 
forgivable indeed, compared with his merits to the nation. This is as the say-
ing says, “If only one is principally moral, some of his minor defects are for-
givable.” Different people can interpret this saying from different points of 
view and come to different conclusions, but no doubt that it will be insuffi-
cient not to analyze it from the separation of politics and moralities. 

 
4. Jikangzi asked, “Can Zhongyou be engaged in politics?” The Master 

replied, “Zhongyou is manful, so what if he is engaged in politics?” Ji-
kangzi asked again, “Can Ci be engaged in politics?” The Master replied, 
“Ci is sensible, so what if he is engaged in politics?” And Jikangzi con-
tinued, “Can Qiu be engaged in politics?” The Master replied, “Qiu is ar-
tistic, so what if he is engaged in politics?” (Yongye) 
 
How to understand this dialogue? At least to Confucius’ thinking, the 

manfulness of Zhongyou, the sensibility of Ci and the artistry of Qiu were 
the strengths to be engaged in in politics: politics is concerned with one’s 
faculty, and it seems that Confucius did not discuss the requirement for a 
politician from the point of view of morality. Inevitably, this will make one 
admit that, in the eyes of Confucius, the requirement for politics was not the 
same as that for morality. In reference to Confucius’ appraisements of 
Zhongyou, Ci and Qiu, each of the three had his defects in terms of morality, 
that, each of them was far from equivalent to Yan Hui, but Confucius did not 
deny that they could have great achievements in politics. We will discuss no 
more about the separation between politics and morality here. 

 
5. When the state follows the Dao, it is shameful to be in poverty and 

humbleness. When the state goes astray, it is shameful to be rich and 
powerful. (Taibo) 

 
6. When the state follows the Dao, one should be upright both in words 

and behaviors; when the state goes astray, one should be upright in be-
haviors and have better modest in words. (Xian Wen) 
 
Through these two entries, Confucius actually revealed two standards for 

politics and moralities. As a matter of fact, Confucius’ thought contained 
such an idea that the availability of the Dao had to be indeed represented by 
personal morality on the one hand, but on the other hand, it had to be dis-
played through the enrichment of the people and the nation; the enrichment 
of the people and the nation was just the most important politics to Confu-
cius. Conversely, in a wealthy society, it would be shameful if people lived 
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wealthily but remained poorly edified. In modern terminology, politics and 
moralities represent themselves through their positive interactions; the im-
provement of personal morality will be impossible if without the design of 
politics (system), while an ideal politics will have to rest on the improvement 
of moralities. With respect to the general process of history, in fact, a moral 
society is certainly an effective system at the same time that offer people 
wealth and a respectable life if this morality can last long. 

IV 

As we tried to tell the difference between moralities and politics in the 
thought of Confucius, we said that we had to correspondingly differentiate 
politics and political ethics. It is true that politics is closely related to politi-
cal ethics, but they are two different kinds of things. Here, what we want to 
emphatically point out is that the political ethics that Confucius talked a lot 
about in the Analects was also different from the Confucian ethics that the 
later people generally referred to. The difference lies in that Confucius’ po-
litical ethics was obviously represented as a duty ethics, while the Confucian 
ethics that the later Confucians embraced appeared to be an intentional ethics. 
This difference is very important.8 

 
1. The Master once said, “Where one behaves himself, what difficulties 

if he is engaged in politics? Where he fails to behave himself, how could 
he ask the others to behave properly?” (Zilu) 
 
This entry has often been considered as the basic evidence to support 

Confucius’ ethics-oriented politics.9 Then how to understand it after all? 
More obviously, this entry talked about political ethics instead of focusing 
on politics, because the requirements for politicians’ personal moralities had 
to be satisfied and embodied in the strict performance of duties although the 
point of politics was the enrichment of the nation and people.10 In the eyes of 
Confucius, this kind of duty ethics required different people to loyally per-
                                                                          
8 By saying so, we do not mean that Confucius talked about mere duty ethics instead of intention ones. 
The intention ethics characterized the Confucian thoughts, but the Confucian thoughts should not be 
completely generalized as intention ethics: at least, to Confucius, the primitive Confucian, intention ethics 
was as important as the duty ethics. But pitifully, the later Confucians focused on the aspect of intention 
ethics and left the duty ethics untouched. From today’s point of view, it is an urgent task to pick up and 
develop the duty ethics of the primitive Confucians. 
9 For this entry, it will be better if the reader refers to the entry about Confucius’ reply to Jikangzi that “If 
you set up an example to appropriateness, whoever dare otherwise.” 
10 For this entry, it will be better if the reader consults the entry about Confucius’ reply to Zilu as “Lead 
one’s men in an act, and work hard.” 
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form their own duties in accordance with the different principles of separa-
tion; that was quite the same as “Those who do not hold a certain post do not 
consider the related political business” and “A monarch should respect his 
subjects in accordance to the rites, and the subjects should render their ser-
vices to the monarch in loyalty.” From the perspective of the engagement of 
politics, the rites and loyalty between a monarch and his subjects were not a 
general ethics as we have usually understood, but a kind of duty ethics of 
politics. This is more obviously shown in the next entry. 

 
2. Zilu asked how to serve a monarch. The Master replied, “Don’t 

cheat him, but you can offend him for the sake of public business.” 
(Xianwen) 
 

3. When serving a monarch, one should consider his businesses instead 
of payment. (Weilinggong) 
 
That “don’t cheat him” was the principle of trust in political ethics, and 

that “you can offend him for the sake of public business” was the representa-
tion of uprightness; this kind of uprightness was based on the knowledge of 
what is public interests and justice. From this it can be seen that from the 
point of duty ethics, the services to a monarch in political ethics had their in-
trinsic requirement of straightness and justice instead of flattery, cheat and 
hypocrisy or temporary personal preferment or demotion. Rendering a ser-
vice to a monarch, one should aim at the interests of the nation and people: 
he should persuade or dissuade the monarch even if it would offend him. 
That was honesty and straightness, and more importantly, it was the respon-
sibility of a man who rendered a service to the monarch. If everyone could 
have strictly followed the principle that “the thought does not exceed the 
status” and stuck to their responsibilities, there would be no greed, wicked-
ness, circumvention or humbuggery, and the politics would be clean and ef-
fective.11 

 
4. Chen Chengzi murdered his superior, Prince Jiangong. Confucius 

had a bath in accordance to the rites, and then he went to the court and 
told Prince Aigong, “Chen Heng has murdered his lord, so I plead you to 
send forces to crusade against him.” The prince responded, “please in-
form the three gentlemen of the Ji family.” Confucius replied, “Since I 
took the post of a high rank, I dare not hold back my words. Now your 

                                                                          
11 These two entries can be apprehended in reference to the entry about Confucius’ reply to Zizhang as 
“Hold it persistently and do it loyally.” 
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majesty told me to inform the three gentlemen of the Ji family, I will al-
though it is not a proper procedure.” Then Confucius went to the three 
gentlemen and informed them, but the three gentlemen refused his sug-
gestion. Confucius said, “I knew it would be so. But since I took the post 
of a high rank, I dare not hold back my words.” (Xianwen) 

 
People have been used to seeing Confucius as pedantic from this passage. 

But in accordance to the pre-Qin ritual system, people who took official 
posts should care for political affairs; furthermore, according to the laws of 
the spring and autumn period, everyone should crusade against a person who 
murdered a lord as his superior. Although he knew that Prince Aigong had 
no way to send crusade forces, Confucius stuck to his responsibility to report 
the state businesses. Sufficiently, this indicates that Confucius was sticking 
to a kind of duty ethics of politics. 

Confucius really apperceived the essential characteristics of political eth-
ics, that is, he did not blindly focus on intention ethics, but mainly on the es-
tablishment of duty ethics. This line of thinking was quite approximate to the 
requirement of today’s political ethics. However, there was another obvious 
trait that we have to know, that is, when he talked about political ethics, 
Confucius highlighted the priority of the interests of the nation and people 
more than the personal moralities and efforts of the politicians. From this we 
can see that the engagement of politics and the improvement of moralities 
can have their own independent meaning. Generally, it is true that the en-
gagement of politics and the improvement of moralities can be combined in 
the name of the practice of the Dao, but this combination does not hinder the 
independent meanings and intrinsic features of the targets they respectively 
deal with. 

Based on the above discussions, we can come to a conclusion that the 
“consultancy of benevolence” and the “consultancy of politics” in the Ana-
lects have their own boundaries and features, and that the clue and contents 
of Confucius’ answers cannot be generally treated as a substitution of mo-
ralities for politics. Meanwhile, to the thinking of Confucius, even the doc-
trine about politics itself has its divisions such as the establishment of politi-
cal goals and platforms and the requirement of political ethics. Especially, it 
seems that we should not generally substitute political ethics for Confucius’ 
remarks of political affairs and political independence. 

It is without a doubt a very important issue how to recover Confucius and 
expound the truth in his thought from the point of the modern society so as 
to show all the laws’ sources and establish all the laws’ aims. The primitive 
Confucians considered the nature of human beings as something that had to 
be represented through the moral practice of people, but many Confucian 
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scholars at the later and modern times have considered the thought of Con-
fucianism as a kind of moral philosophy. That is surely a prejudice against 
the nature of Confucianism. The morality as conscience or the true mind and 
nature of a human being is merely a part of man’s structure of existence in-
stead of the whole structure, and the development and realization of this true 
mind as morality cannot do without the concerns with and the recognition of 
politics, the society and the nation. As a matter of fact, Confucius had an 
avid political ambition all his lifetime to govern the feudal states and the 
whole nation well, and he was extremely eager for the establishment of a so-
ciety with proper ritual and musical systems. In an era when ritual and mu-
sical systems were spoiled, Confucius spent all his life on re-establishing the 
proper order of the society. But for long, modern people have mostly fo-
cused on the re-establishment of the doctrine of the mind and the human na-
ture and the philosophical theory, when they think over Confucianism they 
seldom touch the aspect of “exterior political achievement.” That is a big 
pity indeed. And it is the internal reason why today’s Confucianism appears 
incapable, although reasonable when it faces contemporary issues. The 
Confucian thought has to modernize itself before it deals with modern prob-
lems. Therefore, it is still a significant work even today to define the respec-
tive statuses and independent structures of politics and moralities and to 
change the single line of thought as literally expressed in the Great Learn-
ing. 
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